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Discerning the Light 
 

Matthew 2: 1-12, 16-17 

2 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 offered 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. 

When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, 

and he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two 

years old or under, according to the time that he had learned from the wise men. 

 
 
A friend of mine taught her children a helpful way of discernment whenever something felt 
“off.” She calls it the “Ut Oh” feeling. Whenever something doesn’t feel right, feels 
manipulative or dark, she taught them to honor the “Ut Oh” feeling by having her children 
come to her if something didn’t feel right. It is a helpful way of describing discernment to our 
children. It would’ve also been helpful for the wise people to have learned. Epiphany begins 
with a star. A light that guides them not only to the promised child…but also, straight into the 
lair of King Herod. Ut Oh… 
 
It may not be the Christmas story we want to hear, but the enchantment of the child’s birth is 
hijacked by the powermongers of the real world. It is not a G-rated story anymore. Remember 
the wise people enter the palace asking Herod, 
“Can you help us find the child?”  
“What child?” Herod growls. 
“The one who the stars have announced is to be king of the Jews.” 
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“Hold on a second,” Herod says as he turns to his religious consultants. “Is there supposed to be 
a child who becomes king of the Jews?”  
“The prophets have foretold that this is going to happen in Bethlehem,” they say. 
“Where?” Herod asks. 
“Bethlehem. You know, in the land of Judah. It is where King David grew up.” 
“I see,” the lightbulb goes off. “A child who is a descendant of the great King David.” 
Herod turns back to the wise people, “Ah, yes the child. A good day for the Jews—the greatest. 
Go search for him and once you’ve found him let me know so I can worship him too.” 
Ut Oh. 
Did you hear it? The lie. The false news. Now, if the magi were really that wise, how is it 
they are so easily duped? You know, it is rather ironic: the star guides the wise people 
into Herod’s lair, and it is their notification of Jesus’ birth which causes the 
megalomaniac to slaughter of all those innocent children. The Christmas story is not a 
safe story anymore. The enchantment of the good news gets hijacked by the 
disenchantment of the real world. 
 
Well it is difficult to miss the parallels for today, isn’t it? So it was then. So it is now. We, 
too, watch as families flee from their lands for fear of their lives. We, too, have too 
many innocent children being slaughtered, whether by violence or treatable disease or 
preventable starvation. We, too, see leaders who are terrified by the prospect of losing 
power and, with their fragile egos, are willing to do almost anything to hang onto it. We, 
too, see all kinds of well-intentioned people manipulated by individuals, corporations, 
and governments—used to view others in a distorted way. As the French philosopher 
Voltaire once said, “Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit 
atrocities.” And while we should probably hesitate to role cast our least favorite leaders 
as King Herod, we have to admit it is difficult to miss the parallels. So it was then. So it is 
now. 
 
Except, if the darkness is still present in the world, that also means that God’s light is still 
persistent. It means that God is still at work for the sake of the vulnerable. God is still at 
work on behalf of those fleeing violence. God is still at work for the sake of us all—not 
only through mysterious ways, but also through us—God’s epiphany people who bring 
their gifts before God for the sake of justice and love. This morning our elders and 
deacons met at Golden Corral for breakfast. We said thank you to Brenda, Jeane and 
Margaret. We welcomed Cindy Bodenheimer, John Engle, Richard Brown, Susan Hudson 
and Sue Baker onto the team. Then we asked them why they felt called to embark on 
the journey of being a leader. They all said that they wanted to offer their gifts, because 
they felt that Trinity has been a gift to them. The wise people bring their gifts to the 
child and they get on their knees in worship. The Greek word is doxa, as in doxology, as 
in gratitude. Wise people who offer their gifts because they are grateful who take stands 
against leaders who manipulate through fear. Who offer shelter and sanctuary to those 
who have had to flee their homes. Who keep speaking truth in a world that has become 
more and more susceptible to the permanent lie. If the darkness is still present, do you 
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know what that means? Then so is God’s light. Not only in mysterious ways, but through 
us—God’s epiphany people. 
 
Maybe that is the definition of a wise person? Someone who offers their gifts in 
doxology to be used in service of the light. The wise people follow the star, but end up 
finding the child who is the light of the world. So we too use our gifts for the sake of the 
world God loves through offering the light that lives in us. And no amount of darkness, 
we are promised, can overcome it. 
 
 


