Sermon For The Epiphany
or the Manifestation of Christ to the Gentiles
TEXT:

WHEN Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea, in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.

HOMILY:

He was born King of the Jews, but He came to save both Jews and Gentiles – anyone who would believe in Him.

The Epiphany, celebrated yesterday, is one of the oldest feasts of the Church, which actually predates the observance of Christmas,
 and which, since the institution of the Christmas Feast, has marked the end of the twelve days of the Christmas season. Indeed, the celebration of the Epiphany, twelve days after Christmas, is the origin of the expression “The Twelve Days of Christmas.”

It is not, however, simply a convenient time to end the celebrations associated with Christmas. The word epiphany means manifestation or striking appearance. Christ’s birth marked the first time He had appeared for the first time as a human being in the world.  By this birth, God was manifested as man in the world.

Commonly, Epiphany is linked with the visit of the wise men or kings to the Christ Child to worship Him. The visitation would have marked the first time God had revealed Himself directly to the Gentiles. Through the Magi, Jesus revealed Himself to the non-Jewish peoples of the world, prefiguring the eventual spread of His Church to all lands and peoples.

God came into the world, not with great ceremony and fanfare, but as an infant child born in meager circumstances. The shepherds in the fields surrounding Bethlehem came at the urging of angels to see the child, but none of the nobles of the Jews did so. As St. John notes in his Gospel, “He was in the world, and the world was made by him, and the world knew him not. He came unto his own, and his own received him not.”

The Pharisees did not come out to see Him, nor did the scribes. Indeed, they seemed utterly unaware that the prophecies had been fulfilled – despite their claims to be the very embodiment and teachers of the faith.
Some foreigners predicted this birth, and when they saw the star above Bethlehem, they came to search for the long-expected Messiah. When they arrived in Jerusalem, they inquired as to where the King of the Jews might be found.

Herod the Great, ruler of the Jews in Israel by virtue of his political connections to Augustus Caesar, became alarmed when the Magi came through Jerusalem asking questions about where they might find the King of the Jews, for Herod himself, who was not of the required Davidic lineage, held that title only by relying on his Roman benefactors. Any real claimant to the title would endanger his rule.
Herod first demanded of his own people where the King of the Jews might be born. They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea:  for thus it is written by the prophet, ‘And thou Bethlehem, in the land of Judea, art not the least among the princes of Judea:  for out of thee shall come a Governor, that shall rule my people Israel.’” 

Herod attempted to trick the Magi into telling him where the child might be found, but they were warmed of his intentions in a dream, and left the area another way. In his fury over being tricked, Herod decided to try to eliminate anyone who might replace him by ordering the deaths of all male children two years old or younger in the vicinity of Bethlehem.

“He came unto his own, and his own received him not,” was somewhat of an understatement. ‘He came unto his own, and his own tried to kill Him,’ might be more accurate.
The Magi, however, knew better. They came to Bethlehem seeking a Messiah, and they found Him. They came with open hearts, and found the Savior. They were led by a star to the place where the child lay in the manger, and brought him fine gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh and worshiped him as King of the Jews.
Herod failed to find the Christ child. Joseph, husband of Mary, Jesus’ mother, had been warned in a dream to take Mary and the child out of Judea and into Egypt to hide from Herod because Herod sought to kill Jesus. There Joseph, Mary and Jesus stayed until Herod’s death. Then, an angel came again to Joseph in a dream and advised him to return with Mary and the child to Nazareth because Herod was dead.
The Epiphany, then, is the revelation of God as man to the world. It is because Jesus Christ humbled Himself to be born as man, suffering all our human frailties, that He could expiate our sins and open to us a pathway to restore ourselves to God.
At the Epiphany our Lord revealed Himself to all of us, so that we, too, can worship Him as Lord and Saviour of all. Not just the Jews, not just some of us: we all have the opportunity to accept Him, follow Him, and be saved by Him.

Here is our Epiphany: God cares enough about us to come to earth to live as one of us, to suffer as we suffer, and finally, despite the fact that He is sinless, to die in expiation of our sins. How could this be so? We cannot explain it, we cannot justify it, we certainly cannot claim to be worthy of it – and yet, it is. God so loved the world that he gave His only begotten son, that all who believe in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.

Let us pray.

Eternal God, You sent Your only-begotten Son to act as redeemer of the world, for both Jew and Gentile. As we celebrate this day His manifestation in human form to the Gentiles represented by the Magi, let us remember that we now must spread the Word to all the world, showing Your Son to all peoples through ourselves and our lives. This we ask for Jesus’ sake.  Amen.
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