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Sermon Notes  
St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

The Epiphany of our Lord 

6 January 2013 

Preacher 

Dr Douglas Golding 

Readings:  Isaiah 60.1-6;  Psalm 72.1-7, 10-14;  Ephesians 3.1-12;  Matthew 2.1-12 

 
The journey of the Magi 

 
Earlier we sang a new hymn about an old, old story, the story of the Epiphany, the visit of the magi.  
Christmas Day was only 12 days ago, but, clearly, the events in today’s story took place at least one 
or two years after Jesus was born – the holy family are now in a house, but still in Bethlehem, the 
baby of chapter 1 of the Gospel has grown into a child    . . . and more prophecies from the Jewish 
prophets are about to be fulfilled. 
 
Some churches in the East celebrate today as Christmas Day, some celebrate today as the day of 
Christ’s baptism, or as the day of Jesus’ first miracle, at the wedding in Cana of Galilee.  But, since 
the 4th century, the Western church has generally honoured the 6th of January  as the day of the 
Epiphany, the day of the revelation of Christ the Redeemer to the Gentiles.   From this day the 
Messiah was no longer to be known as the Saviour of the Jews only, but of all peoples.  As Paul 
told the church of the Ephesians, the Gentiles had become fellow-heirs of the promises made to the 
original chosen people. 
 
In a few hours’ time the streets of Milan in northern Italy will be lined with thousands of people for 
the annual Epiphany procession from the cathedral to the church of Sant'Eustorgio, where three men 
dressed as the Magi will distribute gifts to poor children.   It is one of the most important days of  
the year in this great city of faith and fashion.  
 
Today’s Gospel story is full of symbolism – we have the wise men, a star, a journey , a devious 
king, a baby, gifts, of gold, frankincense and myrrh --  the stuff of a thousand sermons.  Today I’m 
inviting you to reflect on the symbol of the journey – the wise men made a journey which was long, 
and difficult, but the reward was greater than all their expectations.  Each of us is on a journey of 
faith; and so is this parish, as your nominators continue the process of finding a new rector. 
 
We don’t know exactly who the wise men actually were or how many there were or where they 
came from.  The word magoi  in verse 2 and verse 7 is sometimes translated as ‘wise men’, 
sometimes as ‘astrologers’, sometimes as ‘magicians’.  Sometimes the word is left untranslated, as 
magi.    The Greek word originally referred to members of a sacred caste in Persia who conformed 
outwardly to the official religion of the Empire while holding on to their older beliefs, which were 
centred on the movements of the stars.   So some traditions say the wise men came from Persia; but 
other traditions say they come from Arabia, so we have the camels on our Christmas cards; still 
other traditions say they came along the Silk Road from China.   Arabia is not very likely, it is south 
of Judaea, not to the east, and there is no real evidence for China.  Persia is the most likely. 
 
In any case, the Magi had a long journey– in an age when travel was slow, difficult and dangerous.  
The distance from Judaea to the border of Persia is about 1500 km, about the same as from here to 
Adelaide;  that’s a long way on foot, or by donkey or even by camel.  
 
Two years ago a scholar from the University of Oklahoma translated and published an ancient 
manuscript from the Vatican Library, which claims to be the wise men’s own account of the long 
journey to Bethlehem from the land of Shir, which, it says, is ‘the outer part of the entire east of the 
world inhabited by human beings’.   The account is called, in English, The Revelation of the Magi.  
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In this account, there are 12 magi, 12 kings and sons of kings.  In this account, the star not only 
shows them the way, but gives them the power to overcome all obstacles.   A key paragraph from 
the book is printed in Connections, on page . .  
 
Even our provisions were abundant in our eyes, and did not decrease, but rather from one day to 
another they increased when [the star] came to rest over us with its light.  And it gave rest to us 
from all our fatigue as if we were not journeying on the road, and it made mountains, and hills, and 
rugged places level before us.  Even the rivers before us we crossed by foot without fear, because of 
the light of our good guide that went along with us for our encampment.  And again, when we 
crossed into the places [of beasts and vicious snakes,] we trampled them with our feet.  
And our leader and our guide, in his glory, appeared to each one of us in all forms and 
appearances in every (stage). And he filled our hearts with great joy, and all the (stages) in which 
we journeyed were short and swift in our eyes, because our victorious sign and our powerful light, 
which is beyond every human mouth to speak, guided us with its victorious strength. (pp 60-61) 
 
In this account of the journey, the star not only led to Christ, it was itself the light of Christ . . . the 
One they were looking for was with them at every step of their journey, helping them to overcome 
all the obstacles in their path. 
 
What a powerful symbol this is for each of us – we have many different backgrounds, we have 
many different life experiences, we have many different experiences of our Lord and Saviour, some 
of us may not have reached the end of the journey of faith, a personal commitment to Jesus, the 
Christ, but the One we are looking for is leading us in the search.   We may not have had to face 
wild beasts and vicious snakes, but we may have had to cope with sickness or injury, or the 
consequences of our own mistakes, of the wrong things we have done, or the good things we have 
failed to do, or an unbelieving partner, or difficult children, or a demanding job, or commitment to a 
hobby or a sport which took us away from the church and from our journey with Jesus and to Jesus.   
 
We can overcome all these obstacles, with God’s help, and we all have gifts to offer – above all, the 
parish needs your gift of time, so that more people share the mission of reaching out into a 
community which is largely blinded to God by affluence and ignorance.  Using Isaiah’s language, 
many are in thick darkness.  For the parish, too, is on a journey.  For those who come to Sydney 
from another diocese, we are one of a dozen or so parishes which are recognisably Anglican:  we 
are liturgical in our worship, we explore and question the Bible, not simply accept the words of 
some translation as literal truth; and we focus on forgiveness and love and fellowship, rather than 
on guilt and sin and death.   
 
The prominent Sydney layman Graeme Bailey has closely monitored changes in the diocese for 
many years.  He tells me that, in 1958, the majority of Sydney’s parishes were English-style 
evangelical parishes following the Book of Common Prayer; about 56 parishes were, he says, ‘a 
little higher up the candlestick’.   By 2001, when Peter Jensen became the 11th archbishop of 
Sydney, the number of so-called ‘stole parishes’ had fallen to 26;  today only 12 remain, and their 
traditions are under threat.   About half of those who worship regularly here at St Mark’s come from 
a distance, passing other churches on the way in order to worship in our tradition.   
 
Our last rector came from another diocese, and has now gone back there; he was trained in another 
diocese; so the parish nominators had problems having him accepted as our rector in the first place.  
As well, his wife’s illness  took most of his attention in his last two years, so that lay people were 
called to do more of the ministry, without the same training and with limited oversight, so that some 
things were not done, or they were not done as well as they might have been done.   
 
The parish, too, has travelled over mountains and hills and rugged places.  The journey will take a 
while yet.  This is why we ask for your prayers for the journey, for the parish nominators, for the 
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diocesan nominators, and for the clergy whom we contact.           
 
The Gospel tells us that, when the star stopped over the place where the child was, the wise men 
were overwhelmed with joy.  And this joy is the key message in the apocryphal account of the 
Revelation of the Magi– the journey may be long, and difficult; it may start from many different 
places, but the One we are searching for is with us in our journey, and the end of the journey we 
find the One who meets all our needs and desires.  All we can do is kneel and do him homage, 
offering him what we are and what we have. 
 
But, did the wise men pass on their discovery of ultimate truth?  Of ultimate reality?  Of God made 
man?  The Gospel does not tell us– the writer says simply that the wise men left for their own 
country, wherever it was, by another road, to avoid going back to Herod, as they had promised.   
 
In the Revelation of the Magi  the infant Jesus commands the Magi to return home to share their 
experience with the people of Shir.  And they do. And, as a result, the record says, the faith of 
salvation increased in the land of the East in those who heard.  
 
That is a message for us.   We need to share the excitement and the reward of our personal journey 
of faith, and of our journey as a parish, with those who have not yet arrived, and with those who 
have not even started the journey and see no need to start. As the hymn said, our journey has led us 
to riches beyond all earthly wealth—we cannot keep these riches to ourselves. 
 
Soon after his conversion and his baptism, at the age of 39, the poet T S  Eliot wrote about his 
personal journey of faith in a poem which he called The Journey of the Magi.  Again, this is printed 
in Connections for you to meditate on.  Look at the last four lines –  
 
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,  
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,  
With an alien people clutching their gods.  
I should be glad of another death. 
In Eliot’s account, when the magi returned home, they were consumed by a divine dissatisfaction 
with their old life, and with the state of their kingdoms.  The old ways had to die for the new ways 
to be born.   
One of you asked me the other day, What are our chances of finding a rector who will leave the 
parish as it is?   I said, No chance.   For me, at least, and I believe for the other nominators as well, 
this is good news.  The community around us needs to find what some of us have already  found in 
Jesus, our Wisdom, our Saviour, our Friend, but we have not been very good at sharing our journey 
with them, or the spiritual treasure we have found.  A change of leadership offers us opportunities 
to do more. And the symbol of the journey is helpful here too -- the journey of the magi was a long 
journey, a journey made one step at a time, not in one magical leap. 
 
Both this ancient account of the journey of the Magi and T S Eliot’s account of his  journey of faith 
tell us  that the magi could not have made their journey and experienced the incarnate Christ 
without being radically changed;   neither can we; neither can the parish.  As St Paul wrote to the 
Corinthians: 
 
 if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away;  see, everything has 
become new!  All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us 
the ministry of reconciliation.   (2 Cor. 5.17-18)   Thanks be to God!   
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A HYMN FOR EPIPHANY 
1. The Wise Men travelled from afar 

To worship Him who, by a star, 
Was shown to be the Royal Son — 
King David’s Heir, Anointed One. 

2. A Child they found in Bethlehem, 
By Holy Ghost conceived, yet man: 
The Father’s Son in flesh and blood 

Was fully man and fully God. 
3. Their incense honoured Deity 

And gold was gift to royalty; 
While myrrh foreshadowed death and grave 

As sinful men He came to save. 
4. Yet tomb was not His final end; 

He rose — our Wisdom, Saviour, Friend. 
The Morning Star still beams His light 

And scatters Satan’s gloomy night. 
5. Salvation, pardon, life, and health — 

Richness beyond all earthly wealth —  
Through Word and water, body, blood, 
Christ gives these gifts of highest good. 

6. To God the Father and the Son, 
With Holy Spirit ever One, 

Be honour, glory, hymns of praise 
By men and angels ever raised. 

— W. P. Snyder © 2004 
 
The Miraculous Journey 
Even our provisions were abundant in our eyes and did not decrease, but rather from one day to 
another they increased when [the star] came to rest over us with its light. And it gave rest to us 
from all our fatigue as if we were not journeying on the road, and it made mountains, and hills, and 
rugged places level before us. Even the rivers before us we crossed by foot without fear, because of 
the light of our good guide that went along with us for our encampment. And again, when we 
crossed into the places [of beasts and vicious snakes,] we trampled them with our feet. And our 
leader and our guide, in his glory, appeared to each one of us in all forms and appearances in 
every (stage). And he filled our hearts with great joy, and all the (stages) in which we journeyed 
were short and swift in our eyes, because our victorious sign and our powerful light, which is 
beyond every human mouth to speak, guided us with its victorious strength. 

 from The Revelation of the Magi   trans. Brent Landau  2010 
 
The Journey of the Magi 
'A cold coming we had of it,  
Just the worst time of the year  
For a journey, and such a long journey:  
The ways deep and the weather sharp,  
The very dead of winter.'  
And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory,  
Lying down in the melting snow.  
There were times we regretted  
The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces,  
And the silken girls bringing sherbet.  
Then the camel men cursing and grumbling  
And running away, and wanting their liquor and women,  
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And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters,  
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly  
And the villages dirty and charging high prices:  
A hard time we had of it.  
At the end we preferred to travel all night,  
Sleeping in snatches,  
With the voices singing in our ears, saying  
That this was all folly.  
Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley,  
Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation;  
With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness,  
And three trees on the low sky,  
And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow.  
Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel,  
Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver,  
And feet kicking the empty wine-skins.  
But there was no information, and so we continued  
And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon  
Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory.  
All this was a long time ago, I remember,  
And I would do it again, but set down  
This set down  
This: were we led all that way for  
Birth or Death? There was a Birth, certainly,  
We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death,  
But had thought they were different; this Birth was  
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.  
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,  
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,  
With an alien people clutching their gods.  
I should be glad of another death. 

     -- T S Eliot 1927 
_____________________________ 


