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January 6, 2018 

Ephesians 3:1-12 

Matthew 2:1-12   The Mystery of it All 

 

The story of the wisemen is a story about mystery. It is a story full of 

questions and curiosities. Why in the world would wisemen from the 

East appear in the Bible? Why would they follow a star to see a baby? 

Why would they be overcome with joy when they find him in a humble 

little home in Bethlehem and give him extravagant gifts? Why? It is a 

mystery. 

We like mysteries, sometimes. Most of the time, we want to know what 

is going on and why. We want to know that things make sense. We like 

explanations and logical conclusions. We like a plan. We don’t like it 

when things just happen, and we can’t explain them, and we have to 

trust that God is up to something. 

On the one hand, we like mystery, but on the other hand, we don’t. We 

like to know what is happening. We are proud to know that what our 

church does, serves a purpose. We like knowing that 23 Northside kids 

get food every week with our weekend backpacks. And that our church 

hosts eight yoga classes now. And it hosts two AA meetings. And a Girl 
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Scout troop. And that we did Meals on Wheels two weeks of every 

month and five face-painting events and made six visits to the 

Homeplace. That we are known for being community-minded with our 

Community youth group and our Community Garden and our 

Community vacation bible school. Those things shouldn’t be a mystery. 

But there is still mystery involved. The mystery is why they happen and 

who will show up. And how we see God and meet God in these things. 

It’s what makes us different than a YMCA or an after-school program or 

a volunteer group. The great big mystery of God, revealed in self-

sacrificing love. 

The mystery is part of who we are.  We do make plans, but we can 

depend on God tweaking those plans. God’s plans are often different 

than ours. Jesus teaches us that. He teaches us that the kingdom of God 

is more upside-down and inside-out. That the last are first and the least 

are the greatest. That God does not choose the most logical or the most 

efficient way to get things done. God works in mysterious ways in the 

Bible. Why slavery in Egypt for the people of God? Why 40 years in the 

wilderness? Why exile in Babylon? Why did Jesus, the Son of God, 
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arrive in the flesh and hang out with fishermen and tax collectors and 

questionable women? Why did he  fail in his ministry and suffer and die 

on a cross and end up in a borrowed grave? Jesus reveals the mystery of 

God. That in those places we would never expect, God is revealed to us. 

The apostle Paul says it’s all a mystery. It’s a secret God has kept for a 

very LONG time until Jesus. The word, mystery, in Greek is musterion. 

In Paul’s time, it was a word used by cults and religions that claimed to 

have special knowledge. Not just any knowledge but divine knowledge. 

They knew the mysteries of the universe and of the gods, and they could 

share them with a chosen few. But Paul says no, no, no. THIS is the 

REAL mystery, the real secret of the cosmos, that God could love us so 

much. That God could love Jews AND Gentiles, insiders AND 

outsiders, wisemen from the east and shepherds watching their flocks at 

night. God’s love is for everyone. God’s grace is for everyone. The 

wonderful mystery is that there is no one too far for God to reach. 

It’s a mystery revealed to us again and again. And it will always surprise 

us. God will always show up in places we never would have guessed. 

And use people we never would have expected. God reveals God’s self 
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and we have an epiphany. There you are, God! Take our gospel story for 

today. Mary and Joseph were probably surprised to find wisemen from 

the East at their door. And the wisemen were probably shocked to find a 

king whose birth was marked by the stars in a humble, unremarkable 

peasant home. It was a mystery for everyone. A mystery that gave 

everyone an epiphany. 

For Mary and Joseph, this visit from wisemen was not at all what they 

expected. First off, these men were not friends or family. They were not 

even Jewish. These men were probably Zoroastrian. Their religious 

practices involved astrology and looking for signs in the heavens. They 

did not worship the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They did not 

follow the laws of Moses. These men were Gentiles, pagans through and 

through. The Bible does not have nice things to say about pagans. It also 

does not have nice things to say about people from the East. Jewish 

people did not have positive memories of the east. The East was where 

Babylon was. It was the place of exile long ago. It was the place of 

heartache and captivity. These wisemen from the East were reminders of 

their old time Babylonian enemies. They were pagan Gentiles. 
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According to tradition, according to the Bible, they were not God’s kind 

of people. 

But it was revealed to them that a King would be born. It was revealed 

in the stars to THEM, that this important event was happening. God 

invited them to be part of it. To follow that star to a little nowhere town 

called Bethlehem. And what a mystery that they were overwhelmed with 

joy when they got there. Who would have expected that? Who would 

have thought that pagan astrologers from the East to be the ONLY ones 

to know he was a king? Who would have thought that they would be the 

ONLY religious folks to visit? It’s a mystery. But it’s the truth, isn’t it? 

Even now, some see the signs, some are drawn from far away, some go 

to great lengths to find him; while others have the king in their backyard 

and they don’t even know it. It’s the mystery of God’s ways. 

Mary and Joseph would have been surprised by the wisemen. But the 

wisemen must have been surprised too. After all, they had come 

expecting to find their King and find him in his proper place. In 

Jerusalem the capital city, at the palace of King Herod. Where else 

would you go to find a king but at a palace? Where else would you look 
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for a king but among the powerful and elite? Surrounded by servants and 

security and the comforts of power. But no. Herod knows of no child. 

How awkward. He sends them to Bethlehem, out in the country. Is this a 

joke? Is it a prank? The star, though, went ahead of the wisemen. And 

they could trust the star. Then there it was in Bethlehem, stopping over a 

shabby little house, of unremarkable status. So how much faith did it 

take for the wisemen to knock on that door? How shocking was it to find 

a peasant family with an average baby? And no other important visitors, 

and no other gifts of homage, and no other signs that this baby’s birth 

was revealed in the stars? What a mystery for the wisemen! 

Mystery, though, is part of our story. It is how God works in the world. 

And it is what we believe in, that God does unexpected things again and 

again for the sake of love. God’s ways are not our ways. God’s plans are 

not our plans. Because while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. 

While we were lost or mistaken or far away, Jesus revealed how much 

God loves us. That we are God’s kind of people. And it is such a 

mystery that is bound to keep surprising us. How God pops up time and 

again and gives us an epiphany. Over and over, God appears. In people 
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we don’t expect. In humble, out of the way places. In people from the 

east and west and north and south who come to find a king. And instead 

find a servant. It is a mystery, that God has revealed to us; that God 

would go so far, and love so much. May God open our hearts, to God’s 

eternal mystery. May God be revealed to us, over and over this year, in 

unexpected places and unexpected people. For the sake of Jesus Christ 

our Lord. 


