
Lay Preachers’ Bulletin - January 2020 
 
January’s lectionary notes have been provided by the Br. Jason Carroll, Ministry 
Developer for the Anglican Diocese of Calgary. 

 
January 5, 2020 - Epiphany 
Matthew 2:1-12 – The Visit of the Magi 
 
• The most likely origin of the Story of the Magi is that Matthew took a 

simpler memory of the Magi’s visit (Mary’s?), and then added details or 
echoes of a number of Old Testament passages, in order to demonstrate 
that Jesus was the Messiah. Matthew’s echoes show that Jesus:  1) 
descended from the line of David, and 2) was also coming in fulfillment of 
prophecy/scripture. It is entirely possible that the Magi’s visit could have 
occurred, however, Matthew’s use of Old Testament echoes to serve his 
theological purposes ends up shaping the story in a way that is almost 
impossible to reconcile historically.  
 

• Herod the Great (73BC-4BC) was a Jew in name only. He was originally 
from Idumea (ancient Edom, to the south of Israel) and was a puppet king 
put in place by the Romans. His ancestors had converted to Judaism, but 
he was a tyrannical and brutal ruler, concerned only with consolidating his 
power. (Pretty much everyone hated him!) Herod’s interest in finding the 
Messiah was a sham, and his discussion with the Magi is obviously 
deceptive. He pretends to want to offer his worship as well, but his real 
motivation was to find the child, who may have a legitimate claim to the 
throne, in order to kill him. (see the upcoming story of Matt. 2:13ff and the 
slaughter of the innocents) The Messiah comes into a world that will try to 
resist his rule, even violently. 
 

• The “wise men” or “Magi” – “magoi” in Greek (where we get the word 
“magic” from) - were more properly astrologers, interpreters of dreams 
and priests. The magi were immensely influential and important in the 
Persian, Mede and Babylonian empires (“the East”). It is impossible to say 



precisely where they came from, and the more important point is that they 
were Gentiles, using a natural way to detect that a great king was to be 
born in Israel. For first century Jews, Gentiles were completely outside of 
God’s salvation, yet here are Gentiles that recognized the coming of the 
Messiah in the birth of Jesus, and even protected from Herod by God.  
 

• The Three Gifts – Frankincense and Myrrh are both derived from the sap 
of trees, Boswellia sacra and Commiphora respectively. Frankincense 
was burned as an incense, and Myrrh was used as a perfume and 
embalming ointment, and both were used for medicinal purposes as well. 
In the ancient world, they would have been extremely valuable, and in 
combination with gold, the three gifts would have been a fitting tribute for 
a great king. Traditionally, the church has assumed that because there 
were three gifts, there were three wise men, though the text doesn’t say 
specifically how many there were.  
 

• The David Echo – Bethlehem (“House of Bread”) is where King David’s 
family was from, and also the location of where the prophet Samuel 
anointed David as king (I Sam. 16). When Herod consults the experts in 
the scriptures, they reveal that Bethlehem will be the birthplace of the 
Messiah as prophesied by the prophet Micah. Matthew provides the 
reader with a loose quotation adapting Micah 5:2-4, and it is also a clear 
echo of 2 Sam 5:2, where David becomes king over all of Israel. 
Matthew’s point here is to very clearly show that Jesus, who descends 
from the blood line of David (see Matt. 1-1-17), is not only born in the right 
place, but also has the right of kingship.  
 

• The Isaiah Echo – while it is difficult to picture exactly what is meant by a 
star rising over Bethlehem (a variety of solutions have been suggested, 
such as a comet, supernova or planet conjunction), some scholars think 
this is an echo of Isaiah 60:1-6. Note v. 1 where light is rising upon Israel, 
and v. 6 where foreign rulers have brought gifts of gold and incense. (see 
also Ps. 72:10-11) 

 



• The Balak/Balaam Echo – another interesting possible echo is the story 
of Balak from the book of Numbers (Ch. 22-24). In that story, the Moabite 
King Balak summons a magician, Balaam, to place a curse on Israel, but 
Balaam ends up blessing Israel instead. In the story of the Magi, you also 
have an evil king, Herod, who is seeking to prevent God’s salvation from 
coming to pass, and instead you have magicians paying homage to 
Jesus, the true King and Messiah. Most significantly, the story of Balaam 
ends with Balaam pronouncing a prophecy of God coming to his people 
as a rising star: “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near. A star 
will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel.” (Num. 24:17)  

 
 
January 12, 2020 - Baptism of the Lord 
Matthew 3:13-17  

 
• The Baptism of Jesus is so important that it appears in all four Gospels, 

and it is generally accepted that it marks the formal beginning of Jesus 
earthly ministry. More importantly, with the coming of the Holy Spirit upon 
him at his Baptism, everything that Jesus does and says in his ministry 
and saving work should be understood as empowered by the Holy Spirit. 
 

• The word “baptism” comes from the Greek word “bapto” (pronounced 
bap-toe), which simply meant to “dip” or “immerse”. At the time of Jesus, 
the word was used by Jews to describe the formal cleansing required by 
the Levitical Law for Temple worship, but also for informal use in daily 
household worship, and even for ritual cleansing of new converts to 
Judaism. For John the Baptist, he appears to have adapted the word for 
his own use in calling for a Messianic awakening among the people. For 
John, his prophetic goal was to prepare Israel for the coming of the 
Messiah by calling his people to repentance, which would be symbolized 
by the ritual cleansing of sin by immersion in water, specifically the Jordan 
river. Read earlier in the chapter, v. 7-12, for Matthew’s account of John’s 
mission. (See also Mk. 1:1-8; Lk 3:7-18; Jn. 1:19-28)  
 



• In v. 13, the construction of the Greek indicates that Jesus came to John 
with purpose. The baptism was not a whim or an impulse, but an 
intentional goal of Jesus who set out from Galilee with the purpose of 
getting baptized.  
 

• This conversation between Jesus and John in v. 14-15 is only recorded 
in Matthew. John disagrees with Jesus’s desire for baptism because John 
thinks he needs it, and Jesus doesn’t. Obviously, John understands that 
he is a sinner in need of repentance and cleansing, but he also feels that 
Jesus is bringing more than simply cleansing. Look back to Matt. 3:11, 
and note that John thinks of the baptism of repentance as preparation for 
another baptism from Jesus, one where Jesus baptizes with the Holy 
Spirit and with fire. John not only thinks Jesus doesn’t need a baptism of 
repentance, but also that he needs the baptism of the Holy Spirit and fire. 
This second kind of baptism is the work of the Messiah, who not only 
cleanses sin but also brings the Holy Spirit back to the people (Ezek. 
36:24-27). 
 

• Jesus’s response to John is that he wants to get baptized in order to “fulfill 
all righteousness.” This phrase is most likely referring to Jesus fulfilling 
his role as the Messiah. Look up Isa. 53:11, where it describes the 
Suffering Servant fulfilling his mission by making his sinful people 
righteous: “by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant, make 
many to be accounted righteous.” (ESV) Jesus does not want to be 
baptized because he is in need of cleansing, but because he stands in 
solidarity with his people whom he will make righteous.  
 

• Matthew does not describe the actual baptism but does describe the 
scene which follows. The heavens open up to Jesus and he sees the Spirit 
of God descending upon him like a dove, as well as hearing God affirm 
his status as the Son, who is the “Beloved”. In terms of his mission, this 
is a confirmation of Jesus’s identity as the Messiah. In Psalm 2:7, the 
messianic king is referred to as God’s “son”, and in Isa. 42:1, God 
“delights” in the Messianic Servant (i.e. is beloved). On a larger scale the 



divine and triune relationship of God can be seen working in the moment. 
The Father sends the Spirit to the Son, who is beloved. One of St. 
Augustine’s favorite metaphors for the trinity was Lover (Father) & 
Beloved (Son) and the Love (Spirit) shared between them.  
 
 

January 19, 2020 - Epiphany 2 
John 1:29-42 

 
• The passage breaks neatly into two sections: The witness of John the 

Baptist (vv. 29-34), and the witness of the first disciples (v. 35-42). In both 
sections the special identity of Jesus is quite clearly laid out in what John 
witnessed at Jesus’s Baptism, and then also in the variety of titles that are 
given him. In the second half of the passage, those who had followed 
John with the expectation that he was the Messiah, now follow Jesus as 
the truth of his identity is made known.  
 

• For Notes on “Baptism”, see January 12 Notes on the Baptism of the Lord. 
John the Baptist tells his followers that he was told by God that when he 
sees the Spirit rest on someone, that is confirmation that this person is 
the Messiah! 
 

• John cries out “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the 
world!” (a second time as well in 1:35) There are no Jewish precursors for 
this idea, so John is likely speaking prophetically, referring to Jesus’s role 
as the Suffering Servant (See. Isa. 53:7) and foreshadowing Jesus’s 
death echoing the Passover Lamb (Exodus 12:1-51). In John’s gospel 
Jesus dies on the cross as the Passover lambs are being slaughtered. 

 
• In v. 30, as John acknowledges that Jesus is the Messiah, he gives his 

followers some cryptic information about Jesus, that “he was before me.” 
John the Baptist acknowledges that Jesus pre-existed him (even though 
John was older). This is one of a number of occasions where the Gospel 



of John plays with the language of Exodus 3 where God says he is “I AM”, 
and links Jesus to claims of divinity/eternity. (e.g. John 8:58) 
 

• In v. 34 John gives Jesus another title – “Son of God” or “God’s Chosen”, 
depending on the translation. These different versions exist because of a 
textual variant. Some of the earliest manuscripts have “Son” and some 
have “Chosen”, though both reflect his role as God’s Messiah. In Psalm 
2:7, the messianic king is referred to as God’s “son”, and in Isa. 42:1, the 
Messianic Servant is God’s “chosen” one.  
 

• After John the Baptist has born witness to Jesus’s identity, some of his 
own followers leave him to follow Jesus. Andrew is excited and tells his 
brother Peter that “We have found the Messiah!” This demonstrates how 
deeply Israel was longing and searching or their Messiah. Jesus’s 
response to their searching is invitation (“Come and see!”), and a new 
identity (“You will be called Cephas.”) 

 
 
January 26, 2020 - Epiphany 3 
Matthew 4:12-23 

 
• Immediately following Jesus’s Baptism (3:13-17) and the Temptation in 

the Desert (4:1-11), Jesus begins his earthly ministry, leaving his home in 
Nazareth and going into the region of Galilee. The Baptism and 
Temptation have prepared him for his work. 
 

• As is characteristic of Matthew, he sees Jesus beginning his ministry as 
the fulfillment of prophecy, and in turn God’s will and purposes. In 
describing Jesus going out into the region of Galilee, Matthew quotes 
Isaiah 9:1-2, which describe God’s saving work directed at the tribes of 
Zebulun and Naphtali. These are the northern tribes whose geography 
approximately covered the region of Galilee.  

• Naphtali and Zebulun were, along with the other Northern tribes, looked 
down upon by Jews from Judea. The Northern kingdoms symbolized the 



terrible idolatry that led to the Exile, and following the Exile, the areas 
were repopulated with foreigners (Gentiles!) who inter-married with the 
Jews still living there. Galilee, even though it had strong Jewish roots and 
values, was also influenced by the Greek and Persian cultures that had 
intermingled with them. For Matthew to quote Isaiah in reference to 
Jesus’s ministry in Galilee, is to declare that God will save the worst of his 
people, even those who dwell in “darkness”; Jesus is a “light” that brings 
the kingdom of God to a sinful nation, even those just one step above 
being fully Gentile. The language of “death” foreshadows that Jesus is 
ultimately victorious over sin and death.  
 

• In v.17, you have a summary of Jesus’s whole message – “repent, for the 
kingdom of God has come near.” Jesus’s life and ministry are bringing the 
reign of God to come to pass in his presence, and the expectation of those 
who receive it is to repent and believe.  
 

• In v. 18-22, Matthew tells of the calling of the first disciples, two sets of 
brothers: Andrew and Peter, and James and John, the sons of Zebedee. 
The willingness of these men to abandon their trade to follow Jesus is 
startling and shocking, though it is quite possible that Andrew and Peter 
had already met Jesus in their dealings with John the Baptist (See John 
1:35-42), and by reputation the others would possibly have known about 
him as well. What is more striking is the change in their vocations, Andrew 
and Peter are told that they will “fish for people” from that point onward. 
Jesus is happy to call us along side him in bringing the kingdom of God 
to pass.  
 

• In v. 23 Matthew tells us that Jesus ministry has three main thrusts: 1) 
teaching in the synagogues (i.e. going to his people), 2) preaching the 
good news, the word we derive the term “gospel” from, to those outside 
the synagogues (i.e. Gentiles), and 3) healing the people (i.e. the work of 
the Messiah, see Isa. 53:5, Isa. 61:1-5, Jer. 30:17) When Jesus says the 
“kingdom of God has come near”, he is not referring to a movement of 
political freedom, but one of spiritual liberation and freedom and healing.  


