Epiphany 2019 — Matthew 2:1-12 — Openness to God in 2019

Coming to end of Christmas season — on this the 12" day of Christmas, also known as Epiphany, we
get one last hurrah. | love the wise men, they’re probably my favourite nativity characters (apart
from Jesus, obviously). And today is all about them. But why do | love them so much? Not just
the sense of the exotic or their strange gifts, though that helps: the wise men remind us that the

good news of Jesus’ coming into the world is for everyone — God meets all of us where we are, and

leads the most unlikely people to worship him. And that includes people like you, or me.

The wise men, or to use their proper name, Magi, are the wildest of all the wild cards in the story
(and the story is full of them). By the first century, the term ‘Magi’ referred to astronomers,
fortune-tellers, or star-gazers. So, think ‘magicians’. Other references to Magi in the bible include
the magicians in Egypt at the time of Moses, or the interpreters of dreams in the book of Daniel, or
Simon the sorcerer in Acts 8.

So, for an early reader of Matthew’s gospel, the Magi aren’t just Gentiles (significant though that
is); they represent the height of Gentile idolatry and religious wizardry. But it’s these star-gazing,
horoscope-writing, would-be magicians who are the heroes in the story. The point is: they
shouldn’t be there. They don’t worship the right God or adhere to the right religion or belong to
the right race. And yet here they are, at the heart of the greatest story of them all. God is at work

in the most unlikely people — people like you, people like me.

In some ways, they’re more like the Three Stooges than the Three Wise Men! Read the story with
fresh eyes and you’ll notice: they go to the wrong place. They speak to the wrong person. When
they give gifts, it’s gold, frankincense and myrrh, which were elements used in their magic. And
yet, by a mysterious combination of God’s loving grace and their faithful seeking, they are there —
as models of seeking Jesus, of believing in Jesus, and of worshipping Jesus with what they have.

What's important about the wise men is their openness to God. They are looking for his activity,

they are obedient to his promptings — whether it’s the star, the journey, the gifts they gave, their
obedience to the dream, they are open to God. That’s the message that transcends all cultures,
religious or otherwise — God loves people who are open to him and seek him.

So as we reflect today, let’s look again at three key elements to the story of wise men:

The first is The Sign — ‘we saw his star’. At this point we need to fill in some blanks. The text itself
tells us nothing about where the Magi came from, how they spent their time, really anything else
about them. The back story is all guesswork. But it’s a fairly safe bet that these Magi wouldn’t
have noticed this star unless they were looking for it, investing their time, preparing themselves. If
it was just a lucky guess would they really have travelled so far to follow it, whatever the expense,
whatever the dangers involved? No, these guys must have dedicated themselves to their task,
they were expectant, they gave themselves to their task. And God gave them the sign they sought.

As a new year begins, it’s worth asking the question of ourselves: what signs are there in your life
at present — where is God at work, where is He leading you? The story of the bible is that signs
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aren’t just random: yes, we can’t predict them, but generally God only gives them to those who
are ready, who are hungry, who are likely to obey the sign that he offers. Is God nudging you with
any signs at present? How will you respond?

And if not, will we, like the wise men, commit ourselves this year to look more carefully for them?
To seek God for His will in important parts of our lives? And, of course, be ready to obey? The
wise men risked a lot to follow their sign — are we ready to do the same?

The second is The Gift. We usually have a laugh at the Magi’s gifts, which are certainly the
strangest you’ll ever see for a baby shower — but it’s easy to miss that these gifts were spot on, the
right gifts for the right time. Apart from revealing Jesus’ kingly identity, the gold and incense
fulfilled an important prophecy from Isaiah 60 about God’s chosen Messiah being not just for the
Jews but for all people. And the myrrh of course points to Jesus’ death as being a key part of the
story.

These gifts were also costly, they reflected the heart of the Magi to honour their calling. And
again, looking at the story as we often do at the start of the year, it’s worth asking ourselves, like
the Magi: what gifts can you offer to God at this time? They may be the same ones you’ve offered
before, or they may be new. They may even be unexpected. But the point is: all God ever asks is
that we offer the right gifts at the right time. What can we offer God this year?

So, the sign, the gift, and finally, The Dream —it’s not only Joseph who gets the dreams in
Matthew’s gospel. The Magi too are warned in a dream to head a different way home. | don’t
know if you’ve ever had significant dreams. Most of the ones | remember involve me being
attacked by domesticated animals — no idea what that means! Dreams by their nature are
unplanned, often strange. But it’'s amazing how God sometimes uses them. Perhaps you’ve had a
significant dream. | read recently how many Muslims are turning t faith in places like Iran primarily
through Jesus meeting them in dreams. In fact | know someone in one of our congregations who
also came to faith that way. It does happen.

The thing about the wise men’s dream is that | suspect they were already troubled by their
encounter with Herod. The dream they then had reinforced, if you like, that unease and gave
them a plan. And that’s often how significant dreams work: they reinforce our general direction.

What do you dream for 2019? What direction would you like it to go? You may have many
answers to that question, or none at all, but | want to ask you to think in terms of faith and where
God is at work in your life. In a way it’s like the sign question but a bit broader. What are your
God-given dreams? How might you act on them in 2019?

Just before | close, | want to reflect for a few minutes on what this text might be saying to us as a
church. Do spend time this week thinking about it for you personally and if any of it relates to us
here, then great, make sure you tell me! But what about us as a community?

In my reflections this week, what | sensed God saying in prayer was simply this: our calling is to be
our name. We are All Saints, and that is who we should be.
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All Saints is two words and both of these are important, both of them set our direction:

The first is ALL — we are to be a church for all people. That’s the sort of thing that sounds lovely,
but actually very few churches ever try to do it. Most churches represent one culture, and Milton
Keynes is full of them. Churches with their particular flavour, whatever that flavour is. What does
it mean for us to be a church which embraces all cultures, all ages, and both the village and the
surrounding estates, including the new housing in our area? If you look around most Sundays
you’ll notice that we are ever more diverse, and that is a great joy (I welcome it) but also a
challenge. It’s one | think we have to do more to meet this year, to commit ourselves to be one
community, to share our lives across cultural differences, to celebrate our diversity. As | said, most
churches don’t do it, and in time revert to serving one group of people — but we are ALL saints, and
| want to say at the start of 2019 that this is who we are and who we’re called to be.

And then there’s the SAINTS bit. Before the mediaeval church specialised this term, the word
‘saints’ originally referred to all Christians. If you followed Jesus you were a saint, or ‘holy one’ as
the original NT term would have it. The term has two flavours, if you like: the idea of being called
to something special, and the idea of being set apart, being distinctive.

To be a saint is to be distinctive. To carry the distinctive unconditional love of God to the world.
To be distinctive good news. When people encounter us they should feel something that they
don’t find elsewhere. | firmly believe we are becoming that kind of church, and we can celebrate
that! But there is still work to do.

In my musings at the beginning of last year, | suggested our task for this season is to develop a
spiritual distinctiveness to underpin the very good presence and work we are doing in the
community — a distinctiveness that revolved around prayer, the power of the Spirit and a clear idea
of what God is speaking to us about. To be all SAINTS commits us to that goal more urgently than
ever. We didn’t perhaps make the progress I'd hoped in growing prayer and openness to the life
of the Spirit, which is why I’'m dedicating the first 2 months of the year to that latter theme, and
hopefully some good things will flower off the back of it. But | welcome other suggestions too. We
are ALL saints, we all get to play! How is God calling each one of you to play a part in that?

The wise men remind us that the good news of Jesus’ coming into the world is for everyone — God
meets all of us where we are, and leads the most unlikely people to worship him. All he asks is for
hearts that are open to him.

How will worship God this year? Where will he lead you? What signs is he giving you? What will
you offer him? What is your dream?

Let’s be open to God’s work in our lives this year.
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