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It is hard for us to imagine the ancient world, what life was like before broadband internet, TV, the telephone, the 

combustion engine, the industrial revolution, the scientific revolution. For most centuries, when the sun set, it was dark, 

no lights, no screens to illumine the way through the darkness. It is still harder for us to grasp what the religious world at 

the time of our Lord’s Epiphany to the magi was like. Today Christianity seems to be on the wane in the West. Yet even 

as the number of adherents of the faith and biblical literacy both plummet, there is a remaining familiarity with 

Christianity. Though many stand empty, abandoned, or gasping for attendees, church buildings dot the country. There is 

ready access to those who are curious and want to learn more, who want to ask questions. 

 

The world back in the first century was quite different. By then the people of Israel had been scattered abroad, found in 

Babylon (modern day Iraq), and throughout the Greco-Roman world. But even though their exposure to others had 

increased, theirs remained a relatively isolated culture, seem somewhat as we might see the Amish today. Odd-looking, 

inaccessible, so different from everyone else. And even within the household of Israel, those who knew of the birth of 

Jesus were not only a few. Mary and Joseph, of course. The Shepherds and those whom they told of what they had heard 

and seen. Simeon and Anna and those who heard their hymns of praise in the temple. But that is about it. The world, as 

the prophet Isaiah so often speaks of it, dwelt in darkness. 

 

Until the magi came. We easily miss how great a turning point this is for the world, that magi from the east, probably what 

today is Iran, come seeking the newborn King. They are not present in our nativity scenes simply to jazz the sight up with 

their more exciting and exotic attire. It shows that they are from the outside, by all rights and thought they shouldn’t be 

there.  

 

Who of us would pick up and go into the Hasidic Orthodox Jewish enclaves of Brooklyn or the Bronx, asking around for 

some newborn? The magi were far bolder than we. They had no couple hours’ flight or easy interstate drive. They travel, 

likely for weeks, even months, to a foreign land, to go to a people acknowledged by just about everyone as odd. They go 

because they see a star, some sign in the heavens and somehow, likely from the Book of Numbers and the prophecy of 

Balaam, that they need to go and see the King of the Jews who has been born. 

 

The psalmist writes: “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims His handiwork.” Nature 

bears witness to God’s almighty power, that He is the Creator, the One who fashioned all things out of nothing, setting 

the universe into order. The denial of God is not the mark of education and a sophisticated mind, it is a public witness to 

the foolish delusion of unbelief.  

 

When our Lord comes on the scene, when the eternal Word became flesh and dwelt among us, nature breaks forth to 

declare that the glory of God has come to dwell among men on earth as the miraculous star shines forth. It will happen 

again many years later. When He gives up His spirit in death on the cross, creation yet again genuflects in wonder as the 

sun is hidden, unwilling to cast its rays upon the death of God’s Son, the earth quivers in mourning over the death of He 

who laid its foundations.  

 

But signs in heavens and the earth, great and wondrous as they are, are not enough. The star, however the magi know to 

read it, gets them only to the general area, the land of Judah, and they search for the King in the capital. To know precisely 

where to find Him, they need the Scriptures, specifically Micah’s prophecy, that He who is to be Ruler in Israel is born in 

Bethlehem. Smarts and scholarship, attentiveness to the created world is good and important, but is insufficient on its 

own. The boldness of their journey, based on what they did know, is both impressive and instructive for us. But without 

the light of Scripture, the Magi are left in the dark, stuck in Jerusalem with Herod and his murderous intentions and the 

blindness of the religious leaders who are too inwardly-fixed to see the Scriptures coming to fulfillment. They hear the 

words of the prophet, and that is enough to set them on their way, leaving Herod and his scribes behind in all their worry 

and fear for the things of this earth and its glory which soon quickly fades. 



So also many on that Good Friday afternoon saw the sun hide its light and heat, and were cast to the ground as the earth 

trembled and shook. But the zeal of the religious leaders of Israel was not enough. It was the damning zeal for their own 

righteousness. Passion and ardent belief are quickly misdirected by our sinful nature. Then as well as now, the signs of 

God’s wrath and judgment are seen, but the preaching of it is seen to be silly. The claims of Jesus and His church as the 

sole salvation and answer to that judgment is called cooky, backwards. “We have moved beyond such narrow-minded, 

bloody, exclusivism,” it is said. It is only the centurion, yet again, a Gentile, a foreigner, who stands at the foot of the 

cross, hearing our Lord’s words, and it is that which enables him to see, believe, and confess the truth witnessed to by 

creation. 

 

That is where the psalmist ultimately goes. The true glorious light is not the heavens and its majestic rising and circuit. It is 

the perfect law of the Lord which revives the soul, His testimony which makes the simplest of men wise. Its pure light 

enlightens the eyes. 

 

God’s people are still seen as weird, out of place, increasingly so. But it is this otherworldly message that has been revealed 

not only to Israel of old, but to all the world. The nations have come to the Light which has gone out to all the world as 

the news of the King, the Ruler, the Lord Himself has come. He is not tucked away in obscurity, is not hidden from 

foreign eyes, but is given to all the world, to lead us out of darkness and unbelief to Himself, the true Light which lightens 

the world.  

 

For most of us that path of following Christ goes neither through literal deserts or over actual mountains. It does not take 

most of us into the ethnic enclaves of the inner city. But it is a perilous journey, nonetheless. Even if it’s just a few block’s 

walk or a few minutes’ drive to go to church. The path of discipleship costs something, there is a risk. Our following the 

Lord who calls us to Himself puts us before tyrants filled with hatred and fear over the One we love and seek. We are 

confronted by those who do not understand. Perhaps you’ve been asked today, “What are you doing going to church on a 

Friday night? There are games to play, dates to be had, shows to watch!” Even for many Christians, going to church so 

often is too much. Why plan and arrange our lives as though the faith made that much of a difference? 

 

So what is the answer? To all these objections of unbelief, from others, or even at times, from within ourselves? How is 

the encroaching darkness that would engulf us, you, to be fought back? Here the magi are a model of faith and action. 

Herod would deceive them, the scribes and priests would scandalize them by not accompanying them to go and see their 

own King and Messiah, the journey has already been too long and costly, they are tired and want to go home, following a 

star seems silly, but they go on. The Word has told them where they will find the One they seek. The Light shines in the 

darkness, calling them to Himself, that He might give Himself to them. So He does for us. 


