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Sermon Starter

Teaching Text

Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the reign of King Herod. About that time some wise men from eastern lands arrived in Jerusalem, asking, ‘Where is the newborn king of the Jews? We saw his star as it rose, and we have come to worship him.’
King Herod was deeply disturbed when he heard this, as was everyone in Jerusalem. He called a meeting of the leading priests and teachers of religious law and asked, ‘Where is the Messiah supposed to be born?’
‘In Bethlehem in Judea,’ they said, ‘for this is what the prophet wrote:
“And you, O Bethlehem in the land of Judah,
are not least among the ruling cities of Judah,
for a ruler will come from you
who will be the shepherd for my people Israel.”’
Then Herod called for a private meeting with the wise men, and he learned from them the time when the star first appeared. Then he told them, ‘Go to Bethlehem and search carefully for the child. And when you find him, come back and tell me so that I can go and worship him, too!’
After this interview the wise men went their way. And the star they had seen in the east guided them to Bethlehem. It went ahead of them and stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were filled with joy! They entered the house and saw the child with his mother, Mary, and they bowed down and worshipped him. Then they opened their treasure chests and gave him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.
When it was time to leave, they returned to their own country by another route, for God had warned them in a dream not to return to Herod.
(Matthew 2:1-12 NLT)


Sermon Summary

First Sunday of the New Year – Active Hope (Waiting with the Wise Men)
Hope sets the wise men on an intentional journey towards Christ. Guided by a star in the darkness, they follow the light God provides, choosing to take each step as they faithfully wait. Their story reminds us that hope is a choice, but it is not something we sustain alone. Hope flows from God, enabling us to keep moving forward in faith. Travelling together, the wise men also show us that hope is shared. As we encourage one another on our own journeys, hope inspires a community of faith, action and expectation.

Preaching Goals

Inner transformation of people’s hearts: looking ahead with faith and confidence, still anchored in the hope of Immanuel, God with us, still filled with wonder at the gift of a Saviour, and remaining open to where the light of God’s presence may lead us in the year ahead.
Outward practice that the sermon could lead to: embracing the journey of a new year with faith and openness, encouraging us to offer our gifts with generous hands and trust God with willing hearts, even when he takes us on unexpected paths.

Introduction

The seasons of Advent and Christmas have us gathering together, hunkering down and drawing near, as we wait again for the celebration of that most glorious of births.
But now we’re getting to our feet, brushing the straw of the stable from our knees, and getting ready to meet whatever comes next. Now we’re into a wholly different kind of waiting … active waiting.
Today we meet the wise men, on this Sunday traditionally called Epiphany. It’s probably worth saying from the outset that they weren’t necessarily all men, and they weren’t necessarily wise – not in the way we sometimes imagine. They didn’t have mystical superpowers which enabled them to detect the birth of a future king at 500 miles.
The reality was far less magical than that. Quite simply, these people had done their homework. They had devoted themselves to years of study. They knew the movements of the stars and planets, and they understood how earthly affairs can be affected by celestial activity.
But they didn’t just read stars. They studied history, philosophy, politics, economics and languages. So when a strange astronomical phenomenon came into view, they combined it with all they had already learnt about the world, and concluded that something huge was about to happen, somewhere to the west of where they were.
Here you could lay out what has come before in the series:
· Elizabeth and Zechariah had waited through pain.
· Mary had waited in joyful surrender.
· Joseph had waited in perplexity.
· The shepherds didn’t even know that they were waiting. 
· Anna and Simeon had waited by a doorway through which they believed the Messiah would come one day.
· Now we meet the ones who waited by acting – researching, reasoning, discerning, interpreting and setting out on a journey of discovery.
They may have been the last of our Christmas story figures to meet Jesus, but in many ways they were the ones who had been looking for him the hardest.

Section One – The Wise Men Were Willing to Move

This section focuses on Matthew 2:1.
The Bible tells us that the wise men came from the east, and the inference is that they travelled a long way.
Whatever they had discerned through their studies in their homeland was compelling enough to make them want to pack their bags for a long and difficult journey.
You might want to tell a story about a time when you were setting out on a journey and something eventful happened.
Alternatively you could ask people to talk to one another about how they feel about setting out on journeys, whether they are excited or anxious, well organised or entirely likely to forget something etc.
We find ourselves at the doorway to a new year. Some people love new beginnings and others don’t. Some of us relish the new possibilities and the unexplored, while others of us feel uneasy about change and the unknown.
How might this story help us – this story of a group of people who set out full of hope and expectation that they would find something special in that foreign land?
These points might help you draw this out some more:
· They had a purpose. They might not have known exactly where they were going but they knew why they were going. When we don’t know the destination, it can help to have a purpose – a ‘this is why I’m doing this’ to hang on to.
· They had a guide. They might not have known exactly where they were going, but they were careful to make sure they were still following. Our guide isn’t a star but the very presence of God, and it’s important that we keep tuning into God in prayer.
As people consider these points, they could reflect on the following questions:
· How do I view this new year: as a task to be accomplished, an ordeal to get through, or a journey of discovery and an opportunity to receive something precious which God wants to give me?
· What do I already know about God and the world which I can call to mind when I feel daunted about the year ahead?

Section Two – The Wise Men Were Curious

This section focuses on Matthew 2:2-12.
The wise men were schooled in a philosophy which taught them that no one person can know everything and no amount of study can give you all the answers.
They set out on their journey knowing what they were looking for, but they had no problem admitting they didn’t know where to find it. That’s why they ended up asking Herod (Matthew 2:2).

Here you could tell a story about a time when you didn’t know the answers; or get people to talk to each other about how easy/hard they find it to ask for help from others.
When human beings stop being curious, it means we’ve either decided we know all the answers, or we’ve given up because we don’t care what the answers are anyway.
Curiosity keeps our hearts and minds open. It spurs us to learn and grow.
The child who keeps asking ‘Why?’ every two minutes might test our nerves from time to time, but they are demonstrating that vital human quality we call curiosity.
Most of the people we’ve met in our Advent and Christmas series so far were born into the Jewish religion. For them, worshipping and waiting for the Messiah was what they were expected to do.
But these travellers from the east had no such obligation. It was wonder and curiosity which brought them hundreds of miles from home to worship Jesus.
· Curiosity sometimes needs a refresh. It can get jaded through boredom and over-familiarity.
· Notice the wonder and joy the wise men felt when they saw the star (Matthew 2:10). Curious people are often more open to wonder and awe.
· Curiosity helps us hear God. The wise men were open-minded enough to understand when God spoke to them in a dream (Matthew 2:12).
You might like to offer one or both of these questions, as a way for people to consider the implications of this:
· How can I wake up the wonder in my life? What do I find fascinating, thrilling or beautiful and how can I make sure I bring more of it into my life?
· Have I stopped being curious? Have I dismissed something because it seemed impossible or ridiculous, rather than being curious to see if God is speaking through it?

Section Three – The Wise Men Gave Gifts

This section uses Matthew 2:11 to illustrate what it means to give gifts.
The wise men needed to travel a fair distance in their search for Jesus.
In those days, the safest way to travel would have been with a trading caravan, and those traders would probably have been selling things like gold, frankincense and myrrh, as these were precious, sought-after commodities.
Even if they were part of the same caravan, they’d still have had to buy those products from the traders, and they wouldn’t have come cheap.
What’s more, the three gifts the Bible mentions had special resonance for the baby who was King, Lord and Saviour: 
· gold to mark his royalty
· frankincense to offer him worship
· myrrh to honour his death
You could talk about a time when you’ve given (or been given) a present that was surprisingly perfect for you; or you could ask people to talk about presents they’ve given or received which have been particularly special.
So we’re ready to move and ready to be curious, but are we ready to give something of ourselves? 
The gifts would probably have come from the same place as the wise men. They gave Jesus gifts which were deeply connected to their own heritage.
The gifts Jesus delights in are not the things we think we should offer, or the things others think we should offer.
The gifts Jesus delights in are the things which come from us:
· from our heart
· from our mind
· from our will 
· from our talents
Just a few verses later, we find Jesus and his family having to flee to Egypt for safety. It could well be that the gifts given by the wise men were what enabled them to live for two years in exile.
When we give, we never know just how God might use our gifts to change the lives of others.
You could conclude this section with these prompts for personal reflection:
· What do I want to give Jesus this year?
· What don’t I want to give Jesus this year? Why is that?
· When I look around this community, where do I see people’s gifts changing other people’s lives?

Response

The last line of our story says that ‘they returned to their own country by another route’. Months, even years, of planning, decades of research … and still things weren’t quite as they’d expected.
None of us can know what this new year will hold, and if we’ve lived a few decades already, we probably know there will be unexpected twists and turns.
But if we can find this posture of active waiting, perhaps we can, like the wise men, embrace the adventure God has for us.
You could use these three points to revisit the sections of the sermon:
· Can we choose to step out on this journey together, not grudgingly but willingly? Let’s encourage each other to be brave, because we’re travelling towards Jesus.
· Can we commit to being curious, open-minded and open-hearted, so we can hear God’s word and follow God’s leading? Let’s bless one another by letting go of our prejudices and preconceptions, and opening our hearts in faith to see what God will do in our community this year.
· Can we contribute our gifts, knowing they bring Jesus joy, and they might just change someone else’s life? Let’s show up and take part this year, even if we don’t feel we’ve got much to offer.
But, perhaps most importantly of all, can we keep tuning into that shining presence that guides us forward?
Let’s make some holy habits which will help us keep our eyes on Jesus Christ, our Morning Star.

Closing Prayer

Jesus, Light of the World,
We thank you for diligent seekers who have gone out of their way to find you.
Help us lay aside the things which hold us back, that we too might be free to journey onwards in our pursuit of you.
Jesus, we thank you for curious enquirers who have had the courage to admit what they don’t yet know.
Help us lay aside our pride, that we might open ourselves to a new and deeper knowledge of you.
Jesus, we thank you for reverent worshippers who have paid a costly price for their faith.
Help us lay aside our half-heartedness and give ourselves wholly to you, that the world might discover the wonder of your arriving.
Amen.
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