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Epiphany Sunday

Text: Matthew 2:1–12

The plan was simple. Mike would be back from vacation on Thursday, then the next two days 
lead the Vestry Retreat. So he would not have to write a sermon on vacation, I would preach on 
Sunday. Then the forecasts started coming—1” to 3”, then 3” to 5”, then “maybe more.”  I bailed 
on Friday, with Mike’s understanding. Then it came--6” to 9”.  Constance and I had a quiet 
Sunday here in Richmond and hope that you all did out there.

So why am I sending this sermon along? Because I am so proud of having had my sermon 
prepared on Thursday and not Saturday night. After all, that guy who was there before Mike 
(names, names, names, how they leave us so quickly!!!) he always had his sermon not only ready 
on Wednesday but typed up on the following Monday morning. This is as close as I will get. No 
bother that this may rest in elegant solitude on the website. Got it done on Thursday and proud.
 
What follows is what I would have said from the pulpit earlier today. The lesson getting my 
attention is Ephesians 3:1-12. 

Let’s start with the meaning of “Epiphany:” the breaking through of a revelation of God. Couple 
that with the intent of the Season of Epiphany: the spread of the Kingdom. That gives a 
resounding theme—ways that God has broken through to show us more of Him and to move us 
to the expansion of His Kingdom.

Paul moves us right into that theme when he introduces the word “mystery” in this reading: “how 
the mystery was made known to me by revelation.” This is not something mysterious but rather 
what was hidden before but is now an open for all to see. 

Paul doesn’t leave us in the dark—he spells out the mystery for all to read. Ephesians 3 begins 
with the phrase, “For this reason…” That means the full revelation of the mystery was covered in 
the last chapter. That’s where we read of how the Jew and the Gentile are no longer in two 
separate classes. No more is the Gentile kept on a lower level from the Jew. The words Paul uses 
for Jew and Gentile are “together” and “equal.” That is the major breakthrough that Jesus Christ 
inaugurated. In Christ the Gentiles are “no longer strangers and aliens but fellow citizens 
(Ephesians 2:19).”

The result of this joint status is that Jew and Gentile come together to the Temple of the Holy 
Spirit. That is, the full ministry of the Holy Spirit is now available and in action as Jew and 
Gentile live in full fellowship.
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That is the groundwork Paul laid for a stunning statement about where and how this mystery is 
found. The phrase is “through the church.” In fact, even more surprising is the audience that is 
watching: “So that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known 
to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places (3:10).” It is almost like God was proving to 
the heavenly host that His plan did, in fact, work—the audacious plan to use sinful humankind to 
bring about a unity none thought possible. But there it is—through the church God will show the 
contours of His mercy. The ministry of the Holy Spirit will be to keep that unity within the 
Temple and let it shine before the world.  

Don’t miss the significance for us who do not make the heavenly host. What this says about 
God’s truth is that it is not just taught, not just experienced. God’s plan for the world is that His 
truth is seen. 

According to God’s plan, people should be able to check us out and be astounded. Their response 
to the life of Light of Christ ought to be, “I never thought I would see that!” “Whoever thought 
we would be seeing that?” And whatever “that” is describes what God intends to have going on 
in the life of the church, this church.

I’ll toss out a couple of examples. Now, remember this was supposed to be spoken in church 
today, and at this point I was to say, as I have said before, “Yeah, I’m going to meddlin’, but 
what do I care. I’m outta here in an hour.” But with this written delivery I am even safer, 80 
miles away. So—a couple of ways outsiders should look at Light of Christ and see astounding 
things.

Where in the world can we find compassion and enlightened response to the poor, the down, the 
dirty, and the forgotten? Here! 

I think the vestry knew that our rector did not come to the Northern Neck from a cathedral or 
some hoity toity parish, but that he came from the Salvation Army. My stage directions written 
Thursday tell me at this point to turn around in the pulpit and say to Mike, “Mike, thanks for 
your heart and for your vision.” Light of Christ with his leadership is showing love for these 
people. Your doors are open, your hearts are reaching out. This is in your history and it continues 
still. Sure it can be messy—literally and figuratively. That is simply the blessing given to others 
and certainly the blessing many of you are receiving.

Next, in two weeks our country will experience the peaceful transfer of power. Our nation will 
inaugurate Donald Trump as the next President. And rarely has our nation been so divided. 
Separation in just about every aspect of our contemporary culture. Below the code words of 
differences of opinion can be seen chasms of division. Where can the healing come from? 

Again we hear Paul’s words, “Through the church.” That means that in this congregation are 
people of differing political views, differing philosophical understanding of the role of the state. 
In spite of that, at our coffee hours, at homes of members, in conversations of our members with 
others, we show respect to each other. We listen and affirm their right to their perspective. We 



honor the platform our country gives of allowing difference of opinions. We seek to understand 
the other viewpoints and give them respect. No belittling, no rolling of the eyes, no unwanted e-
mails. And we do not impute less than honorable rationales for others’ views. This truly is hard to 
find, but it displays Christ’s love, and we contribute to healing in our land.

Race is a volatile issue in our country. Where can we find examples of how to love and live 
together? Our years at First Baptist offered us an education and a school for learning and growth. 
Rarely do people of one race have the opportunity to get inside the head and heart of another. I 
only wish we had all walked together through the same door as we came to worship in our 
different spaces. The fruit of those years is seen in the commitment of the congregation to the 
Good News Club.  80 youngsters learning the love of Jesus, 80 students whose respectful 
behavior is noted by their teachers. Our counties need that injection of love and understanding. 

Lastly, can there be a vision for the outside world when so we want to shut out the cares and 
concerns of those out of sight? Where can we find both? Not a jaundiced eye to those near and 
not a closed heart about those out of sight? 

We have the wonderful opportunity of learning about one such place--Nepal. We are about to 
“send” one of our own to that tiny country lying in the Himalayan mountains. Count that a 
privilege! This person will take our interest, our prayers, our curiosity, our learning, our 
packages, our mail, and much more. We will find out where Pokhara is, who the Thakali are, 
where the King of Mustang lives. And we will eagerly await reports from prayer and from 
correspondence. You may have read the report of our Archbishop and his recent trip there and the 
vitality of the Anglican Church. This is not at all one more burden to keep up with. We have a 
friend who is taking with us the heart of God for a greater outpouring of His Spirit upon the 
people of Nepal.  

It is time to add in another of Paul’s image for the church. He writes that we have these high 
promises “in earthen vessels.” That would be us. We mess up God’s plan for showing His 
mystery It’s just too much of a stretch! I mean, think of all the ways we are supposed to show 
unity, love, patience, and faith! Bother! So yes, earthen vessels. Stretched often in ways that I 
just don’t like to be stretched. 

But not to be in step is not to allow the Holy Spirit to work as fully as He wants to. Our dodging 
the demands of “though the church” quenches the Spirit. So the questions come to us: Where do 
you not want to be stretched for the display of God’s glory through this church? Good question, 
if I do say so. I mean, isn’t it easier to hunker down in our little world and not be bothered 
by……(fill in the blank)…. Where are you stretched? Could be the mess of the down and dirty, 
or the jubilation or despair over the recent election, or happy to out of First Baptist, or not 
wanting to be told we should care about Nepal, wherever that is. 

The Holy Spirit is poised to dazzle—to bring deep love to hardened hearts, brilliant light to dark 
corners of our lives, compassion and reconciliation to families, compassion to the grieving. 
Christ’s Spirit brings the Epiphany through our unity and our prayers, in our listening and 



discerning God’s will for us, in boldness for pushing the borders of His kingdom, and bringing 
many to a new or a deeper relation with Him.

Epiphany simply means God shining through us to show others the wonderful life that comes 
under a God who loves us all, brings us all together, and loosens an unexpected power through 
our life together.

Let us pray.

O God of unchangeable power and eternal light: Look favorably on your whole Church, that 
wonderful and sacred mystery; by the effectual working of your providence, carry out in 
tranquility the plan of salvation; let the whole world see and know that things which were cast 
down are being raised up, and things which had grown old are being made new, and that all 
things are being brought to their perfection by him through whom all things were made, your Son 
Jesus Christ our Lord; who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, for 
ever and ever, Amen.
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