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Year A Epiphany

“The tale of two men”

• This last week after returning from Arkansas, we have at home been 
moving our three wise men closer and closer to the creche
• Gaius getting to decide each time where the next stop on their long and 

perilous journey from the living room to the dining room should be
• Much like lighting the Advent Wreaths, this has become another way for 

us to tell the story to Gaius, to share our faith
• And this year more than any he has been quite interested in it all, often 

reminding us that it was time to say our prayers and light the wreath
• Or move the wise men

• Tonight’s celebration of the arrival of these 3 Kings, and in antiquity also 
the celebration of Jesus’ birth and baptism
• Has been celebrated by Christians as far back as 200 AD, around 100 

years before Christmas was on Dec 25th
• Today on our modern church calendars, we split these events apart with 

the birth on Christmas Day
• And Jesus’ baptism this Sunday, with a baptism of our own here at St. 

Michael’s
• And tonight we get to focus on the wise men, their visit, and the events 

that happened because of it
• Matthew really does not give us much to go on

• Although they give three gifts to Jesus, there were probably more than 
three people here

• Perhaps even a caravan, with camels, servants and supplies1

• They would have been traveling for weeks, or even months. 
• They would not have made it to the manger in time, and Matthew 

records them going in to a house
• And Since Herod ordered all boys under two killed
• Jesus was probably around that age by the time they found him2

• Of the gifts, gold is an obvious one, and still means the same thing 
today as it did then
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• It symbolizes offerings and riches, those fit for a king
• Frankincense and myrrh were valuable commodities of the time, used 

for all kinds of things
• From Egyptian women’s eye shadow, to medicinal uses believed to cure 

leprosy, worms, snakebites, plagues, scurvy, and even baldness3

• These would have been very valuable and practical gifts, certainly 
appreciated by a couple who has just had their first child

• We also know these men were experts in watching the stars, 
astrologers

• They knew of this astrological event even when Herod and his advisors 
did not, even when it was in their own backyard4

• There is a lot of doubt that they were kings- most likely they were 
advisors to kings in their homelands

• Over the years, the story of the wise men has been embellished a little
• It was around the 8th century that the Venerable Bede, a priest in 

England who is known for his historical records of the English people
• Added quite a bit to the magi lore5

• He was the first to give them names, their physical descriptions
• Later, the story was expanded even more so that they even came from 

different parts of the world 6

• Representing all of humanity from all over the globe coming to 
acknowledge and pay respects to the new born king

• For Matthew, I think that is what is important here
• His audience is primarily Jewish converts to the new faith
• It would be readily received that the rest of the world is paying respects 

to a Jewish Messiah
• These wise men are also fulfilling Hebrew scripture itself
• Isaiah says that “nations will come to your light”
• And “the wealth of all nations shall come to you.”
• And yes, they will “bring gold and frankincense”

 http://science.howstuffworks.com/life/botany/question2831.htm3
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• This visit for Matthew signals that God’s salvation is in fact given for all 
nations

• Which perhaps, for you and me, is the most significant meaning of all
• That we too are included in God’s redemptive work

• Now as I said before, tonight we get to focus and celebrate this visit and 
all that it means
• But we also have the chance to learn from what happens immediately 

following in Matthew’s Gospel in part because of this visit
• As our Gospel tonight ends, the magi are warned in a dream not to 

return to Herod, and return home by a different road
• Indeed they were wise, not only to acknowledge Jesus as God’s son, 

but realized Herod was up to no good
• And from this point, Matthew tales a tale two men, and how they react to 

their worlds being turned upside down
• Herod, and Joseph
• While Luke’s gospel centers on Mary and her faithfulness and 

willingness to follow God’s will
• Matthew tells the story of Joseph… and Herod
• Before finding Jesus, we know the wise men go to Herod asking about 

the newborn king of the Jews
• Assuming he might know something, or perhaps that it was Herod’s 

own son being born
• This caught Herod by surprise because it was not his son they were 

talking about
• And Herod is frightened. 
• Now take that in for a moment: the King of Judea, the Roman backed 

ruler of this area, established through force… 
• was scared of a baby being born

• I suppose he was afraid that one day that baby might lay claim to his 
throne, or that the baby might lead a revolt

• I’m really not even sure- what I am sure of is that Herod was a very 
insecure man with a very fragile ego

• And coupled with power, that is a bad combination
• He was known for violent and tyrannical rule
• And in this spirit, he set out to kill every male baby under two years old 

just to make sure he and his lineage was secure
• Then on the other hand, we have Joseph

• Earthly father to Jesus, who was not this biological son
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• Frankly, I imagine that Jesus both amazed and frightened Joseph all at 
the same time- wouldn’t it you? 

• Unlike Herod, he was powerless, vulnerable, without the protection of 
Roman citizenship

• And in a very non-traditional marriage
• If the miraculous circumstances around Jesus’ birth were not enough, 

he finds out in a dream that Herod is going to kill Jesus
• So Joseph picks up his family, leaves everything he knows behind, 

including the support of the extended relatives and friends
• Takes his young wife and son to Egypt of all places, where his 

ancestors were slaves
• All to protect this child that is not his.
• Joseph could have done what was best for him, looked after his own 

best interests 
• A lesser man might have let fear paralyze him, or worse decide that his 

life was more important than this unexpected newborn 
• And who knows what would have happened to Jesus then
• But he did not.  
• Instead of acting out of fear and self preservation like Herod, Joseph 

gave up everything
• Two men, both of their worlds threatened, two very different responses 

to fear
• With one giving into it, choosing anger and death
• The other resisting it, choosing hope, faith, and love

• Fear.  
• I cannot help but hear the angels’ message, and how it is almost always 

starts with “Be Not Afraid”
• They must be really scary looking

• And I watched the new Star Wars movie last week, and now I keep 
hearing Yoda say, as he did in the originals:
• “Fear is the path to the dark side. 
• Fear leads to anger, anger leads to hate, and hate leads to suffering.”7

• And now we read about Herod and Joseph.
• And I find this one of the most relevant Epiphany messages that you 

and I could hear today

 http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-kII-W_zmhLk/Viv1sIvCcZI/AAAAAAAAA7Y/vFlRMLVyL6c/s1600/7

Yoda%252C%2Bfear%2B2.jpg

Page �  of �4 5

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-kII-W_zmhLk/Viv1sIvCcZI/AAAAAAAAA7Y/vFlRMLVyL6c/s1600/Yoda%252C%2Bfear%2B2.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-kII-W_zmhLk/Viv1sIvCcZI/AAAAAAAAA7Y/vFlRMLVyL6c/s1600/Yoda%252C%2Bfear%2B2.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-kII-W_zmhLk/Viv1sIvCcZI/AAAAAAAAA7Y/vFlRMLVyL6c/s1600/Yoda%252C%2Bfear%2B2.jpg


• Sure, we need to seek after Christ just like the wise men did
• But we also need Joseph, teaching us how to faithfully respond to fear
• Because if there is one thing I have noticed lately is that a lot of people 

in our country are afraid
• And a lot of people want to make them more so
• Because fear can drive us to make bad choices, self serving choices 
• Choices that harm others in order to maintain our own sense of security 

and ego
• When we are scared, we often do not think rationally, and our brains 

start the flight or fight instincts, and it can lead to much suffering
• But we can also resist it.
• We can choose to lower our anxiety, to stop and think
• To remember our faith, to embrace compassion, to love others
• The wise men came looking for God’s new work in the world
• They found not only the the Christ child, but also his father.  

Amen.
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