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Texts: Isaiah 60:1-6 • Psalm 72:1-7, 10-14 • Ephesians 3:1-12 • Matthew 2:1-12

Isaiah 60:1-6
Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen 

upon you. For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; 
but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you. Nations shall 
come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. Lift up your eyes 
and look around; they all gather together, they come to you; your sons shall come 
from far away, and your daughters shall be carried on their nurses’ arms. Then you 
shall see and be radiant; your heart shall thrill and rejoice, because the abundance 
of the sea shall be brought to you, the wealth of the nations shall come to you. A 
multitude of camels shall cover you, the young camels of Midian and Ephah; all 
those from Sheba shall come. They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall 
proclaim the praise of the Lord.

Psalm 72
Give the king your justice, O God, and your righteousness to a king’s son.
May he judge your people with righteousness, and your poor with justice.
May the mountains yield prosperity for the people, and the hills, in righ-

teousness.
May he defend the cause of the poor of the people, give deliverance to the 

needy, and crush the oppressor.
May he live while the sun endures, and as long as the moon, throughout all 

generations.
May he be like rain that falls on the mown grass, like showers that water the 

earth.
In his days may righteousness flourish and peace abound, until the moon is 

no more.
May the kings of Tarshish and of the isles render him tribute, may the kings 

of Sheba and Seba bring gifts.
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May all kings fall down before him, all nations give him service.
For he delivers the needy when they call, the poor and those who have no 

helper.
He has pity on the weak and the needy, and saves the lives of the needy.
From oppression and violence he redeems their life; and precious is their 

blood in his sight.

Ephesians 3:1-12
This is the reason that I, Paul, am a prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake 

of you Gentiles — for surely you have already heard of the commission of God’s 
grace that was given me for you, and how the mystery was made known to me by 
revelation, as I wrote above in a few words, a reading of which will enable you to 
perceive my understanding of the mystery of Christ.

In former generations this mystery was not made known to humankind, as 
it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit: that is, 
the Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers 
in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. Of this gospel I have become a 
servant according to the gift of God’s grace that was given me by the working of 
his power. 

Although I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given to me to 
bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, and to make ev-
eryone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all 
things; so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now 
be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. 

This was in accordance with the eternal purpose that he has carried out in 
Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have access to God in boldness and confidence 
through faith in him.



People, Look Up • January 7, 2018 • Rev. Andrew Wolfe • Page 3

Matthew 2:1-12
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise 

men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the child who has been 
born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay 
him homage.” 

When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 
and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of 
them where the Messiah was to be born. 

They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the 
prophet: ‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among 
the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people 
Israel.’” 

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the 
exact time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, 
“Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me 
word so that I may also go and pay him homage.”

When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, 
went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where 
the child was. When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed 
with joy. 

On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they 
knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they of-
fered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 

And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for 
their own country by another road.
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Let the Words of my mouth
And the meditation of my heart
Be acceptable in your sight, O Lord,
My strength and my redeemer. Amen.

There for me the Savior stands,
Shows His wounds and spreads His hands. 
God is Love; I know, I feel; 
Jesus weeps, but loves me still.

Singing is at the center of our worship. No, I am not auditioning for the St. 
Paul’s Choir, and, no, I am not trying out singing telegrams from the congregational 
care visitation team. I’m a preacher. That’s what a preacher does. A preacher learns 
the song God puts in our hearts and sings it back to you when you forget how it 
goes. A preacher learns the song in God’s heart and sings it to you, in rhythm, in 
classical, in blues, in soul, in rock, and sometimes even in roll. 

A preacher comes to you when you’re confused, when you’re on your knees, 
when you’re lost, when you’re hard of hearing, when you’re overcome by doubt 
or in a dungeon of defeat; a preacher comes to you and tells you the story again, a 
preacher sings to you until you realize that the one in this story — the one who God 
draws near and surrounds in grace — is you. There for you the savior stands; Jesus 
weeps but loves you still.

Singing is indeed at the center of our liturgical lives as we gather in worship 
today. It was this very hymn, Depth of Mercy, that flooded my mind while tears 
flowed down my face when I sat in the Garden of Gethsemane to take Holy Com-
munion with my church. 

In the center of the garden is a church known as the “Church of All Nations.” 
Inside this church you’ll find an altar guarded by a black iron fence that is twisted 
and mangled, with sharp edges and hooks that look like Jesus’ crown of thorns, and 
inside of this fence is the “Rock of Agony,” the rock that, according to tradition, is 
where Jesus prayed to God in the garden while his disciples slept.
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It was here that the burden of our failures, our secrets, and shortcomings 
weighed on Christ.

It was here that Jesus weeps, but loves us still. 
It was also here on this rock that Jesus looked up to God and sang to God for 

us in his greatest moment of agony and grief: “Father with you it is possible…let 
this cup pass, yet not my will, but yours.”

Jesus sang for us when we could not sing for ourselves. He stood in our place 
when we could not stand so we could once again hear the song that God sings to us.

One of the first things that you’ll notice when you visit the Garden of Geth-
semane and go inside the church is the beautiful tiles and mosaic work that adorns 
the entire structure. As you walk into the space and look up, you are surrounded 
by millions of deep blue and purple tiles from wall to ceiling creating a vast night 
sky as you look up. One by one, as your eyes adjust to the darkness of the room, 
you begin to notice gold tiles standing out from the sea of blue, forming celestial 
bodies of stars above you. The space recreates Jesus’ time spent here at night and it 
invites you to look up in wonder at the heavens and imagine yourself beside Jesus 
in this agonizing moment. Being in that sacred place in the Garden and here on this 
Epiphany Sunday, they call us to look up and see what God is doing in the midst of 
our lives and hear the song that God has taught Creation to sing and to listen to it 
with wonderment. 

The magi, or wise men, or kings, are people who look up at the night sky 
and see a sign from God. Early church historians like Tertullian believed these men 
to be astrologers by trade who were considered also to be kings and possessed the 
ability to interpret signs in the sky. No doubt their announcement to King Herod 
that they had come to find the child born king of the Jews had him spitting out his 
morning coffee. Herod was constantly paranoid, even of his own family. No one was 
going to steal his stardom, for he knew what the magi would find as they followed 
after that star they had seen in the sky.

But for all the hoopla and fanfare around the Christmas story of this star of 
Bethlehem, it seems as though these magi were the only ones looking up at the sky 
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in our Christmas story. Mary, Joseph, even the shepherds had a much more direct 
line of communication. Angels appeared, told them what to do, and they showed up 
when the child was born. 

What are we to do with the magi or wisemen, or kings when they see this un-
usual star or light in the sky rising from the East? 

How do these Biblical outsiders even know what is going on without a host of 
heavenly angels spoon-feeding them directives? 

Where would they have learned that this star points to the place where the 
messiah of Israel would be born?

One possibility lies within Israel’s storied history with Babylon. When  
Hezekiah was king of Israel, Isaiah tells the story of a time when Hezekiah received 
a friendly envoy of Babylonians in Jerusalem. In a moment of hubris, the king 
showed them “the silver, the gold, the spices, the fine olive oil — his entire armory 
and everything found among his treasures” (Isa. 39:2). The prophet Isaiah warned 
Hezekiah that these Babylonians would make a mental note of his storehouses: The 
prophet said, “The time will surely come when everything in your palace, and all 
that your predecessors have stored up until this day, will be carried off to Babylon. 
Nothing will be left, says the Lord” (Isa. 39:6). 

Sure enough, in 587 B.C. the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar, did just that, 
capturing and plundering Jerusalem. The book of Daniel chronicles some of Israel’s 
exile into Babylon and how God was present with Israel in Exile. The book recounts 
the story of how Daniel and his companions were gathered by King Nebuchadnez-
zar into an advisory body of wise men, stargazers, and dreamers, and Daniel’s me-
teoric rise in becoming King Nebuchadnezzar’s wisest advisor because he was able 
to understand the king’s dream. In return the king elevated Daniel to be in charge of 
all the wise men (Daniel 2:48). 

Could it have been possible that these magi who visited Jesus studied the 
teachings and traditions of Israel because of Daniel’s success? 

Is it possibly that the Babylonians believed that they could learn and use Is-
rael’s scriptures to foretell dreams and visions of their Babylonian kings? 
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Perhaps this is so, but history does not give us such a clear answer.
What we do have are the words from the Prophet Isaiah, from which were 

read earlier this morning: “Nations will come to your light, and kings to the bright-
ness of your dawn…and all from Sheba will come, bearing gold and incense and 
proclaiming the praise of the Lord.” 

It is impossible to miss the clear parallels to Matthew 2. The imagery of kings 
from Babylon bringing treasure to back to the house of David is a profound way for 
Matthew to begin his Gospel. Israel’s treasures have been brought back from exile. 
Israel’s people are being brought out of exile by this new king — a baby in a manger 
— not a tyrant like Herod; rather, they are given to an innocent child. This is exactly 
what Isaiah promised would happen, that the ones who looted Jerusalem would one 
day, “rebuild [her] walls, and their kings will serve [her]” (Isa. 60:10). 

The wise men who dared to look up at the night sky signal the beginning of 
the restoration of David’s wealth, the rebuilding of David’s city, and the rejoicing of 
David’s people. Jesus might not be in the form they expected when they followed 
that star, but Jesus comes to us this New Year with a light so bright that it enters into 
the dark dungeon of human brokenness. 

Brighter than any morning star, brighter than the sunshine of the day, bright-
er than the brightest moonlight of the night. God’s daystar. The light of God shin-
ing in the darkness. The light of the world illuminating everything from an infant’s 
manger in Bethlehem.

So people, look up. 
Look up from your New York Times alerts, look up from your phones, your 

TV shows, your obsessions, and possessions, and look for the God who is here 
amongst us, the God who dwells in our deepest humanity and takes on flesh. 

Now, I realize not everyone is in the habit of looking up these days to see this 
world with wonder and awe. I realize that we live in a city where sunsets are a scar-
city because of skyscrapers and stars are dim because of the light bulbs that fill our 
homes and neighborhoods. It is hard to look up, but out there beyond the city, and 
even in little pockets within it, there are spaces where you can look up and see the 
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glory of God’s creation and you will hear the song that creation sings to God: birds 
whistling to one another, the leaves of trees rustling in the wind, and calm waters 
singing God’s unending praises. 

People, look up — at a God whose love is so deep and unending that he is 
dying to meet you, even if that means death on a cross.

People, look up — at a God who waits for you and prays for you in a Garden 
when he didn’t have to. 

People, look up in this very sanctuary and see that God who goes to the Gar-
den so you might know grace.

We are called to look up because the reality is that life is a journey, and wher-
ever you find yourself on this journey, people are searching, longing, looking for 
something or someone to fill the void in their lives — relationships, academic stud-
ies, sports, work, community service, drugs, alcohol. They look all around but for-
get to look up. 

We might not know where to start or may have grown restless in the search 
for Jesus. Some people come to get; others come to give. Some know the tune but 
can’t quite make out the words, while others have forgotten all together. 

And why? 
Why are we searching; why are we looking up? 
Because in your search for Jesus, as you follow the star of Jesus, you’ll find life 

everlasting. You’ll recognize that the One we have been waiting for has finally come 
into our lives. And as you get lost in the grandeur of that God who is as stunning 
as a night sky full of stars too numerous to count or as compassionate as a com-
munity of Christians who nurture one another with abiding love, you begin to hear 
this song from God’s own heart — calling you to look up and to see a God who has 
come to meet you in this beautiful moment.

In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen.
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Matthew 2:1-12
  
The Journey of the Magi, c 1433-1435, by Stefano di Giovanni, known as Sassetta, Italian, c. 
1400-1450
Tempera and gold on wood
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City, New York
 
Sassetta, the leading painter of 15th-century Siena, created a small altarpiece showing the Ado-
ration of the Magi. This scene is a small fragment from the upper half of the composition, the 
lower portion being in the Chigi Saracini collection in Siena. The hat worn by the magi in pink in 
the center of the painting is believed to have been inspired by the visit to Siena in 1432 of King 
Sigismund of Hungary. 
 
Sassetta is considered one of the most important representatives of Sienese Renaissance paint-
ing. For a time during the 13th through 15th centuries Siena rivaled Florence in painting, al-
though it was somewhat more conservative and inclined toward decorative beauty and elegant 
grace. The date and birthplace of Sassetta is not known, while the name “Sassetta” has mistak-
enly been applied to him only since the 18th century.

— Art curated and narrative provided by Norman Mahan 


