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 Readers' Service

 A service for Epiphany

                Where is he who has been born king?

                                           by

                           The Revd John Homer

                                   Number: EP2

ORDER OF SERVICE

The theme of our service is: Where is he who is born king?

            CALL TO WORSHIP
Arise, shine, for your light is come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. Nations shall come to your light and kings to the brightness of your dawn.

Hymn: H&P 123: Brightest and best of the sons of the morning

LET US PRAY

Lord we believe that you came to us in Jesus and that you are here amongst us now
         in your Spirit.


We want to worship you as the wise men did, and to bring you our gifts. 

As you led them to the place where you were to be found, so lead us.
We thank you that you did not spare your only son but gave him to us as a servant and in great humility.

We thank you for your understanding of us; that you knew we could never really grasp what you were like until we saw you in flesh.

We thank you for your patience with us, that no matter how long it takes for us to get to you, you will wait until we arrive.

We thank you for every encouragement and the help you give us on the way. As you sent an angel to direct the shepherds and a star to direct the wise men, so you will have your ways of directing us. Grant that we may recognise the signs when you send them and continue in the journey until we reach the place where you want us to be.

And we thank you that your coming amongst us was not just for the Jews, but was for all the people of the world.

Forgive us that too often we have not really wanted your presence in our lives because it is too demanding for us. Too uncomfortable. And so we have deliberately ignored the signs and gone our own way.

In a time of silence, let us make our own confession to God.

(Silence)

We thank you for your gift of forgiveness, which we now receive in the name and through the grace of the Lord Jesus.

OLD TESTAMENT LESSON: Isaiah 49:1-7
Hymn: H&P 122: Bethlehem, of noblest cities



NEW TESTAMENT LESSON: Matthew 2:1-2

Hymn: H&P 128: Wise men, seeking Jesus

SERMON (see attached sheets)

Hymn: H&P 121: As with gladness men of old

LET US PRAY
Lord, we thank you for the story of the journey of the wise men to Bethlehem. We thank you for all that it says to us and means to us.

We pray for those who are having to make a long journey to reach you.

For those who encounter obstacles on the way - the doubts of others or their own 
doubts; the wrong decisions which lead them off the track;

the other discouragements which tempt them to give up the journey altogether.

We pray for those who find it difficult to accept what they find when they get to the end. For those who misunderstood the nature of the peace and joy which is on offer. 
For those who wanted instant and easy answers to their problems, and who found that there were answers, but they were neither instant or easy.

         For those who wanted to be saved in their sins and from them,

We pray for all those who like stars shining in the night sky, are working and praying for others to find Jesus. For all Christian leaders and teachers in this land and overseas.

In a moment of silence let us commend to God some person or persons known to us who are in the ministry of Christian evangelism, through word or deed, in this country or overseas.

(Silence)
We thank you, Lord, that you have heard our prayers.

Now let us say together our Lord’s Prayer.
NOTICES AND OFFERING
Prayer of dedication:

Lord, as the wise men brought their worship and their gifts, so receive our worship and our gifts that we, like them, may acknowledge you as king. In your name we ask it. 

Amen

Hymn: H&P 274: Saviour, blessed Saviour

BLESSING
The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with us all, evermore. 
Amen

                                                     SERMON

Our text is from the second verse of the second chapter of Saint Matthew's Gospel. Where is he who has been born king?
The story of the coming of the wise men to Bethlehem symbolises the age-old search of humankind for God. From the earliest days people have sensed that there is a reality which is of a different kind from the one which we can touch and see and hear. A supernatural reality. They have sought to come to terms with it and they have given it different names and different qualities and different forms.
It was the Jewish people who, as it were, swept aside the clutter of gods and goddesses and spirits and deities of the ancient world and affirmed that the one true God had shown them that he was just that - the one and only true God. So naturally, when the time came for this God to show himself in human form, it was to the Jews that he first did so, and to Judah that he came.
But Jesus, this 'Son of God' on earth, came not for the benefit of the Jews alone. He was for the world. The story of the coming of the wise men 'from the east' makes this clear.
It is a strange story, so unlike that of the shepherds. We all know what shepherds are and do. We know that they were doing it on the night when the angels told them of the birth of Jesus. And we know that they got up, went to Bethlehem, saw the baby, were suitably impressed and then went back to work. All very straightforward.
By contrast, the story of the wise men is full of mystery, questions and confusion. And the confusion persists today. Christmas cards show three kings - complete with crowns - coming to a stable. But the Bible does not say that there were three, or that they were kings, or that they came to a stable. What the Bible says in fact is that an unstated number of wise men came to a house.
So what were they, exactly, these wise men? Many think they were astrologers, which would explain why they set such importance on the appearance of a new star.
And where did they come from? No one really knows. Some versions of the Bible record the wise men as having said, “We have seen his star in the east”. But that is strange, because if they were in the east, they would have seen his star in the west. But the word translated 'east' could also mean 'dawn' So other versions translate, 'we have seen his star appear in the first rays of the dawn” - which makes more sense.
And then there is the business of them going first to Jerusalem, a mistake which led to the massacre of the babies of Bethlehem. This horrendous bloodbath could have been avoided if the star, which eventually clearly indicated the house where the child Jesus was to be found, had led them there in the first place.
But this is not something we need to be worried about, however sorry we may feel for the parents of the babies of Bethlehem. Maybe this strange story is saying to us, no matter how unlikely the traveller, how remote the starting-point, how full of mistakes and unpredictable the journey, if it's Jesus we're seeking, and if we keep going, we shall get to him. The important thing is not to be put off when we seem to be a long way from the goal and things keep going wrong.

There are two other things we should note about this story. One is that if we are going to search for and make a commitment to Jesus, we need to be prepared to be the odd one out.
Can you imagine the sort of reaction that these wise men must have had in their own country when they got their things together and loaded their camels for the journey? Where are you going? We don't really know. Why are you going? Because a king has been born. A king? Whose king? A king of the Jews. A king of the Jews - but the Jews have a king! Well, maybe they're going to get another one. How do you know a king has been born? We have seen his star, his star! Stars can mean anything you want them to mean. And so on.

We live in an age when Christians are increasingly in a minority. We must be prepared for people to think we are very odd wanting to commit ourselves and give our gifts to Jesus, a king of the Jews who died two thousand years ago. All we can do is to say that, like the wise men, we have made the journey of faith and found the Christ child. But though that discovery may have convinced us, it will not convince those who do not want to be convinced,
Ref1ecting on the meaning of the coming of Jesus, John wrote, “In him was life and the life was the light of all people” (John 1:4). Note the order: the life first, then the light. When we live the life of Jesus, then in it and through it we see the light. Some people say “I'm waiting till I see the light. When I see the light I will live the life.” But it works the other way round.
And secondly, like the wise men, we must be prepared to meet the unexpected when we get to the end of the journey. The wise men expected that a king would be born in a palace in the capital city. So they went to Herod in Jerusalem. But they found their king in an ordinary house with an ordinary family in Bethlehem.
When we search for Jesus we may have to change our preconceived ideas of what he will be like, what he will give to us and what he will demand of us.
Jesus said seek and you will find. But he did not say that we would find exactly what we were looking for.

People have come to Jesus to find peace, and they have found it. But it was not the peace they thought they would find. They expected to find a peace away from the conflict. Instead, they found a peace at the very centre of the conflict. They came to Jesus to find joy, and they found it. But it was a very different thing from the superficial happiness which they had mistaken for joy. And some came to Jesus to find answers to their problems, and they got answers. But they were not always very pleased with the demands that those answers made on them.
We read of the wise men that “when they saw the star they were overwhelmed with joy” (Matthew 2:10). That was when they saw the star. We are not told what their reaction was when they saw the child in the house, lying on the knee of a carpenter's wife. But they knew it was the end of their quest. And they did the only right and fitting thing to do: they knelt down, paid homage and gave him their gifts.
And that for us, too, is where the journey ends - and begins. That is to discover what Christmas is all about. To kneel in spirit before the Christ child and to offer to him our gifts.

Amen​
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