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Wise Men Must Follow to Lead 
(Isaiah 60:1-6, Matthew 2:1-12) 

 

Technically tomorrow is the “Epiphany of the Lord” (January 6th) however it 
is often the custom of many churches to celebrate the coming of the Magi on the 
Sunday closest to the 6th. Today is also a communion Sunday, which works nicely 
in reinforcing the theme of today’s sermon, wise men must follow to lead.  

The Lord Jesus called together his disciples… explaining how he would fulfill 
the prophecies, promote peace and become the ultimate sacrifice to all of 
humankind. Though they were at the table with him, they were far from 
understanding.  

Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, a small town about 6 miles south of 
Jerusalem. The quote Matthew’s gospel includes is from the prophet Micah, “O 
Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, you are by no means the least among the rulers 
of Judah…”  Even the way the prophecy begins implies that it would have been 
common to overlook the little town of Bethlehem. The passage in Micah reads this 
way, “But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the clans 
of Judah… from you shall come forth one who is to be ruler in Israel.”  

Of course, the prophecy has a double meaning as this would be the town 
from which King David-who would be ruler in Israel-would be born. 1st Samuel 
17:12 says, “David was the son of an Ephrathite of Bethlehem in Judah, named 
Jesse, who had eight sons.”  Birthplaces are a big deal; you can tell a lot about 
someone when you discover where they were born.  How many of you were born 
in Ellwood City? How many were born in Beaver Falls or New Castle? 

As the Loudon family drove west through the northern portion of Illinois, we 
saw signs for the birthplace of one of America’s favorite Presidents, Ronald 
Reagan. The 40th President was born in Tampico, Illinois then later moved north 
to Dixon Illinois, both small midwestern towns. Though they’re off the beaten path, 
there were many road signs indicating the original home of a would be “great 
communicator”. 

Interestingly, in his 1989 farewell address to the American people President 
Reagan said, “I wasn’t a great communicator, but I communicated great things, 
gathered from our experience, wisdom and our belief in principles that have 
guided us for two centuries.”  What many believe made his speeches different from 
other politicians was the way in which he spoke in normal, everyday words. Of 
course, it didn’t hurt that he was a former professional actor of the silver screen, 
but his small midwestern birthplace still embodies simplicity.   

We don’t know a lot about the Magi, Wise Men or Kings as we call them 
except for what is presented in Matthew chapter 2. From reading the text we can 
discern that the Magi may have arrived a year or two after Jesus was born Matthew 
says “they went to the house” where they saw Jesus and his mother, Mary. We 
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assume that Joseph, being from Bethlehem, got work in Bethlehem after the baby 
was born and stayed rather than return to Nazareth. So, when the Wise Men 
arrived, Mary, Joseph, and Jesus were living in a house. 

Sorry to mess up your manger scenes displayed on the mantel or coffee table, 
but the shepherds were not present when the Magi arrived. It’s not the worst thing 
to display the decorations together, it’s all part of the Biblical story, just make sure 
you teach your kids the proper timeline of those who journeyed from the East to 
see Jesus.    

Also, Biblical scholars have no idea how many Magi came on to Bethlehem. 
We normally depict three because of the three gifts of gold, frankincense, and 
myrrh. But the Bible never says how many Magi there were, in fact, did you know 
that the tradition in the early Church was that there were twelve kings? These Wise 
Men were scholars, astronomers, probably astrologers who studied the heavens, 
religious people most probably of the ancient Zoroastrian religion, who were from 
Persia or what today we know as Iran.  

In many Latin American countries, Epiphany is as popular as Christmas. For 
example, in Argentina people dress as the three kings and ride camels in public 
festivals and parades. Children leave out cookies for Los Reyes Magos (The Three 
Kings) instead of Santa, and some put out a shoe box filled with grass or hay and 
buckets of water for the kings' camels. If the children have been good all year, they 
receive toys left for them in the shoe boxes.  

Here in the United States, the holiday is celebrated more than you may know. 
In Colorado, the Great Fruit Cake Toss involves people dressed as kings attempting 
to throw their fruitcake the farthest. In Louisiana, the Epiphany helps to mark the 
beginning of a Carnival season building up to Mardi Gras or Fat Tuesday and Lent. 
"King Cakes"  are made for the holiday and, unlike fruitcakes, these are eaten and 
enjoyed. (Dr. Margaret Salazar-Porzio) 

For all that we’ve “made up” about the magi as well as the celebrations that 
are inspired by their arrival to Bethlehem, don’t miss the point… they traveled for 
years to come face to face with Jesus. Their initial destination was to a King 
(Herod) but as I explained to the kids on Christmas Eve he was not really 
interested in worshipping Jesus, he wanted to wipe out any threat to his power!   

People in stations of any power have one thing in common… they’re uniquely 
positioned to be poised or paranoid. Think back to the children’s game of “king 
of the mountain”, once you summit the dirt pile… you can’t simply enjoy the view 
you must watch your back! Sadly, this is exactly the way in which some leaders act 
once they make it to the big office, capitol building or king’s throne.  

The prophet Isaiah knew a thing or two about leaders, he lived at a crucial 
time in Hebrew history between King Saul and King David. Did you know that the 
New Testament quotes him more than any other prophet combined?! He often 
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advised the Kings and the men of their courts. Isaiah lived in Judah and was 
especially concerned with the mounting military might of Egypt and Assyria.  

The people in Judah and Israel were too concerned about the fallout of their 
own civil war to notice the mounting threat of the neighboring nations. The 
prophet did not temper his message for the sake of popular opinion, he spoke 
boldly about the changes that needed to take place; especially ones of heartfelt 
belief and religious practice. Though Isaiah outlasted four kings he offended one 
deeply (Manasseh) who had him killed (tradition says he was sawn in half!). 

 One of the prophet’s main messages was not to rely on one’s self more than 
one’s God. This is a timeless message and frankly seems to be needed today as 
much as any time in modern history. When our family was back in my hometown 
of Lincoln, Nebraska I had a lot of time to talk with my brother and sister. One of 
our topics of conversation was the lack of church attendance or religious 
programing of any kind in area Presbyterian Churches.       

There are many reasons that this has occurred, all of which hold a portion of 
the answer, yet none of which make up for the apathy of once active Church goers. 
As Facebook indicated I enjoyed being a guest greeter at my old home church last 
Sunday yet as much as things have changed, things have stayed the same. Most of 
those who I knew were the parents of kids I grew up with, yet few of them were 
accompanied by their children (who would now be adults) … that’s a problem, not 
just a regional problem, it’s a nation-wide challenge!  

Jesus taught that in order to be wise, one needs to be humble. Jesus 
promoted caring for your neighbor and yet at no point did Jesus say that faith was 
optional. The tension seems to be that in the United States the ones who are most 
concerned about the least of these are also the least likely to give God-in Christ-the 
credit, while the ones who are adamant about church or Sunday school attendance 
come off acting more like the self-righteous Pharisees.  

I believe that in American we need unpretentious and unchanging disciples 
of Jesus. This challenge isn’t going to go away any time soon… but faithfulness in 
a time of division and conflicted allegiances is nothing new.              

When King Herod heard there was a King of the Jews born, he was troubled-
and all Jerusalem with him-so he did some research about Bethlehem. Yet, the 
magi were indeed wise because instead of listening to the paranoid King, they 
changed their plans thanks to a warning in a dream to go a different way home, 
and that’s the last we hear from them in the Bible.  

Though the magi were not Jewish and certainly not Christian (there wasn’t 
such a thing yet) they most certainly were humbled by being in the presence of the 
Prince of Peace, even willing to defy the orders of a King! As their last action of 
mention was not to return to Herod, but to depart to their own country. The magi 
were servants of the most high God. 
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Servanthood is not about position or skill. It’s about attitude. The best 
leaders seek ways they can add value to others, and the primary way they do it is 
by serving them. All too many Kings, Presidents, CEOs or “big shots” only think of 
themselves. Jesus was both a humble and honest leader. (John Maxwell) 

For instance, in John chapter 13, the Savior of the world exhibited that he 
was also the greatest Servant of all time. The story is familiar to many. When the 
disciples “booked the upper room” for the Passover feast, they forgot to secure the 
services of a servant to wash feet at the door. It was a custom to do this.  

Interestingly, as the disciples realized the servant was missing, none of them 
volunteered for the job. Instead, they argued over who was the greatest. 
So, when Jesus saw this, he decided to make an object lesson out of it. After supper, 
Jesus stripped down to a garment around his waist. He even looked the part of the 
servant! Then he took a basin of water and a towel and began washing his disciples’ 
feet.  

Two thousand years ago servant leadership was born. Today we come to the 
table… the Lord’s table where all are welcome, but at which none should remain 
the same after having shared in the Holy Sacrament thanks to our Savior. If there’s 
anything we’ve learned from today’s lesson, it’s that wise men must follow to lead. 

 
In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, 

          Amen! 


