
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
One exceptional birth. Two very different responses. 
Magi came from the east. Matthew doesn’t offer many details. How many were there? Where was their home? 

Were they royalty, advisers to kings, or just curious astrologers? Was this a custom that was followed in their culture, or 
were the star and the circumstances unique? We are left to wonder about such things.  

What we do learn from Matthew’s account is that a special star appeared in the sky, signifying the birth of a 
king. Magi from the east (Persia, perhaps?) noted the celestial appearance and journeyed to give honor to the newborn 
king. It was likely a lengthy journey. For reference, the distance from Tehran to Jerusalem is approximately 1,200 miles 
and a camel caravan would travel at a rate of 25 miles per day, meaning a journey of about two months. They would 
have planned carefully for such a trip, packing provisions and taking along an entourage for security. It was a costly 
excursion, not even accounting for the gifts they carried. They went first to Jerusalem, the seat of the provisional 
government, then continued to follow the star to Bethlehem. They arrived at the place marked by the star and entered 
to find Mary and Jesus. Upon seeing him, they knelt in reverence and presented him with gifts fit for a king. 

He wasn’t their king. And yet they took great pains to find him and to honor him, unlike the leaders in his own 
country. 

Herod was the puppet king of the Roman Empire over Palestine. He possessed all the trappings of a king – 
opulent palaces, sumptuous meals, exquisite clothing, wealth and power and influence, though he was neither Hebrew 
nor a true king according to lines of succession. He rebuilt and expanded the temple and brought prosperity to the land 
– at least to the wealthy landowners, though his primary loyalties were to Rome…and himself.  

When Herod learned from the magi that the heavens signaled the birth of a child who would become king of the 
Jews, he did not rejoice; he was terrified. Why was a man so powerful afraid of a newborn baby? Perhaps, despite the 
backing of Rome and all the wealth he had amassed for himself, he knew he was not a legitimate ruler. Had Herod been 
truly Jewish, he might have received the news with joy, a sign of God’s promises being fulfilled. But if this child became a 
rival to his throne, it could destabilize the region and threaten everything Herod had gained. Self interest trumped faith 
and prophecy. Instead of seeking the child to honor him, Herod plotted to kill him. 

The story of Epiphany is a story of perspectives. The magi followed the star to the Christ child so they could 
honor him. Herod sought Jesus because he feared him. The coming of Christ still inspires worship or evokes resistance, 
depending on what one hopes to gain or fears to lose. The incarnation of God in Christ is welcome news for those who 
dream of a world as God intended. God’s presence is a threat to those who believe they can do better on their own than 
by getting behind God’s agenda.  

Are we the former or the latter? Obviously, if you’re participating in worship today, you have chosen to align 
with the magi, the good guys, the ones who see Jesus as hope and not as threat. But is that the whole story? Are we 
Christ-followers by choice or by habit or just by default? Have we really embraced the Good News Jesus brings, or do we 
fear what true discipleship might cost us?  

Let’s face it; it's pretty easy for us to identify as Christians today. Though it has been well-documented that 
religious practice is in decline in the United States, Christianity is still by far the dominant faith affiliation, with over 70% 
of Americans self-identifying as Christian according to the Pew Research Center.1 But being Christian in America today 
isn’t the same as being excited about his birth in ancient Palestine or becoming a disciple during Jesus’ lifetime…or 
taking seriously the life of discipleship ever since. Given the conduct of the American Church over the last few decades, 
it’s not even clear how much Jesus matters to us, outside of his name and some vague notion that he symbolizes what 

 
1 https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/ (accessed December 30, 2020). 
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we stand for. Too many Christians have reduced Jesus either to a flag-waving, gun-toting, gay-bashing strong man or a 
feel-good guru who asks nothing more of us than to be enlightened and love ourselves.  

Instead of modeling our lives after his life as attested to in the Gospels, we have attempted to mold and shape 
him into the savior we prefer. Instead of allowing the Gospel to direct our lives, we pick and choose chapter and verse 
that seem to support our preconceived values. Instead of seeking him no matter what it costs, we satisfy ourselves with 
culture and lifestyle, afraid of what it might mean to actually find him…or to have him find us. 

We don’t necessarily do this consciously. I think that all Christians genuinely want to follow Jesus and be faithful 
to scripture on some level. But along the way, we get distracted by cultural differences or worship styles or turf battles. 
We substitute genuine discipleship for catch phrases and sound bites or rules and dogmatic formulas for salvation. Or 
we decide to avoid such radical expressions and stick to a safe but nominal faith built on church attendance, an 
occasional verse or two of scripture, a little prayer now and then. 

Following Jesus is about more than information; it is about transformation. Being a Christian is more than an 
assurance of salvation and a high perch from which to judge the world and those “other people.” To be a Christian is to 
be a disciple. And to be true disciples costs us something. Like Herod, we don’t always want the transformation Christ 
brings. No, we don’t scheme and connive to commit mass murder; our tools aren’t sword and spear, but theories and 
theologies and rules, words and ideas that insulate us from an encounter with Jesus that might threaten our identity or 
way of life. By contenting ourselves with hearing and talking about Jesus or sticking to what others tell us about him, we 
construct a faith that doesn’t require us to experience him. But that is precisely the opposite of the point of Gospel. 
Richard Rohr writes, “The Word became flesh. But to be honest, we would rather just have the word.”2 

God came to us in Christ to be with us, to enter our experience, to invite us to experience the fullness of God-
with-us. Over and over in the Gospels, people who experienced Jesus were transformed by their encounters with him: 
Lawyers and fishermen, tax collectors and lepers, adulterers and religious leaders. Genuine encounters with Jesus 
transform us, too.  

But this is hard. It means setting our egos aside, surrendering control or at least our illusion of it. When we live 
in the realm of ideas and theories, of rules and dogmas, we maintain some measure of control. Do this, believe that, and 
all will be well. But that isn’t how God comes to us. Incarnation is an in-breaking, a completely new experience of God in 
Christ, and that can be terrifying to us. If we are to have an experience of Christ, then we are not in control. Truth be 
told, we would rather God remain distant, establishing rules and structures we either follow or don’t, because then we 
would still have control. But a God who enters into relationship with us, who knows us better than we know ourselves, 
who we can trust with our deepest fears and our darkest secrets as well as our most ardent hopes? That’s risky. There’s 
an intimacy in that kind of relationship that makes us uncomfortable. What if God sees something in me God doesn’t 
like? What if becoming the person God wants me to be means that I have to give up a part of myself I’m not willing to 
part with? Surrender isn’t easy. It requires trust – trust that the life to which we are called is better than the lives we can 
build for ourselves. 

It’s hard for us to imagine that a life of surrender can be better or more joyful than a life pursuing the world on 
our own terms, particularly for those who grew up in a dogmatic or rules-oriented faith. We have been taught that to 
follow Christ is to eschew worldly pleasures, to be super-religious all the time and set ourselves apart from those who 
aren’t. (I’ve rarely met a fundamentalist who didn’t exhibit some level of resentment toward people they perceive are 
having more fun than they are.) But life in Christ isn’t devoid of joy. It doesn’t mean avoiding every pleasure, but 
receiving it as God’s gift and keeping it in perspective. When we experience true joy in Christ, we don’t hoard it or 
protect it at all costs, but share generously as God has generously shared with us. Jesus said he came that we might have 
life more abundantly. 

 Incarnation is God’s ultimate act of love. God came in Christ to enter our life – not just once upon a time, but 
again and again and again, to be in relationship with us. That relationship reveals to us the fullness of God’s love – a love 
that reaches to us before we know we need it, a love that saves us through the redemptive work of Christ in the world, 
on the cross, and through the empty tomb, a love that shapes us into Christ’s likeness so we can be Christ to the world. 
The incarnation isn’t something to be feared, but to be sought. God’s presence in Christ isn’t to be avoided, but 
embraced. Our relationship with God in Christ is built on love, not duty. 
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How can we respond to such a generous and overwhelming invitation? We start the way we would with any 
relationship – by demonstrating interest, intentionally setting aside time for God, learning more about Christ and his 
work in the world. And we pray – taking care not only to talk but to listen, cultivating a deeper connection. Once we 
learn to listen, we can begin to hear God’s hopes for us, what God calls us to do and who God calls us to be. Do what the 
magi did – follow where God leads, worship and give thanks for God’s incarnational presence, and offer our gifts in 
service to Christ in whose hands they become all they were intended to be. To put it another way, we respond with 
discipleship: we follow Jesus to be like Jesus in order to do what Jesus did. But it starts by taking the first step. Do not be 
afraid. Trust in the One who brought us to life and longs to make that life full and abundant. Approach God with worship 
and gratitude, for God’s coming in Christ is Good News. 

We started our Advent journey with apocalypse, and we conclude today with epiphany. Apocalypse means 
revelation. God’s dream for us is revealed in the words of the prophets and the Gospel writers. Epiphany is a 
manifestation, an appearance that forever changes us. God’s presence has appeared to us in Christ – not through 
domination or power, but in loving relationship. We have dreamed together and continue to dream, for we know that 
there is much we need to achieve. Injustice, fear, oppression, racism, wealth, and power still seem to have the upper 
hand. But Christ has come, and we are invited to an experience of him that will change us and can change the world.  

We must keep on dreaming, but we must also be fully awake. Epiphanies wake us up, stop us from sleepwalking 
through life and the flimsy thing we have called faith to experience a deeper life in Christ. The light of Christ has been 
revealed. How will we respond? 

 


