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Epiphany.     I Kings 3:1-15; Matthew 2:1-12

If a picture, poem or song today points to the brain or if it uses the word “mind,” we think of knowledge and facts.  Likewise, if a picture, poem or song points to the heart or uses the word, “heart,” we think of the emotional response to care and be compassionate.

But that was not the case in biblical times.  The Hebrew word used in the lesson about Solomon that we translate into English as “mind” can also mean heart.  In biblical times, there was no such separation between wisdom and compassion as there is today in our society.  In the Bible, wisdom and compassion go together.

So when Solomon asks God for wisdom, he is also asking God for compassion.  Knowing the truth and living the truth go hand in hand.  For Solomon to lead this great Hebrew nation he needed not only to know the way but he needed to care about the people entrusted to his kingship.

For centuries, Solomon was the cited by Jews as the exemplar of wisdom.

But the epiphany, the realization that we celebrate today, is that there is now a new exemplar of wisdom--the child of Bethlehem.  The Christ.  He is wisdom and compassion.  

And Matthew tells us this story.  Wise men came from the East.  East of the Holy Lands lies Persia.  And Persia in biblical times was dominated by Zoroastrians, a belief structure that prided itself on wisdom.  So with that very simple phrase, “wise men came from the East,” Matthew is telling us that not only Jews but the wisest of wise Gentiles will worship this new exemplar of wisdom, Jesus the Christ.  It is so simple that we hardly stop to consider the power of such an image.

The source of Solomon’s wisdom was a gift from God.  The source of Jesus’ wisdom is not a gift, but the revelation of God in Jesus.  It reveals a new way of living.  For us today in the 21st century, it means that knowledge of truth is not confined to the scholar and compassion is not cheapened into sentimentality but rather wisdom and caring are combined into a way of life.

The presence of Jesus in our lives means that our hearts and our minds have been touched by divine revelation which manifests itself in the way we, the body of Christ, share God’s love with those around us.  A new wisdom, a new compassion that is greater than Solomon has come into the world and continues this day through us.  We are sustained for this new lifestyle by our time together--sharing in worship, study, and mission.  We find that sustenance at the table.

Today, as two thousand years ago, wise men and women still bow before the Christ Child.

But there is one more lesson I want you to take from Matthew’s story of the magi.  On Christmas Eve I told you about the courage of the shepherds and I also told you that the magi were courageous as well.

These wise men were not only traveling to another country and culture, they were traveling into the realm of Herod the Great.  They knew the cruelty of this king.  We know it not only from scripture but from historians of the day.  Herod the Great was despised and held his position only because of the support from Rome generated by his friendship with Mark Antony.

Confronted by Herod, these magi had a choice to make.  They could go along with Herod’s wishes and but this new Christ child in danger.  Or they could risk the wrath of Herod and try to sneak away without him knowing.  As you know, the chose the later to give some measure of protection to the child and his parents.

The result of this action was the rage of Herod and Herod’s order to slaughter the innocents.  While it was a direct result of the magi’s decision, you can not hold the magi responsible.  They knew that Herod would be livid, but they could not have know the order he would give out of anger.  Nor can you say that this was the will of God.  An omniscient God may have foreseen Herod’s reaction but a compassionate God would not have willed it.

Sometimes, things happen that are related to our actions but are not our responsibility.  Sometimes they are good and sometimes they are evil.  Wisdom is the ability to know what actions are right and proper and compassion is the ability to react to predictable responses to those decisions.  But there are times when the response exceeds our expectation.  With those times, we must accept and cope as best we can.  

Faith is the ability to live according to exemplar of Christ’s wisdom and compassion.  Faith is also the ability to see that there will be occasions, often evil, that are not our responsibility and that we could not have prevented.  Faith in God’s ultimate goodness means that confront evil, in our lives and in our world, with as much mercy and compassion as we can muster.  In other words, we cope as best we can, as did Mary and Joseph when, in the fact of Herod’s rage, took the gifts of the magi to finance an escape to Egypt to protect their son; the son of God.

May the God who inspired and led them do the same for us.  


