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This past Tuesday marked the observance of the Christian Feast of the Epiphany and we are now 
in what is for some Christians the six-week season of Epiphany.  If you haven’t the slightest 
notion of what this season is supposed to mean or where the concept come from, don’t let it 
worry you.  Many lifelong Christians have no idea, either.  The word “Epiphany” comes from a 
Greek word, επιϕανεια, literally meaning “to shine forth.”  The word also had the connotations 
of “to show forth” or “appear” or “manifest,” which is the root of its English meaning today.  We 
also use the word to mean, “A moment of sudden intuitive understanding; flash of insight.”  But 
initially, in Greek and in English, epiphany had to do with the appearance of a god and 
particularly for Christians, of course, the revealing of Jesus as the Son of God. 
 
Those of you from the Jewish tradition may remember the word επιϕανεια with an evil 
connotation and that is quite understandable.  The land of Israel and Palestine was part of the 
Persian Empire which fell to the Macedonian Alexander the Great and, upon his death, came 
under the control of his general, Seleucus, and his heirs.  One of those was a particularly cruel 
emperor called Antiochus IV.  Wishing to be celebrated as a god, as so many emperors had been, 
he gave himself the additional name Ephiphanes, “the manifest God.”  His enemies mocked him 
as “Epimanes, the mad one.”  It was his persecution of the Jews, including outlawing the worship 
of the God of Abraham and instituting sacrifices to Zeus in the Temple in Jerusalem, that led to 
the famous revolt of the Maccabees and the cleansing of the Temple which we remember during 
Hanukkah.  But I digress… 
 
If you trace the history of the celebration of the Feast of Epiphany in the history of the Christian 
Church, you’ll find that the feast probably originated in the Eastern Churches, those in Asia 
Minor, Syria and Armenia.  For them, it was connected with the first appearance of Jesus as the 
Son of God at his baptism when his nature was revealed by the appearance of the Holy Spirit and 
by the utterance of the Father from heaven, “This is my Beloved Son, in whom I am well 
pleased.”  Later, the Feast of Epiphany in the East also became associated with Christ’s first 
appearance (or epiphany) as a miracle worker – the wedding at Cana, where he turned water into 
wine.  As the observance of this celebration moved west, into the sphere of the Church of Rome 
where Christmas was a greater celebration than in the East, Epiphany became associated with the 
Christmas story and the first appearance of Christ to the Gentiles, the visit of the Magi. 
 
Over time, in the Christian West, the Feast of the Epiphany lengthened into the season of 
Epiphany so that a number of stories of Jesus being revealed as the Christ could be celebrated.  
In some traditions, the season of Epiphany lasts until the beginning of Lent and includes reading 
such stories as the previously mentioned baptism and wedding at Cana as well as the 
Presentation of the baby Jesus in the Temple, where his Messiahship was proclaimed by Simeon 
and Anna, the calling and confession of Nathanael as found in John 1, the confession of Peter 
(“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God”), and the conversion of Paul during which the 
resurrected Jesus appeared to him along with a flash of blinding light.  In this tradition, the last 
Sunday of Epiphany is always celebrated as Transfiguration Sunday, the remembrance of the 
appearance of Jesus along with Elijah and Moses, again in blinding light.  I don’t preach on all of 
these stories every year because of the moving dates of Lent and because I tend to substitute 
some more modern traditions such as Martin Luther King, Jr. Day and the Week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity. 
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As I mentioned, the Feast of the Epiphany on January 6 became associated in the Western half of 
the Christian world with Christmas.  It follows immediately after the twelve day season of 
Christmastide, the nearly forgotten tradition which gives us our popular carol, “The Twelve Days 
of Christmas.”  The final night of that season is especially celebrated as leading to the dawning 
of the light on Epiphany (remember that επιϕανεια means “shining forth” at its literal root) and 
for centuries Twelfth Night was a special celebration in Christian Europe.  I have a sermon about 
the liturgical roots of Shakespeare’s play by that name, if you are interested in reading it online.  
In Southern Europe and in the parts of the New World conquered by those countries, January 6 is 
still celebrated more fervently than Christmas.  Epiphany is remembered as El Dia de los Reyes, 
the Day of the Kings, and commemorates the visit of the magi to the baby Jesus with their gifts 
of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  In a tradition far older than that of the northern European Santa 
Claus, for children in Hispanic cultures it is the Kings who bring them presents if they’ve been 
good and charcoal if they’ve been naughty.  In Puerto Rico, the little ones put out grass for the 
kings’ horses rather than milk and cookies for Santa. 
 
This, of course, begs the question, how did these “wise men” also become known as “kings?”  
Matthew’s Greek word for them, µαγοι, is the root of our word magic.  They were the scientists 
of the day, probably from Babylon or Persia.  The science they practiced was what today we 
would call astrology.  Matthew doesn’t actually tell us how many of them there are.  Over the 
years, the tradition grew that there were three because they brought three gifts, just as the 
tradition became to refer to them as kings because Psalm 72 tells how kings from the East will 
bring gold to the young King of Israel.  Quite a number of traditions have grown up around these 
mysterious men over the centuries.  They have acquired names: Caspar (or Gaspar), Melchior, 
and Balthazar.  They have acquired varying backstories: between them they represent the three 
ages of (adult) man, three geographical and cultural areas, and sometimes other things. In the 
normal Western account, commonly reflected in art by the 14th century, Caspar is old, normally 
with a white beard, and gives the gold; he is "King of Tarsus, land of merchants" on the 
Mediterranean coast of modern Turkey. Melchior is middle-aged, giving frankincense from his 
native Arabia, and Balthazar is a young man, very often portrayed as black-skinned, with myrrh 
from Saba (modern south Yemen), and he comes from there or from Ethiopia or other parts of 
Africa.  A modern treatment of an extension of their story is the delightful opera, Amahl and the 
Night Visitors, written for NBC by Gian-Carlo Menotti in 1951.  I labored as an assistant director 
and lighting designer for a production in Louisville in 1984 in which the elderly and rather deaf 
Caspar was played by a young Chinese man, thereby broadening the diversity of the Magi even 
farther. 
 
I mention this because I think it is one of the important salutary lessons for all of us in Matthew’s 
story.  If we are to take seriously the idea that Jesus was revealed as the Light of the World for 
the Gentiles as well as the Jews at the Epiphany, we had better remember that gentiles means 
“the nations” and not just “those nice Western Europeans who will eventually descend from the 
Church of Rome.”  The history of the world even after the Christ-event has shown that all of us 
are still prone to falling into tribalism, at demonizing the “other,” at scorning people who do not 
look, or act, or dress as we are accustomed.  How might the history of the United States be 
different, do you suppose, had the avowedly Christian settlers from Europe treated the Native 
Americans more as brothers and sisters and neighbors to be loved and less as impediments to 
their own desires?  Or if the descendants of those European settlers, not very many years later, 
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had not seized upon the expeditious introduction of slaves from Africa, perhaps themselves 
descendants of King Balthazar who had worshipped the babe, in order to make their fortunes, 
rather than seeking their freedom and embracing them in the Lord?  Our track record as a nation 
really hasn’t changed much.  11:00 Sunday, as noted by the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., is 
still the most segregated hour in America.  We still choose whether or not to welcome those who 
come to our land of plenty by reference to their nation of origin, with preference given to those 
who look like us and speak our language.  And yet Matthew seems to indicate that all of these 
strange characters were welcome at the crèche. 
 
Even if we discard the post-Biblical traditions surrounding the Magi and dig for a more authentic 
story, the same lesson pertains.  Kenneth E. Bailey makes some important points about the Magi 
in his book, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes.  His first point is one that seems self-evident: 
when the travelers say they’ve seen the new king’s star “in the East,” they don’t mean to the east 
of the starting point of their travels.  To have followed a star east of Persia would have meant 
ending up in India or China, where as far as we know, Jesus did not come as a child.  Many 
commentators suggest understanding the travelers’ words as meaning that they saw the star while 
they were in the east but Bailey has another suggestion.  If we translate Matthew’s Greek back 
into the Aramaic or Hebrew in which the story was likely first told, we find a word that means 
either “east” or “rising.”  This is why the New Revised Standard Version translates their 
statement as “we observed his star at its rising,” which makes much more sense to the story as 
we understand it. 
 
Bailey also calls into question the traditional origin of the travelers.  While it is true that “µαγοι” 
or magi was used by the Greek-speaking world of the first century to refer to wise men from 
Persia, Bailey believes they may have come a far shorter distance.  The narrative says that these 
wise men come “from the east.”  That could mean very different things to different people.  My 
wife and I continue to be amused by the idea that to folks around here, “back east” could mean 
Boise or Denver, two cities very definitely located in the Western United States.  Growing up as 
we did in the very middle of the country, “back east” refers to the Eastern Seaboard states in 
most references or maybe Ohio.  To us, Indiana and Illinois are as much a part of the Midwest as 
Nebraska or Kansas.  There is, of course, East St. Louis, which is both a quick drive and a whole 
culture away from the St. Louis County suburbs of our childhoods, but that’s another topic for 
another day. 
 
It may well be that whoever put the Gospel according to Matthew in final form associated “the 
East” with Persia, as most cosmopolitan Greek-speakers would do and therefore hung the title of 
“Magi” on these wise men from “the East.”  But what if those who told the story at first, the 
simple villagers of Bethlehem, meant somewhere less removed from their frame of reference.  
To them, anything east of the Jordan was “the East.”  In fact, that is how residents of Israel and 
Palestine use the phrase today.  The “Magi” may have never seen Persia at all.  Instead, they may 
have been from Arabia.  They brought the child gifts: gold, frankincense and myrrh.  Gold is 
mined in Arabia and in many other places in the world, but frankincense and myrrh are harvested 
only from trees that grow in southern Arabia.  Additionally, we have evidence from the Early 
Church that the wise men were Arabs rather than Persians.  Writing around 160 A.D., Justin 
Martyr, a Palestinian Christian from Caesarea, specifically says, “The wise men came from 
Arabia,” an assertion he repeats five times in his writings.  As a kind of clincher for this theory, 
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Bailey cites the field work of a British scholar in the 1920s, E.F.F. Bishop.  Bishop visited with a 
Bedouin tribe in Jordan who were called al-Kokabani.  In Arabic, this means “Those who 
study/follow the planets.”  Bishop was told that the tribe’s name came from their ancestor’s 
study of the planets and that they had traveled west in ancient times to honor the Muslim 
prophet, Issa.  We, of course, know him by his Latinized name: Jesus. 
 
When we consider the current state of misunderstanding, distrust and outright war between the 
Christian West and the Muslim East, we need to remember that the clash is far more about 
cultures than it is about faith.  Our Muslim brothers and sisters do not worship Jesus as the 
Second Person of the Trinity but they do hold him in high esteem as a prophet of Allah.  If this 
were not true, it would hardly be possible that the tradition of the al-Kokabani would have been 
preserved or repeated to foreigners.  If the divide between Islamic and Christian cultures was 
really about religion, it would be a point of shame for an Arab tribe to be linked with the founder 
of Christianity.  But the Holy Koran praises both Jesus and Mary and calls for good relations 
between followers of Islam and the other “People of the Book,” Jews and Christians.  In the 
providence of God, the three Abrahamic religions are linked at the cradle of Bethlehem: Mary, 
Joseph and Jesus, good Jews all; the future followers of Jesus who became known as Christians; 
and the descendants of the Wise Men, who followed a servant of God from their own nation in 
submission to Allah, Islam. 
 
At the visit of the Magi, Jesus is revealed as Christ to the Gentiles, to all people; the light of God 
shines forth, επιϕανοσ, to the world.  It is just as Isaiah had written, “Arise, shine, for your light 
has come.”  Nations have come from afar to the Light of Israel, which shines out in the darkness 
of night.  Matthew and Isaiah rejoice in the glory of God being revealed to all humankind.  In 
writing on Isaiah 60:1, Bruce Epperly of Lancaster Theological Seminary notes, “Rabbi 
Abraham Joshua Heschel spoke of ‘radical amazement’ as a primary religious virtue.”  Isaiah 
calls us to see the inbreaking work of God and to be amazed.  The Jesuit scholar, Fr. John Bucki 
has written, “Epiphany invites us to celebrate the wonderful reality that Jesus came as a light to 
all people, not just to some subset of the human race.” 
 
Just as the Epiphany theme of a joyous revelation of the mystery of God is foretold by Isaiah, so 
it is reflected in the years after Christ by the Apostle Paul.  Writing to the church in Ephesus, he 
says, “the mystery was made known to me by revelation… In former generations this mystery 
was not made known to humankind, as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and 
prophets by the Spirit.”  Now, through the work of Jesus and the Holy Spirit, God’s light of glory 
is shining on us all.  Better still, “all” doesn’t just mean the Children of Israel.  Paul continues, 
following Isaiah, “this grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless 
riches of Christ, and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God 
who created all things.” 
 
Because of all this, to me, the lessons of Epiphany have to do with the universality of the 
Creator’s gracious love for all of Creation.  The love and favor of God are not confined to one 
nation or one ethnic group.  Therefore, there should be no barriers to love between any human 
beings.  All of us should stand ready to embrace any of us as brother or sister.  Jew or Arab, 
Japanese or Korean, European or African, all of us are equally loved by God and therefore called 
to love one another equally.  Likewise, we should not allow our understanding of the Divine to 
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separate us.  Whether the Magi were Persian Zoroastrians or the ancestors of Arabian Muslims or 
the product of Hindu or Buddhist Asia, their story is a sign to those of us who trace our spiritual 
heritage to another character in the picture of Epiphany.  The great religions recognize the great 
truths reflected in all of them.  Whether that truth is embodied in the life of one man or one book 
or in a series of teachings, it is right and proper to show homage to the truth.  For me, Epiphany 
is a wonderful opportunity to celebrate both the family of humanity across ethnic diversity and 
the deep and sustaining relationships we may have with each other from an interfaith stance. 
 
Obviously, not all of us here will entirely agree upon the significance of the birth of the child 
whom the magi came to celebrate on what we now remember in Epiphany.  I do hope, however, 
that all of us will agree that in his own way, he brought more light to humankind, more love, 
more understanding that we are brothers and sisters regardless of national origin or philosophy.  
Those principles, it seems to me, are a goodly part of what binds this particular group together 
and it is those shared principles that cause the people of Good Shepherd Baptist Church to 
welcome you all to our building with joy and me to be so deeply honored to speak to you all this 
morning.  May the love taught by Jesus and the light of his teaching continue to illumine and 
bless us all.  Amen. 


