
Sermon full text 01/04/09 
Page 1 of 4 

“Manifestation of the Mystery” / Matthew 2:1-12 / Ephesians 3:1-12  

What have we been saying to each other these past several weeks?  Happy Holidays!  Merry 
Christmas!  Happy Hanukkah! Happy New Year!  And what will we be saying to each other in Kroger 
this Tuesday?  That’s right, Happy Epiphany! Epiphany is twelve days after Christmas, and has been 
celebrated in the west since the 4th century. The word means “manifestation” or “revelation.”  
Sometimes you might hear someone say, “I had a real epiphany last night!”  It marks the appearance of 
Christ to the Gentiles, represented by the Magi, whom we usually refer to as the Wise Men.    

The account of the appearance to the Magi is found in today’s reading, Matthew 2:1-12 – I am only 
reading thru verse 8:   

Matthew 2:1-8: In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from 
the East came to Jerusalem, 2 asking, "Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we 
observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage."  3 When King Herod heard this, he 
was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4 and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the 
people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born.  5 They told him, "In Bethlehem of 
Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:  6 'And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no 
means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people 
Israel.'"  7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the 
star had appeared.  8 Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search diligently for the child; 
and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage."   

I want to look briefly at the Magi, and at Herod; then we will compare their reactions to the news of 
Jesus’ birth.    

Who were the Magi?  In the Greek, the word is magoi, from which we get our word “magician.” 
Elsewhere in the NT, this is a derogatory term, used for magicians and sorcerers. Some may recall a 
magician named Simon in Acts 9 who was so impressed with Peter’s works thru the Holy Spirit, he 
offered them money to get the same power.   

As it says in our text, they were from the East. They were both astronomers and astrologers. The word 
“astronomy” is comprised from means astral, and nomos or law, which means the study of the laws or 
movement of the stars. The word “astrology” is comprised from astral, and logos or word, which 
means the study of the message or meaning of the stars’ movements for earthly life.  Essentially, it was 
their profession to watch the heavens.    

So if you are a 1st-century Jew, who are these guys? They are idolaters! They didn’t look to God, they 
looked at the stars! On the other hand, some heavenly brilliance spoke to them about the entry of some 
sort of King into the world. Take a look – to whom did the angels announce the arrival of the King? 
Remember? Shepherds in the fields, at night. They were at the bottom of the cultural ladder. 
Remember, the testimony of shepherds was not even allowed in a court of law. Who were the first non-
Jews to hear the news? Foreign star-watchers!  

What does this say to us?  My friends, God came to the poor, the bottom of the pile, to aliens. Think 
we might be included among these?   

Many years later, legends sprung up about the wise men (often a good question on a Bible trivia quiz.) 
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Some folks say there were three, since there were three gifts. Early eastern tradition says there were 
twelve.  Later legend made them kings. Many believe they were kings because of several OT passages 
which say Kings will come and worship him. By the sixth century, they were given names: Melchior, 
Gaspar, and Balthasar.    

Before we look at the Magi’s reaction to the Christ-child, let’s look at King Herod. He was insanely 
suspicious! He murdered both wives and at least two of his sons. The Emperor remarked that it was 
safer to be his pig than his son! One story is told that, as he approached 70, he knew it was time for 
him to die.  He ordered that many folks should be arrested and imprisoned. When he died, he ordered 
that they should all be executed – at least some tears should be shed!  

 Verse 3 says that Herod was frightened, and all of Jerusalem with him. We can probably speculate that 
Herod was afraid of someone usurping his throne. But “all of Jerusalem” was frightened that another 
reign of terror might begin.   

So what did Herod do?  He summoned the experts!  At least he knew whom to call! They referred him 
to the prophet Micah, who said the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem. So how did the Magi find 
out Jesus was in Bethlehem?  Herod told them! But as he sends them on their way, he instructs them, 
(verse 8), “Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that 
I may also go and pay him homage.” Again, I recall this scene from The Nativity Story, the movie that 
came out two years ago – Herod and his son are two of the most despicable creatures you can imagine.     

I have read or heard this story dozens, if not hundreds of times, and only just realized that it was this 
despicable, murderous, treacherous, lying tyrant who told the Magi where the Messiah could be found 
– God works in strange ways, doesn’t he? If he used the likes of Herod, what do you suppose might be 
done in and thru the likes of us?   

A few more interesting points about this account: First, notice the Magi did not ask, “Where is the one 
born to become king of the Jews?” Instead, they asked, “Where is the one born king of the Jews?” 
Jesus’ kingly status was not conferred on him later on; it was his from birth. If we look closely at the 
passage, we will notice that Matthew calls him KING Herod until the prophecy is delivered by the 
experts; after the Kingship, the Lordship of the baby is established, Herod is simply that, Herod.   

Let’s finish the story, at verse 9: When [the Magi] had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of 
them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was.  
10 When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy.  11 On entering the house, 
they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening 
their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  12 And having been 
warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.  

The star reappears, and they follow it to Bethlehem. What happens?  They are overwhelmed with joy. 
When was the last time you were overwhelmed with joy? And what did they do, they worshiped the 
child.   

This came to me last night as I was reviewing my sermon. They were overwhelmed with joy, and they 
worshiped the child. How did they know who it was? Did they figure it out?  They weren’t scholars, 
were they? They were foreign astronomers! Another revelation – Christ presents himself, Christ makes 
himself known to us – it’s a gift – we will never figure it out on our own.   
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And what did they do after worship?  What was their response to this epiphany, this manifestation, this 
revelation? They opened up their treasure chests and offered Jesus gifts of gold, frankincense, and 
myrrh. Wow, sounds like a good stewardship sermon, doesn’t it? The giving of gifts, once again, is our 
response to the appearance of Christ.   

And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another 
road.   

If you have read ahead, you will recall that Herod is furious at this turn of events, and he proceeds to 
kill all the baby boys in Bethlehem 2 years old and younger. We also know that Joseph has a dream 
too, and he flees to Egypt to escape the killing.   

So, this story is easy enough, isn’t it? It’s interesting to compare the two reactions to the birth of the 
King of the Jews, isn’t it? The Magi, even though they were foreign, pagan, idolaters, fell down and 
worshiped the Messiah. Herod had his chances – he summoned the religious leaders, and they told him 
what their Scriptures said, but he fell off the wagon and conspired to kill the baby.   

Many times, we want to compare ourselves with the characters in the story – I presume we all want to 
put our lot in with the Magi. I mean, we are Gentiles; some of us like to read the astrology columns; 
many of us like to speak of fate; of course we would have worshiped the baby, right? And of course we 
would have opened our treasure chests, right?  

If we think about it, there are always three reactions to Jesus: 

 

Adoring worship – this from the wise men 

 

Complete indifference – even the chief priests and scribes knew what Scripture said, they did 
nothing to respond 

 

Hatred and hostility – Herod saw Jesus as one who would interfere with his life   

My friends, we will be celebrating the sacrament of Communion in a few minutes – prayerfully 
consider, really prayerfully consider this: If we are so great, if we think to ourselves, without 
hesitation, that OF COURSE we would fall down and worship this baby – then why was it necessary 
for him to die on the cross for our sins? Why is this most holy event necessary at all?    

It might be, just might be, that we are closer to Herod than we think.     

Many of you know that I had an infilling of the Spirit when I was reading the Matthew commentary by 
Dale Bruner – listen to what he has to say to us about Herod – I hope you find it shocking, because 
sometimes we need to be shocked out of our self-satisfaction and complacency:   

Just what do we see in Herod?  In Herod we see what is called Original Sin. “Herod serves as simply a 
more graphic representation of what all of us are, more subtly, within.  The human person fights 
passionately for self-sovereignty and will go to almost any length to retain one’s own crown, one’s 
own self-rule, one’s own power.”   

Look at it this way, my friends:  
If Jesus is Lord, then we are not!  What is our natural, human, sinful reaction?  Our first reaction is 
rebellion!  If Jesus is King, then what we thought about our own sovereignty is over! Herod is not 
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merely the gospel villain – he is Everyman! Even though this is an extreme case, it is not isolated!  
Even though there are certainly degrees of sin, look at   

Romans 3:10-18: "There is no one who is righteous, not even one;  11 there is no one who has 
understanding, there is no one who seeks God.  12 All have turned aside, together they have become 
worthless; there is no one who shows kindness, there is not even one."  13 "Their throats are opened 
graves; they use their tongues to deceive." "The venom of vipers is under their lips."  14 "Their mouths 
are full of cursing and bitterness."  15 "Their feet are swift to shed blood;  16 ruin and misery are in their 
paths,  17 and the way of peace they have not known."  18 "There is no fear of God before their eyes."  

Let us turn now to our second reading for today, Ephesians 3:1-12: This is the reason that I Paul am a 
prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles – 2 for surely you have already heard of the 
commission of God's grace that was given me for you, 3 and how the mystery was made known to me 
by revelation, as I wrote above in a few words, 4 a reading of which will enable you to perceive my 
understanding of the mystery of Christ.  5 In former generations this mystery was not made known to 
humankind, as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit:  6 that is, the 
Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ 
Jesus through the gospel. 7Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God's grace 
that was given me by the working of his power.  8 Although I am the very least of all the saints, this 
grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, 9 and to make 
everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things; 10 so that 
through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be made known to the rulers and 
authorities in the heavenly places.  11 This was in accordance with the eternal purpose that he has 
carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, 12 in whom we have access to God in boldness and confidence 
through faith in him.  

My friends, Paul speaks of a mystery – talk about a mystery!  Because of the table before us, we are 
promised eternal life, beginning right now.  Because of the epiphany, the manifestation, the revelation 
of God Incarnate, and his life, death, and resurrection, we have hope in him.    

Let us be mindful of what is about to happen, and let us prayerfully and thankfully recall what 
happened for us, in Christ. 


