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SERMON FOR EPIPHANY, 2020 
HC, BCP at CSM, PC at Upton Lovell 

Texts: Isaiah 60:1-6 
Ephesians 3: 1-12 
Matthew 2:1-12 

 
 
Happy Epiphany, everyone! Today we’re celebrating the feast of the Epiphany though it actually falls on 

the 6th Jan – Twelfth Night - tomorrow. But it’s too big to ignore. It’s one of the great feasts of the Church, 
and has special meaning for us because its full title is the Manifestation of Christ to the Gentiles. It is the 
occasion when we give thanks that Jesus Christ came to save, not just the Jewish people, the Chosen Race, 
but everyone, all of us; so we too can become children of God and inherit eternal life. That’s why our OT 
reading prophesies that “nations shall come to your light” (v.3), and Paul rejoices that “the Gentiles have 
become fellow-heirs and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus” (v. 6). We are not tolerated guests in the 
family of God: we are members of the household, with our own place at the table. Alleluia!  

  
And our gospel tells the lovely story of the wise men (number unspecified) who came to pay homage to 

the child Jesus. This is such a rich story, with layers of meaning and every tiny bit is significant. I want to 
meditate on just three elements of the story and draw out what I think they have to teach us: the star, King 
Herod, and the gifts. 

 
The star appears to behave in a very odd way, leading and then stopping – is this a bit of embroidery? 

But it seems that at the time of the birth of Jesus, some of the stars did indeed move in a way that seemed 
very unusual.  The latest research by astronomical historians shows that between 3 and 2 BC, there was an 
extraordinary conjunction of stars which would have amazed contemporary astronomers, and led the 
astrologers to believe something quite spectacularly unusual was going on. What happened was that in 
September of 3 BC Jupiter, the largest planet in the solar system and traditionally called “Planet of Kings” 
came into conjunction with Regulus, a smaller star called “The Star of Kings”, and the combination 
produced an extremely bright and dazzling light.  This would be what the magi saw at the star’s “rising in 
the east”.   And then, remarkably, because of its elliptical orbit, Jupiter rounded as it were the corner, and 
started the next segment of its orbit – which would make it appear from earth to be going backwards, or to 
be “in retrograde action” to quote the observers.    And then it changed direction again, the total effect being 
to make it appear to dance a ring, or a halo, around the Star of Kings. And this remarkable movement 
occurred in the segment of the heaven which astrologers would identify as the house or constellation of Leo 
– the Lion, traditionally associated with the Jewish nation or Judah (In Genesis 49:9: “Judah is like a lion”). 
So astrologers watching in awe would naturally say this is about a King of Kings, in the Jewish nation. 

  
The following June, 2 BC, Jupiter had travelled on to a conjunction with Venus, the mother planet. The 

stars were so close that they could not be distinguished, and the combined light was extremely bright. If the 
magi – possibly from Iran, possibly from Babylon i.e. Iraq – set out then for Bethlehem, they would arrive 
by December that year, when Jupiter would be in the south over Bethlehem and could appear to be 
stationary over the town. And you may think it remarkable that the motions of the planets were fixed when 
they were created – when as one hymn puts it, “Hands flung stars into space” – and yet billions of years later 
specific stars create a significant pattern, interpreted by those who could read it,  at the exact time that God 
is born a human.  

  
The star theme continues through the scriptures, and Jesus even describes himself as a star. (Revelation 

22:16) – “I Jesus have sent my angel to announce these things to you in the churches. I am descended from 
the family of David; I am the bright morning star. I am coming soon”. In the darkest hour of the night, 
before the dawn, in that breathless moment when all creation waits on tiptoe for the return of the light, the 
morning star shines brighter than any other body, and gives us his assurance of hope, and of the coming 
light. So may Jesus be our bright morning star, assuring us of hope and the dawning of that endless day. 
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 My second focus, wicked King Herod features in this story to represent the earthly powers, the “powers 
that be” – and we can all recognise the characteristic behaviour of the tyrant, the dictator who is clinging to 
power and won’t or can’t let go. In his fear and self-absorption, he will do anything including murder to stay 
in power. Think of Idi Amin, Saddam Hussein – even, today, we hear stories from Saudi Arabia, from 
Russia, from North Korea, of rulers prepared to be ruthless to stay in power. But Herod’s roel in this story is 
only as a sign-post for the magi, whose eyes are fixed not on him but on the star of the Christ-child. And 
once they have seen the Christ-child, and their mission is accomplished, they take pains to by-pass Herod 
completely on their return home. The “powers that be” are confounded by this birth, and reduced to 
impotence and a small bit part. Does it remind you of another Scripture? “He hath put down the mighty from 
their seat”? So we need to remember that Christ, the King of Kings and only ruler of princes, has the final 
word, and that all earthly rulers will have to stand before him; so let Christ’s laws, not the diktats of 
government, be the governing principle in our lives.  

  
And then, my third focus, the gifts. Mysterious gifts, and not perhaps very suitable for a family about to 

be refugees on the run (except for gold, which always comes in handy). But they can have an inner meaning 
for us.  

  
Gold: The first wise man brought gold because a king’s crown is made of gold, so it symbolised Jesus’ 

kingship. But I suggest gold has other qualities too: It is beautiful; it is valuable and its value is long lasting; 
it is pure; and it is quite a soft metal.  We could apply these qualities to a human heart, as we say of a good, 
kind, person “she has a heart of gold”. A good heart is beautiful in its love and sincerity. A good heart is 
long lasting and enduring in value. A good heart is pure, focused only on God and his goodness. A good 
heart is soft and gentle. Such a heart would be a wonderful gift to offer Jesus at Epiphany – a heart of gold.  

  
Frankincense: this sweet-smelling resin, burnt to make a beautiful scent, is traditionally  used in 

religious worship. So it symbolises Jesus as God. And it is also used as part of prayer – there is a verse in Ps 
141 which says “let my prayer rise before you as incense”. So we, who don’t have incense, can offer Jesus 
the gift of our worship and our prayer. And there is another use of frankincense. It is used to perfume the 
consecrated oil for anointing at confirmation and ordination – to dedicate a person or a priest in God’s 
service. So it is a sign of our dedication to God’s service. Worship, prayer and dedication – wonderful gifts 
to offer Jesus at Epiphany.  

  
Myrrh: This is another sweet smelling spice which in Jewish culture was used as an ointment, to spread 

on dead bodies before wrapping them for burial – hence in the carol “We three kings”, it stands as symbol of 
death. But myrrh is also used in healing – it is an antiseptic which is commonly used in Chinese and in 
Ayurvedic medicine, and is good for skin problems. And Jesus is the great Healer. In the NT the same word 
in Greek, sozo is used for both healing and salvation, physical wholeness and spiritual wholeness. When 
Jesus commissioned the disciples in his service, he sent them out “to preach and to heal”. So this is an 
essential part of our service, for all of us participate in some way in Christ’s ongoing work of healing and 
salvation. So in myrrh with its healing properties we have a symbol of the service we can give to Jesus – a 
wonderful gift at Epiphany.  

  
So this Epiphany, may Jesus be your bright morning star; may you base your life on Jesus’ 

commandments, not the commands of the earthly powers that be; and may you offer to Jesus gifts as 
precious as the Magi’s gifts: your heart of gold; your worship, prayer and dedication; and your service for 
Him, in his work of healing and  salvation. Wonderful gifts to give to a wonderful God. Amen    

  
 


