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The Epiphany of Our Lord ~ Series A ~ January 6, 2008

God’s Word Is Our Light

The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Matthew 2:1-12, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!  

Today a bunch of “wise men from the east” come to Jerusalem looking for the new king.  A single verse from the Old Testament changes their plans and sends them in a different direction—the right direction—contrary to their human expectation and intuition. 

In order to get to Jesus, these wise men had to trust solely in the Word of God and not in their own powers or efforts or intellect.  In so trusting, these men show us that the powerful, miracle-working Scriptures of God work contrary to our expectation and intuition.  These men show us, that if we insist on trusting in ourselves, we will never have Jesus.  

Here, in this text, God teaches us to trust and rely, not on our own powers or efforts, but solely upon His powerful Word.  God’s Word is our light.  God’s Word is our power.  

That’s a lesson we really need to learn today.

Dear Christian friends, our beloved Missouri Synod is in a crisis, but not the crisis many people are talking about.  At the official level, our synod’s crisis has to do with declining membership and dwindling financial resources.  That is why the 
Lutheran Witness and the Reporter repeatedly promote the Ablaze! movement and the Fan into Flames fundraising campaign.  This is why our synod is looking at making structural changes and setting up blue-ribbon task forces to explore methods and means of funding the mission. 

Now, I want to be clear.  These things are not necessarily wrong in and of themselves.  It is important that we grow in our stewardship.  The Great Commission gives us the privilege and responsibility of sharing the Gospel at home and abroad.  

But Ablaze! and Fan into Flame are not primarily about baptizing or teaching or administering Holy Communion.  Ablaze! and Fan into Flame want to know about your personal efforts at evangelism and how much money you can give.  Both seem to be driven more by business models and Church Growth principles than the Great Commission and God’s holy Word.  

The crisis in our synod is not really about membership and finances.  The crisis in our synod is about the miraculous power of the divine Word and our collective refusal to trust in that divine Word to do what it says it will do.  Stated another way, we want to trust in ourselves more than in our God. 

We look at our skinny membership roles and conclude that we must “do 
something”—anything—to improve our numbers.  We have come to think that we 
must figure out ways to make God’s Word more appealing; we must try to 
present the Gospel in creative, even zany ways so that people will be more 
responsive to it. 

This is why we compliment our preachers by saying, “That guy can really make the Scriptures come alive for me,” as if the Bible is a powerless, dead letter all by itself.  This is why some pastors feel compelled to preach sermons on topics that seem attractive to the world, such as improving your love life.  

This is also why other pastors publish Internet videos in which they dress up like Jesus and offer you a piece of Christmas birthday cake with the words, “Take and eat.”  Or why some churches broadcast Christmas programs that spend more time on “Frosty the Snowman” and “Twas the Night Before Christmas” than hymns and the Nativity story from the Gospel of St. Luke. 

Because we do not believe in the divine power of God’s Word, we feel that we must look to ourselves and to our creativity for new ways to get people interested in the faith.  If the divine Word of the liturgy does not “work,” then we should get rid of it.  We should find something that does “work,” such as a coffee shop or a rock concert. 

But the only reason we might say the divine Word of the liturgy does not seem to work, dear friends, is because the liturgy does not necessarily do those things we humanly expect—even demand—it to do.

Please do not think I am speaking about things that do not apply to you.  We 
as a congregation might not have outwardly fallen prey to the subtle temptations of Church Growth as many of our brother clergy and sister congregations seem to have fallen, but we are definitely in the same boat.  After all, there is only “one Lord, one faith, one baptism, [and] one God and Father of all” (Ephesians 4:5). That makes us our brother’s keeper (Genesis 4:9). 

Even more than that, we also continually feel tempted to take matters into our own hands for our own lives.  Just think about that helpless feeling you got the last time when you looked at our weekly giving and it was behind what we have budgeted for, or the last time you counted our empty pews.  What can we do to bring new people into our congregation—or at least to get the old ones to come back?  What can we do to increase the weekly offerings?

Like all others, we also find it very hard to trust in God our Father, not only to chart the course of our lives but also to navigate us faithfully and safely through 
the course He has charted for us.

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the 
king, behold, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, saying, “Where is He 
who has been born king of the Jews?  For we saw His star when it rose and have come to worship Him.”

These wise men from the east show us how quickly things turn hopeless for us when we do not trust the power and promise of the divine Word and rely in 
our own devices.  They had seen a new star in the east, and they cleverly surmised that the star meant a new king had been born. 

Some Bible scholars like to speculate that these men had old copies of the Hebrew scrolls and had read about the Christ before their trip.  St. Matthew does not tell us that.  All Matthew wants us to know is that these men saw a new star and followed it.

Human ingenuity and creativity will let you cover a lot of ground, but it will never bring you to Jesus.  The wise men did a great job of spotting the new star in a sky filled with countless other stars.  They had no problem figuring out that this was a pretty important star, but they trusted in their own calculations and ended up in Jerusalem—still far enough away from Jesus as to be impossible to find Him.

Without the power of the Word and by themselves, they headed in the wrong direction.  At the end of the road they had charted for themselves, there was only disappointment and perhaps fear.  So they had to resort to the last thing any man ever wants to do—stop and ask for directions.  (I guess that’s why they are called “wise men.”)

“Where is He who has been born king of the Jews?” they asked.  “For we saw His star when it rose and have come to worship Him.”

Through the prophet Micah, God had promised that His Christ would be born in Bethlehem: “From you [Bethlehem] shall come a ruler who will shepherd My people Israel.”  When the wise men heard this divine Word and promise that Herod and his men spoke to them, the wise men stopped relying on their own devices and intuition.  They left Jerusalem, where they had creatively concluded the new king most likely was born, and they headed off to Bethlehem according to the powerful and miracle-producing promise of the divine Word.

This Word from God to the wise men gave meaning to the star.  Previously, the star was something they had followed by their own personal strength and 
intellectual power.  By the power of His Word, God transformed the star into 
something that looks a lot more like a sacrament.  That is to say, the outward sign of the star combined with the divine Word of Promise from the Scriptures to lead these men to Jesus.  God’s Word is our light.

This is truly a wonderful Gospel for showing us how church growth really 
works.  First, this text calls upon us to stop relying upon our own human efforts in trying to make Christians and it calls us to trust again solely in the power of the Word.  If we continue to rely upon our own efforts and strength, upon our own creativity or ingenuity or even zaniness, we might end up bringing people to the wrong place.  Jesus was not in Jerusalem.  Jesus doesn’t promise to meet us for our salvation in coffee shops or rock concerts, either.

But this text does more than call us to repentance.  Here we also see God’s powerful Word in action for us, doing for the wise men the same wonderful 
things God promises to do for us.  We do not need to rely on ourselves any more than the wise men needed to rely on themselves.  We, like them, are now fully armed with promises from God.  God’s Word is our light.  

Through His powerful Word and sacraments, God your heavenly Father faithfully brings you to Jesus, His Son, in whom you have the forgiveness of sins.  As the Word-and-star combination shined for the wise men of old, so Baptism and Holy Communion now shine for us, bringing us to Jesus through the same Word.

Each week as you come to worship, look around at your empty pews, dear saints, and have no fear!  Church memberships have fallen many times in the past.  The Scriptures say that the Church numbered only eight people in the days of Noah (1 Peter 3:23).  When Jesus ascended into heaven there were only about 500 who followed Him.  Yet God’s people are never forgotten.

Each week as you come to worship, go ahead and take a look in your bulletin to see how much the offering was last week.  Whether the number is low or high, give praise and thanks to God that we have any offering at all, for He has provided us with all things out of His bounty.  If this congregation lives for another fifty years or if it closes its doors tomorrow, it shall do so solely by the grace and mercy and tender provision of God our Father.

Each week as you come to worship, think about the many people you know —friends, family, and co-workers—who are not Christian or who have fallen away from the faith.  They could fill those empty pews!  More importantly, they need to hear the Good News of salvation and eternal life; they need to know Jesus.

Do not worry about standing on your head for them or trying to think of some other zany thing to do for them so that they will come to worship.  Speak the divine Word to them.  Share the Good News of salvation in Jesus Christ with them.  Tell them about the Savior who was born in Bethlehem, who lived a life of perfect obedience to God and service to mankind.  Tell them about the King of the Jews who died on the cross for the sins of the world and who rose victoriously from the dead three days later so that you and I might have eternal life.  

If you know nothing else to say, recite the Apostles’ Creed to them.  God’s Word contains the one and only power that is able to bring unbelievers to Jesus.  Thus the Scriptures have said, “Not by might, nor by power, but by My Spirit, says the LORD of hosts” (Zechariah 4:6).  God’s Word is our light.

Each week as you come to worship, you may be struck by the fact that ours is not the largest congregation in the area.  While it is growing, it is not growing in leaps and bounds.  You might wonder if we should be doing something different to change that.  You might fear for the future of this church.  And what about our synod?  Will it be around in twenty or thirty years?

Fear not!  It is written in Romans, “God [is] able to do what He [has] promised” (Romans 4:21).  God promised to send you His Son and He did.  God promises to forgive you all your sins on account of this heaven-sent Son, and your sins are forgiven.  God promises also to guard you and to protect you and His entire Church always, and He will.  God says that His Church shall remain forever, and it shall.

Each week as you come to worship, look again at the Baptismal font and Holy Communion altar, through which you are now forgiven all your sins.  Here God’s starry light of grace still shines.  God’s Word is our light.

The programs and schemes of this world are empty of God’s powerful, miracle-producing Word.  Baptism and Holy Communion are conjoined to God’s powerful promises, just as the wise men’s star came to be conjoined with God’s powerful promises.  

God’s Word of promise joined to Baptism and Holy Communion bring you to Jesus, in the same way that the Old Testament prophecy and the star brought the wise men to Jesus. 

“When they saw the star, [the wise men] rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.”   And, so do we rejoice each week.  God’s Word is our light.  It leads us to Jesus, our Savior; and it bring us this Good News: You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

