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Readings: Isaiah 60:1-6 
  Matthew 2:1–12  !
Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you.  
When they saw the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 

New Years resolutions anyone? Really going to ring the changes this year? Or, is that something which 
has long gone past us as we realise that simply making resolutions in our minds, even writing some 
down on a piece of paper to keep reminding us of what we want to do, just doesn’t work? Perhaps it is 
because those we do note down are in reality superficial, not touching our essential character. Yet within 
the resolution game there is an inner truth at play – we aren’t entirely happy with ourselves and we 
would like that to change, if it were only that easy. How do we face change, especially change that 
touches on who we are? We can also ask the question of our community of faith. What is the shape we 
would hope for and how would we face the changes needed to get us there? And there’s the rub, facing 
the changes – except that change is the constant in life, and there are some things we can do to manage 
the change around us, or else it will take control of us. 

I think that is important for us. For one writer, Alexander Shaia, the gospel that addresses the need to 
face change is Matthew's gospel. Whether we are addressing the issue from the life of our community 
or from our own personal situation, there are some common elements. Walking through the pathway of 
change cannot be avoided, nor can we evade it or ignore it, not really. We each begin this walk with the 
unique elements from our own life experience and our own nature. As we try to deal with change we 
experience a range of feelings. One is a sense of dislocation, where the world we knew isn’t there any-
more and the new world isn’t quite recognisable. Sometimes that is accompanied by feelings of es-
trangement, loneliness and discomfort which often we try to ignore or push away. More often though, 
the disruption in our world is genuine and is not able to be ignored, and we find ourselves recognising 
that spiritually and psychologically we are not up to dealing with the life we now have, and experience 
the brokenness sometimes as fear, sometimes in depression. 

Now Matthew was writing to a community that was struggling to come to terms with its immediate 
past. Jerusalem had been destroyed by the Romans and the Jewish communities were dispersed. Some 
fled to Alexandria in the south but others went north to Antioch on the banks of the Orontes, includ-
ing a large number who were associated with worship in the Temple, a large contingent of Pharisaic 
Jews and a third group of Messianic Jews who believed their Messiah had come and that Jesus was that 
Messiah, and who we now recognise as one part of the early Christian community. It is to this group 
Matthew writes in their time of chaos, trial and difficult beginnings. In it he offers a message of hope 
and fresh promise to them, and it provides the same to followers of Jesus down through the ages. 

As they reflected upon their situation with the help of Matthew’s gospel (good news!), they recognised 
the pain within and found that pain opened the door to begin on the path of change. So it is with us. 
Within grief and confusion, we too are able to discern a more productive possibility for our lives. Even 
though the permanent markers are gone, the solid ground on which we dwelt washed away, there is a 
path to tread, a path in which we travel with grace beckoning the soul on. 

In the beginning of his gospel, Matthew identifies the tradition, the markers that the Messianic Jews 
could recognise through the genealogy, a lineage which does not pretend perfection, but recognises the 
pain and suffering, the times of loss, and the fact that he is able to recite it means that they have pre-
vailed. I think of some of my forebears and the privations they went through, and the fact that I am 
here means they survived. Out of this lineage comes, not Mary, but Joseph. Here is a man of faith, a 
man of faith tested, a man considered righteous who, by divine visitation, realises that his conventional 



life and the solutions the Law offered to his predicament were of no use. He becomes a powerful ex-
ample of courage and trust and faithfulness, something the Christians at Antioch needed to hear. Stay-
ing open to God’s inner messages allows them to overcome the contradictions the assumptions and 
fears that have arisen, and with God’s invitation before them, they can move forward, as did Joseph, and 
being reminded through him that “God is with us!” 

Now we come to the story of Jesus’ birth. The initial focus is on Herod, king who already senses that 
he's the "power-that-was" instead of the “powers-that-be.” Consumed by the threat of the Messiah he 
provides information to the Magi, the wise ones from the east, who followed the natal star. The east 
represents the direction of new beginnings, of hope arising in the face of darkness. In Greek thought of 
the time, all people were thought to receive the gift of a star at birth which served as a guiding spirit. In 
this story the guiding of the star extends beyond the child it is attached to. 

So the Magi are led to Bethlehem. Clearly in Matthew’s mind, this is the place of Jesus’ home. There is 
no wandering family, rather a settled one in the city of David – Joseph’s heritage. They come bringing 
gifts of myrrh, gold and frankincense, all profound references to the Temple in Jerusalem, references the 
Messianic Jews in Antioch would recognise and interpret. Myrrh for royal and priestly anointing, 
frankincense for the highest sacrificial offerings, all held in vessels of gold. Matthew was symbolically 
transferring the Great Temple to the infant Jesus, Messiah and emissary of the new inner temple. Then 
they leave, but not in the way Herod expected. The Magi and the messengers are signs also making it 
clear that Yahweh granted his blessing and power to this new Lord. 

We are used to reading the Christmas story as an event outside of us, but Matthew’s purpose is also to 
fold this story into the lives of the followers of Jesus. First he uses the image of star, this metaphor for 
the spirit which guides us. I started by talking about change and dislocation in our lives. Sometimes 
events are of sufficient magnitude in our lives that we use the word “disaster.” In funeral services I 
sometimes use the verse containing the words “In the eyes of the unwise… their going looked like a dis-
aster…” Disaster comes from the Latin words ‘dis’ and ‘astre’ meaning “separated from one’s star”. We 
face disaster, are separated from our inner guiding spirit, separated from our deep inner wisdom. As 
Herod feared the threat of Jesus he tried to protect the seat of his power. Similarly our fears and ignor-
ance encourage us to hold on to what we feel is secure in the face of the new life path being offered to 
us. Yet in the midst of disaster God still offers invitation and new birth. 

The text from Isaiah 60 speaks of light and glory rising up from wherever we have been pressed or 
pushed down, rising up to behold the glory that comes to us. It is the light of God that breaks through 
the thick darkness, and it will appear over us. Broken-down Jerusalem dreams of everything turned up-
side down (right side up!), with the wealth of other nations brought to the newly radiant city. This pro-
cession includes not only the world beyond its borders but the very sons and daughters who were once 
in exile, a homecoming that includes the presence, and the gifts, of the strangers, the foreigners, the na-
tions. Whether Isaiah speaks of the exile or Matthew speaks of the wise men bringing gifts, we see and 
hear the great invitation that would go out, in the end, to "all nations," making them disciples, too, and 
bringing them (and us) home.  

When Matthew told the story of the wise men, he placed it in this big picture, this tradition of hope, 
referring to what had gone before so that all who heard the story then were able to connect with the 
ancient story of God's marvellous work. The early Jewish Christians found and understood Jesus and 
themselves within the long, long story of God's work of saving and healing this world, the story of Is-
rael and the promises of God which were, so the Bible tells us, for the nations and for all the people of 
the world. The whole story held together for them, it made sense, and they located themselves within it.  
We strangers from a distant land and far-off time can kneel with the wise ones from the East, in awe 
and joy for the gift before us. We too can know that God is still at work in this world we live in, that 
God is still speaking to us, today. Jesus – Emmanuel – God with us. This is the promise and hope for us. 
The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word.


