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OLD TESTAMENT READING Isaiah 60:1-6
1 Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. 2 For darkness 
shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory 
will appear over you. 3 Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 4 
Lift up your eyes and look around; they all gather together, they come to you; your sons shall come 
from far away, and your daughters shall be carried on their nurses' arms. 5 Then you shall see and be 
radiant; your heart shall thrill and rejoice, because the abundance of the sea shall be brought to you, 
the wealth of the nations shall come to you. 6 A multitude of camels shall cover you, the young camels 
of Midian and Ephah; all those from Sheba shall come. They shall bring gold and frankincense, and 
shall proclaim the praise of the Lord. 

GOSPEL READING Matthew 2:1-12
1 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 way. 

Bethany Presbyterian Church, Sacramento CA | Rev. Will Norman



January 7, 2018 | Epiphany (Observed), Year B

SERMON
The moment … when that person on whom we have been waiting arrives … 

Think about a high school prom night—maybe your high school prom night: A 16 year old boy arrives 

to pick up his date … waiting downstairs with a father who is not his own … and a shotgun … 

3 minutes … 5 minutes … 10 minutes … palms are sweaty … conversation with the armed father 

moved from slow to halted to dead silence … until finally, right as the anxious teen begins to wonder 

how much more of this he can take … the moment arrives … the young woman appears atop the 

stairs …

So breathtaking is the appearance of this young woman that the painful silence of the previous 

moment is not even broken … but it is transformed. Still, the boy has no words … only it is not for 

fear any longer, but for awe that he is struck mute.

As the awaited young woman descends the stairs, that threatening father recedes into the 

background—not in real time and space, of course—he’s still right there glaring at the lovestruck 

teenage boy—but in light of this newfound beauty, even the strongest, most threatening presence 

seems to fade into nothingness.

This arrival … this revealing … does something to people; lifts us out of our surroundings, creating a 

new world—not a perfect world, but a world transformed by hope, faith, and love. 

Or, maybe more appropriate to the season, imagine or remember those last few hours before your 

first child is born. The pain mixed with excitement mixed with terror … you yell and you cry and you 

breathe in little bursts between each push … until finally, right as you’re beginning to think that you 

just can’t push anymore … the moment arrives. 

First you hear the cry, then you see the little bugger all covered in goo … and then you’re holding him

—holding her … 

So breathtaking is the appearance of this little person—this little part of you—that all the chaos of the 

previous moment turns to calm—almost silence. The pain and excitement and terror are all still there, 
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but they are somehow transformed. The balance shifts; the pain numbs, and the terror gives way to 

joy at the arrival of your new life. 

The birth of a baby is new life for the parents, both as the child is a new part of you—an extension of 

your own life and love … and as her arrival forever alters what your life has been up to this point. 

Your schedule and activities and patterns and phobias are all remade in light of the one who arrived.

It is an intrusion, and a disturbance—no doubt—but a welcome and thrilling intrusion. Even if 

uncomfortable at first, it is a glorious disturbance.

Today, we celebrate Epiphany. Though it is traditionally dated January 6th, we took the liberty of 

assuming that most folks would not show up for church on a Saturday. Epiphany, as the word 

suggests, celebrates the revealing of the Christ Child to the world. Though Jesus was born two weeks 

ago, and Luke smashes the two stories together as if they are one, we are reasonably safe to assume 

that the careful, first-time parents haven’t allowed any visitors until now. Despite our beloved 

traditions based on the treasures they bring, it is unlikely that Magi were kings; they are more like 

kooks! Magi were scorned and derided by pious Jews as star-gazers, and generally believed to be 

untrustworthy. Continuing our Christmas pattern, we see yet again that this God calls the commoner 

and the lowly; the outcast and despised, revealing to these before all others the good news of new life 

in Christ.

We are told in our passage that the magi were overwhelmed with joy, when they finally arrived in the 

presence of Jesus. So breathtaking was this new life before them, that grown men knelt down in 

reverence, handing over great treasures of valuable stones and spices. And if you’ve been keeping up 

with our Christmas messages, you won’t be surprised to learn that, like all who encounter this Jesus, 

the magi’s lives would never again be the same—they go home a different way. For those who 

encounter the living Christ are lifted out of their current realities—schedules and activities and 

patterns and phobias, all remade in light of his arrival.

And so it is with us. When we encounter the living Christ our lives are changed. Even today, in the 

New Year of 2018, our lives are created anew… Like the Wise Men from the East, the revelation of 
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God in Christ continues to draw us into new directions, transforming our past and present toward 

the shaping of God’s new reality …

• For some of us, this encounter may release us from fear so that we face a much-needed change. In 

the light of Christ’s acceptance of me, I no longer need to fear rejection from this job, or from that 

person. In light of Christ’s victory, I no longer need to fear failure or defeat or death.

• For others of us, it may be a change of schedule – I hope to add the intentional care of my body, 

commonly known as exercise to my schedule in this new year. Maybe committing 20 minutes to 

personal prayer each morning as the sun rises would be an appropriate change to the acknowledge 

the light of Christ among us.

• As a congregation, Bethany has all kinds of great possibilities for transformation in light of the 

revealed Christ. New friends and members of this Christian community, in addition to developing 

the image and spirit of God in our congregation, means an expanding base of life experience—a 

deeper and wider empathy, better equipping us to engage in the incarnational ministry embodied 

in the incarnate one.

• Long serving leaders of Bethany have seen trends come and go. You know what activities continue 

to serve the gospel well, and what has run its course, making space for creativity in ministry—the 

new creation of Christ in this time and this place. Think this week about how the revealed Christ 

might transform this community of faith today for the ministry of tomorrow.

That perfect fulfillment of our awaited loves and labor pains—the Epiphany of Christ—lifts us out of 

our surroundings, creating a new world, transformed by Christ’s faith, Christ’s hope, and Christ’s 

love. For the Christ child comes to usher in a new era, in which the lost receive faith; the beaten down 

are given hope, and the least and despised find themselves first to be loved. 

As with Christmas, this Epiphany—this revealing of the Christ Child—is celebrated only once a year. 

But also like Christmas, today we celebrate an event that forever transforms history. Today we 

remember that the Creator has been made known within creation, and to him belongs the fulness of 
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our treasure. This is the reason, in the Reformed Tradition, that the time of offering and the Lord’s 

Supper are joined under the heading “Thanksgiving.” We offer our gifts in gratitude to the one who 

has given everything … the Creator, who comes among creation as bread from heaven; holy, life-

giving vine. 

Every month we gather at this table to partake of the life that is given us in Christ. By Bread and Cup 

… by the power of the Holy Spirit, Christ, the Creator is made known anew, within and among us. 

Each first Sunday, we are reminded that it is the Epiphany of Christ revealed within creation that has 

reset our schedules and activities and patterns. 

No longer are we content to worship our free time, but we employ our free time toward the worship 

of this God, made known to us in Christ. 

Each time we approach this table we are reminded that it is the Epiphany of Christ revealed within 

creation that has reassured us against our greatest fears. For at this table we remember that this Jesus 

has faced the fullness of our human fear—betrayal and hate; violence and death—and has overcome 

them all by the power of faith, hope, and love.

Yes, when this one is revealed, we bring our treasures, and we lose our breath. In reverent silence we 

approach the banquet table, not silent for fear, but in awe, only to be reminded that it is we who have 

received the greatest gift of all: the gift that lifts us out of our lives—where fear and sin and death 

have power—and lifts us into the life divine—where sin has lost its power, death has lost its sting, 

and the dark threat of fear fades into nothingness as the light of Christ is revealed, and shines upon 

us all. 

The Prophet Isaiah sees this light coming and entreats us to shine with it ourselves: As we enter a 

new year together in the light of Christ, may those ancient words be our charge: Arise! Shine! For our 

light has come, and the glory of the lord has risen upon us! Thanks be to God. Amen.
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