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Have you ever seen one of those cartoons 
where someone gets an idea and suddenly a 
lightbulb appears above their head?  You’ve 
probably had the experience yourself, not 
with a literal lightbulb, but a time when 
something in your mind is illuminated, you 
have an idea, and you see something 
differently or for the first time.  It’s like 
someone flips a switch and you make a 
discovery, a discovery that changes what 
you see and the way you think. 

That’s epiphany!  The word epiphany comes 
from the Greek and means literally, epi 
“upon,” phaino “to shine or appear.”  
Epiphany takes place when light shines on 
something making it appear in a way that 
wasn’t recognized before, like an idea or 
discovery inside your head.  It is also the 
name of a season in the church year, a 
season that focuses on times when Jesus 
appears in a particular way, helping us see 
him in a different way, one that we didn’t 
recognize before.  In the weeks ahead, 
through the season of Epiphany, we will 
hear stories of Jesus that trigger light bulbs 
above our heads, stories that shine, helping 
us see more clearly who Jesus is, what he is 
up to, and what it means for us.  We will see 
how the light of the Christ Child first 
reached outsiders and then continued to 
grow, lighting the dark places throughout the 
world and the dark places in our very own 
hearts.  It’s a season that begins today, every 
year on January 6th, the 12th day of 
Christmas, when we celebrate the arrival of 
the three kings who follow a star all the way 
to Bethlehem to visit a child.  Epiphany.  A 
light in the sky illumines the way for 
travelers to journey to see the child who is 
the light of the world, Jesus, who illumines 
the way for us as we journey.  Epiphany. 

But first, who were these wisemen or kings?  
Well, the image of the wisemen on 
Christmas cards and nativity scenes is quite 
different from what we have in the Bible.  In 
Matthew they are introduced as magoi, a 
term in the Greek language that doesn’t refer 
to kings or wise men, but Zoroastrian 
priests.  Can you imagine what that does to 
Christmas carols?  “We three Zoroastrian 
priests of orient are…”   The translation we 
read today has settled on the term “wise 
men” because magi were skilled in 
interpreting dreams and understanding 
astrology.  They were well known for telling 
fortunes and preparing daily horoscopes.  
They were scholars of their day and their 
abilities gave them authority as close aids to 
the Persian emperor.   

Zoroastrianism is one of the oldest religions 
in the world, was the official religion of 
Persia before Islam, and is still practiced 
today.  The primary prophet for 
Zoroastrianism is Zoroaster who 
Zoroastrians believe was miraculously 
conceived in the womb of a young Persian 
virgin.  Like Jesus, Zoroaster started his 
ministry at age of 30 after he defeated all of 
Satan’s temptations.  He predicted that other 
virgins would conceive additional divinely 
appointed prophets as history unfolded, and 
the priests that followed him set out to 
foretell these miraculous births by reading 
the stars.  Not only were the Jewish people 
anticipating the birth of the messiah, the 
savior, but Zoroastrian priests were also 
looking for such a birth, and when a new 
light appeared in the sky, the magi followed 
it, hoping to find this prophet who would be 
the savior of the world.  They followed the 
star and it brought them to Bethlehem, to a 
child, to Jesus. 
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Epiphany.  In this story, light shines, helping 
us see something we couldn’t see before.  
What new thing do we see?  We see 
“outsiders” becoming “insiders.”  King 
Herod was an “insider” with Jewish 
ancestry.  He had the chief priests and 
teachers of the law to tell him that the 
Messiah would be born in Bethlehem and 
must come from the line of David, but he is 
oblivious to Jesus’ coming.  Not only is he 
oblivious, but when he learns about it, he 
feels threatened and is so paranoid about the 
potential rival to his throne that he tries to 
enlist the magi as his spies, and when he 
learns that they have betrayed him, he has 
all the children in and around Bethlehem 
who were two years old and under killed.  
Herod, an “insider,” is blind to the light and 
even threatened by it, while the magi, 
religious and ethnic “outsiders,” travel 
thousands of miles bringing priceless gifts to 
honor Jesus as the newborn king.    

Epiphany.  Light shines, helping us see 
something we couldn’t see before.  Not only 
are outsiders becoming insiders, but perhaps 
in Jesus there is a wiping out of any such 
distinction all together.  There are no 
insiders.  There are no outsiders.  In Jesus, 
God’s love and grace and salvation is meant 
for all! 

I’m reading a book right now titled, “A 
House United” by Allen Hilton.  The title is 
a twist on Jesus’ assertion in Mark 3:25 that 
a house divided against itself cannot stand, a 
phrase Abraham Lincoln used to address the 
division in our country over slavery.  Allen 
Hilton’s book looks at how our house, our 
country, is divided.   In 1960, when parents 
were asked, “Would you be displeased if 
your son or daughter married someone from 
the opposing political party?” 4.5% said, 

“Yes.”  Fifty years later that percentage has 
grown to 43%.  He identifies the growing 
rift in American politics and then gives some 
compelling suggestions on what has 
contributed to its widening.  If you want to 
know more of those reasons, you’ll have to 
come talk to me or read the book. 

He makes a compelling point that humans 
are naturally inclined to divide ourselves 
into insiders and outsiders, something he 
calls “in-group favoritism” and “out-group 
derogation.”  It happens at Faith too, yes, 
even here at Faith.  When the construction 
crew was removing some of the old walls in 
the fellowship hall they uncovered some 
unsightly graffiti.  It would appear that some 
of the youth from our past were engaging in 
some of this “in-group favoritism” and “out-
group derogation” and wrote on the walls… 
“Go Cardinals” and “Go Cubs”!  This 
divisive way of seeing ourselves, it may be 
human nature, it may be an evolutionary 
advantage to protect ourselves from those 
we see as a perceived threat, but Hilton sees 
the church as the answer.  Now he also sees 
the church as a big part of the problem, how 
denominations, congregations, and we as 
Christians often contribute to the widening 
of divisions through the ways we talk about 
and treat the religious categories of 
progressive and fundamental Christianity or 
the political parties of republican and 
democrat.  He believes that the church has 
contributed to this phenomena by drawing 
lines that split up God’s children into 
insiders and outsiders, but he also believes 
that the church holds the answer, and the 
answer is Jesus! 

In John 17:20-23, Jesus prays a beautiful 
prayer.  “…Father, just as you are in me and 
I am in you.  May they also be in us so that 
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the world may believe you have sent me.  I 
have given them the glory that you gave me, 
that they may be one as we are one – I in 
them and you in me – so that they may be 
brought to complete unity.  Then the world 
will know that you sent me and have loved 
them even as you have loved me.” 

“Then the world may know…”  If I could 
insert an emoji into my sermon right now, it 
would be a globe with a lightbulb appearing 
overhead.  Epiphany is about Jesus being 
made known, made known to all the world.  
Next week, as we read about Jesus’ baptism, 
a voice from the heavens speaks so that the 
world may know who this Jesus is.  The next 
week, Jesus turns water to wine so that the 
world may know that he is bringing life.  
The next week, Jesus reads from the 

prophetic scrolls of the Torah and claims 
that he is fulfilling them so that the world 
may know that he is the one anointed to 
bring good news.  During the weeks of 
Epiphany, lightbulbs will light for us as we 
see more clearly who Jesus is, what he is up 
to, and what it means for us. 

Epiphany is a time of discovery for each of 
us.  And today, when magi from the east, 
Zoroastrian priests of a completely different 
religion and continent, when magi from the 
east make their long trek to Bethlehem 
bearing priceless gifts to honor Jesus as 
king… we discover that this child is not just 
about outsiders becoming insiders, but it’s a 
promise that in this child, all the world will 
be made one.   


