
Sermon 

[The Visit of the Magi]
[The Feast of the Epiphany: Sunday 5th January 2020]

Matthew 2vv1-12



The story of the visit of the Magi, or ‘wise men’ as Matthew calls them to the infant 
Jesus is peculiar to him alone. The story has become romanticised to the point 
where three gentle kings visit the baby in the stable in Bethlehem. But of course 
nowhere in the story does Matthew even mention the stable, or that there were three 
visitors, or that they were kings, and the term ‘Magi’ is likely to mean astrologer or 
diviner, an interpreter of dreams, or maybe even a sorcerer.

We know that Matthew’s story is consonant with perhaps the strongest theme of his 
Gospel: that the Jews have decisively rejected Jesus, and therefore the Gentiles will 
have the Good News preached to them. In fact his Gospel ends as it starts. Just as 
the wise men represent the rest of the world encroaching on the birth of the King of 
the Jews, so Jesus’ last instruction to his disciples prior to his Ascension is ‘Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’. But if the Magi were readers of the stars who 
dabbled in the sorts of magical practices that were common in the ancient Near 
Eastern world and which would have identified them as inferior apostates to the 
Chosen People for whom the worship of God was primary, then their visit to the 
Christ child is more than simply a representation of a Gentile recognition of Christ’s 
true status and their inclusion in the Kingdom. Their appearance in Matthew’s birth 
narrative represents a convergence of different cultures, perspectives, belief systems 
and faiths. Astrologers or diviners they may have been, but their arduous journey 
began because through their own traditions- perhaps we might call them 
superstitions- they recognised nevertheless that this tiny child had a truly special 
status and was going to be supremely important for the world. And one of the 
important things that all the Gospel birth narratives tell us is that God excludes and 
denies nothing in order that Emmanuel- God with us- will become a reality. In fact he 
uses all the means at his disposal to make sure it is so. God himself resorts to the 
power of dreams to make his will happen. There are five in the story of Christ’s birth 
alone. Four of them are for Joseph involving his acceptance of Mary as his wife, and 
then the steering of his family who have to adopt refugee status until they eventually 
settle in Nazareth; and one of the dreams of course is reserved for the Wise Men 
themselves, warning them of Herod’s treachery and to return home by another route. 
Add to that unlikely figures like an innkeeper and shepherds, wise men and portents 
in the sky represented by the appearance of angels and a star, and you have a 
heady and complicated mix of events and supernatural occurrences which 
nevertheless all work together to produce the birth of the Saviour. In fact there is a 
kind of breathlessness to the birth narratives, with one event succeeding upon 
another that lifts the characters in the story from their traditional suspicions and 
distrust of each other and who are therefore perceived as a threat, as all of them are 
caught up in a divine drama that asks all of them to work together and to accept 
each other, in order for the King of the Jews to take his first breath and to be 
recognised for just who and what he is.
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This theme of tolerance and understanding which pervades the Christmas story, and 
especially the story of the Epiphany is one that should be close to all our hearts. One 
of the striking things about the visit of the Magi is that despite the fact that they know 
that this child is very special and will achieve something life changing for the world- 
symbolised by the gifts they bring- there is no personal declaration of faith, no 
repentance and acceptance as there is so often elsewhere in the Gospels as a result 
of people coming face to face with Jesus. The wise men simply present their gifts 
and then they disappear, never to be seen again. They tell Herod that they have 
come in search of He who is born King of the Jews, but although this is a title, a 
recognition of status, maybe even an acknowledgement of divinity, there is no 
suggestion of conversion or commitment. Just a burning desire to come and witness 
and adore the birth event. It is a reminder of what is best about so many of the inter 
faith groups across the country which seek to find a way forward together. Inter faith 
work is about unity not uniformity; it is about discovering areas of common ground, 
and concentrating on what unites us rather than divides us, and it’s about being 
prepared to be surprised at how the insights and ethics of other faiths can illuminate 
and deepen our own.

Something of all that may be going on in the story of the Epiphany which we 
celebrate today. Magi, not only not of the Jewish faith but very possibly of pagan 
beliefs who nevertheless from their own faith perspective and practice perceive ‘That 
something greater than Solomon is here’. They point the world’s attention to a tiny 
child whose love and power calls the human heart to transcend its factions and party 
politics. And of course it is that same generosity of spirit, that same tribute to the 
power of inclusiveness communicated to Christ around his crib, that becomes the 
benchmark of Christ’s own ministry when he used people’s differences, and 
occasionally their downright hostility to God, as a force for unity and a common 
recognition that despite everything, they were in the presence of a loving God who 
cared about them.

In a world never more in danger it seems of disappearing under a welter of inter- 
tribal and inter- faith conflict as this new year of 2020 begins, then never more 
urgently do we need to hear this message from the story of the Epiphany. One that 
says all are welcome around Christ’s crib, and that whatever their differences and 
disagreements, all have their part to play in making the power of God’s love known in 
the world.
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