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The Epiphany (moved)  

January 7, 2018  

A Sermon by the Rev. Joe Parrish  

“Our most important decision”  

The Gospel: Matthew 2:1-12  

     In the time of King Herod, after Jesus 

was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise 

men from the East came to Jerusalem, 

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 



2 
 

pay him homage.”  When King Herod 

heard this, he was frightened, and all 

Jerusalem with him; and calling together 

all the chief priests and scribes of the 

people, he inquired of them where the 

Messiah was to be born.  They told him, 

“In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has 

been written by the prophet: ‘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.’”  

Then Herod secretly called for the wise 

men and learned from them the exact 
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time when the star had appeared.  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.”  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.  When they saw 

that the star had stopped, they were 

overwhelmed with joy.  On entering the 

house, they saw the child with Mary his 

mother; and they knelt down and paid 
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him homage.  Then, opening their 

treasure chests, they offered him gifts of 

gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  And 

having been warned in a dream not to 

return to Herod, they left for their own 

country by another road.   

 

 Dear Lord, may we decide to follow 

your light.  Amen. 

 

     If we read just a little further in 

Matthew’s Gospel, we will find there are 

two kinds of people in the world—those 

who seek Christ to worship him and 
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those who seek Christ to kill him.  There 

are probably others who simply do not 

care, or who say they do not care.  But 

most people who have heard of the 

Messiah have chosen to either follow 

him or to kill him.  That sounds a bit 

harsh when I heard those two extreme 

poles in my imagination, but indeed, it is 

probably best for us to choose one of 

those two options, or to choose the third 

option of saying we cannot know, which 

turns out to be equivalent to killing the 

Christ.  I do not consider that option to 

be abhorrent, however, since we know 



6 
 

Christ overcomes death and the grave.  

So if we are among those who chose to 

kill Christ or simply ignore him, we can 

still read that Christ is Lord over even 

death regardless of our intellectual 

position.  And indeed, if one reads the 

resurrection stories, it would appear from 

them that everyone expected Jesus to die.  

And none had faith that he would 

overcome death and the grave.  In an odd 

sort of way, we may need to permit 

ourselves to kill the Christ to have him 

resurrect in our hearts.  Being on the 

fence lets us off the hook; we have 
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committed to nothing, and we will likely 

get nothing in return.  But if we can 

resolve to kill the Christ, then we have 

the opportunity to have him resurrect in 

our hearts.  So in this line of reasoning, it 

is better to decide to kill the Christ than 

not to decide anything.  If we are 

uncertain, then let us just go ahead and 

kill any thoughts of him; at least that will 

give us the potential possibility that he 

will indeed resurrect in our lives.  If he is 

dead to us, then we are back in the 

position of all of humanity at the 

Crucifixion of Christ; his resurrection 
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would change human history forever.  

The best alternative of course is to 

believe in the Christ, but apparently that 

idea did not occur to any of the disciples 

or to any other followers of Jesus in the 

first century immediately leading up to 

and including Jesus’ crucifixion.  No one 

expected Jesus could overcome death.   

     In the book of Revelation, Chapter 3, 

Verses 14-22, Jesus rails against the 

Church of Laodicea who are only 

‘lukewarm’ in their faith and neither cold 

nor hot.  And Jesus says he will spit out 

such a one, a very dramatic vision.  Very 
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few enjoy lukewarm soup—we want it 

either hot or cold.  And if it is lukewarm, 

we will likely spit it out.  In Revelation 

Chapter 3 Jesus warns the Laodiceans to 

turn away from their sins of indecision 

so they will have the possibility of sitting 

with the Christ on his throne in heaven 

when their lives here are over.  Being 

uncertain is not an admirable trait when 

it comes to faith.   

     King Herod in a way made the right 

decision for himself, bloody though it 

was for others.  Herod faked wanting to 

worship the new born King of the Jews 
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when he knew full well that he could not 

tolerate any competition on the royal 

king level.  Herod held on to his position 

as a sort of regional king by being 

bloodthirsty—Herod killed one of his 

sons, his brother, and his wife--what a 

demonic person; some said it was better 

to be Herod’s pig rather than his relative.  

Herod’s problem was that God did not 

allow Herod himself to kill God’s Son, 

and that actually would condemn Herod 

to a final death—the fire and brimstone 

type.  It seems Herod was given no hope 

of eternal life.  Of course we never know 
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for sure about who is “saved” and who 

isn’t.  But it certainly appears in the 

Gospel record that Herod was heading 

down the wrong eternal path at this point 

in the Gospel according to Matthew.   

     The peculiarity in this story is that 

presumably non-religious magi find their 

way to the Christ child to honor him in 

truth and deed.  They did not seem to 

have the faith of the Jews,… or did they?  

Albright and other Biblical scholars have 

argued against the prevailing idea that 

the magi were Gentiles, and I can see 

their argument does seem to make sense.  
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Why would Gentiles be studying the 

skies to find a sign of the birth of the 

“king of the Jews”?  Why wouldn’t they 

instead look for evidence for, perhaps, 

the king of the Persians, or the king of 

the Egyptians, or some other king or 

emperor; why would gentiles be fixed on 

a Jewish king if the magi had no Jewish 

roots?  This idea, however, may upset 

those who write about the “Cosmic 

Christ”; instead Christ came at a specific 

time to a specific people with a specific 

heritage; and it is likely that initially 

Gentiles were not the focal point of this 
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miraculous birth; the Apostle Paul 

apparently had that specialized ministry 

assigned to him, as he testified himself in 

Romans 1:5 that he Paul was the one to 

bring the Good News of the Christ to the 

Gentiles, to the people of all nations.  

The magi were simply following the 

tools of their astrology and their Old 

Testament, probably Jewish, knowledge 

to conclude that the King of the Jews 

was to be born somewhere near 

Jerusalem; and it was a bright star that 

led them there.   
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    Scholars who have studied first 

century astrology have postulated an 

interesting possibility for this star: at 

approximately the time of Jesus’ birth 

there was apparently a conjunction of 

two planets in our own Solar System, 

their orbits crossed in such a way that the 

two planets appeared as one, and this 

rare event occurred in the sky in the 

midst of an important constellation 

which could have been seen in what is 

now Iraq, Iran, and Saudi Arabia: in 

1925, the German Scholar P. Schnabel 

found, among the endless cuneiform 
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records of dates and observations in an 

ancient Babylonian astrological institute, 

Schnabel found a note on a conjunction 

of Jupiter and Saturn in the constellation 

of Pisces.  The orbital positions of 

Jupiter and Saturn as viewed from Planet 

Earth converged in Pisces; this 

phenomenon had been recorded over a 

period of five months in 7 B.C.E., a date 

very close to when scholars think Jesus 

was born.  In ancient Jewish astrology, 

the constellation of Pisces was known as 

the House of Israel, the sign of the 

Messiah.  And Jupiter was the royal star 
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of the house of King David; Saturn was 

the protecting star of Israel, and thus the 

conjunction in that constellation would 

be the Messiah's Star.  And since the 

constellation of Pisces was the point in 

the heavens where the sun ended its old 

course of the year and began its new 

course, it is understandable why this 

conjunction would be viewed as a 

portent of the coming of the Messiah to 

begin a new age for humanity.  In 1603 

the important German astronomer 

Johannes Kepler had made this 

observation which at the time was 
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rejected, but it was much later accepted 

by many who reviewed Kepler’s work in 

1925, including P. Schnabel.   

     The conjunction in Pisces would have 

been observable in the southern sky over 

Judea in the month of November in 7 

BC, and it would appear to pause 

directly over Bethlehem if one were 

making observations along the road 

leading from Jerusalem to Bethlehem.  

Thus, the “star” led the magi to Israel 

and then on to Bethlehem.   

     The novel thing about the magi was 

that in spite of the fact that they were 
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imminent scholars in the first century 

BC--apparently well versed in 

mathematics, astrology, and astronomy, 

as well as Jewish literature—they still 

wanted desperately to prove to 

themselves that their theory of the 

Messiah’s birth was in fact true.  They 

didn’t let their scholarship blind them to 

the amazing fact that indeed the Savior 

of the world had finally appeared in the 

flesh.  And the magi resolved to worship 

him by bringing gifts of gold, 

frankincense, and myrrh.  In a way, the 

magi portended or predicted our own 
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time, when we have gone to the moon 

and back, as John Kennedy said, “Not 

because it was easy, but because it was 

hard.”  It would have been easy to stay 

on earth’s surface, but we chose to leave 

earth to go to our satellite, the moon.  In 

much the same way, the magi left their 

homes in the East and made the arduous 

long journey to Bethlehem, braving the 

murderous king Herod, and the 

uncertainty of travel to a distant land on 

whatever beast of burden they could 

have used in the First Century BC—most 

of our imaginations turn to camels, but 
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we don’t know that for sure, since that 

detail is not actually given in Matthew’s 

Gospel—and in spite of their travel  

destination being speculative at best, the 

magi were so convinced of their 

astrological theory that they left all 

behind and made this difficult and 

dangerous journey.  Why?  Because the 

Messiah, the Savior of the world, had 

made his appearance, finally, in their 

time.  What else could they do?   

     Following the Messiah today can be 

an arduous task.  We may not be 

affirmed by many in our society, and the 
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number who think that what we 

Christians do is simply bonkers, and that 

number who question us is growing.  But 

we who have studied the scriptures and 

who know the importance of the Messiah 

to our lives, we here have staked our 

very existence on Christ’s reality and his 

ultimate meaning in our own lives and in 

the lives of our loved ones.  It is that 

determined stance that has brought us 

here today, in spite of the One Degree 

Fahrenheit temperature.  We want to 

affirm again that Christ’s life, death, and 

resurrection is ultimately of the greatest 
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importance over all other things today 

and ever, and we come here very much 

as did those ancient magi.  We come to 

worship Him, the Lord of lords, the King 

of kings, eternally begotten of the Father 

who art in heaven, to bow down, to give 

him homage, to bring him our most 

precious gifts, and to join the others 

around us in praise and adoration of 

Christ’s Holy Name.  How else could 

our lives have so much eternal meaning?   

     Come let us adore him, Christ the 

Lord.   

     Amen.   
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Description: The magi came to find the 

Christ Child because it was the most 

significant event ever that could have 

happened in their time.  They came in 

spite of a disbelieving world.  They came 

in spite of the improbability of such a 

Holy One’s existence.  They came 

because Christ was that important, that 

significant, that profound above anything 

they had ever witnessed.  We join the 

magi today in bowing in worship and 

adoration of the Christ Child.   
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A Sermon by the Rev. Joe Parrish  

“Finding the Light”  

 

The Gospel: Matthew 2:1-12  

 

 Dear Lord, may your light shine in 

our hearts.  Amen. 
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     The Jews in Iraq, Babylonian Jews, 

(Hebrew: ְבִלים  ;Bavlim Yehudim יְהּוִדים בָּ

Arabic: يهود العراق Yahūd al-ʿIrāq) are 

documented from the time of the 

Babylonian captivity at about 586 BC. 

Iraqi Jews constitute one of the world's 

oldest and most historically significant 

Jewish communities outside of Israel 

itself.   

     The ancient Jewish community of 

Babylon included Ezra the scribe, whose 

return to Judea in the late 6th century BC 

is associated with significant changes in 

Jewish ritual observance and the 
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rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem. 

The Talmud was compiled in Babylonia, 

which is now identified with modern 

Iraq.  Ezra has more recently been 

recognized as the prime author of many 

of the books of the Old Testament.   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_t

he_Jews_in_Iraq 

     From the Babylonian period in the 

sixth century BC to the rise of the 

Islamic caliphate (1453/1517–1924), the 

Jewish community of Babylon thrived as 

a center of Jewish learning.   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Jews_in_Iraq
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Jews_in_Iraq
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     One of the important schools of 

learning in this Babylonian enclave was 

an academy of astrology.  Here there 

were some with uncommon skills in 

mathematics and ancient astronomy.  It 

can be hypothesized that the magi of the 

Matthew gospel were from that 

particular school.  In other words, they 

were Jews, learned in both an ancient 

form of astronomy as well as the Old 

Testament.  The importance of this 

strong center of Judaism in Babylonia 

poses an important contradiction to much 

current casual scholarship which has 
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posed that the magi of the gospel were 

pagans, and that this record in Matthew 

is written to show that gentiles were 

coming to view the Holy Family, thus 

extending the gospel message to the 

gentiles as well as the Jews.  But 

historical evidence is beginning to point 

otherwise and seems to draw our minds 

to the possibility that ancient Jewish 

astronomers studied both the Old 

Testament scriptures and the heavens to 

try to discern when the messiah was to 

appear.   
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     In brief, it seems now that these magi, 

who were likely schooled in some 

ancient version of astronomy, had 

correlated various and sundry 

movements of planets and constellations 

and had actually come up with a theory 

about where and when the Messiah 

would be born.  Various historical 

traditions number the magi to be 

anywhere from two, three, four, eight, or 

twelve; we tend to use three as being the 

minimal number to bring gold, 

frankincense, and myrrh, but more or 

less may have been the actual number.  
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And indeed, this story from the Gospel 

according to Matthew may in fact have 

not only historical evidence but also 

astronomical facts to back it up.   

     In Prague, in 1603, shortly before 

Christmas, the eminent astronomer and 

mathematician, Johannes Kepler, was 

making observations of the stars through 

his rudimentary telescope.  He was 

observing the conjunction of Jupiter and 

Saturn in the constellation of Pisces.  

The two planets had converged to look 

like one larger and new “star.” Kepler 

later remembered something he had read 
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by the Rabbinical writer, Abravanel 

(1437-1508).  Jewish astrologers 

maintained that when there was a 

conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter in 

Pisces, the Messiah would come.  In 

ancient Jewish astrology, the 

constellation of Pisces was known as the 

House of Israel, the sign of the Messiah. 

And Jupiter was the royal star of the 

house of King David; Saturn was the 

protecting star of Israel, and the 

conjunction would be the Messiah's Star.  

Since the constellation of Pisces was the 

point in the heavens where the sun ended 
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its old course of the year and began its 

new course, it is understandable why this 

conjunction would be viewed as a 

portent of the Messiah.  

     Kepler concluded that he had found 

the “star of Bethlehem”, but at the time 

his hypothesis was rejected.  It was not 

until 1925 that the hypothesis was re-

examined when references to this 

conjunction were found in the cuneiform 

inscriptions of the astrological archives 

of the ancient School of Astrology at 

Sippar in Babylonia. Sippar was an 

ancient Sumerian city lying on a canal 
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which linked the Tigris and Euphrates 

rivers.  It was a very important 

commercial and religious center.  

Excavations at the site of Abu-Habbah 

during the latter part of the 19th century 

unearthed the remains of a temple and 

ziggurat dedicated to Shamash and the 

ancient scribal School of Astrology. The 

most important discovery were tens of 

thousands of clay tablets from the school 

archives that dated from the Old 

Babylonian and Neo-Babylonian 

periods.  In 1925, the German Scholar P. 

Schnabel found, among the endless 
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cuneiform records of dates and 

observations, Schnabel found an ancient 

note on a conjunction of Jupiter and 

Saturn in the constellation of Pisces.  

The position of Jupiter and Saturn, 

converged in Pisces, had been recorded 

over a period of five months in 7 B.C.E., 

a date very close to when scholars think 

Jesus was born.   

     The conjunction in Pisces would have 

been observable in the southern sky over 

Judea in the month of November and 

would sit directly over Bethlehem if one 

were observing along the road leading 
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from Jerusalem to Bethlehem.  Matthew 

2:2 stating, “We have seen his star in the 

east”, is a mistranslation of the Greek 

phrase EN TH ANATOLH “in the east” 

from the original wording which means 

idiomatically, “the first light of dawn” 

(which comes from the east) when the 

conjunction is visible.   

[Jack Kilmon does a more in-depth 

argument and decides that the wise men 

came to see the Holy Family on October 

3, in 7 BC.]   

http://www.historian.net/NTHX.html 

 

http://www.historian.net/NTHX.html
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     The first Millennium BC texts known 

as the Astronomical Diaries show that 

the constellation of Pisces was already 

known.   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pisces_%28

constellation%29 

     As an aside, modern astronomy has 

found several very bright stars compose 

the constellation Pisces; one star is 294 

light-years from Earth and has a 

luminosity that is 316 times that of the 

sun.  Several of these stars composing 

Pisces have one or more planets orbiting 

around them.   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pisces_%28constellation%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pisces_%28constellation%29
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http://www.space.com/21456-pisces-

constellation.html 

and  

http://www.constellation-

guide.com/constellation-list/pisces-

constellation/ 

     Theologian John Philip Newell 

writes: I am reminded of the story that 

my rabbi brother, Nahum, likes to tell. It 

is the story of the burning bush in the 

Hebrew Scriptures in which Moses sees 

a bush on fire, but the bush is not 

consumed.  Nahum says that the 

important thing about this story is not 

http://www.space.com/21456-pisces-constellation.html
http://www.space.com/21456-pisces-constellation.html
http://www.constellation-guide.com/constellation-list/pisces-constellation/
http://www.constellation-guide.com/constellation-list/pisces-constellation/
http://www.constellation-guide.com/constellation-list/pisces-constellation/
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that the bush is burning but that Moses 

notices, because every bush is burning, 

every bush is on fire with the divine 

presence, everything in the universe 

shines because God is at the heart of it.  

So it is in our epiphany story.  It is a 

story that invites us to open our eyes to 

the light that is everywhere.   

http://day1.org/4403-

the_light_within_all_life 

= = = 

…..The first key feature of this story is 

that the magi notice something in the sky 

that catches their immediate attention 

http://day1.org/4403-the_light_within_all_life
http://day1.org/4403-the_light_within_all_life
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which they not only notice but they act 

on their analysis, probably with biblical 

support.  The star began apparently with 

the appearance of the planet Jupiter, the 

‘kingly planet’ – Jupiter was the ruler of 

all the Roman gods, and Jupiter appeared 

in the constellation Pisces, the fish, 

which is symbolic of Judea and Israel, 

where significant livelihood was secured 

by the fishermen of the Sea of Galilea, 

and Jerusalem was the capital city of the 

region.  So the magi traveled to Israel 

from their eastern homeland to find the 

amazing Messiah and King of the Jews.  
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The magi saw something, and they did 

something, they did not just sleep on 

their wonderful discovery.   

…..A second key feature of the story of 

the magi is that the wise men go beyond 

the boundaries of their homeland to find 

the reason behind the unusually 

appearing Light in the heavens.  

Tragically we have often been given the 

impression that we have all the light we 

need, within our nation, within our 

religious tradition, within our cultural 

inheritance.  But our Gospel story points 

to something radically different, that 
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there is Light beyond our inherited 

boundaries, and that we need this Light, 

that it is given to complete the Light we 

have received, not to compete with the 

Light we have received.  We need one 

another as nations and peoples.  We need 

to look for more wisdom as more 

traditions than our own will help us 

discern our course.  We need to be open 

to new ideas that the Holy Spirit may 

give us.   

…..A third important feature of this story 

of the magi is that it is about risk, 

enormous risk.  The Light that the wise 
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men find is a threat to the most powerful 

man in Judea, King Herod, because the 

Light that the wise men find is the Light 

at the heart of all life, not just of some 

life, not just of certain people.  Any 

power structure that favors only some 

rather than serving all, all people, all life, 

is a false power.  It has no ultimate 

future. It will collapse.  And at some 

level false power knows this. It always 

feels threatened by the shining of true 

Power, the power of love.   

     So the message the magi give us is 

that we cannot be insular, we cannot 
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look only within ourselves for help for 

our various and sundry problems and 

needs; we must involve others in our 

quest, whether it be spiritual, emotional, 

or physical.  None of us is an island, but 

we are all interconnected through the 

outstretched arms of Christ on the hard 

wood of the cross.  We need each other. 

We need to pray for each other.  And we 

need most of all to love one another.   

     Then the world will know us by our 

love, by our love the world can find the 

Christ Child for their own lives.   

     Amen.   
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