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Epiphany Sunday

Hillsborough Reformed Church at Millstone
“Taking the Bypass”

If you have ever driven to the southern states on route 95, then you know about the bypass around Washington and the value of that bypass.  In our interstate highway system, major cities have these bypasses around them.  They are also called alternate routes.  They save people who are trying to travel distances the delay and aggravation of driving through a major urban area.

You know the story of the Wise Men from the east who came to see Jesus when he was born.  They followed the star and it brought them to Israel.  They went to see King Herod to ask for directions.  Even if they had had GPS, it wouldn’t have helped, because they were not following road maps, but a celestial sign and ancient prophecies which have been unknown to Tom Tom or even my personal favorite, Garmin.

And you know the story that Herod pretended to want to know about the child who was prophesied to be king, even though we, the readers are told Herod was an insanely paranoid and jealous king and he wanted to find out where the child was and kill him.

Because that’s what Herod the king did.  Killed his rivals.  If you like order and very well organized government and a ruler who built monumental structures that were admired around the world, then you would have loved Herod.  He wanted peace and security in the land.  He built the magnificent Temple in Jerusalem and he even created a mountain, - erecting an enormous hill near Jericho on the top of which he built his winter palace.  It stands today and in fact excavations there were in the news just last month.  Herod could also be generous.  In tough economic times, he remitted the taxes on the people, and even melted down his own gold plate during a famine to buy food for the people.

However, even though Herod was the consummate administrator, he was a vicious, jealous ruler.  Whenever he suspected someone of trying to take over his throne, he simply had them killed.

The list is a long one.  Scholars do not believe these people were trying to steal Herod’s throne.  But Herod thought they wanted his job as king, so he killed his wife, Mariamne, his mother in law, Alexandra, his oldest son Anitpater, and two other sons Alexander and Aristobulus.

Herod was cozy with the powers in Rome and Caesar knew all about Herod’s insane jealousy and remarked that is was safer to be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son.

In Greek it is a play on words.  It is safer to be Herod’s huous, than Herod’s uios.

Anyway, if the Three Wise Men from the East had reported back to Herod where they found the baby, Herod would have sent his soldiers that instant and you know what they would have done to baby Jesus.  And instead of being in church this morning, you and I would home watching the Republican debate.  (And what is that about on the Sabbath?!?!)
So – after the Wise Men visit the manger and are ready to return we read this in Matthew’s gospel:

12And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.

Or as I said, the Wise Men took the bypass.

And I want us to think that through a little this morning as the gospel come sot us in this story.  Because Wow! – the gospel does come to us through this story.

I want us to think about the irony here.  Herod is king of the Jews.  Jerusalem is the capital of the country of God’s people, the location of the Temple, in short the most religious place in the universe.  Wouldn’t you think it would be there – in Jerusalem, that the Wise Men would find the truth?  They certainly thought so, because they stopped there while following the star.  They asked Herod and the religious leaders for help and guidance.

But after they got to place where the new born king was, (Bethlehem) God warned them in a dream not to go back there.

That doesn’t make sense.  Or if it makes sense, it is sad, is it not, that the most religious people of all, the priests and scribes and religious authorities must be avoided with the earth shaking news of the new king of the Jews?

The truth is, God was doing a new thing.  He wasn’t discarding the old, not at all, Jesus made it clear God did not throughout the law and the ancient faith.  He was fulfilling it.  Yet it was going in a new direction.

In the story of the wise men, if you reread those twelve verses, you will hear nothing of import about Mary or Joseph, or even about Jesus – just that the wise men found him and worshipped him.

This is the gospel and it matters – especially to you and me here in central Jersey this morning, because the church takes this as the first sign in the New Testament that Jesus is for all the world, for Jew and Gentile alike.  

We – non-Jews – like the Magi - are being welcomed into the fold of God’s people.

This was a radical new thought.

If you know anything about the ancient Temple in Jerusalem in the time of Jesus, then you know that it was divided into areas, courts, which were very restrictive towards the inside where the Temple was, then less restrictive about who could be there as you moved outward, away from the Temple and the altar.  Inside the Temple itself was the Holy of Holies and into the Holies of Holies only one could enter, the High Priest and him only once a year.  The inner-most court was for priests and only priests.  And only men could be priests.    The court of priests was where the sacrifices took place, where lambs were burned on the altar.  The court of Priests was surrounded by a wall.  The next was the court of the Jews.  Only Jews could go there and only male Jews.  On that wall were signs of stone that said any Gentile being found in the Court of the Jews would pay with his life.  We actually have one of those signs, being uncovered not long ago by archaeologists.  Then came the Court of Women and only Jewish women.  Then outside all that, was the massive court of the Gentiles, where you and I could go, but no further.

So you see the picture?   The faith was exclusive in the extreme.  Many were excluded.  No MOST of the people of the world were excluded.

But now, God is calling Wise Men from the east to come to worship Jesus.  Non-Jews.

We do not know who the wise men were.  Some think they were kings of foreign lands such as Persia and India.   Whatever they were, they were astrologers, because they discerned the celestial sign – the star rising in the East, and it was significant enough for them to follow.

Non Jews, pagans, being drawn to Jesus.

God was doing something new.  The Old Testament had told of it often enough, that God was for everyone.  We heard about it in the reading from Isaiah the prophet this morning.  Now it was coming to pass.

The faith had started out with the call of one man, Abraham.

Then it was through him all would be blessed, God said.

Then it was Abraham’s family.

Then all the nation of the Jews.

But they thought God stopped there.  But he hadn’t.

There is a parallel in the church.  Though in the ancient church, men and women were on equal footing – Jesus threw out the conventions that divided people.  But as the church grew stronger, it slammed shut the door on women.

Women could not have authority in the church. Women could not teach in the church.  And finally, women were excluded from all but basic membership.

But time went on and the church reformed.   Minister could marry.  Women and men could worship together.  Then women could teach in the church.  Finally, at long last, women could be elders and deacons, and then in the late seventies, finally, women could become ministers.  It is as if exclusivity was being beaten back

It reminds me of a funny wall plaque I saw written by Beagle owners.  It is called “The Beagle Rules.”

It goes like this:


1. The beagle is not allowed in the house.
2. OK, the beagle is allowed in the house, but only in certain rooms.
3. The beagle is allowed in all rooms, but has to stay off the furniture.
4. The beagle can get on the old furniture only.
5. Fine, the beagle is allowed on all the furniture, but is not allowed to sleep with the humans on the bed.
6. OK, the beagle is allowed on the bed, but only by invitation.
7. The beagle can sleep on the bed whenever he wants, but not under the covers.
8. The beagle can sleep under the covers by invitation only.
9. The beagle can sleep under the covers every night.
10. Humans must ask permission to sleep under the covers with the beagle. 

I did a Bing search on this and it was followed by one of the most delightful series of blogs I have ever read.  People said things like, “How did they know that about my beagle?”  That’s my Fido!  My husband has to sleep on the couch so our beagle has room to spread out!”

The point is, as time goes on, our faith becomes more inclusive.

Consider the example in our country of African AmeircaN SLAVES AND THE CHURCH.

First, lsaves were not allowed to read the Bible (a good idea if you want to keep people down – it is the most revolutionary book ever written, by far)

Then slaves were allowed to read the Bible and go to church but segregated there from whites.

Then blacks were not segregated but denied formal membership in the church.

Then they were granted full membership.

It is the same thing as God reaching out to all the world, starting with one man.

First for Abraham

Then for his clan and servants

Then for the Jews, only the circumcised.

Then for whom?

For you and for me.   And significantly, circumcision, which is for males only, is no longer the mark of the covenant. Now baptism is and it is for boys and girls.

We are included.  Like the Beagle who can sprawl out under the covers, you and I can climb into the bed of faith any time we want.

That is an amazing thing.  And so radical!

I heard one of the greatest sermons of my life right here in this church.  Pam Bakker preached it.  You may not know that in ancient Judaism, only perfect people could worship.  There are some severe rules laid down in the Torah about who should stay away.  

Pam showed us how at one time eunuchs were forbidden from coming to worship.  But then in Isaiah (56:5), God makes a promise to the eunuch that not only would he be welcome in the Temple, but there on the wall would be a plaque with his name on it.

Because you see, God is love overflowing.  To sure his demands are total and his love of justice and righteousness absolute, but at the root of it all is love.

You and I are Gentiles, guests by invitation – or children adopted and hence heirs, but only because God wants us.

And God warns his people sternly never to forget, what?  Don’t forget who you were!  Says God.  Slaves of the Egyptians, and you would still be if not for my love and power.  Don’t you ever forget that.  That is what the Jews celebrate annually in the Passover, the Seder.

And they did not achieve independence, God gave it to them.

We hear a lot of banter today from our politicians about “American exceptionalism.”  I wish they would read their Bibles.  It isn’t about any nation’s superiority.  Every nation thinks it’s superior.  That is idolatry.

God is exceptional.  End of story.  And what every person and every nation needs to do is submit to God.  Not Lord it over others, but submit to God.

Abraham Lincoln said this, more or less in his second Inaugural address.  He said both sides are praying to the same God for city.  Both prayers cannot be answered.  The whole nation may be suffering this horrible bloodshed because of the great sin of slavery.

Lincoln said, “He now wills to remove, and that he gives to both North and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came. . .if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled on by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn by the lash shall be paid by another drawn by the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said, ‘The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’”

God is exceptional, and sovereign, not any nation.

Don’t forget who you are and what you would be without me.

Slaves.

But God wants us free and serving him, not out of grim obedience, but out of love, like children love their parents.  Like that.

And the more the better.  So God did not stop with the Jews.  Instead, he put a sign up for the most unlikely of Gentiles.

So some ancient “scientists,” the Magi, out in some distant land, looked into the sky as they did always at night, and saw an unusual gleaming star.  And they made ready for a journey and followed it, and when they got to Jerusalem they asked.

“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.”

After they found him, they were warned in a dream to take the bypass home.  

And that’s what they did.
Wise men seek him still.

Fred D. Mueller

Isaiah 60:1-9

60Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. 2For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you. 3Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 4Lift 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. 5Then 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. 6A 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. 7All the flocks of Kedar shall be gathered to you, the rams of Nebaioth shall minister to you; they shall be acceptable on my altar, and I will glorify my glorious house. 8Who are these that fly like a cloud, and like doves to their windows? 

9For the coastlands shall wait for me, the ships of Tarshish first, to bring your children from far away, their silver and gold with them, for the name of the Lord your God, and for the Holy One of Israel, because he has glorified you. 

Ephesians 3:1-12

3This is the reason that I Paul am a prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles— 2for surely you have already heard of the commission of God’s grace that was given me for you, 3and how the mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I wrote above in a few words, 4a reading of which will enable you to perceive my understanding of the mystery of Christ. 5In 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: 6that is, the Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 7Of 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. 8Although 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, 9and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things; 10so 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. 11This was in accordance with the eternal purpose that he has carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, 12in whom we have access to God in boldness and confidence through faith in him. 

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, 2asking, ‘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.’ 3When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah* was to be born. 5They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 
6 “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.” ’ 

7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men* and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. 8Then 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.’ 9When 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. 10When they saw that the star had stopped,* they were overwhelmed with joy. 11On 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. 12And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

� I am proud that in this church, though some members were slave owners, the negro slaves were granted full communicant membership.  We know this from our archives, in part because one woman slave was excommunicated for a supposed sexual sin.  At the same time, the elders welcomed another negro into full membership.
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