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“BE an Epiphany!”  Reflection for 9 January 2022 
Texts: Isaiah 60:1-6, Arise, Shine; Psalm 72, VU #790; Matthew 2:1-12, Visit of the Magi 

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton at East Plains United Church, Burlington, Ontario 
 

How many of you expect an epiphany this morning? We celebrate this festival because 

the Baby born at Christmas invites us to be open for an epiphany, and then to go forth 

as an epiphany, an “exhibit E” for God, as followers of Jesus. Because our lives as 

disciples can, indeed, be an epiphany for others about what God is like. 

An Epiphany is a moment when you suddenly feel that you understand, or suddenly 

become conscious of, something that is very important to you. It can be an amazingly 

spiritual experience. 

Have you ever seen a cartoon where a lightbulb radiates above someone’s head, to 

indicate they have had an “AHA” moment? That’s an Epiphany. We also talk about 

shining  light on a subject, meaning it became clear to the sight of our minds. 

That’s what it was for the Magi who followed that star to find Baby Jesus. What the star  

elicited from them was an amazing journey to figure out what it was that they were 

being guided to discover. And their Epiphany was that they believed they had been led 

to discover the manifestation or revelation of God, incarnate, born in this tiny child. 

Though the Luke Christmas account was likely written as a drama to convince non-

Jewish people of Jesus’ divinity, the account by Matthew may be closer to what 

happened.  

Verse 16, which was not part of today’s reading, says this: 16 When Herod saw that he 

had been tricked by the [magi], he was infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children 

in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according to the time that 

he had learned from the wise men. 

So this story may have been two years after the birth of Jesus and note that they found 

the family living in a house. 

“Unfortunately archaeologists have yet to excavate the archives of the Jerusalem 

Post from the year 4 BC!  Nor does the first century AD Jewish historian, Flavius 

Josephus record this event of Herod killing babies in any of his writings.  Even though 

secular history is silent on this event it does not mean it did not occur.  When the life of 

Herod the Great is examined, this event is very consistent with his character and 

actions.” i 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/moment
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/suddenly
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/feel
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/understand
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/suddenly
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/become
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/conscious
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/important
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/experience
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Scholars and psychiatric professionals have studied what is known of Herod from the 

two volumes written about him by Josephus and have diagnosed him, in retrospect, 

with paranoid personality disorder.ii 

The historian Josephus wrote two whole scrolls about Herod the Great and perhaps a 

sentence about Jesus of Nazareth. According to Josephus, Herod did a great many 

memorable things, both good and bad. He had a pattern that went like this…. 

If he heard a rumour that someone was going to bump him off, for his throne, he killed 

that person first. He would then go into depression, then when he came out of his 

depression, he would build, build, build. Until the next rumour. Press rewind, play and 

repeat, over and over. Between building some amazing fortresses, including Masada 

and the Port City of Caesarea, he killed a lot of people, including his favourite wife, her 

mother, his brother-in-law and three of his sons. With ten wives, there was a lot of 

sibling rivalry and contention for that throne. He also killed 300 soldiers at one point, as 

well as other political and religious leaders. 

So, is this story about the Magi and the following slaughter of Innocents likely true? A 

number of scholars think it was truly in character with Herod’s later years. So why was 

it not recorded by the historian Josephus? Perhaps Josephus was not aware of it. In a 

town the size of Bethlehem, with likely a population of 1,500 at that time, there would 

not likely have been more than 30 infants and half of those would have been female. 

So, perhaps only 12-15 boy babies were killed.iii A horrible tragedy nevertheless, for 

the families to which it happened. 

So, what’s in this story for us today? Let’s take a look. 

One of the things that jumps out at me is Herod’s reaction. When the Magi pay him a 

visit and tell him about their exciting trek, full of joy that they seemed to be nearing the 

end of their journey. How did he respond?  

Listen again: “…wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, ‘Where is the one  

born king of the Judeans? For we observed his star at its ascent, and have come to 

reverence him.’iv When King Herod heard this, he was ….. what? Frightened. 

Even though Herod is the bad guy in the story, can you identify with his fear? Fear of 

others. Fear of change. Fear of how it was going to affect him. 

How about you? Are you fearful about the future? About the future of our world? Both 

politically and environmentally? About the future of our church, with people aging and 

dying, and few young people in worship? Anxiety about the process to become an 

Affirming Community of Faith and how that might affect you in your comfortable pew?  
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What else is in this story? After the fake promises from Herod that he also wanted to 

go to see the child, the magi must have somehow intuited his insincerity, because they 

had dreams—their subconscious awareness told them to be cautious and not to return 

to Jerusalem. 

But they did not let Herod’s fears scare them. Instead, they hurried the last ten km from 

Jerusalem to Bethlehem in a very different frame of mind. Listen again: “When they 

saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with … [what?].... joy.  

They still did not know what this was about, but they were sure that God was at work 

doing something wonderful. And though Herod—driven by his ego needs—was 

terrified about it, these WISE people knew that God’s intentions are always good 

and loving. 

Is that something we can take with us from the story? To leave FEAR behind and 

embrace God’s love and good intentions for us, no matter what lays ahead!? 

Finally, there is the gifts aspect of this story. The gifts of the Magi are likely the origin of 

the tradition of giving gifts at Christmas time. The number of three gifts is why the 

tradition of the Epiphany story came to include three magi. It’s also a stewardship story 

par excellence.  

There is a joke that goes around every year at Christmas time that our dear friend Stan 

Burnip added into his part as a wise man in our 2020 pandemic Christmas pageant on 

Zoom. Stan told us that, had the Magi been wise women (rather than men), they would 

have asked directions, arrived on time, helped deliver the baby, cleaned the house, 

made a casserole, and brought practical gifts. 

Yeah, it’s funny. But the real point in the story is that the Magi brought their best to the 

child. They brought precious gifts.  

Is that what we do when we plan our offerings to God’s work in the world through the 

ministries of EPUC and the wider church? Some of us do. Some don’t particularly. And 

that decision about how we financially support the church seriously affects both the 

present and the future of the ministries we offer here. Especially during this pandemic 

that seems to be going on and on. 

In our household, what we give monthly to EPUC ranks right up there with our utilities, 

car expenses, what I used to put into my RRSP, and our insurance payments. So what 

we give is right up there with the other top financial priorities we have. And we give half 

again as much to other worthy causes like Five Oaks.  

I tell you that, because this is the time of year when your church Official Board is 

putting together a budget for next year. And I invite you on this Epiphany Sunday, to 
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think about whether your financial commitment to EPUC and the Mission & Service of 

The UCCan reflects that the ministries of your church are important to you. Or is it just 

like going to a movie or having a coffee and donut once or twice a month? Something 

to think about, because what you give says a lot about how you value your church and 

whether you want it to live into the future. 

There’s a lot packed into this part of the Christmas story, the Epiphany story, and it can 

reveal a lot about our own lives as we relate to it. 

Which parts do you identify with? Herod’s fears? Or the Magi’s great joy and 

generosity?  

Many of my ministry colleagues hand 

out Epiphany star words to congregants 

at Epiphany for a “focus” word for the 

rest of the year. This is by random 

selection, which feels rather arbitrary to 

me. I would much rather choose my 

own focus word. One year, I chose the 

word “balance,” but don’t remember 

thinking about it much after that. Last 

year, I chose “JOY” because there 

seemed so little joy in this pandemic.  

I have decided I am going to continue to 

focus and reflect on joy for the rest of 

the pandemic. Perhaps for the rest of 

my life. I invite you to choose a special 

word for your own focus in 2022.  

This Epiphany, may you feel and experience the embrace of God’s love, to move you 

to own and identify the fears that block your joy, so you can move past them to live 

more expansively, in hope and in generosity.  

But remember that Epiphany is not just a day. It is a whole season in the church’s 

liturgical year, from now until Lent begins in March. This whole season of Epiphany, as 

days get longer, is known as the Season of Light. The stories of this season shed light, 

so to speak, on what the church has come to believe about Jesus as God’s Word, 

God’s incarnation in human life. Over the weeks of Epiphany, we gather more and 

more clues from Jesus’ early ministry, about how God was manifest or revealed in his 

life and work. And what that can mean for our discipleship. 
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You’ve likely heard the story of the break time at a private school where there was a 

sign on a bowl of apples: Don’t eat the apples; God is watching. However, down at the 

other end of the table, there was a plate of chocolate chip cookies on which someone 

had placed another sign: Take all you want; God is watching the apples. (It’s a joke 

that suggests God is pretty limited.) 

It is a fairly typical view for some folks who feel caught between two views of religion: 

guilt or grace, fear or hope, law and order and behave yourself or I love you.v But 

maybe the season of Epiphany helps us move beyond that. 

May this be your epiphany today: Take all you want. Dare to be enriched, to be fed. 

Be risk-takers to get closer to God and one another in this wonderful faith 

community of EPUC. Celebrate our community! It’s part of what Jesus called the 

Kingdom of God, or the Kin-dom of God. And DO come back next week to 

continue our epiphany experience as we connect in worship. 

Because for us, this season called Epiphany is an invitation to discipleship, to follow 

this one we call the Light of the World. And please do let me know if you choose a Star 

Word to focus on for 2022 and how that goes for you! 

 
i The Shiloh Excavations Spring 2018, “The Slaughter of the Innocents: Historical Fact or Legendary Fiction?” by Gordon Franz, MA, 
Dec 08, 2009, accessed on 6 January 2017 at http://www.biblearchaeology.org/post/2009/12/08/The-Slaughter-of-the-Innocents-
Historical-Fact-or-Legendary-Fiction.aspx#Article.  
ii Ibid. 
iii Ibid. And Interview on “Ask Pastor John” with Paul Maier, author and former Russell H. Seibert Professor of Ancient History at 
Western Michigan University. Accessed on 6 Jan 2017 at https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/truth-or-fiction-did-herod-really-
slaughter-baby-boys-in-bethlehem.   
iv Wilda C. Gafney, A Women’s Lectionary for the Whole Church, Church Publishing Incorporated, 2021, p. 35. 
v David Lander, Castleton-Grafton P.C., Grafton, Ont., a call to worship in Gathering ACE 2017-18. 

http://www.biblearchaeology.org/post/2009/12/08/The-Slaughter-of-the-Innocents-Historical-Fact-or-Legendary-Fiction.aspx#Article
http://www.biblearchaeology.org/post/2009/12/08/The-Slaughter-of-the-Innocents-Historical-Fact-or-Legendary-Fiction.aspx#Article
https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/truth-or-fiction-did-herod-really-slaughter-baby-boys-in-bethlehem
https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/truth-or-fiction-did-herod-really-slaughter-baby-boys-in-bethlehem

