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Matthew 2:1–12, 16–18 (NRSV, adapted for worship)
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, magi from the east came to Jerusalem, asking,
“Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star in the east and have come to pay him homage.”

When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him,
“In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:

‘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.’”

Then Herod secretly called for the magi and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. 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.”

When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star they had seen in the east, until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 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. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.

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 he had learned from the magi. Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah:

“A voice was heard in Ramah,
wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children;
she refused to be consoled,
because they are no more.”

Here ends the reading. May God bless these words to our deeper understanding and our daily walk.

As we step into a new year, many of us do so carrying both anticipation and apprehension—hope for what might be possible, and fear shaped by all that feels uncertain in our world. On this Epiphany Sunday, we are reminded that God does not call us to live without fear, but to move through fear without allowing it to paralyze us or define the direction of our lives.

Every story of faith worth telling includes fear.
Not fear as failure.
Not fear as weakness.
But fear as the very place where faith is tested, stretched, and transformed.
From all the stories we have told this Advent and Christmas, we learned that God does not wait until fear disappears before calling people forward. God calls into fear. God calls through fear. 
God calls despite fear.
Zechariah and Elizabeth knew fear. They feared disappointment, humiliation, and the ache of waiting too long for hope to arrive. And yet they held onto faith in a God who had been faithful before. They did not know how the story would end—but they chose to keep living as if God’s promises still mattered.
John the Baptist knew fear. He knew the cost of truth-telling under empire. He knew that naming injustice would land him in prison and, eventually, death. And still, he believed his life had meaning. He prepared the way. He trusted that faithfulness mattered, even when it was costly.
Mary knew fear. Fear of gossip. Fear of rejection. Fear of violence. Fear of losing everything she loved. And still, she said yes. Not because she was unafraid, but because she trusted the One who called her.
Joseph knew fear, too. Fear of shame. Fear of social exclusion. Fear of aligning himself with scandal. And yet he chose to walk with Mary. He chose community over isolation. He chose love over self-protection. He chose to believe that God’s dream was worth the risk.
Even the shepherds—those rough-edged, marginalized workers—were terrified when angels shattered the night sky. But they moved through their fear. They went to see. They refused to let fear keep them from joy.
Again and again, scripture tells us the same truth:
God does not eliminate fear.
God transforms it.
And today, on Epiphany, we encounter yet another group who model this truth for us; the magi.
Matthew’s telling of the magi is often softened by pageants and carols—three kings, jeweled crowns, polite reverence. But Matthew does not offer us a sentimental story. He offers a dangerous one.
“This took place in the time of King Herod.”
That single line tells us everything we need to know.
Herod was not a gentle ruler. He was a paranoid tyrant, installed by Rome, obsessed with control. He murdered rivals. He executed family members. He ruled by fear and violence.
Into that political reality, Jesus was born.
The birth of Christ does not occur in a peaceful vacuum. It happens under occupation, under empire, under threat. The light of Christ shines not because the world is safe, but because the world is dangerous.
And that is where Epiphany meets us today.
We arrive at a new year with hearts still heavy. Violence persists. Wars rage. Innocent people suffer. Fear is everywhere—fear of loss, fear of change, fear of one another, fear of the future.
The birth of Christ has not silenced the Herods of the world.
So, the question is not whether fear exists.
The question is what we do with it.
Do we freeze?
Do we hide?
Do we cling to power at all costs?
Or do we move forward anyway?
The magi choose movement.
They are outsiders—foreigners from the East, Gentile astrologers, seekers who do not belong to the religious centre. Matthew does not tell us their number, gender, or social status. Tradition has turned them into kings, but Matthew leaves them undefined—unsettling, ambiguous, marginal.
And yet, they are the ones who recognize what is happening.
They see a star.
They interpret a sign.
They risk the journey.
And their journey is not safe. It crosses borders, deserts, political territories. It brings them face-to-face with Herod himself—a man who responds to fear not with curiosity, but cruelty.
Herod is afraid of losing power.
Afraid of being replaced.
Afraid of a child.
And fear, when left unchecked, becomes violent.
Matthew does not spare us the truth. Herod orders the slaughter of children in Bethlehem. This horror echoes Pharaoh’s infanticide in Exodus. Empire always fears liberation. Empire always responds with bloodshed. This is what fear looks like when it is untransformed.
And yet, the magi refuse to let fear stop them.
They keep going.
They follow the star not because the path is clear, but because hope has taken hold of them. When they finally reach the child, they kneel—not before a throne, not before soldiers, but before a vulnerable infant held in his mother’s arms.
This is not a private devotional act.
It is a political declaration.
By calling Jesus “King of the Jews,” the magi name a truth that terrifies empire. Their loyalty is not to Herod. Their allegiance is not to Rome. They recognize a different kind of power—a power rooted not in domination, but in vulnerability.
They offer gifts—gold, frankincense, myrrh—symbols of royalty, divinity, and mortality. Even here, fear is present. Myrrh foreshadows death. The cost of love is already visible.
And then comes the moment that defines Epiphany:
“Having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another way.”
Another way.
Not just a different road.
A transformed life.
Epiphany is not simply about recognition—it is about response. Encountering Christ changes our direction. It reorders our loyalties. It asks us to choose a path that may be less safe, less sanctioned, but more faithful.
The magi move through fear, not around it.
They do not confront Herod with swords. They resist him with wisdom. They listen to dreams. They protect life by refusing cooperation with violence.
This is the quiet courage of faith.
As this season of Epiphany begins, and as our series “What Do You Fear?” comes to a close, the gospel asks us the same question:
Will fear determine our movement?
Or will love?
Are we brave enough to risk vulnerability in a world that often rewards hardness?
Are we willing to choose compassion when fear urges self-protection?
Are we willing to walk “another way,” even when it costs us comfort or approval?
Our faith has long claimed a calling to live out love, truth, and justice—not because it is easy, but because it is faithful. And that calling always leads us into places where fear is present.
But Epiphany reminds us that fear does not get the final word.
God’s light shines in the dark.
And the dark cannot overcome it.
The magi invite us to imagine a faith that keeps moving. A faith that listens. A faith that crosses borders. A faith that kneels before vulnerability instead of power.
So, we ask ourselves:
Who are the magi among us today—those who dare to seek justice across boundaries?
Who are the Mary’s, holding fragile hope in a dangerous world?
Who are the Joseph’s, choosing solidarity over silence?
And where might we be tempted to act like Herod—clinging to control when God is asking us to trust?

Epiphany does not promise safety.
It promises presence.
God-with-us does not remove fear.
God-with-us walks through it.
So let us travel together.
Let us refuse to let fear isolate us.
Let us resist empire not with violence, but with love rooted in action.
Let us kneel—not before domination, but before the vulnerable Christ who shows us another way.

And as we carry the lantern light of Epiphany into this new year, may we remember this:
Fear may walk with us.
But fear does not lead us.
God does.
And fear doesn’t stop us.
May it be so. Amen. 

