Scripture Readings for Sunday, January 3rd 2021
Colossians 1:25-29 (NIV)
25 I [,

Paul,] have become its servant by the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God
in its fullness— 26 the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed
to the Lord’s people. 27 To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches
of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. 28 He is the one we proclaim, admonishing and
teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone fully mature in Christ. 29 To this
end I strenuously contend with all the energy Christ so powerfully works in me.
Matthew 2:1-12 (NIV)
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to
Jerusalem 2 and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star when it
rose and have come to worship him.” 3 When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem
with him. 4 When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked
them where the Messiah was to be born. 5 “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the
prophet has written: 6 “‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the
rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.’” 7 Then Herod
called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. 8 He sent them
to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so
that I too may go and worship him.” 9 After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the
star they had seen when it rose went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child
was. 10 When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 11 On coming to the house, they saw the child
with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures
and presented him with gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. 12 And having been warned in a dream
not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.
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Sermon: A New Beginning, A New Hope
It is 2021, a new start with a brand-new calendar to begin using. Even so, we can’t forget the past, there
is obviously continuity with 2020; COVID is still very much with us for a start! On that topic, we all know
there is a long way to go in addressing the effects of this pandemic, nevertheless, I have more optimism
than I had 9 months ago because of the new vaccines and treatments. Yet the suffering is not over,
whether we are speaking medically, economically, socially, or psychologically; but we can, I believe,
look forward into 2021 with both patience and hope. This brings us to the Christmas story. There we
also celebrate a new beginning – indeed, a New Testament – yet one that is in continuity with God’s
story of saving his people, as detailed in the Old Testament. This new start is in the form of a vulnerable
baby – a new life, a new hope, but there is a fair way to go before this child will become an adult and
save the world. Even so, seeing that baby was enough for Simeon and Anna, as Olwyn mentioned last
week. Simeon recognised that in this humble child was God’s salvation for everyone – a light for
revelation to the non-Jews and the cause of glory for Israel.1 Moreover, the angel proclaimed to the
lowly shepherds near Bethlehem that this particular baby was “a saviour, the Messiah, the Lord.”2 As
in the first Christmas, we also look forward with both patience and hope as to what will happen next.
Simeon’s mention of “a light for revelation to the non-Jews” brings us to season of Epiphany, which
begins on January 6th. That’s when we celebrate the visit of the magi, God’s revealing of himself to nonJews in the form of a “star” – as told in Matthew’s Gospel. Let’s consider this familiar story this morning.
Some of you will have heard of the recent conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn where - on December 21st
- they appeared visibly very close together3 in the night sky, a phenomenon that occurs only every 800
years. While this has been dubbed the “Christmas Star” and may fill us with wonder, it is not the precise
conjunction that Matthew mentions in his report of the wise men. Nevertheless, if we are looking for
an astronomical explanation to support that story, we are right to be considering planetary
conjunctions in general, rather than a supernova or a comet.4 Astronomers have found similar
conjunctions5 that could be interpreted as a special event for the nation of Israel – for those who are
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so inclined. These relatively rare conjunctions may well have been interpreted by those astrologers as
an occasion of tremendous significance and worthy of going to great lengths in order to honour a king.6
We cannot, however, come to a firm astronomical conclusion over the “Star of Bethlehem.” But I
encourage you not to seek definitive scientific “proof” in such matters, as that will always be elusive.
As Paul says, “We walk by faith, not by sight.”7
We also have to consider another possible explanation, namely that Matthew is making a literary
connection to Old Testament images and prophecy.8 This would be very relevant to a Jewish audience,
and many scholars see that as Matthew’s primary readership. Consider, for example, Isaiah 60, where
we read: “Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. . . Nations
shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. Lift up your eyes and look around;
they all gather together, they come to you . . . the wealth of the nations shall come to you. . . They shall
bring gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the Lord.”9 This “end times” oracle is one
of many that speaks of the gathering of those of other nations to come and worship God. With the visit
of the magi, Matthew is informing his discerning audience that those days have now come with the
arrival of Jesus the Messiah, the rightful King of the Jews. This new king is in vivid contrast to harsh
Herod, who everyone knew wasn’t even a pure-blooded Jew and was only a usurper appointed king by
the conquering Romans.
Regardless of whether Matthew’s story of the Magi is literary rather than literal, it still contains a
profound theological message!10 What is that message and what might it mean for us today? I suggest
that we begin by looking at the characters in the story and see them in a political context. In the very
first verse of Matthew’s gospel, he mentions that Jesus is “the Messiah” and “the Son of David,” and
those titles have political overtones.11 Consequently, how would Jesus be viewed by those in authority?
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Through this story, Matthew introduces that relationship as one of conflict, starting with King Herod.
Herod the Great ruled Judea, with the support of Rome, from 37 BC until he died in 4 BC - incidentally,
Jesus is thought to have been born near the end of his reign, somewhere between 6 and 4 BC. Herod
was known for his extensive building projects, including major work on the Temple in Jerusalem; he
was also known for his cruelty. For example, fearing treason, he brutally killed off one prominent
Priestly dynasty,12 one that included his second wife, Mariam(me), and his two sons by her! Caesar
Augustus, remarked that “he would rather be Herod’s pig than his son” in that, since Herod did not eat
pork, the pig would have better survival chances!13
Matthew also introduces “wise men from the east”14 who, incidentally, were not kings, and are
traditionally regarded to be astrologers or religious priests from Persia.15 They could have been
Zoroastrians who shared some beliefs with Jewish Pharisees, such as in a supreme deity, a final saviour
who would come to rule in righteousness, and in an afterlife. We should not regard them as those who
write horoscopes in daily newspapers – rather they are the academics and royal advisors of their day.
The astrologers’ observations of the movements in the sky were seen as providing omens, warnings,
and signs to the kings or rulers. It would therefore be quite natural that these wise men would first
approach King Herod in Jerusalem.
Well, what happens? King Herod is alarmed!16 He too has sources of wisdom to consult, and so he asks
the chief priests and experts in the Jewish Scriptures where the Messiah was to be born. The point being
that no new royal son had recently been born in the Palace, and so could it really be that God’s Chosen
Son, the long-awaited Messiah, had actually been born? The religious experts’ response suggests that
Herod himself did not know the Hebrew Scriptures too well, and they tell him that an obscure prophet,
Micah, identified the Messiah’s birthplace as Bethlehem, which also implies a king in the line of David.17
Taking some liberties and reading into the story, there seem to be some ironies here. First, you’ll notice
that although the religious leaders seem to know their scripture, they do not act on it – their curiosity
is not sufficiently aroused to discover the whereabouts of the Christ-child. Herod, with ulterior motives,
then sends the wise men on their way.18 Second, these foreign wise men are portrayed as having
recognised something of great significance – a sign in the night sky. They were even prepared to
undertake an arduous pilgrimage to honour a special king, yet the Jews failed to recognise what was
right under their own noses. This, I suggest, is Matthew’s miniature of Jesus’ life and ministry; it is a
shocking point that is also reflected in the other gospels. John writes: “He was in the world, and the
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world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own,
and his own people did not accept him.”19 I will come back to that in a moment.
Thankfully, as the wise men left Jerusalem, they were reassured by seeing the heavenly sign again and
we are told they were “overwhelmed with joy.”20 They came to Bethlehem, knelt down and worshipped
the child Jesus. Let’s reflect on that word “worshipped,” a word Matthew has mentioned three times in
this short passage.21 To a Jew, only God was worthy of worship, yet here the focal point of worship in
the child, Jesus. This, I believe, is significant for it speaks to the identity of Jesus as one who is worthy
of worship. Moreover, to worship Jesus is not – claims Matthew – to be seen as sacrilegious. That is a
shocking point to grasp so early in the Gospel! Next, these non-Jews could finally honour the true “King
of the Jews” with gifts that are fit for a king. However, the circumstances were not ones they envisaged.
The King of the Jews was not to be found in a prestigious palace in the main city, but a humble home in
a small town. In their journey, these learned men had their preconceived ideas changed. God does that!
God ultimately fulfils their hearts desire, but surprises them along the way – and sends them onward
along a different route. Expect surprises from God – he will not fit in with our expectations, but will
continue to stretch our faith, imagination, and our intellect. That, I suggest, is also a feature of
Matthew’s Gospel in miniature.
What other things can we take from this story and consider afresh today? First, consider that the wise
men’s search to the Christ-child was based solely on human wisdom and that led them to Jerusalem. It
took the Jewish scriptures to pin-point the location as Bethlehem. The same is true today. As we saw
with possible physical explanations for the star, trying to understand the mind of God through human
reason, with natural theology and philosophical arguments, can certainly point us in the right direction,
but can only lead us so far. Ultimately, we need to turn to the Scripture to encounter both the Jesus of
history and the Christ of faith. We need God’s Spirit to reveal Godself to us. Are we open to that
possibility?
Second, recall that Matthew’s readership contained non-Jewish Christians who could relate to the wise
men in that they also had come to recognise Jesus as their saviour and so worship him. As I mentioned
earlier, one of the pressing questions of the day was why didn’t more Jews recognise Jesus as their
Messiah? Matthew will respond to that in various ways throughout his Gospel, trying to help his Jewish
readers see that connection, not least by his pointing to relevant Old Testament texts – like he did here
in citing the prophet, Micah.22 The hard-hearted attitude of Herod and his advisors, who had the
wisdom of scriptures as their guide and yet chose to ignore them, was not a comparison with which
devout Jews would like to be connected. Matthew is therefore trying to reveal to his readers a mystery
19

John 1:10-11.
Matt 2:10.
21
Matt 2:2,8,11. See also Matt 14:33; 28:9,17.
22
See Matt 2:6. One of Matthew’s catchphrases was “This all happened so that what was spoken by the Lord through the
prophet would be fulfilled”; see, for example, Matt 1:22-23; 2:15-18,23; 3:3; 8:17; 11:10; 12:17-21; 15:7-9; 21:4-5,42; 27:910.
20

5

that was previously hidden – and that’s the meaning of Epiphany. Jesus is not just the Jewish Messiah;
he is also the Saviour of the World! May we not be like Herod’s advisors, people who knew the
scriptures but failed to act on them.
Finally, as we begin this new year, are we going to recognise God’s new beginning presented here in
this story of the Magi? Are we prepared to come and not just tolerate Jesus, or merely respect him as
a good man, but actually worship him as the Saviour of the World? Right now, most people are putting
their trust in COVID vaccines as the saviour of the World! I get it and I agree we desperately need these
vaccines. And I encourage everyone to get vaccinated once they are made available to us. But Jesus as
Saviour of the World is much more than a vaccine – one or two injections and we are “saved” and can
carry on with our lives just as before. I think we all need rescuing from more than just COVID!23 Let’s
look carefully at our own lives and at the health and wellbeing of our society as a whole, and let’s be
honest with ourselves of our continual need of God’s provision of a savior. Black Lives Matter and white
privilege is just one important example that came to the fore in 2020. Our hope, then, is not – ultimately
- in new technology, or social progress, or more research and better education, or in legal reform, or in
political solutions; these things – important though they undoubtedly are – will not in themselves deliver
us from the many, complex problems in our society. Of course, God can - and does - make use any of
those processes, just as God can use the medical profession as a means of our healing. But this story
asks us to actively trust in Jesus as our savior and to recognize him as worthy our prime loyalty. The
wise men were searching for a king and found Jesus instead. May we follow their example and be
persistent in seeking and worshipful in finding. Amen.

23

Micah prophesied a leader would come and bring about peace – shalom. While our world still longs for the absence of
war, shalom is much more than that. Living in peace means in a right relationship with God, with each other, and with all of
creation. Christians believe that Jesus inaugurated that shalom with his life, death, and resurrection. See also:
https://secureservercdn.net/198.71.233.204/a4s.655.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Do-We-Want-ASaviour.pdf .
6

