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Sermon 1 7 15 Epiphany 

 What is Epiphany? What is an Epiphany? Of course, our understanding of Epiphany, 

especially today, in the church, is associated with the event of the three wise men finally 

reaching Jesus. It is also associated with Jesus’ baptism. But the word “epiphany” can mean 

many things. I like this definition from a dictionary: “an intuitive grasp of something real 

because of something, such as an event, that is usually simple and striking.” It’s discovery. 

You know, like in a cartoon, when a lightbulb goes on over someone’s head? It’s an “Aha!” 

moment.  

 So what does this have to do with three wise travelers? Or with Jesus’ baptism, for 

that matter?  

 The Wise are spoken of only in the Gospel of Matthew. There are those who believe 

they are a literary device designed to increase the sense of awe around the birth of Jesus.  

Kind of ironic when you consider that it seems God went out of his way to make sure that 

Jesus’ beginnings as a human among us were humble. 

 Many people interpret the arrival of the Wise as symbolic of Jesus’ eventual effect 

beyond the boundaries of Israel and even beyond the Roman Empire – his effect on the 

world! And when you think of it, the whole story of Jesus, from his humble beginnings to 

his baptism and his rise to prominence at a time in Israel’s history when there was a 

messiah on every street corner, to his ignominious criminal’s death, to his fantastic 

resurrection – it’s incredible.  Truly incredible.   

How did our faith develop and grow? 

How did it happen? Through the evangelism of Paul among the Gentiles, and then 

the change from being a persecuted faith to the point where the Emperor Constantine was 

officially willing to “tolerate” Christianity with the Edict of Milan in 313 CE and eventually 

recognize Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire in 325, all less than 300 

years after Jesus’ resurrection!   

How did a network of early bishops and priests and deacons develop out of a group 

of little underground, unconnected hidden house churches and itinerant missionaries?  

What an extraordinary thing! It’s hard to imagine the birth and development of 

Christianity without the guiding hand of God. 
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So who were the Wise Men?  They came from a time before the division of the 

disciplines of astronomy and astrology, which didn’t occur until the 17th Century.  The Wise 

saw the development and progress of humankind in the stars and in other signs. They 

cultivated both scholarly research and imaginative thought. 

According to Matthew, they followed a star to find Jesus.  They didn’t really need to 

stop at Herod’s to ask for directions, but it was the courteous thing to do, to visit a king 

when arriving in his country.  So they must have been men of status.  Stars don’t actually 

move around so most astronomers think they were following the movement of a planet 

across the night sky.   

The gifts they brought to Jesus were symbolic.  Indeed they were gifts that were 

often respectfully given to kings.  Perhaps that’s why we often refer to the givers as kings. 

But the Bible doesn’t call them kings. They brought gold for treasure and financial support, 

frankincense for it’s fragrance and its medicinal value for the treatment of the aches and 

pains of advancing age, and myrrh, an aromatic ointment, which was traditionally used to 

scent the bodies of the aristocratic dead for burial.  

All for a baby in a hovel. 

They are called Magos in the original Greek text of the Gospel of Matthew. Magos 

comes from the old Persian word magus.  Magi is the plural for Magus.  A magus was 

someone who was a priest of Zoroastrian thought, a faith which was, at one point, the 

world’s greatest religion. It followed the teachings of the prophet Zoroaster of the 6th 

century BCE. 

What is most interesting to me, however, is that these magi, these learned men had 

the faith to travel incredibly long distances to find something they had read about in the 

stars and planets.  They firmly believed they would find it and they did.  They had the faith 

and vision to look at a small, vulnerable baby who looked like every other baby they had 

ever seen and they were ready to see the ramifications, the importance of this child. 

The significance of the Wise is that somehow they knew, they believed, that 

something extraordinary had happened in Israel.  And they just had to see it.  They had to 

see Him.  And once they did, they saw past his humble beginnings. They saw the human 

manifestation of someone who was more than human and they worshipped him. They had 

an epiphany.  
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They were willing to believe in the utterly fantastic. But being scholars of science 

and the fantastic, before the disciplines were separated, they believed in what Paul called 

“the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things;.”  They believed in 

what Paul called the “eternal purpose” carried out in the human infant in front of them, in 

whom, as Paul said, we are promised bold and confident access to God. They believed in 

what John called the Word become flesh. 

They believed to the point that they were willing to risk the wrath of Herod and 

return home without returning to him and telling him where this wonderful, dangerous 

baby was. They were warned in a dream just as Joseph was warned in a dream to take Mary 

and Jesus to Egypt. They were also willing to believe in dreams. 

Sometimes I wonder if we are working on all cylinders!?! Maybe we should be 

paying more attention to the supposedly fantastical? Maybe we’re missing out by not using 

all of our God-given brains and giving more credit to the so-called unexplainable? 

And then we have the other event of Epiphany, Jesus’ baptism. Mark puts it 

succinctly. “In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in 

the Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart 

and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my 

Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’” 

Well, if Jesus had any doubts, that should have put them to rest. Talk about an 

extraordinary event! Talk about an epiphany!  A “sudden manifestation of the essential 

nature” of Jesus Christ, the Word, the mystery, the being with “eternal purpose.” Suddenly 

John the Baptist knew that he had been right all along! There was a Messiah and he was 

right there in front of him! 

So my recommendation for this Epiphany is to have an epiphany – an epiphany all 

your own. And it seems to me that the key to having an epiphany is to be willing to have an 

epiphany. Come to know, try to fully realize and discover God’s love for you. See God around 

you. Feel God within you. Sound silly? Sound far-fetched? You’ll never know until you allow 

yourself to feel that love. Have your own moment of discovery, your own “Aha!” moment 

with God. We can look up and see that light bulb over our heads!  

 


