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Christmas IIA – January 5, 2025 
Jeremiah 31:7-14 
Psalm 84 or 84:1-8 
Ephesians 1:3-6,15-19a 
Matthew 2:1-12 
 
 

Matthew 2:1-12 

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from 
the East came to Jerusalem, 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." When 
King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling 
together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the 
Messiah was to be born. They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written 
by the prophet: 

`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.'" 

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when 
the star had appeared. 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." When they 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. 
When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 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. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their 
own country by another road. 
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It wasn’t long ago that we heard the heavenly chorus announce glad 

tidings to a world sorely in need of a fresh start.  The birth of Jesus was an 

astonishing event that took place in a most unexpected way...  But the events 

of that starry night tell only the first part of the three-part Christmas story.  

Today, on the eve of the Feast of the Epiphany, we are celebrating the arrival 

of Wise Men from the East in the second chapter of the three-part Christmas 

story.  The wise ones followed a bright, shimmering star because they had 

faith that they were being guided into an important future.   They would have 

known neither the length of the journey that was before them, nor the 

destination.  Tradition says that there were three Magi, because there were 

three gifts.  The number of Magi could have been more.  In the ancient world, 

Israel was the literal crossroads of international trade routes.  In art, the Wise 

Men are depicted as coming from very different cultures, possibly, Asia, 

Africa, and/or even Europe.  What tradition has come to emphasize about this 

second chapter of the Christmas story... is that the arrival of foreigners 

bearing gifts... puts an exclamation point on the story of Jesus’ birth.  That 

exclamation point... that emphasis... lifts up the reality that Jesus is glad 

tidings... not just for some... but for the whole world... not just for the Jewish 
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people who had long expected a messiah, but good news across faith 

traditions and cultures.  A new kind of king had been born to disrupt the 

status quo... a king to challenge forces of oppression and injustice that were 

represented by the Roman Empire.  The story of this birth was a message to a 

vast array of peoples who were hungering and thirsting for meaning, 

direction, and healing. 

The child Jesus would grow up to remind humanity of the inherent worth 

and dignity of every human being and the importance of caring and 

compassion, with a reminder that God is forever calling the worle to 

wholeness and wellbeing. 

 Though we have now added kings to our nativity sets, the story becomes 

more raw and real as we learn that the Wise Men, having been guided by the 

star only so far... needed to stop and ask locals for directions.  They asked:  

“Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?”  When the Magis’ 

question reached King Herod’s ears, the king’s paranoia kicked into high gear.  

Herod summoned the Wise Men, asking for details.  Herod wanted to know 

the exact location of the child.  We know that the Wise Men did find the Holy 

Family... who, at this point in the story, were no longer in a stable but in a 
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house.  The Magi offered their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh as they 

worshipped the child.  But, as Matthew’s gospel reports:  “having been 

warned in a dream not to return to Herod, [the Wise Men] left for their own 

country by another road.”  The Wise Men’s gift to the Christ child... the gift of 

disobeying Herod... was probably the greatest gift of all... far more valuable 

than gold, frankincense or myrrh. The story then makes a horrific turn into a 

third chapter of the Christmas story... 

 Our Christmas story is not complete without hearing, again, of the evil 

slaughter of male children under the age of two, and of a family’s flight to a 

foreign land to escape the massacre.  The whole of the Christmas story cannot 

be neatly wrapped-up and tied with a bow.  At this point in the story, sweet 

carols morph into sounds of terror and grief.  Though songs of peace are still 

echoing through the heavens, the reason that Jesus was born to us... has been 

made all-too-evident by Herod’s vicious order.  Salvation is needed in a world 

in which innocent blood is shed amidst the inconsolable cries and mothers 

and fathers who have lost their babies.  The Holy Family, itself, must rush to 

escape mortal danger... becoming refuges seeking shelter in a foreign land.  It 

is into such a world that the Christ child was born to save. 
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 As beautiful as our celebrations of Christmas can be, we cannot simply 

pack up the decorations and store them away for the year... out of sight and 

out of mind... until the season rolls around again.  The meaning of Jesus’ 

birth... and walk among us... is a relevant today as it was in the ancient world.  

The biblical commentator David Lose writes: 

“We live in a world riddled by fear, a world of devastating super-storms 

and elementary school massacres, a world where innocents die every day 

to preventable illness and hunger. In Matthew’s story of the visit of the 

magi – and the subsequent slaughter of the innocents in the verses to 

come – Matthew renders an accurate if also difficult picture of the world.  

“And that is what is at the heart of Matthew’s … the story of Jesus’ 

birth: the promise that [it] is precisely  

this world that God came to,  

this people so mastered by fear that we often do the 

  unthinkable to each other and ourselves that God loves,  

this gaping need that we have and bear... 

that God remedies.”1 

 
1 David Lose: “The ‘Adults Only’ Nativity Story” for December 20, 2012, 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?m=4377&post=1509 
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 Into our tattered and broken world, Jesus has been born to us... 

Emmanuel... God with us... who seeks to gather-up all of the beloved... in a 

saving embrace of love healing and reconciliation.  Jesus came to redeem a 

world that is lost and spinning out of control.  The story of Christmas is 

improbable and ridiculous:  the poor will be blessed, the last will be first, and 

the son of God will be nailed to a cross.  God’s grand dream is a story of 

promise that dwells in a landscape of peril and discord.  The invitation is to 

follow Jesus on a path towards growth, healing, restoration, and salvation. 

 Let not your hearts be troubled... for we have been given very good 

news... and a fresh start...   

I would like to end with a poem by the artist and poet Judy Chicago... 

that speaks to me of the promise that is before us: 

 

And then all that has divided us will merge 
And then compassion will be wedded to power 
And then softness will come to a world that is harsh and unkind 
And then both men and women will be gentle 
And then both women and men will be strong 
And then no person will be subject to another’s will 
And then all will be rich and free and varied 
And then the greed of some will give way to the needs of many 
And then all will share equally in the Earth’s abundance 
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And then all will care for the sick and the weak and the old 
And then all will nourish the young 
And then all will cherish life’s creatures 
 
And then all will live in harmony with each other and the earth. 
And then everywhere will be called Eden once again.2 

 

 Epiphany blessings to you all. 

          Amen... 

 
2 “The Merger Poem”, Judy Chicago, Copyright, 1979. 
 


