
Sermon Epiphany 3rd January 2021  9am and 10.15am (Z) Ephesians 3:  1 – 12;  Matthew 2:  1 - 12 

Father God, by your Spirit, help us to follow Jesus, and hear his voice as we read your word.  Amen 

 What are your plans for the next year? … The next 5 years? … Does God have a plan for your life?   

 Do God’s plans coincide with your plans? … And how do you decide whether they do or not? 

 Paul talks twice about God having a plan, in the short passage from his letter to the Church in Ephesus which 

we read this morning.  In verses 8 and 9 of chapter 3 we hear him saying, ‘the plan of the mystery hidden for ages 

in God who created all things.’  . 

 And Just slightly further on in verse 11 he writes about the purpose of this plan.  ‘This was in accordance with the 

eternal purpose that he has carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord  So God’s plan is focussed around Jesus 

 The Magi looked at the stars. They studied ancient magic.  They discerned truth as a result.  They were clearly 

very well read. The Magi also were clear.  God had a plan.  Even though they came from a distant land they still 

knew about the Jewish hope for a king to lead his people to freedom and, rightly or wrongly, they interpreted in 

the stars that the time had come.  They travelled the long and dangerous route to Jerusalem and asked Herod 

the king of the Jews, ‘‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising,’ 

 And eventually they reached the inauspicious conclusion to their journey.  They arrived not at a palace, not at 

the Jewish temple and not in a place that smelled particularly wonderful.  They arrived at a stable, stinking with 

cattle manure, surrounded by coarse shepherds, and about as far from the sanctity of the temple as you could 

imagine.  It’s wonderful how the accounts of Jesus’s birth in Matthew and Luke, so very different, all add up to 

strengthen the same fundamental points. 

 And they brought gold;  for the king whose throne was the manger. 

 They brought frankincense;  for God who had come close to us in the unclean poverty of the mess of our lives 

 They brought myrrh;  the fragrant resin that transforms the smell of death. 

 Did they see this poverty stricken smelly urchin as living out the plan of God for the Jews?  Surely they did for 

‘they knelt down and paid him homage.’  They also grasped that this King challenged Herod, the other king of the 

Jews, for ‘having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.’ 

 And just in case you are in any doubt about the victoriously tragic plan God has for the world that involves his 

Son Jesus …  remember that the baby in the manger grew up, and went on challenging authority, the humbug of 

the Pharisees, the rigid exclusivity of the temple and the power of imperial Rome, in much the same way that his 

birth had challenged Herod.  This led to crucifixion and death.  Again, undoubtedly part of God’s plan - which is 

what the myrrh foretold.  But the frankincense, the sign of the channel between earth and heaven, between God 

and humanity meant that the gold of the resurrection shone through, showing who was the real King, the true 

Son of God.  The gentile Magi had been right all along.  You may know that another gentile, right at the other 

end of Matthew’s gospel, the Centurion, standing at the foot of the cross, speaks truth when he says, ‘Truly this 

man was God’s Son.’  And so God destroyed the power of the mess of the stable, the uncleanness of the 

shepherds, the sin of you and me, through the blood of his Son on the cross.  That’s God’s plan.  He came close 

to us through Jesus, to bring us close to him. 

 Paul knew this plan.  He had discovered it in Jesus’ challenge to him on the road to Damascus.  He had realised 

the other great truth of the visit of the non-Jewish Magi;  God’s plan for the Jews extended far beyond the Jews 

in fact to the rest of humanity as well.  In verses 5 and 6 of the Ephesians reading, he writes, ‘the Gentiles have 

become fellow-heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel 

 Paul discovered that God’s plan for him was to tell the Gentiles, to tell the whole world, that the God of the 

Jews was their God too.  God had come close to them as well.  ‘this grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles 

the news of the boundless riches of Christ, and to make everyone see what is the plan.’  There’s the plan again. 

o And that’s what he did.  And it frequently landed him in hot water and got very dangerous.  ‘This is the 

reason that I Paul am a prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles’.  He’s writing to the Church in 

Ephesus from his prison cell, where he’s been stuffed for upsetting the status quo of the Romans and in 



all probability the Jewish synagogues where he was arrested.  The servant of the King challenging the 

authority of those who thought they were kings. 

o Perversely God does not smooth the way for his emissaries!  But then he didn’t for his Son, either. 

 But Paul is Paul.  All that happened 2 000 years ago.  Caesar has long since gone.  We are stuck in a pandemic 

and belong to the respectable Church of England where people do not cause scenes and where we pray for the 

Queen and parliament frequently..  What is God’s plan for us?  What is God’s plan for you? … And does it 

coincide with your own plans for your life?  What does the Epiphany have to say to you and me about all this? 

 Well first up, we have a leader!  A King.  It’s Jesus Christ!  And that means we have a hope and a direction, 

which the vast majority of people do not seem to have, regarding Jesus as little more than an expletive. 

 Second, we have conclusive proof that God is not leaving us on our own in our time of need, or at any other 

time actually.  He has come close.  He has been born in poverty and danger in circumstances far worse than the 

ones we are in today.  We have a friend to hold our hand through the degradation of Covid. 

 And third, we have a Saviour who can transform sin into forgiveness, wipe our slate clean and give us a new 

beginning and who can transform death into life and give hope that this closeness which begins when we 

welcome Jesus into our hearts and kneel at the manger in homage, continues through life and gets even better 

in the Kingdom of God.  Not just for the Jews.  Not just for us.  But for all human beings.  Even for all creation.  

There’s even a hint of the salvation of the planet in Ephesians.  Paul is at pains to point out in verse 9 that God 

did not just create the Jews.  He did not just create humans , but he ‘created all things’.  Why would he say that if 

he did not think that God‘s plan included the whole of his beloved creation?  This Saviour of ours, Jesus Christ, 

is the Saviour of all creation. 

 You will not be surprised to hear me say that.  God will save his planet.  And note, I am being very careful not 

to say anything that is not written in scripture.  But it’s there, woven through almost every page of the bible.  

God loves you.  He loves the whole world.  He loves the whole of creation.  He’s sent Jesus as his plan to save 

creation.  Not just the good nice people, but you and me as well!  And sadly, Tilly, the rectory dog, in addition. 

 And this is especially important to remember in the climate change emergency of life in Covid riden 2021. 

 But there is a sting in the tail because bizarrely, all this rather Good News tends to upset people.  It upset 

Herod.  It upset the Pharisees.  It upset the Romans.  It upsets anyone who thinks that all they want is an easy 

life where they are in control.   

o One of the things the Corona virus has taught us is that we are not in control. 

o One of the things climate change is bringing home is that if we simply pursue an easy life without 

thinking too much about our actions, it will end in disaster. 

o One of the things that prayer teaches is not that we get what we want but that things tend to happen at 

the right time., even if that is really hard to see at that right time.  That’s God’s planning for you. 

 Listen to a few words which I cleverly omitted earlier until we reached the ‘right time’.  It gives God’s plan for 

the Church … what you and I are called to do.  ‘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’.  Our role is to make known this wisdom, this 

plan of God to all those rulers and authorities who would rather not hear it.  Did you spot that?  Isn’t it 

extraordinary how we gloss over the challenges we do not want to take too seriously! 

 Doing that landed Paul in prison and eventually killed him.   

 Doing that made the Magi return by another route. 

 If we do that we can challenge Governments and rulers, and we can also challenge individuals who want to be 

rulers of their own lives instead of letting Jesus be King. 

 At the very least, doing that will not make us popular!  But that’s our calling. 

 But Paul wouldn’t have had it any other way.  For him it brought fulfilment, joy and closeness to Jesus.  He knew 

he was loved.  He knew what forgiveness felt like.  He knew who was King. 

o Can you identify with those statements? 

 What are your plans for the next 5 years?  And do they coincide with God’s plans? 


