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Sermon for January 5, 2014 
 

 Epiphany Sunday 
Year A 

Scripture Text:  Matthew 2:1-12 
  
 
 
The Conflict of Two Kingdoms 
 
 
There are several challenges, faced by every preacher, when it comes to preaching on such well 
known texts as we have before us this morning.  First and foremost is to think of something to 
say that will be useful, stimulating and even possibly illuminating that may not have been said 
before or that bears repeating.  But second, and no less challenging, is the task of separating out 
the popular understanding of these most well known narratives from what is actually written.   
 
As I said last week, the Lukan narrative about the birth of Jesus is the one that we know the best 
and the one to which we turn when seeking to tell the story ourselves or to portray the story in 
either song, poem or painting.  For it is in the gospel of Luke that we encounter the gentle and 
pregnant Mary traveling by donkey and on foot, while nearing the end of her nine month 
pregnancy, from her hometown of Nazareth in Galilee to the ancestral town of her soon to be 
husband Joseph.  It is in Luke where this traveling couple arrive in town, barely ahead of the 
onset of labor pains, to find that the only place for them to stay is in a stable where they must 
share space with the animals and where Mary eventually gives birth to the Christ Child.  And it 
is in the gospel of Luke where, Mary, Joseph and the child are visited by a ragtag bunch of 
shepherds who were told by the heavenly messengers that they needed go to Bethlehem and visit 
the newborn Messiah whom they would find wrapped in swaddling clothes and laying in a 
manger.  
 
But in the gospel of Matthew, Mary and Joseph live in Bethlehem.  They do not travel anywhere 
before the birth of Jesus; rather Mary gives birth to Jesus at home, their own home.  There are no 
visiting shepherds in Matthew, there are no choirs of angels, and there is no reason for Jesus to 
be laid in a manger in a stable with cattle lowing quietly in the background while the holy child 
calmly sleeps; instead there is a birth that is simply announced by a star.  And with that divine 
announcement the writer of the gospel of Matthew places before those who first heard this story 
and us right here and now a narrative that in a nutshell lays out for all who will take time to pay 
attention the entirety of the gospel message.  In short, this brief narrative about the birth of Jesus 
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and the visitation of the Magi brings to the fore a narrative that the writer of this gospel will 
share over and over again that is nothing less than the conflict that rages between two kingdoms; 
the kingdom of this world as represented by the greed, fear and power of Herod and the divine 
kingdom of God that has been ushered in through the birth of the Christ Child.   
 
As we enter into the narrative in the gospel of Matthew, it is revealed that a group of wise men or 
as the Greek word Maggoi should more accurately be translated, sorcerers or astrologers, has 
noticed a new star in its rising.  And being the learned persons that they are, they have concluded 
that this new star, which seems to defy all the known principles of astronomy of the day, is 
significant because it announces the birth of a new king.  And so, following this star, they travel 
from their own homes to Bethlehem in search of this new king so that they can pay homage and 
offer to him gifts suitable of his royal standing.   
 
They come to Bethlehem and immediately go to the palace of Herod to ask him where this new 
king is so that they might go to him.  Herod reacts negatively because a new king means that his 
own rule is threatened.  He inquires of the religious leaders of the day what all of this is about, 
but they are no help to him nor to the visiting dignitaries.  So with fake sincerity he commissions 
the traveling foreign magicians to find the king that they seek but to then return to him with news 
so that he too could go and pay homage as well.  And with that Herod not only sets in motion the 
conflict that will encompass the rest of this gospel narrative, he also unwittingly and ironically 
proclaims the truth  of this gospel narrative for all who will pause long enough to take notice. 
 
You see the real issue that is being presented with the telling of this narrative is not whether this 
actually happened this way or not; whether there were wise men who came and offered gifts or 
even whether Herod in a rage then went on to kill all of the male children of Bethlehem in order 
to attempt to prevent this king from taking his place as the ruler of the Jews.  Rather, the real 
issue of this story is the theological proclamation that the writer of this gospel wishes to make 
clear, that the reign of God has and will come and that there is no amount of human energy that 
will ultimately thwart God from accomplishing what God desires.  But that does not mean that 
portions of humanity will not try to stop God even as others take notice of God’s divine and 
gracious activity and move to respond. 
 
And in that, lies the challenge for us all.   
 
Now, it is good to remember that the basic intent of the gospel of Matthew is not to convince 
anyone who is not already part of the Christ following movement to join.  This is to say that 
when this gospel narrative was written, some forty to sixty years after the death and resurrection 
of Jesus the Christ, or put another way, some seventy to ninety years after the birth of Jesus, its 
intended purpose was not to bring in more converts to this new movement emerging as the 
Christian Church.  Rather the purpose of this gospel story was to help those who were already 
part of this new community of faith to understand who they were, whose they were and what it 
meant to be a follower of this one called Messiah.  So as a document written to encourage the 
faithful to continue to follow this Messiah, its foundational theological framework was that in 
following Messiah, one proclaimed that God was ultimately in charge therefore what it meant to 
be a follower, a disciple, was that one, first of all, was called to take notice of God’s activity in 
the world and then one was called to respond to that activity by realigning one’s life toward God.  
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This meant that one acted to make God, as witnessed in the life and ministry of Jesus the Christ, 
the priority in one’s life.  One’s own power and prestige took second chair to the desire to 
respond to God’s love by mirroring that love in every activity of one’s daily life.  But that meant, 
as it still means today, that the call of the world where power is the currency of the day, where 
prestige and authority are commodities that are to be acquired and hoarded is at odds with God’s 
world. 
 
God’s world as shared in the gospel of Matthew is where the meek will inherit the earth, where 
those who seek and do what is just and merciful in the name of Jesus the Christ are called 
blessed and children of God, where those who mourn will find comfort and care, where the blind 
shall see and the lame shall walk.  God’s world as shared in the gospel of Matthew is in direct 
and cosmic conflict with the world of Herod and we who claim to be followers of Jesus the 
Christ are called upon to proclaim that like it or not, God’s world will ultimately prevail and our 
task, like it or not, is to live as if that world already held cosmic and ultimate sway.  And that 
friends is what we do now and every Sabbath day when we enter into this place to worship God, 
to seek God’s and each other’s forgiveness, to pray for and with each other and the whole world 
and as we do today to eat together at this table.  For at this table we do proclaim now and always 
that God’s world will prevail even as we remember the horrors of this world that led to the 
torture and death of an innocent man and the resurrection of the crucified and risen Christ. 
 
Friends, the story of the Magi is there to call each one of us into the awareness that even though 
it might seem like the world of Herod more often wins it was not and is not the end of the story.  
Our task is to proclaim that message each and every day, to the Glory of God. 
    
 
 
Amen. 
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