
Epiphany 
Sunday 5 January 2020 
 
Introduction and Call to Worship 
The feast of the Epiphany tells the story of the Magi, travellers from the East, who 
visit the infant Christ. They offer us a model of trust in God’s care and response to 
the presence of Christ – a sharp contrast to the fear and violence of Herod. 
 
Invitation to Confession 
 “Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you.” 
Let us bring our lives into the light of God and seek forgiveness for our sins. 
 
God invites us to live as lights for the world, yet we prefer to hide in darkness.  
Lord, have mercy. 
 
God offers abundance and seeks the flourishing of all, yet our vision is too narrow. 
Christ, have mercy. 
 
God showers blessings upon us each day, yet we do not appreciate the gifts we 
have been given.  
Lord, have mercy. 
 
Today’s Readings 

First Reading Isaiah 60:1-6 
After a period of exile, God’s people will come into their own. Not only will they 
rejoice, but others will rejoice at their new situation. 
 
Second Reading Ephesians 3:1-12 
God’s promises are revealed to be for the whole world, for all the earth’s children. 
The riches of God’s people will be available to all. 
 
Gospel Matthew 2:1-12 
Foreign travellers bring gifts to the newborn king. Jesus is the light to enlighten the 
whole world, and they rejoice to see it. 
 
HOMILY 
 “Having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own 
country by another road.” (Matthew 2:12) 
 
Illustration 
It is something of a pity that the story of the Magi is shunted to the sidelines of 
Christmas. The foreign visitors often appear tacked on to nativity plays, emerging on 
stage only after the angels and shepherds to complete the tableau. In the liturgical 
season of Epiphany, we move very quickly from the Magi to the baptism of Jesus 
and the wedding at Cana – signs of God’s light breaking in upon the world. Passing 
swiftly over today’s reading from Matthew means that we also lose sight of Herod. 
We consign him to the role of pantomime villain, the furious child-killer. We never 
really take the time and trouble to consider him properly – and perhaps we should. If 
we do, then we notice that, before he is bad, Herod is afraid. 
 



Gospel Teaching 
When the Magi, the star-watchers, travel west, they go first to Jerusalem. They are 
looking for a king and, not surprisingly, they assume that a king will have been born 
in a palace. If he is not in the palace, then the present king will, at least, know where 
such a child is. But Herod does not know, and neither do his advisers. The news of a 
king makes Herod frightened, and all Jerusalem is frightened with him. 
 
Why is a new baby a cause of fear? Firstly, because a new king means that power is 
shifting, and, secondly, because Herod and his court know nothing about it. They 
fear loss of power, and they fear what they do not know. 
 
It is interesting, then, that Herod seeks to learn more. We can overlook this because 
we know how the story ends. Herod asks his advisers where such a child might be 
born, and they supply an answer. When they study, when they think together, they 
do know. But still they do not know what it means. Herod asks the Magi to find the 
child, so that he may go and worship, pay homage. Again, we are suspicious of his 
motives, but on a simple reading it makes sense. Herod wants to know who the child 
is. He wants to glimpse the future. A baby will not yet be able to take his power away 
from him, after all. It makes sense that he wants to know what is coming. 
 
It is only when the Magi fail to return that his mood turns to fury. He knows that he 
has been tricked. Now he cannot know who the child is: the glimpse into the future is 
lost to him. He becomes enraged. This is the rage of one who is afraid; afraid of the 
unknown, afraid of losing his power. He is ignorant and impotent. So he takes his 
rage out on those who are as yet unable even to form sentences or walk without 
falling over. And it is for this that we remember him. 
 
Application 
 “Do not be afraid” is a persistent refrain in the Bible. Fear, unchecked, can lead to 
sharp words, to irrational acts. Fear that we are losing power can so easily lead to 
anger. Fear whipped up in others leads to the rise of tyrants and even the slaughter 
of innocent children. Herod is not the last ruler on earth to instigate a massacre out 
of fear. The story of Herod is a tragedy of a man afraid of something unknown and 
unable to trust. 
 
The contrast to Herod’s fear comes in the trusting acceptance of the Magi and the 
Holy Family. The Magi travel far from home, not knowing what they will find. Joseph 
and Mary trust God for their future and their protection. 
 
The future is always unknown. None of us can see what is yet to be – in our own 
lives or in the life of our nation and our world. But we do have a choice in our 
response to that. We can be afraid of all that is to come; we can be angry, even 
violent in our response. Or we can trust and hope for the future and, like Joseph and 
Mary, we can work to protect all that we know to be good. 
 
Summary 

1. We are apt to overlook the figure of Herod when we read the story of the 
Magi. 

 



2. Herod is afraid of losing his power and afraid of the unknown future. He acts out 
of fear. 

 
3. Fear can so often be a catalyst for anger and violence, especially when we feel 

powerless. 
 
4. By contrast, the Magi trust God for the future and find what they are seeking. 

Mary and Joseph trust God and find safety. 
 
INTERCESSION 

President 
We have access to God through our faith in Christ. Let us pray with boldness and 
confidence. 
 
Biddings 
Let us give thanks for the richness of our faith in Christ, and for the fellowship we 
share with Christians across all nations and cultures. 
 
Let us pray that we may shine with the light of Christ in the darkest corners of the 
world, bringing hope and peace by our words and deeds. 
 
Let us pray that we may learn how to offer our gifts in the service of the kingdom. 
 
Let us pray for the leaders of nations and communities, that they may face the future 
trusting in God and committing themselves to the building up of all people. 
 
Let us pray for those who are losing heart, for those who are suffering, and for those 
whose lives are clouded by grief and pain, that they may find comfort and peace 
through the Holy Spirit. 
 
President 
God of life and light, whose Son Jesus Christ is the hope of the nations, accept our 
prayers and pour out the abundance of your blessings on us and on all your children 
this day.  
 
Introduction to the Peace 
 “Lift up your eyes and look around… see and be radiant… proclaim the praise of the 
Lord”. The peace of the Lord…  
 
Blessing 
May God, who was made manifest in Christ,  
shower you with blessings, fill you with hope,  
and give you courage to step into the future. 
And the blessing of God almighty…



 


