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Matthew 2:1-12 

 

 

 When is the last time you looked at the stars in the sky?  I confess to you that 

I don’t do it very often.  I mean, right here in Elkton, it’s pretty bright most of the 

time with streetlights and traffic, so your eyes are not naturally drawn to the night 

sky.  But I wonder – those of you who live outside of town – how often do you look 

up at the stars in the sky?  I’m afraid that most of us don’t take time very often to 

stop and look up at the magnificent sky full of stars. 

 It really is magnificent, and you remember that, when you finally do take 

time to stop and look up.  That happens for me at least a couple of times every year 

when I’m away from Elkton.  Once is coming up very soon – when I’m at the 

Women’s Retreat in Ocean City.  All of the rooms are oceanfront, and several times 

over the weekend, I’ll step out on the balcony and look at the ocean and the 

beautiful night sky and marvel at the wonder of it all. 

 The other time is when our family goes to the Outer Banks the week after 

Easter each year.  Again, we’re on the waterfront and the ocean and the sky are just 

spectacular.  And last year, something really wonderful happened.  My sister-in-law 

Linda is an aerospace engineer who used to work for NASA.  She keeps up on all the 

latest news from them, and in her reading she learned that the International Space 

Station would be passing directly overhead of us one night. 

 So at the appointed hour, all of us went out onto the deck, and looked up into 

the spectacular starlit sky, and sure enough, pretty soon we saw this little tiny 

speck of light slowly making its way across the sky.  But you know what?  If we 

weren’t looking for it, we probably wouldn’t have seen it. 

 Which brings me to the main characters of this morning’s Gospel lesson – the 

magi, the wise men.  They were men who spent their days looking for signs.  That’s 

what they did.  So surely they looked at the sky a lot, they knew the sky very well, 

where the stars were grouped and were located – and so, when one particular star 

appeared, they sat up and took notice.  This was different.  This one was different.  

This one was calling to them. 

 So they followed it.  And it led them first to Jerusalem, where they asked 

about the baby Jesus.  They knew about him, that he was born king of the Jews, 

and they wanted to go and see him, pay him their respects.   
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 But someone else knew about him too, and his name was Herod, and rather 

than being excited about seeing him, Herod was immediately threatened by him.  

Cleverly, so he thinks, he calls the wise men to his side, tells them that he too wants 

to worship Jesus, and enlists them to go and find him and then come back and tell 

him where Jesus is. 

 So the wise men set out to continue following the star, and when they do, 

they find Jesus with his parents, and are filled with awe and wonder, and they lay 

down their precious gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh before him.  But instead 

of going back to Jerusalem to report in to Herod, they are warned in a dream (no 

doubt by God himself) that Herod does not want to honor Jesus, but to be rid of him, 

so they go back home by another way. 

 The story of the wise men is a wonderful part of the Christmas story and it is 

filled with so many messages for us, but today I want to invite us to focus primarily 

on signs – watching for signs, following signs, being signs. 

 You know, the wise men could have missed the sign from God – that brilliant 

star in the sky – if they had been like so many of us are – too busy to look up, too 

distracted to pay attention.  They knew it was good to be still and look around, that 

God speaks in many and various ways, but you have to watch and listen. 

 Maybe the first of the year is a good time for us to recommit to doing just that 

– to slowing down a little, to being more intentional about seeing things around us, 

to listening for the voice of God, to watch for signs from God.  I know that might be 

hard for some of us, because we go a hundred miles an hour all the time – so maybe 

we might need to actually write on our daily calendar, “look at the sky tonight,” or 

“sit and watch the children playing,” or “read a passage of scripture and mediate on 

it,” or “spend time in prayer.”  It might seem silly to have to write it on your 

calendar, but if that’s what it takes, do it. 

 Of course, there are lots of other ways to see and hear signs from God – in 

worship, studying with others in Sunday School and other small groups, going on 

retreats, in fellowship with others.  The point is that, like the wise men, it needs to 

be intentional – you need to want to listen to God, to hear what he is saying to you, 

and to go where he wants you to go. 

 Which leads me to the second thing about the wise men – they didn’t just see 

the sign, that brilliant star – and say, “Aha!  Isn’t that beautiful?”  No, they followed 

it as well.  They saw God calling them and they listened and went. 

 It’s one thing to see the signs or hear them, it’s quite another to go then 

where God leads you.  Sometimes it takes courage.  Sometimes it takes trust.  

Sometimes it takes risk – going into an unknown future.  The wise men had no idea 

that when they were on their journey they would run into the likes of Herod and his 

evil-doing.  Yet, still they followed God’s calling, and then followed his continued 

leading, as they made their way home by a different path. 
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 When I look back at my life, and the path I have taken to get where I am 

today, I often marvel at the ways God has led me.  I think I’ve told you before how, 

after I graduated from college, I couldn’t find a “career-type” job, so I did a lot of 

other jobs along the way.  After I finally entered the ministry, and looked back, 

every single one of those jobs equipped me with skills that I use in ministry.  

Though I didn’t realize it at the time, I was right where God wanted me to be every 

step of the way. 

 Do me a favor sometime.  Stop and think back on your life thus far, and see if 

you can’t see God’s direction and hand on your journey.  All of the things you have 

done and all of the places you’ve been have brought you to where you are today – 

and God was behind it all. 

 So give thanks for that.  Make giving thanks part of that quiet time each day.  

I read about a really neat idea this week from the author Elizabeth Gilbert.  She 

keeps a “Blessings Jar” in her house.  It’s empty at the start of the new year, and 

then every day, at the end of the day, Elizabeth writes down on a little slip of paper 

the greatest blessing of that particular day. 

 Some days it’s something spectacular – like a surprise visit from an old 

friend, but most days, she says, the moments of greatest blessing are seemingly 

ordinary moments – like when someone held a door open for her at a store, or her 

cat came up and cuddled with her, or she flipped the TV channels and her all-time 

favorite movie was on. 

 She fills out a piece of paper every single day, and then when she has a day, 

like we all do, when she wants to tear her hair out or just start bawling, she goes 

over to her blessing jar, takes out some of the slips, and remembers the blessings.  

And it helps her immeasurably.  And then at the end of the year, she goes through 

them all, and give God thanks for the way he has worked in her life every single day 

of the year. 

 I think it sounds like a wonderful idea, but whether you choose to have a 

blessing jar or not, be intentional about giving God thanks for his presence with you 

every day of your life, leading you, guiding you, holding you up. 

 Finally, I think the story of the wise men invites all of us to – after having 

seen the signs, and followed the signs – be signs for others.  Surely the wise men 

were signs to many, many people.  Their story over the centuries has reminded 

people that God’s love in Jesus was for all people, not just the chosen ones – since 

they themselves were foreigners.  And their story has reminded people to step out in 

faith because God will never leave you alone.  And their story shows how life can be 

changed dramatically when Jesus comes into it. 

 All of us are signs for Jesus – for good or for ill.  As I’ve said many a time, 

people are watching us, we who call ourselves followers of Christ.  They’re watching 

to see what a difference that makes in our living.   
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 I was reminded of that again this week when I read a story about some 

families who lived in a college town.  Richard and Eleanor were a couple who lived 

on a street where a number of high ranking academics lived, and they were the only 

Christian worshippers in the neighborhood.  The one who told their story said that 

“that fact was never an issue or an antagonism to their neighbors, but whenever it 

came up it was made plain that Richard and Eleanor were considered rather 

superstitious and naïve for their faith.” 

 At any rate, one day a child was born to their next-door neighbors, who were 

two very prominent academics for whom career choices meant their firstborn child 

came rather late in life.  The whole street was delighted for them. 

 Then one evening, these two proud parents came knocking at Richard and 

Eleanor’s door with their baby in their arms.  Richard and Eleanor invited them in, 

and when they all sat down, the couple said something rather startling.  “We don’t 

know what it is you’ve got,” they said to Richard and Eleanor, “and we don’t think 

we could ever have it for ourselves, but we want our daughter to have it.  Please tell 

us how she can be baptized.”  (On-line, “Three Questions for Epiphany,” 

PreacherRhetorica.com) 

 Wow!  How wonderful that they could see something in that couple that was 

so compelling they wanted it for their baby, and how sad they thought they couldn’t 

have it for themselves. 

 My friends, you are signs of God’s love in Jesus Christ, in a world that is 

desperately hungry for it.  So take the time in this new year to be still and see God’s 

signs and wonders; when you do, follow where He leads; and then, live in such a 

way that you are a sign of faith, hope and possibility for others.  May it be so. 

       Amen. 


