EPIPHANY 5 January 2025

Today’s feast of the Epiphany is the final image in the Christmas scene. We’ve already seen
Mary and Joseph with the newborn baby lying in the manger; we’ve already seen the shepherds
leave their flocks and seek out the stable where Jesus was born. Today, some time after the
birth of Jesus, but still at that manger in Bethlehem, we meet the wise men who have come
from the east. They represent a different part of the Christmas story. They give us a further

insight into its meaning.

The wise men came from the east. They came from outside the religious tradition of everyone
else in the scene. They weren’t part of the heritage of Moses or the prophets. They weren’t part
of that people who were looking forward to the coming of a Messiah who would be their saviour.
We could say that they represent the rest of the human race. They remind us that Jesus was
born for all people, and that he responds to the desires and needs of all people. It is as though
the wise men represent something that is part of the human soul — a deep yearning for God. I
am always struck by the fact that these wise men were never really sure who or what they were
looking for. It began by following a star. But why? It may be simply that it was brighter than
anything else in the sky at that time. Being travellers, they would have been familiar with the
night sky, so perhaps this star was one that they had never seen before. They were curious.
They probably asked around to see if there were any indications that a bright star might lead
somewhere special. So, they likely heard about the Jewish expectations, and that took them to

Herod, who then consulted the chief priests and scribes.

I think it is important that we recognise what is going on here. Many people, even today,
encounter Jesus because something in them made them curious. They hear something about
Jesus, but don’t know very much about him, so they keep asking questions and searching. It is
important that we recognise this process because we are often called to serve the same function
for those people that the star served for the wise men. The star was attractive; the wise men
wanted to follow it. In a similar way, our lives can be attractive to those who are searching for
something in their lives. Perhaps they are searching for meaning or purpose; perhaps it is some
form of consolation; perhaps it is connection and community. Whatever it is, the star lights up
the way. Just as the wise men had to find the child for themselves, so those who are attracted
to our way of life, still need to find Christ themselves. People only ever encounter Christ in

freedom, never by coercion.



The importance of freedom is seen by the fact that the wise men bring gifts to the newborn
child. These are precious gifts. If we think about who they were and where they came from, we
realise that the path the wise men followed would have been followed year in and year out by
traders moving back and forth between the Arabian Peninsula and the Mediterranean. These
were people who bought and sold all types of goods. The wise men may well have been
commercial travellers on a major trade route. Whether or not they were is probably not too
relevant, but what is relevant is that they offered precious gifts to this child. There was no way
this was a commercial exchange. The family was poor, seeking refuge in a stable. The wise
men came with gifts for which they expected no return. Theirs was a free gift, a pure gift. It

was an indication of how they saw this child and his significance.

Yet there is more to interpret in what was happening. The other part of the story is that the child
himself has come into the world as a gift to all people. Mary and Joseph had no precious items
to give to the wise men, but God himself is the gift. It reminds me of a scene in the Acts of the
Apostles, shortly after Pentecost. Peter and John are walking past one of the city gates when a
crippled man calls out to them asking for money. Peter replies, “I have neither silver nor gold,
but I will give you what I have. In the name of Jesus of Nazareth, get up and walk”. This man

received the gift of new life. A priceless gift.

This is the other lesson of the feast of the Epiphany. It is a feast that has at its centre the worship
of God. Sometimes we ask how we are to worship God. The wise men show us. They give
what is precious. For us, that might mean giving some of our precious time to God in prayer.
Or it might mean being like Peter and John and showing care for those in need, recognising in
them the face of the child in the manger. Whatever the gift we give, however, God is even more

generous: he has given us the gift of his Son. That is the meaning of Christmas and Epiphany.



