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CLOSE TO HOME 
 
SCRIPTURE: 
Matthew 2:1-12 (NRSV) 
The Visit of the Wise Men 
2 In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from 
the East came to Jerusalem, 2 asking, “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.” 3 When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with 
him; 4 and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of 
them where the Messiah was to be born. 5 They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so 
it has been written by the prophet: 
6 ‘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.’” 
7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time 
when the star had appeared. 8 Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search 
diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also 
go and pay him homage.” 9 When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, 
ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the 
place where the child was. 10 When they saw that the star had stopped, they were 
overwhelmed with joy. 11 On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his 
mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure 
chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12 And having been 
warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another 
road. 
 
Ephesians 3:1-12 (NRSV) 
Paul’s Ministry to the Gentiles 
3 This is the reason that I, Paul, am a prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake of you 
Gentiles— 2 for surely you have already heard of the commission of God’s grace that 
was given me for you, 3 and how the mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I 
wrote above in a few words, 4 a reading of which will enable you to perceive my 
understanding of the mystery of Christ. 5 In former generations this mystery was not 
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made known to humankind, as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and 
prophets by the Spirit: 6 that is, the Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the 
same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 
7 Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God’s grace that was 
given me by the working of his power. 8 Although I am the very least of all the saints, 
this grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of 
Christ, 9 and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages 
in God who created all things; 10 so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich 
variety might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly 
places. 11 This was in accordance with the eternal purpose that he has carried out in 
Christ Jesus our Lord, 12 in whom we have access to God in boldness and confidence 
through faith in him.  
 
 
 
Happy New Year! Welcome to 2022! I know some of us think that Christmas is over but 
it is not. This is still the Christmas season AND another day of Christian celebration 
comes this week on January 6th.   
It’s Epiphany.  
Epiphany falls on the twelfth day after Christmas. It’s a day set apart to mark the arrival 
of the magi from the east: when Jesus was acknowledged as “king of the Jews” by 
those who were not, themselves, Jewish. The English word “epiphany” comes from a 
Greek word that means, “to appear” or “to become manifest.”  
Throughout history, many Christians have celebrated epiphany as the time when Jesus’ 
divinity was made known. But in the biblical story found in the Second Chapter of 
Matthew, and in the Ephesians reading for today, a different sort of revelation comes 
into view. This is the point when Gentiles (like us) see the salvation of Israel’s God. This 
is the celebration of a gospel story that will burst beyond every ethnic, racial, and 
linguistic boundary.  
 
This sermon series, Close to Home, acknowledges that Emmanuel is with us.  The Magi 
travel far from home to pay homage to Christ, and, having been warned in a dream, 
they should avoid King Herod by traveling home another way.  In the scriptures 
throughout the sermon series, home is both physical and metaphorical, something we 
seek and something we are called to build. 
 
 “They left for their own country by another road” (It says in Matthew 2--verse 12). 
Frightened by Herod? Of course they were. Because he was a madman But there is 
also some mystery here—that once you have met the Christ child, you do not keep 
plodding along the same old pathways. It is a new day, a new road.  T.S. Eliot ended his 
poem about the magi with “We returned to our places … but no longer at ease here, in 
the old privilege, with an alien people clutching their gods.” Jesus does not make my life 
easier or more comfortable. The closer we are to Jesus, the more we sense our dis-
ease in this place. 
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In this new year, maybe our prayer should be for our God to continue to reveal and 
disrupt, to convict and disquiet our comfort… in Jesus name. That’s what it means to go 
home by another way. 
 
The Magi’s actions parallel those of others throughout the gospels who respond to 
Jesus with almost immediate trust and devotion. We do well to remember this story, 
because it announces that  
Jesus comes to make Israel’s God the God of all.  
 
The Mystery 
If epiphany is about an “appearance,” then what, exactly, becomes visible? In our 
Ephesians 3 text, Paul refers to it as “the mystery.”  
The “Gentiles (you and I) have become fellow-heirs, members of the same body, and 
sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” 
 
And let me say this… there are a couple of ways pastors can get into trouble when 
preaching this text. First, because this scripture uses such exalted language to talk 
about God— 
God’s purpose,  
God’s accomplishment,  
the cosmic manifestation of what was previously hidden— 
It is easy for us to miss that the primary point is sociological.  
God is creating a new society.  
God is doing so in Christ Jesus. And it includes us… Gentiles.  
When we miss this, we end up talking about other mysteries: perhaps the divinity of 
Jesus, perhaps divine providence that awaited this moment from eternity past,  
perhaps the heavenly orbit to which the good news ascends.  
This costs us. We minimize the sociological nature of God’s great mystery at the 
expense of our unity here on earth,  
at the expense of fully participating in the gift and work of the body of Christ.  
Have you ever heard of being so heaven-bound that you are no earthly good? 
Yes, that is the mistake that preachers sometime make when we don’t state the 
obvious.  Being a follower of the Christ requires us to turn the world upside down. To 
love God and neighbor; to care for the oppressed (the widow, the orphan, in every 
form). The mystery is seeing no division. Seeing one another the way God sees us. No 
judgment. Just as I am. Just as you are.  That is what is being revealed. 
 
The other way preachers can go wrong is by exalting our own inclusion in Christ at the 
expense of others. Too often, Christians have ignored the warnings of Paul and looked 
down on the Jews. Jesus and Paul were both Jews. Church history is littered with the 
bodies and souls of people whose lives were destroyed by those who claimed truer 
knowledge of God than those whom they opposed. But the mystery revealed at 
epiphany is the amazing breadth of God’s embrace. The people who were strangers, 
aliens—sinners by definition (Galatians 2:15)!—are numbered among the daughters 
and sons of our God. 
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Holy Spirit Needed 
Maybe we’ve missed it so often because… maybe it’s not so obvious. Look through the 
passage and you’ll see that the great mystery, the inclusion of the Gentiles, is not 
something that you could just read off the page of the Old Testament scriptures. Paul 
got it “by a revelation” (Ephesians 3:3). The prophets and apostles of the early church 
were taught this “by the Spirit” (verse 5). The idea that “outsiders” are actually an 
integral part of the community is so inconceivable to us, it can only be seen if the Holy 
Spirit opens our eyes.  
 
Paul is speaking of including Gentiles alongside Jews. For many of us it would take just 
such a Spiritual shake-up to willingly, and equally, include within our churches people 
from another political party. Or others from another ethnic group or orientation.  God 
causes us to share a body with a broader swath of humanity than we would choose for 
ourselves.  That is why Martin Luther King Jr. said that: 11 a.m. on Sunday is our most 
segregated hour.  
We here in this congregation, Faith UMC, say that we will share Jesus with all; but we 
will need to go home by another way to live out this mystery. 
 
Riches for the Cosmos 
Revelation is not only made to the people of the church. Revelation is made through the 
church as well. “Through the church” God’s wisdom is made known (Ephesians 3:10). 
Can you imagine the rich diversity we could experience if we defied long-standing 
religious identities of who should be in and who should remain outside our 
congregations? A church of Jews and Gentiles,  straight and gay, Romans and 
Philistines, men and women, Democrats and Republicans, all united as one people— 
Oh how marvelous it would be if we didn’t just ‘wish’ for a new heaven and a new earth 
but we went out of our way to welcome and love one another fully.  There is sacrifice 
and effort needed to go home by another way. 
 
Modern societies don’t tend to think of angelic or demonic figures standing behind our 
leaders. But we are often aware that there are forces larger than individuals and their 
actions. “For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against 
powers…” (Ephesians 6:12) 
There are systems of power that often oppress those without it. There are cultures that 
hold sway over us even when we’re not aware. What would it say to such powers as 
these if God’s church was a place where powerless and powerful alike were joined in a 
community of equals?  
What if we were able to step outside the competition for money, status, influence, or 
power, and create a place where “the boundless riches of Christ” (verse 8) convinced us 
that there is enough? That, in the goodness and fullness of God, we will not be left out if 
we don’t hoard, condemn, or exclude?  
 
This is Paul’s vision for the church. This is the open secret. The gospel is not just 
about giving us a new relationship with God. It is not just about God revealing a deeper 
understanding of who God is.  
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The gospel is also about a new community. A surprising community. One that defies the 
“birds of a feather flock together” sociology that seems to bind us only to the people who 
share our social location.  
If we have eyes to see it, maybe this community itself is the riches God has to offer. If 
we have the willingness to accept it, this community will be the greatest witness for the 
gospel that we could ever imagine—  
 
As I close, remember this about the Magi: 
They begin their journey because of their beliefs. It was a common belief that when a 
world leader like a king was born that a stellar phenomenon would appear in the sky. 
These  astronomers saw the star and began their journey.  
I pray that God gives us all inspiration for this year's journey. 
 
Second, the Magi brought gifts. What gift will you offer to God in the coming year? The 
gift of time. The gift of your talents. Your service in the community. Your witness and 
testimony.  
I pray that we will lean into our gift-giving in 2022. 
 
Third, the Magi were willing to follow what they had seen into unknown territory. Their 
journey took them outside their country and their comfort zone.  
I pray that we remember our Christian journey is often an off-road excursion. 
 
Finally, the Magi return home by another way which leads them away from Herod’s 
deception, manipulation, and harm. They listen to God speaking to them through 
dreams. As our own journeys continue, we remember we must make bold choices to 
choose another way home.  That is indeed an epiphany.   
 
May it be so. Amen. 
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