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Epiphany of Our Lord/ January 6, 2008
Matthew 2:1-12

“By the Light of the Jesus Star”

Pastor Wayne Zschech

“And there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until is stopped over the place where the child was… and were overwhelmed with joy.”

They are known to us as the three wise men, the magi, or astrologers from the East. When a friend of mine was a little girl, she knew them as the Three Wise Guys. For years their story has been melded so intimately with that of the nativity we cannot help but think they arrived on the same silent night the shepherds heard the angel proclaim the Savior’s birth in Bethlehem. 


But no matter what we may call them they their role in this story is the fact they were foreigners. They were Gentiles. They were outside the covenant God had made with Israel and promise of a Messiah. And whether they arrived on Christmas night, twelve days or two years later the point is they arrived having followed the star they had seen at its rising. And upon arriving they paid homage to the child Jesus, opening their treasures and offering him gifts. Gold for the king he was born to be. Frankincense as he is the priest above all priests. And myrrh, a costly burial spice for the sacrifice he would one day make. 

But why is it these foreigners understood the meaning of the star’s rising? How did they know to follow it, and for that matter, how is it a star moves one moment and then is able to stop over the place where the child Jesus was? Maybe the answer lies not in astronomy or astrology, but in the ancient conception of a star. Stars weren’t huge balls of gas millions of miles away, but were alive. Stars were living beings, but not like the ones you’ll find on Hollywood Boulevard. 

In Judaism, stars were often spoken of as angels, and angels were often spoken of as stars. For instance in Job 38:7 “the Morning stars sang together”, and in Rev. 1:20 seven stars are the seven angels of seven churches. And since angels were the messengers of God’s good news, then it isn’t difficult to understand how three foreign wise men could come to follow the light of an angelic star the proclaimed the birth of the world’s savior. 

Whether we realize it or not, it is the Jesus star that is the star of the Epiphany story more than anything else. It is the star that is revelatory. It is the star that discloses to the magi where Jesus can be found. The star never lets them down even when all of Israel is fearful at the news, Herod is deceitful, and the religious leaders are either disobedient or dim-witted when they even read the word of God that proclaimed of Jesus’ birth. 
The star remains the steadfast hope and leads them to their goal, the Christ child who is the priestly king that would save us from our sin by his sacrifice on the cross. And because it is the Gentile wise men from the East who follow the star and are the first to pay Jesus homage, we realize that this is good news for the world and not just a select group of people. The angel star proclaims God’s good news for all the world to hear, see, and follow. 

The question is, “Do we follow?” Is Jesus the king of our lives to whom we would gladly offer our gold? Is he the one we turn to as our high priest to intercede to God on our behalf? Do we acknowledge the sacrifice he made on the cross to save us from our sin, and by his resurrection offer the promise of new life through death?
Sometimes I miss see the light of the Jesus star, the angel of light that rises in my life. Maybe you miss it too. The light of the Jesus star still shines in our midst through the Word of God proclaimed in scripture, sermon and song. But it also shines in the people to whom Christ has been joined in the waters of baptism and by faith. The light of Christ shines as well in the people of God, but not always in the way we think. 
I recently read a portion of a sermon Friedrich Schleirmacher wrote in a sermon entitled Servant of the Word that shares how we are all a part of the light of Christ, but not completely. Listen to what Schleirmacher says.
“It is not in vain that Scripture compares the Word of God, in its nature and effects, to light. The sun’s light shines down upon us pure and colorless; but it breaks forth from earthly objects only in a variety of colors, and all of them contribute to the beauty of our earth. Where these colors stand next to one another in their natural arrangement, and sparkle and play upon one another, there we see the rainbow – the arch of peace – resplendent in its perfect beauty. Only when we reunite the various broken rays, is pure and colorless light again restored. 

“So it is with the Word of God. It has shone upon the earth through the Son of God, pure in its heavenly splendor. But in every other person it becomes a unique light, breaking forth in an individual color. The beauty of Christ’s church consists in the fact that, in the fellowship of believers, all these colors are harmoniously united, all the diverse human views are representations of the one salvation gently flow together. That’s what it means to seek the truth in love.”

When I read this I thought about why the angel star rose was revealed to a triad of wise men from the East, people far outside the community of Israel. And then I realize that the magi were a foretaste of the mission that was to come. Jesus didn’t come just to save Israel from the Roman occupiers as Herod feared. He didn’t come to overthrow the religious authorities either. He came to save the world from their sin, from the power of sin and death itself, and that would include the Gentiles. God needed both Jew and Gentile together for the true light of Christ to shine in the darkness of the world.

That means no one is outside of God’s grace, and that’s good news I don’t care who you are. If the church was a club we might be tempted to keep certain people out of our membership. We each might have our own personal list of who we’d like to keep out ranging anywhere from crack addicts to Cowboy fans, from sex offenders to those of a particular sexual orientation, or in an election year from liberals to conservatives. 

But we aren’t a club, we’re a faith community that is formed in the waters of baptism where we are joined to the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Fed by the body and blood of Christ in Holy Communion we realize that sacrifice was not just for me, but for the world. And when the worship is ended each Sunday you and I are to begin the service we have been called to from those waters and table. We go out and tell the people in our world, including those who are outside our comfort zone and those we might avoid, of the good news God has revealed in the crucified and risen Christ.
Now I know there are people you might be hesitant to actually invite to hear this good news. Maybe they’ve got more baggage than you feel able to handle. Maybe there are aspects about them that actually make you afraid. Maybe you’re afraid of what others will think about you if you were to actually say something. This is when we need to be as bold and daring as the Wise Men who left the comfort zone of the East to travel to a foreign land occupied by a foreign power to announce they had come to worship the newborn king who would save his people from their sin. It wasn’t an easy journey, but when they arrived “they were overwhelmed with joy”, and so will we. This Epiphany, let us follow the star that reveals the light of the world, Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord.
