Sermon for Sun 8th Jan 2012 – Epiphany: Matthew 2:1-12

Let’s pray…

And so, today, we celebrate Epiphany, the coming of the Magi. In many Eastern countries Epiphany is a hugely significant date in their calendars; in some cases they celebrate Christmas on this date as well and there are all sorts of traditions with which it is associated. If you want to know more, why not ask Katherine Lee about her time in Ukraine celebrating Christmas twice! Once on Dec. 25th and then again on 7th January with her Ukrainian friends. In England too, Epiphany used to be a big deal, with cakes and puddings created for Twelfth Night and plays and entertainment associated with the celebration of the next day. However, these days in the West, Epiphany can seem like an after-thought… Christmas is over… we’re taking down the decorations, putting away the Christmas cook books until next year… we’re done… the story is finished – no more nativities, mulled wine, mince pies for another 11 months. We’ll leave the crib out just long enough to add the Wise Men, but then we get ready to move on… 

Of course, in many ways that is fine. We don’t want to be like Mr Andy Park, who has entitled himself ‘Mr Christmas’ and who celebrates Christmas every single day of the year. He has calculated that he has spent over £180,000 on 6.5 thousand turkeys since 1993 and each day writes himself a card and wraps himself a present to open the following day. Clearly sustaining Christmas in such a way is not helpful, however, the danger is, we can feel like the end of the Christmas season is an ending – full stop - a sign that the story has finished. Epiphany serves to remind us that the birth of Jesus is just the beginning. Something dramatic has happened, and although life today in our busy lives, and back then, in the lives of the people of Bethlehem and Jerusalem continue to trundle along, Epiphany is a wake-up call highlighting that despite appearances, all is not - in fact  - the same as it was before. 

Matthew’s gospel is written with Jews in mind, aiming to convince them that Jesus is the Messiah, and of all the gospels, Matthew quotes the Old Testament the most – more than 57 times in total. Mark is the nearest with only 30 quotes. So, Matthew begins by pointing out the scriptural context of this event, and from the very outset, Jesus’ Jewish heritage is writ large. In particular, Matthew seems to want us to notice Jesus’ Kingly beginnings. He begins his gospel by telling the genealogy of Jesus – he is underlining His royal lineage, head-lining His earthly ancestry back to Abraham, the father of the Jewish faith, and to their first King, David. He then recounts the announcement of Jesus’ birth, in line with the Messianic prophecies. 

Matthew then goes on to record the visit of the Magi, which we have heard read to us this morning. They first approach the puppet King Herod, a King by political arrangement, someone able to command people to do his will because of his relationship with the Romans. Herod had a fearsome reputation for paranoia and bloodshed, and so it is with little surprise that we read of how, when Herod was disturbed, everyone was disturbed with him. And sadly, we know that they were right to be so, because he later responds to being thwarted in his hunt for Jesus with cruel and indiscriminate anger, willing to stop at nothing to protect his authority. It is sadly all too easy to think of other political leaders and kings in our day who have caused similar levels of terrible fear and oppression amongst their people. Herod was such a King.

Before that tragedy though, Herod calls together the Jewish leaders and demands information – where could a Messiah, another leader, come from? They know the answer, Bethlehem, so it is interesting that, by turning to the full prophetic scripture, they don’t just provide a geographical answer, but they also indicate the kind of leader that the Messiah will be. He will be born in Bethlehem, and he will be a ruler, suggesting that he will be given power and authority, yet his rule will be in stark contrast with that of Herod; this Messiah will be a ‘shepherd of God’s people.’ A ruler who will care for and nurture the people. And not only that, but we are again given a Kingly reference, because this phrase points back again, to David who was the first shepherd king of Israel, and who was also of Judah’s line. The Messiah is therefore being revealed slowly but surely – make no mistake, Matthew is saying – this is not just about the birth of a baby who will have influence, this is the beginning of a whole new era of God’s rule, this is the beginning of a kingly life that will not just shape Israel’s future, but a life whose Kingdom and influence will extend far beyond Israel’s borders. And its arrival is heralded afresh by Gentiles, who have travelled many miles from foreign kingdoms in order to recognise the birth of a King and worship at God’s feet. 

We don’t know where the Magi are from exactly, but we do know that they are from the East and are likely to have come some great distance. We also know that they understood with clarity that they were coming to worship a king – their gifts tell us that much, for they were gifts only really suitable for paying homage to royalty. The Magi approached the earthly King Herod for assistance, but seem to have been under no illusion that he would prove to be the conclusion of their search; and they arrived at a humble house far from the trappings of the capital with equal assurance that they had indeed found what they were looking for. 

The Magi followed a star and God’s prompting. The Psalms tell us that the heavens declare the glory of God, and the Magi have observed and taken note of God’s hand at work there. As so often in Scripture, they were unusual people for God to use to proclaim and witness to Jesus’ birth. And yet, even though they were Gentiles, they responded faithfully to both the initial prompting of God through the heavens, and then to God’s speaking to them through their dreams. These unlikely visitors acted with courage, following a star and their convictions, possibly for months, travelling over difficult terrain with highly desirable goods, at great risk to themselves. And they did so, just so that they could draw near to God and worship. If only I always responded so readily with such faith and trust to God’s leading. 

These days, we do a lot of following – I was on a train the other day and the display said “Follow South West Trains on Twitter”… Goodness, surely it’s got to be a dull day when that is the most exciting thing to do! We say – “I’ll follow your career with interest”, we follow football teams, we get caught up in celebrity adulation, following their every move and whim, and we can follow those who seek to lead us, at work, in church. Now these things are not necessarily bad in and of themselves, but it can be instructive to ask the question – what or who do I follow? And do they bring me closer to God, or distract me and take me further away from him? Do the things that we follow cause us to worship the object of our attention, or do their gifts and character cause us to praise and worship God? 

The wonder of Epiphany is that we remember afresh that it heralds a new chapter in the life of the world. This child whose birth we’ve just celebrated grows up to become a ruler, a King and a shepherd who will shake the world in entirely wonderful and new ways. And he goes on to gather around him friends to whom he says, “Follow me”. The Magi followed the star, being confident it would lead them closer to a King; having worshipped, they would naturally have continued in their normal way, following their route home via Herod. Yet when God called them to follow him in another direction, his voice took precedence, and they obediently went his way, returning by another route. 

We may follow many things, even edifying things, which don’t distract us from our walk with God, but when Jesus’ voice calls us to follow him, if that takes us in a different direction are we prepared to walk in it? Obedience to God and a determination to follow him is a good thing for us to think about as we begin a New Year together as part of his faithful people. 

And, at the beginning of another year, we would do well to give thanks for the freedoms that we have in this country to follow God. Even though we may feel that some of those freedoms are being eroded, nonetheless, we have not endangered our lives in attending church this morning. We remember those brothers and sisters in the Eastern churches, who will be celebrating Epiphany or Christmas this weekend, many of whom live under oppressive regimes and who will have risked their lives this weekend in order to draw near and worship. Only this morning on the radio was there again fears and worries expressed about the safety of Christians in Egypt, and Nigeria, and so we pray for them and draw near to worship God, humbled by the privilege of doing so alongside others all around the world who follow him before all else. 

Let’s pray… 

Questions: 

Have you ever celebrated Epiphany (other than in Church on the Sunday closest)? What form did it take? 

How do you feel about 12th night? Do you leave Christmas decorations up till the last minute, or is it over earlier in your home? 

Did you know that Matthew was aimed at Jewish readers - does that help in the way in which you read and understand his gospel? 

Why do you think the Jewish leaders quoted the full Scripture in vs. 6 rather than just giving the straight answer? 

Do you agree that the violent and paranoid leadership of Herod acts as a sharp contrast to the Messiah prophesied in the Scripture? And if so, how does that help us relate to and pray for those countries struggling under violent and oppressive regimes? 

Do you find it surprising that the Magi seemed to have no confusion over the identity over the King they had come to worship? (i.e. They knew the king was not Herod.) What conclusions do you draw from this?

Do you share the admiration of the preacher for the courage and convictions of the Magi? Or not? Why?

Is there anything or anyone you particularly follow (either on Twitter, or in life generally)? If so, can you share what they are? How can the things that we follow bring us closer to God, or distance us from him? What are the implications for our own lives? 

In your experience, do you think that God's voice takes precedence over the other things that you are following? Have you ever had to take a completely different route because of God's call? Can you share it with the group? 

How can the obedience of the Magi encourage us at the beginning of a New Year? 

Take some time to pray for persecuted Christians in other countries - perhaps consider using material from Christian Solidarity Worldwide, Release International or similar organisation.
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