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TEXTs Matthew 2s1-2 "Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea

in the days of Herod the king, behold wise men from the East
came to Jerusalem, saying, 'Where is he who has been born
King of the Jews? For we have seen his star in the East and
have come to worship him.'"

I suspect that some of you may have thought this particular
passage a rather strange selection for use today. After all, we
usually associate these words with Christmas. And you may well have
asked yourselves why I didn't use them two weeks ago or else store
them away for another year. Why read them today, when Christmas is
past and our thoughts have turned to other things?

The answer is really quite simple. I have used this particular
passage today because this is the Sunday closest to Epiphany, Now I
am well aware that Epiphany is a Christian festival not much celebrated
in our non-liturgical churches. But in that regard, we may be making
a regrettable mistake—throwing out the baby with the bath, as it
were. For Epiphany teaches a very important lesson. A lesson that
lies at the very heart of the Christian faith.

At different times and in various places, Epiphany has been cele
brated for many reasons. In the early Christian church, for instance,
it was the major Christmas celebration, though it celebrated Jesus'
baptism rather than his birth. In England, it is the Twelfth Night of
Christmas, the last day of the Christmas holidays. And in Eastern
Orthodox churches, it is variously associated with Jesus' birth, his
baptism, and his first miracle at the wedding feast at Cana. Here in
the West, however, it is primarily identified with the coming of the
Magi and the epiphaneia or revelation of Christ to the Gentiles. It
is that meaning which I recommend to you today.

Even in a purely secular sense, the story of the Magi is an inter
esting one. The Bible, itself, tells us very little about them except
that they were wise men from the East, who, having seen the Christmas
Star, foretold the birth of Christ and came to worship him. It tells
us nothing about how many there were, who they were, or what they were
like. But very quickly, a variety of traditions developed regarding
these rather shadowy figures. For instance, it was generally assumed
that they were three in number, probably because three different kinds
of gifts are mentioned. And somewhere, also very early, they acquired
names and descriptions. The first, and he is always first, is Caspar,
or Gaspard, an old, white man with a long grey beard and a pointed hat
or crown. The second, Melchior, is young and beardless and sometimes,
but not always, Oriental. And the third, Balthasar, is black and in
middle life.

We do not know a great deal about the Magi,- but non-Biblical
sources indicate that they were one of the tribes among the Medes. At
one point, they apparently had political ambitions and had even tried,
unsuccessfully, to overthrow the Persians and to take control of their








