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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. 
 

 

 



Ephesians 3:1-12 

This is the reason that I Paul am a prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake of you 

Gentiles— for surely you have already heard of the commission of God’s 

grace that was given me for you, and how the mystery was made known to me 

by revelation, as I wrote above in a few words, a reading of which will enable 

you to perceive my understanding of the mystery of Christ. In former 

generations this mystery was not made known to humankind, as it has now 

been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit: that is, the 

Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in 

the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 

Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God’s grace 

that was given me by the working of his power. Although I am the very least 

of all the saints, this grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of 

the boundless riches of Christ, and to make everyone see what is the plan of 

the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things; so that through the 

church the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be made known to the 

rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. This was in accordance with the 

eternal purpose that he has carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we 

have access to God in boldness and confidence through faith in him. 

 



Sermon  
 
Tomorrow is January 6. Sometimes it’s called the Day of the Three Kings, or 
Star Day. We Presbyterians tend to call it “Epiphany Sunday,” but that’s a 
little more confusing. 
 
According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, epiphany means 
 

#1 An appearance or manifestation, especially of a divine being. 
 
In other words, when God shows up in an unexpected way. 
 

#2 Revealing scene or moment. 
 
In other words, when God gives you an unexpected insight. 
 
Author Danny Gregory says,  
 

Life is just a long succession of small epiphanies.   
 
I’ll go Gregory one better.  I think history is just one long succession of small 
epiphanies. Abram’s realization that he was blessed to be a blessing. Moses at 
the Burning Bush. Ruth’s coming to grips with the idea that she was going to 
follow her mother-in-law around to the end of her days.  Elijah’s 
understanding that God was not in the wind or earthquake or fire, but rather in 
the ‘deafening silence.’ 
---------------------  
So history, and life, are a long succession of small epiphanies. This sermon 
will be a short succession of small epiphanies, too.  Our passage from 
Matthew is the first epiphany. Remember Jesus and Mary and Joseph are all 
Jews.  All of their family and friends are Jews. They probably had probably 
never met any Gentiles—all of us who do not have Jewish background. 
 
They’d never met a Gentile until the wise men show up! Astrologers from the 
East.  They’ve had an epiphany—the King of the Jews has been born. They’ve 



come with really expensive gifts to welcome the newborn king—Christ, the 
newborn king, a manifestation of God.  Commentator Paul Walaskay puts it 
this way: 
 

At the same time that the Jewish Messiah is made visible to the Gentile wise 
men, Jesus has also recognized these Gentiles as children of God. 

 
Now, it seems like a little bit of a stretch to think that Jesus, who at his oldest 
is in his terrible twos at this point, recognizes the Gentiles as children of God.  
 
But on thing’s for sure—Matthew knows full well that even these visitors 
from the East are welcomed into God’s family.  That’s really the epiphany, I 
think—that God invites the unexpected right into the family.  So that’s 
epiphany #1. 
Our passage from Ephesians has God giving Paul a similar epiphany.  We’ll 
call it Epiphany #2.  
 
This epiphany came when God gave Paul the mysterious revelation that 
Gentiles were just as much a part of Christ’s body as Jews!  Paul puts it like 
this: 
 

Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers 
in the promise in Christ Jesus. 

 
When we think about this 2000 years later, it’s not much of an epiphany.  
We’ve got 2000 years of history of understanding that even though almost 
none of us are Jewish by heritage, God has unexpectedly invited us into the 
family. 
 
But when Paul had this epiphany, it was a really big deal.  Remember 
throughout the Old Testament God had cautioned Israel from associating too 
closely with the Gentiles—they weren’t supposed to interact with them 
religiously, or romantically, or politically, or economically. 
 



So the idea of Gentiles being fellow heirs with Jews?  That’s totally 
unexpected.  Israelite law recognized only blood family relationships for 
inheritances. Daughters couldn’t even marry into another tribe of Jews if they 
wanted to receive any inheritance.  The closer the connection, the better the 
inheritance. 
 
And then Paul has Epiphany #2:  these Gentiles are invited into the family. 
Totally unexpected. And totally why most all of us here are invited in. It’s a 
totally  unexpected inheritance. 
---------------     
Something happened a few years ago in Portugal that might help us 
understand how unexpected it was for the Gentiles to learn they were included 
in God’s family.  We might call it Epiphany #3. 
 
In 2007, people in Lisbon started receiving letters that they were the heirs of 
one Luis Carlos de Noronha Cabral de Camara.  They had never met him. 
They thought it was a cruel joke! None of them could figure it out.  One of the 
heirs finally called the lawyer, who told him the man just picked names out of 
the Lisbon phone book.  The heir said, “We can’t be due very much!” 
 
Senor Noronha Cabral was the illegitimate son of a Portuguese aristocrat.  He 
had no children of his own, and no close friends. So in twenty years earlier, he 
went to a notary, asked for a Lisbon phone book, and chose 70 people at 
random.  Each of them was due to receive several thousand euros. 
 
It's pretty great to find out you were an unexpected member of this family. 
Epiphany #3 gives us an idea of what it must have felt like for the Gentiles to 
realize they were suddenly heirs to a treasure they never expected. 
-------------  
God unexpectedly invited the Gentiles right into the family.  God 
unexpectedly invites us right into the family.  Then we as a church get a 
chance to invite people unexpectedly into our family, too.  After all, Paul tells 
us that the church is a manifestation of God’s presence on earth. 
 



I got a glimpse into that the Sunday after Thanksgiving. My cousin Sarah 
came to church here for the first time to the 11:00 service. Well, she kind of 
came to church anywhere almost for the first time.  She was worried she 
wouldn’t know what to do.  I reassured her that everything she had to do was 
right in the bulletin, and I set her up with Gale Strenger Wayne as a church 
buddy. She made it through the service just fine, and as I introduced her to 
people afterwards, she said, “Do you really know everyone here?” I told her 
not quite everybody, though I wished I did.   
 
She seemed legitimately amazed that people seemed to care for each other and 
know each other. I think for her it was an epiphany—I think that makes #4—
an unexpected glimpse into an unexpected community, that she had not 
imagined she would see.  I don’t think she had really experienced Christian 
community before.  She texted me afterwards and said, “The love in that space 
was palpable.”  
-------  
Her experience gave me an epiphany. Yes, epiphany #5. What if, as a 
congregation, we made it a new years resolution to help people experience 
Paul’s epiphany—epiphany #2.  God invites the most unexpected people into 
the family.  What if in 2020 we went out of our way to help people find 
palpable love here in this space? 
 
It would be a good challenge for us.  After all, I’ve had other people I love 
come here besides my cousin Sarah. And they didn’t find palpable love.  In 
fact, they didn’t even find anyone who spoke to them. It’s happened several 
times, but the most memorable one for me was when three of my friends came 
here on a day when we had one service and then lunch afterwards. They 
arrived a little early for worship, then went down to lunch, and then finally 
when they were leaving the building someone engaged them in conversation. 
They’d been among us for more than two hours before someone tried to 
connect with them. 
 
That’s why it’s so important to live into Paul’s epiphany that the most 
unexpected people are invited into God’s family. 
 



Rebecca McGaughlin of Christianity Today recently tweeted something that 
could guide this New Years Resolution.  She said,  
 
My husband has three rules of engagement when we go to church.  
1. Anyone alone in our gathering is an emergency  
2. Friends can wait  
3. Introduce a newcomer to someone else 
 
If this were our New Years Resolution, then everyone who comes through the 
doors would have an epiphany of their own—that they are unexpectedly 
welcome into God’s family.  In 2020, that seems like the most important 
epiphany of all. 


