
Scripture Lesson:   Matthew 2:1-12      Pew Bible N.T. pg. 1-2 
1 In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, Magi 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 honor him.” 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 Magi 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 honor him.” 9 When they had heard the king, they set out; and 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 honored him. 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. 
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There is a story told about two men sitting together on an airplane.  As some are prone to do, 

when strapped together 30,000 feet above where they ought to be, they begin to get acquainted.  One 

man was an astronomer, the other a theologian.  After a while, each began to share his understanding of 

the other’s discipline.  The astronomer said, “I believe that all religion can be summed up in the phrase, 

“Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  The theologian, somewhat miffed at this 

simplistic understanding of his scholarly discipline, said, “And all astronomy can be summed up with 

the phrase, “Twinkle, twinkle, little star, how I wonder what you are.”  [from “The Wise Men: Going 

Home Another Way” by Maxie Dunnam, www.Sermons.com.]  

I don’t know that the astronomer appreciated that assessment any more than the theologian had, 

but in a sense, they’re both right.  That God loves us is the central premise of Christian theology through 

the centuries.  We love because God loves.  And I think it was the late Carl Sagan who once noted that 

scientific understanding nearly always begins with a sense of awe and wonder.  And the more one learns 

of the universe or the single cell, the greater one’s sense of awe and wonder.  For the world we live in 

and the cosmos that cradles us is magnificent and wondrous beyond description, is it not?  Today, we’ve 

separated the disciplines of science and theology, but for much of the world’s history, the two have been 

one and the same.  To study the divine was to study the nature of things.  And to study the glory of 

nature around us was to study the divine.  The men we read of in this morning’s text were men who 

studied the cosmos.  They watched the skies with wonder, for that is where they believed one would 

encounter divine wisdom and guidance.  To look to the sky was to look within themselves.   

I’ve always been fascinated by these Magi.  Despite the famous hymn, they weren’t kings.  The 

word most scholars prefer today is Magi, which shares its root meaning with words like magistrate, 

mage, and imagination.  In other words, they were leaders, well-educated, decision-makers, perhaps 

even aristocracy.  They may have been government officials, but very likely, they were also religious 

priests or educators.  And they were certainly visionaries – people who were not afraid to change, to 

grow, to challenge the status-quo, to prophesy, and to seek after wisdom and light and deeper purpose.  
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They left behind home and family and all the was familiar, to go on a journey.  If you stop to think about 

the sacrifices they made, they barriers they crossed, the risks they took – it’s astonishing.  But they did 

it.  Why?  The same reason Saint Paul traveled across the known world, the same reason Albert 

Schweitzer left a lucrative medical practice and settled in Africa.  The same reason firefighters rushed 

into burning buildings on September 11.  They were called by the light within.  The Magi went in search 

of the King of the Jews even though they were not Jews because they sensed they would be welcome – 

that this King would establish a Kingdom for all people – a kingdom built on truth, wisdom, light, love, 

and respect for life.  They brought gifts.  We sang about those earlier.  Gold for a leader.  Incense for a 

God.  Myrrh for one who would die for us all.  They gave their best.  And they left by another road, or 

perhaps by no road at all, because no one encounters Jesus and leaves the same. 

Today is Epiphany Sunday, when we celebrate the journey of the Magi, who followed a star 

from distant lands to Judea to worship One who they believed embodied light in the world.  Today is 

also the beginning of the season of Epiphany, when the church focuses on themes of revelation, wisdom, 

inner growth, and our call to follow.  During this season, we too embark on a journey, seek the light of 

the ages, wrestle the barriers in our midst and within ourselves, explore our gifts and our calling, and 

enter Lent ready to be changed and resurrected.  The Season of Epiphany begins with Magi following a 

star and ends with the Transfiguration of Jesus on the mountaintop when his clothes become dazzling 

white and we realize that Jesus is Himself the light of the world, the guiding star for all who follow him.   

“In our secular language, an epiphany is a new way of seeing or understanding.  It is so 

appropriate that we should begin a new year with an epiphany, a new way of seeing, a vision, an image 

of what our world can be, of what our lives can yet be.  Like the magi of old, we need to open our 

minds, stretch our imaginations.  The statesman Konrad Adenauer put it this way, “We all live under the 

same sky, but we don’t all have the same horizon.”  [adapted slightly from “A New Vision” by King 

Duncan, www.Sermons.com.] 

So I’d like to share an epiphany that came to me this weekend.  I hope you find it as meaningful 

as I do.  As many of you know, I’ve struggled some with cynicism these past couple of years.  As my 

kids get older, I grow impatient for the world to be better.  I’m frustrated with the normalization of greed 

and commercialism when poverty is such a crisis.  I’m alarmed by the divisions in our society, 

particularly around fairly held democratic elections and the science of pandemic.  I’m moved with 

compassion when I witness the dehumanization of those who are different, those fleeing poverty and 

persecution in other lands, those hurt by the conventions that most find comfortable.  And so I began to 

research.  I started by looking stuff up in the dictionary.  It’s stupid, but you gotta start somewhere.  

Epiphany.  (January 6.)  Revelation.  (The last book of the New Testament.)  Vision (a manifestation to 

the senses of something immaterial – that’s better).  And then I looked up “Light”.  Unlike the others, it 

takes a full half page in Miriam Webster’s to define the word.  There many entries, for light is a noun, a 

verb, an adjective, and even an adverb on occasion.  But at the very beginning of the entry – definition 

1a – is this:  Light is defined as that which makes vision possible.  Light is that which makes vision 

possible.  Now, on a surface level, that makes sense.  Light is what the millions of rods and cones 

neuroreceptors on our retinas detect.  It is what enables them to send neurological impulses through the 

optic nerve to the brain so that we can see what is in front of us.   

But with all due respect to Miriam Webster, it’s not a scientific definition.  The rods and cones of 

the human eye can detect only a small fraction of the kinds of light out there.  So I followed the science 

down something of a rabbit-hole, but bear with me.  If you go to NASA’s website 

[https://lambda.gsfc.nasa.gov/product/suborbit/POLAR/cmb.physics.wisc.edu/tutorial/spectrum.html], 

they will tell you that “…Electromagnetic radiation is a type of energy that is commonly known as light.  

Generally speaking, we say that light travels in waves, and in a vacuum, all electromagnetic radiation 

travels at the same speed which is about 186,281 miles per second. We call this the "speed of light".”  

But while it travels at the same speed in a vaccum, the wavelengths of light are different.  Think of it 

like this.  If you’re standing at the ocean shoreline, you can see waves rolling into shore one after 
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another.  A wavelength is how long it takes for a new wave to reach your location.  At the ocean, a 

wavelength is relatively consistent, but when talking about light, there’s a lot more variation.  The only 

light the human eye can detect is that with a wavelength between 400 and 700 nanometers.  But light 

wavelengths can run from 1000 meters all the way down to waves that are fractions of a picometer.  

What is a picometer?  It’s one ten-billionth of a centimeter.  Radio waves, microwaves, radar, infrared, 

the visible spectrum, ultraviolet, X-rays, and gamma rays found in nuclear reactions and particle 

collisions are all on the electromagnetic spectrum.  They’re all light, and as we’ve learned to use these 

various kinds of light, our vision, our understanding, our awareness of subatomic particles and distant 

galaxies has expanded.  Light is that which makes vision possible. 

But let me hasten to add this.  Even the blind may have vision.  As Helen Keller is famous for 

saying, the only thing worse than being blind is to have sight and no vision.  Light is that which makes 

vision possible.  Which tells me that light isn’t just about electromagnetic radiation of any wavelength 

and traveling in a vacuum at 186,281 miles per second.  Light is about what we know deep within 

ourselves.  Light reveals truth. 

Recently, social and literary scholars have recommended that we try to get away from using light 

and dark to talk about good or evil.  The theory behind that is that equating light with goodness and dark 

with evil is historically part of the grounding of racism that so mars social structure today.  And I get 

that.  I’ve tried to use that symbolism less because I do think it can be harmful.  But I also think it’s 

worth pointing out that perhaps a bigger problem is that we associate light with white and dark with 

black, when in fact, light and dark are not really about color at all.  The truth is that if my eyes can only 

see light when the wavelengths are between 400 and 700 nanometers, then there’s a whole lot beyond 

my awareness.  But God who created light, who touched the fabric of the space-time continuum and set 

wavelengths in motion, is not limited to what human rods and cones detect.  So the psalmist captures of 

piece of truth when he writes of God:  even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the 

day, for darkness is as light to you.   

Let me put this another way, and I pray it brings you as much hope as it brings me.  The science 

of light confirms for me a truth I’ve known longer than I could understand the science, and that is simply 

this:  There is always light in the darkness.  The rods and cones in your retinas can’t detect it, but 

wavelengths of light surround us all the time.  And while your eyes can’t detect it, your heart and your 

faith can know the light is there.   

Light is that which makes vision possible.  Which takes us back to Konrad Adenauer: “We all 

live under the same sky, but we don’t all have the same horizon.”   

“Albert Einstein argued that at the speed of light there is an eternal now. He postulated that time 

and space are relative to the speed of light; light is the constant. “We modern people think he thought 

that up,” writes Peter Hiett in his book, Eternity Now! “Yet two thousand years earlier, John wrote, ‘God 

is light’ (1 John 1:5), and he recorded Jesus saying, ‘I am the light of the world’ (John 8:12). John taught 

that Jesus is the Word, and the Word is the Light. All things are made through Him and are relative to 

Him.” [from Peter Hiett, Eternity Now! (Brentwood, TN: Integrity Publishers, 2003), p. 2; as used in 

“The Three Kings” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.]  There is always light around you because 

God is ever-present and God is light.  God is the energy that pulsates through the universe, that defines 

time and space, that sets the rhythm by which the seasons come and the tides ebb and the heart beats and 

synapses fire.   

This is a season for expanding horizons, for following stars that lead us beyond our comfort 

zones, for opening our spirits to God’s revelation and vision, for knowing the light is there even when 

we don’t see it.  This is not a season for cynicism or despair.  This is a season of hope.  This is a season 

that we reaffirm God is moving among us. 

So let me close with a story that British pastor Geoff Thomas tells about an amusing event that 

occurred when he attended a conference at Bryan College in Dayton, Tennessee.  A gifted preacher, Al 

Martin was preaching in the main auditorium of the college for the conference, and the congregation 
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was completely absorbed by what they were hearing.  Then, toward the end of the sermon, as he’s 

reaching the pinnacle of his message, all the lights in the place went out.  Now that’s not too unusual. 

All kinds of things can cause power failures. But in this case, a sensor had been connected to the main 

light switch of the auditorium, the purpose of which was to conserve energy.  The sensor caused the 

lights in the room to go out automatically if there was no movement in the room for about 10 minutes.  I 

guess the engineers had calculated that it would not be possible for people to sit motionless for that 

period of time, and the instruments were calibrated accordingly. 

So here was a congregation hushed, attentive, totally gripped by the message being delivered by 

a gifted communicator, when suddenly, because they were so still, they were plunged into total 

darkness.  To his credit, Pastor Martin ignored what was happening and kept preaching in the darkness.  

When he finished his sermon, he said, “Let us pray.”  At this instruction, many in the congregation 

shifted in their seats, leaned forward and bowed their heads… and that movement caused all the lights to 

come back on again. [As told in Brian S Borgman, My Heart for Thy Cause, (Mentor, Fearn, 2002). 

http://www.alfredplacechurch.org.uk/index.php/sermons/mark/chapter-1/121-28-a-new-authority/; as 

used in “The Three Kings” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.] 

I like that story.  I think it’s a metaphor for life.  He kept going when the lights went out.  And 

when he bowed to pray, the light returned.  When things began to move again, the light returned.  The 

light always returns, because it’s never really gone.  A group of Magi crossed the world to find a king, a 

divine spark on earth.  They sought him dressed in finest clothes where money talks and status grows.  

They sought him in safest place, remote from crime and cheap disgrace.  They sought him where the 

spotlights glare, where crowds collect and critics stare.  They sought him, in short, in all the places one 

would expect to find such a one.  But he wasn’t there.  Instead, they found a baby living in a common 

village with working parents and normal neighbors.  They found him in the most unexpected place.  

Unexpected unless, of course, one accepts the premise that God’s light is seen best in places where the 

rods and cones detect little else – in poverty, jeopardy, obscurity.  And it was there they touched God, or 

God touched them, and confirmed their hope, washed away their cynicism, expanded their horizon, and 

the vision for a brighter world was born.  As it was for them, may it be so with us.  Amen. 


