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 A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

 Epiphany of the Lord Sunday; January 5th, 2014 

 Matthew 2:1-12 

 “Home by Another Way” 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Sometimes the secular calendar and cultural practices line up 

with the church calendar and faith practices; this is one of those 

times.  At the turn of the year on the solar calendar that guides 

our sense of secular time most everyone thinks in terms of “new 

year’s resolutions.”  There is something about the drop of that 

ball or the turn of the page on the calendar or the writing of a 

different number on the end of the date when we are writing 

checks that makes our minds engage with the idea that this 

might be a good time to say “out with the old, in with the new.” 

  

 

The culture this month gives us some support in the belief that 

things in our world and in the way we live our lives do not have 

to stay the same.  We as human beings have the ability to 

transcend, to overcome bad habits, to make a new way in the 

world.  Such notions of changing for the better do not have as 

much cultural support in the month of February as those notions 

do right now in the first week of January. 

 

Well, on this Sunday in the church year – a Sunday connected to 

the visit of the magi to the Christ child – we are given a similar 

message of transcendence and an invitation to a new way of 

being in the world.  We are offered by this ancient story told at 

this time every year for those following the Church’s liturgical 
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calendar some support for the idea that we as human beings are 

capable of re-mapping our lives.  We as children of God have 

the capabilities for changing directions, changing habits, 

changing outlooks.   

 

Change does not come easy.  The strong inclinations in all of us 

are to stay with that which we have grown accustomed.  All of 

us find comfort in the familiar and in the roads we have already 

traveled.  All of us have a bit of inertia to moving in different 

directions when we are comfortable and seemingly insulated 

from struggle by our present positions in the world.   

 

The magi, however, remind us that it takes both initiative and 

openness to unfamiliar territory to find the way to the gospel 

truth of our lives.  The magi also teach us that we have to let go 

of our preconceived notions of how things work to find what 

might be a better way of being in the world.  The magi, you 

remember, after they paid homage to Jesus and offered him their 

gifts went home by another way.  They re-mapped; they 

changed direction; they became different in their approach to 

life. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

The magi are mysterious figures.  The traditions that surround 

them are many.  In western Christianity they are assumed to 

have been three in number – namely because three gifts are 

mentioned in the story.  The eastern tradition, however, gives 

their number as twelve.  In the west they were later assigned 

names – Balthasar, Melchior, and Casper.  The fact that they 

were wealthy and the fact that they conversed with King Herod 
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has led to the idea that they were Kings (thus, We Three Kings 

of Orient Are...).  The Greek word, however, from which 

“magi” is derived does not refer to royalty but to practitioners of 

eastern magical arts, and there was believed to be a connection 

between magic and astrology – remember, they were following 

a star (The Oxford Companion to the Bible, page 483).  

 

This notion of the magi as practitioners of magical arts probably 

suited Matthew’s purposes just right.  Remember it is Matthew 

who tells us about Joseph, Jesus’ earthly father, being directed 

in dreams to go to Egypt and then in another dream to return to 

Israel.  Jesus’ Joseph then is akin to the earlier Joseph of the Old 

Testament who also was gifted at interpreting dreams.  

Remember it is Matthew who tells us that the holy family 

escaped into Egypt to secure the safety of the baby boy Jesus.  

This reminds us of how Moses’ family protected Moses in 

Egypt.  Remember it is Matthew who tells us that Jesus, like 

Moses before him, leaves Egypt for the promised land.  

Matthew sees Jesus as the new Moses leading people from 

slavery into freedom. 

 

Well, there is a fairly unheralded story in the book of Numbers 

(chapter 22-24) where Balak, king of Moab, summoned “from 

the East” a seer named Balaam to put a curse on Moses.  

Balaam was a non-Israeliste, a practitioner of magical arts, he 

could have been considered one of an earlier group of magi.  At 

any rate, Balaam came with two of his servants, but instead of 

cursing Moses, he offered a blessing that was understood as a 

prophecy of the coming of King David (Feasting on the Word, 
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year A, vol. 1, page 213).  So, once again, Matthew is telling the 

story in a way to show that Jesus arises out of and in line with 

Jewish prophecy and that his coming is good news for the whole 

world, not just for a select, small group of Jews living in a 

backwater country in the Roman Empire.  

 ~~~~~~~~ 

(I must admit, however, that I am partial to Garrison Keilor’s 

thesis about the wise men.  Garrison is convinced that the wise 

men were mid-westerners and Lutherans.  His conviction about 

this matter is buttressed – in his mind – by the fact that one of 

the wise men brought as a gift “myrrh.”  Mr. Keilor says that 

everyone from the Midwest and particularly Lutherans who 

attend a lot of potluck suppers know that “myrrh” is a casserole 

dish made up of macaroni and hamburger.  One of the wives of 

the wise men said – “Hey, they just had a baby, they’ll be 

hungry.  Take some of this, take them some myrrh!”) 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

For our purposes today, however, it is not really important 

whether or not the magi were Lutherans or whether they were 

kings or whether they were magicians or whether they were 

three or twelve.  What matters for this particular Sunday and 

this particular sermon is that the magi were human beings who 

were willing to journey beyond familiar territory to find the 

truth of God for their lives.  What matters for this Epiphany 

Sunday is that the magi, like us, had to be open to a new way of 

seeing the world in order to understand God’s ways in the 

world.   

 

This point of openness to the new is made by the fact that these 
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people – non-Jews – left the comfort and confines of their 

homes and their religion to find a new kind of royalty within a 

foreign land and a different faith tradition. The magi are good 

examples to us in the simple fact that they were open to 

discovery beyond their own landscapes of history, cultural 

practices, and religious traditions.  We, too, would benefit from 

such an openness in our increasingly diverse yet connected 

world. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

It is also interesting and instructive to us to recognize that the 

magi did not get it right on the first go.  They had to stop and 

ask for directions.  The light faded a little and they were unclear 

about where to continue their journey to find a new king; so, 

they stopped in Jerusalem and asked for directions – Where is 

the child who has been born king of the Jews?  For we observed 

his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.   

 

The fact that the magi stopped to ask for directions is not, in and 

of itself, a bad thing or indicative of a lack of judgement.  When 

we are lost it makes since to ask for help.  For the magi it was a 

long and arduous journey and there had to have been times 

when their faith and vision were clouded.  There must have 

arisen times when whey questioned their ability to navigate the 

quest they had undertaken; so, they asked for directions.   

 

The magi are fine instructors for us in this regard.  We, too, are 

on a journey of faith that is winding and sometimes dark.  We, 

too, will sometimes lose sight of the light by which we live.  

We, too, will sometimes need to stop and be refreshed and re-



 

 6 

directed by a spiritual guide.  Part of the importance and power 

of being in a community of faith is that we are able to help each 

other as we seek to journey along the way of living in the world 

as followers of Jesus, the holy one born in Bethlehem.  It makes 

sense that we, too, should be prepared all along the way to ask 

for guidance from others as we need it.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

While this stopping to ask for directions is instructive, the magi, 

however, did not make the trip with a perfect record.  You 

remember where they stopped to ask for directions?  They 

stopped and asked King Herod for directions.  This was a 

mistake.  Herod responded to the question – Where is the child 

who has been born king of the Jews? – out of his deep 

insecurities.  Herod was a King who lived in fear of losing his 

power.  Herod killed wives, sons, babies, anyone who might be 

a threat to his hold on power; so, the magi made a tragic mistake 

asking Herod for directions to the new born king.   

 

It may have been natural for the magi to make the mistake.  One 

tradition about them is that they if they were not kings 

themselves were advisors to kings and royalty in Persia or 

Babylon.  Maybe they thought that this is how God works in the 

world – through the power structures and influential people of 

the nations?  Maybe they believed that God would surely clue 

the existing power people that God wanted to do a new thing?  

So, they went to the top to ask for directions to the new thing 

that was beginning to take place.  Little did they know that God 

would be acting nine miles to the south of the power center in a 

dusty, rural place without any claim on notoriety except for the 
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fact that the prophet Micah had said – and you, Bethlehem, in 

the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of 

Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my 

people Israel. 

 

Walter Brueggemann, in commenting on the text for today, says 

of the Micah passage – Micah anticipates a leader who will 

bring well-being to his people, not by great political ambition, 

but by attentiveness to the folks on the ground (The Christian 

Century, December 19-26, 2001, p. 15).  

 

While the magi made a mistake going to Herod, they reoriented 

and started paying attention to the folks on the ground when 

they found Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.  The magi offered that poor 

family gifts befitting royalty.  The magi were finally able to see 

God doing a marvelously new thing in the little town of 

Bethlehem, so still it would be easy to let lie.  The magi saw 

God at work on the ground and when it was time to go home 

they went home by another way.  The magi did not make the 

same mistake twice; they did not go back to King Herod.  The 

magi went home by another way.  Maybe it was the first week 

of the new year?  Maybe they realized they had God-given 

capabilities of transcendence?  Maybe they decided it was high 

time to say – Out with the old and in with the new?   
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