SUNDAY SCHOOL JANUARY 5, 2025

Prayer:
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OLD TESTAMENT

Isaiah 60:1-6

THE INGATHERING OF THE DISPERSED

Arise, shine, for your light has come,
and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you.
For darkness shall cover the earth
and thick darkness the peoples,
but the Lord will arise upon you,
and his glory will appear over you.
Nations shall come to your light
and kings to the brightness of your dawn.

Lift 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 in their nurses’ arms.
Then 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.
A 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.

OVERVIEW

Isaiah 60:1-6 is a powerful and poetic passage that heralds the glory of God shining upon His
people, drawing nations and wealth to Jerusalem. It is part of a broader section of Isaiah
(chapters 60—62) that depicts the future restoration, transformation, and exaltation of Jerusalem.
The imagery of light and glory emphasizes hope and divine intervention. This prophecy often
resonates during Advent and Epiphany in Christian liturgical traditions, pointing to the coming
of the Messiah and the inclusion of Gentiles in God’s salvation plan.

See Addendum on “Epiphany”.

BIBLICAL CONTEXT

e Placement in Isaiah: Isaiah 60 belongs to the third section of Isaiah (chapters 56-66),
often called "Third Isaiah." This section addresses a post-exilic audience and focuses on
themes of restoration, justice, and God's ultimate plan for Zion.

e Themes: God's glory illuminating His people. The gathering of nations to Jerusalem as a
center of divine light and truth. The inclusion of Gentiles and their contributions in
worship and prosperity.

e Relation to New Testament: This passage is frequently associated with the visit of the
Magi (Matthew 2:1-12), as it mentions the nations bringing gold and frankincense. The
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light imagery connects with John 1:5 and John 8:12, where Jesus is described as the light
of the world.

HISTORICAL / NON-BIBLICAL CONTEXT

e Post-Exilic Period: The prophecy likely reflects the hope and struggles of the Jewish
community returning from Babylonian exile (circa 538 BCE). They faced the daunting
task of rebuilding Jerusalem amidst economic hardships and political uncertainties.

e Surrounding Nations: The reference to nations bringing wealth reflects a vision of
Jerusalem as a hub of international reverence and commerce, a stark contrast to its
desolation during and after the exile.

e Symbolic Use of Light: In the ancient Near East, light often symbolized life, prosperity,
and divine favor. The imagery of "darkness covering the earth" juxtaposes the despair of
exile with the transformative power of God's presence.

HISTORICAL TIMELINE / BIBLICAL TIMEFRAME

The passage is attributed to the prophet Isaiah, though scholars believe it was likely written by
disciples of Isaiah during the post-exilic period (5th century BCE).

Key Events:

e 586 BCE: Destruction of Jerusalem and the First Temple by the Babylonians.

e 538 BCE: Cyrus the Great of Persia allows the Jews to return and rebuild the Temple.

e The prophecy envisions a future fulfillment when Jerusalem regains its centrality and
reflects God’s glory.

SCHOLARLY METAPHORICAL & MODERN-DAY INTERPRETATION
Metaphorical Interpretation:

o Light as Divine Presence: The "light" symbolizes God's presence, truth, and salvation
that dispels the "darkness" of sin and despair.

e Gathering of Nations: Represents the universal reach of God's kingdom, transcending
ethnic and cultural boundaries.

e Wealth and Gifts: Symbolize the contributions of diverse peoples to the worship and
glory of God, affirming a vision of inclusivity and unity.

Modern-Day Context:

o This passage speaks to the universal mission of the Church to be a beacon of hope and to
draw others to God’s light through acts of justice, mercy, and love.

e In an era of division and conflict, the vision of nations coming together emphasizes the
need for unity and shared purpose under divine leadership.

o It also challenges modern Christians to reflect on how they can "arise and shine" as
witnesses to God’s transformative power in their communities.

SUMMARY

Isaiah 60:1-6 paints a prophetic vision of restoration and glory for Jerusalem, with God’s light
dispelling darkness and drawing nations to His presence. It is a message of hope for a post-exilic
audience, envisioning a future where Jerusalem is central to God’s plan for universal salvation.
The passage resonates with Christian interpretations of Jesus as the light of the world and the
Church’s mission to be a reflection of that light. Its themes of inclusivity, divine radiance, and
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the gathering of nations provide enduring inspiration for unity and faithfulness in a world often
overshadowed by darkness.

NEW TESTAMENT (GOSPEL)

Matthew 2:1-12

THE VISIT OF THE MAGI

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, magi from the east came
to Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed
his star in the east and have come to pay him homage.”

When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him, and calling together
all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be
born.

They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it has been written by the prophet:

“ ‘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.”

Then Herod secretly called for the magi and learned from them the exact time when the star had
appeared.

Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child, and when you
have found him, bring me word so that [ may also go and pay him homage.”

When they had heard the king, they set out, and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had
seen in the east, until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw that the star
had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On 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. And having been warned in a dream not
to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.

OVERVIEW

Matthew 2:1-12 recounts the visit of the Magi (wise men) to the newborn Jesus. This passage
highlights the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies about the Messiah and showcases the
contrasting reactions of faith (the Magi) and hostility (Herod). The narrative includes the Magi’s
journey, their interaction with King Herod, their homage to Jesus, and their divine warning to
avoid returning to Herod.

See Addendum on “The Magi”.

BIBLICAL CONTEXT

This passage is part of Matthew’s infancy narrative (chapters 1-2), emphasizing Jesus as the
fulfillment of Jewish prophecy and the universal King. The Magi’s visit foreshadows the
inclusion of Gentiles in God’s plan of salvation.

Key Themes:
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o Fulfillment of prophecy: The star (Numbers 24:17) and the birthplace (Micah 5:2).
e Opposition to the Messiah: Herod’s duplicity and eventual massacre of infants.
o Worship and recognition: The Magi, representing distant nations, worship Jesus.

NUMBERS 24:17

"I see him, but not now;

I behold him, but not near—

a star shall come out of Jacob,

and a scepter shall rise out of Israel;

it shall crush the borderlands of Moab,
and the territory of all the Shethites."

o This verse is part of Balaam's prophecy and is interpreted as a Messianic prediction.
The "star" is often linked to the star that guided the Magi, symbolizing a ruler arising
from Israel.

MICAH 5:2

"But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah,
who are one of the little clans of Judah,
from you shall come forth for me

one who is to rule in Israel,

whose origin is from of old,

from ancient days."

o This verse predicts the birthplace of the Messiah in Bethlehem, connecting it to
Davidic lineage and eternal significance. It plays a pivotal role in the nativity
narrative, affirming Jesus's fulfillment of prophecy.

HISTORICAL / NON-BIBLICAL CONTEXT

e The Magi: Likely astrologers or scholars from Persia or Babylon, known for interpreting
celestial phenomena. Their knowledge of a “king of the Jews” likely derived from Jewish
influence in Babylon during the Exile.

e Herod the Great: A ruler under Roman authority, paranoid about threats to his power.
Known for his political savvy, extensive building projects, and brutal measures to secure
his throne.

e Astrology and Stars: Celestial events were significant in ancient times, often interpreted
as divine signs. The appearance of a unique star would have been seen as an omen of
great importance.

See Addendum on “King of the Jews”’.

HISTORICAL TIMELINE / BIBLICAL TIMEFRAME

e Historical Setting: This event is traditionally dated a few years before the death of
Herod the Great in 4 BCE. The Magi’s journey likely coincided with the conjunction of
planets or a comet visible around 7-4 BCE.

e Prophetic Fulfillment: The events align with Old Testament prophecies, such as Micah
5:2 regarding Bethlehem as the Messiah’s birthplace.

SCHOLARLY METAPHORICAL & MODERN-DAY INTERPRETATION
Metaphorical Interpretation:
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e The Magi symbolize the inclusion of Gentiles in salvation history, emphasizing the
universality of Christ’s mission.

o The star represents divine guidance and revelation.

o Herod’s reaction signifies the worldly powers’ resistance to God’s kingdom.

Modern-Day Context:

e The story reminds believers of the need for openness to divine revelation and the courage
to act on faith.

e It challenges individuals and institutions to reflect on how they respond to Jesus's
message: with worship like the Magi or hostility like Herod.

o The narrative also highlights the idea of journeying toward truth, a theme that resonates
with seekers of faith in all ages.

SUMMARY

Matthew 2:1-12 presents the story of the Magi, Gentile scholars who recognize and honor the
infant Jesus as King of the Jews. Their journey, guided by a star, leads them to Bethlehem, where
they offer symbolic gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Meanwhile, Herod, threatened by the
news of a new king, feigns interest in worshiping Jesus but harbors malicious intent. Divinely
warned, the Magi avoid Herod and return home another way. This passage underscores Jesus's
universal kingship, the fulfillment of prophecy, and the contrasting responses to his birth—faith
and hostility.
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ADDENDUM
The Magi

The Magi were taken seriously by Herod for several key reasons:

CULTURAL AND POLITICAL
1. Their Status and Reputation

Astrologers and Scholars: The Magi were likely members of a priestly caste from
Persia or Babylon, highly respected in their society for their expertise in astronomy,
astrology, and interpreting dreams and omens. Their skills in reading the stars were
considered authoritative in ancient cultures.

Advisors to Kings: Historically, the Magi often served as royal counselors or advisors,
wielding influence in their home regions. Their visit to Judea signaled that they were not
merely curious travelers but emissaries of significant standing.

2. Their Arrival

A Foreign Delegation: The Magi were outsiders from a powerful region, Persia or
Babylon, which had longstanding interactions with Judea. Their arrival with questions
about a "king of the Jews" would have been perceived as a diplomatic mission or a
potential political provocation.

Large Caravan Likely: They likely traveled with a sizable entourage, as befitting their
status. This would have drawn attention and signaled importance, making Herod take
notice of their inquiry.

3. The Nature of Their Inquiry

Search for a King: Asking about the birth of a "king of the Jews" was a direct challenge
to Herod’s authority. Herod was a ruler appointed by Rome, and any mention of a rival
king would have alarmed him, especially since his claim to the throne was already
contested.

Prophetic Implications: Their question about the king would have resonated with
Jewish Messianic expectations. Herod, though not Jewish by heritage, was familiar with
Jewish beliefs and would have understood the potential for unrest if the population
believed a prophesied king had arrived.

4. Herod’s Paranoia and Insecurity

Fear of Threats: Herod was notorious for his paranoia. He had executed family
members, including his own sons, to eliminate perceived threats to his throne. The
Magi’s declaration about a new king would have struck a nerve.

Political Ramifications: News of a rival king could destabilize Herod’s rule, provoke
rebellion among the Jewish populace, or invite scrutiny from Rome, which had placed
Herod in power.

5. Their Knowledge of the Stars
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Star as a Sign: The Magi’s explanation of a celestial phenomenon marking the birth of a
king carried weight in ancient cultures that viewed such signs as divine endorsements.
Herod, though not a devout Jew, likely took their interpretation seriously because
astrology was widely regarded as a credible science at the time.

6. Their Purpose and Determination

Focused Mission: The Magi’s deliberate journey from a distant land demonstrated their
conviction and credibility. It was clear they weren’t frivolous travelers but had
undertaken a significant effort based on their understanding of the star’s meaning.

Summary

Herod took the Magi seriously because they were influential foreign dignitaries, whose inquiry
about a "king of the Jews" threatened his already fragile hold on power. Their reputation as
learned men, their connection to royal courts, and their interpretation of celestial signs gave their
words weight. Combined with Herod’s own paranoia and awareness of Jewish Messianic
expectations, the Magi’s visit was both a political and prophetic alarm bell.

ASTROLOGY?

Today, statements based on astrology wouldn't generally carry the same weight as they did in
ancient times. The difference in how astrology is perceived today versus the time of the Magi
stems from significant shifts in cultural, scientific, and religious worldviews.

1. Cultural Shift Toward Empiricism

In the ancient world, astrology was considered a serious science, deeply intertwined with
astronomy. Observations of celestial phenomena were often linked to divine messages or
cosmic order. Today, science and empiricism dominate most cultures' understanding of
the natural world. Astrology is widely seen as pseudoscience because its claims cannot be
tested or replicated using the scientific method.

2. Secularization of Society

Modern societies, particularly in the West, have largely secularized, favoring rationalism
over mystical or supernatural explanations. In a contemporary context, people might
dismiss astrological claims as superstition, even if they acknowledge their cultural or
historical significance.

3. Religious Perspectives

Many religious traditions, including Christianity, often reject astrology outright as
incompatible with faith in a sovereign God. For example, astrology's reliance on celestial
influences can seem to conflict with biblical teachings that emphasize God’s direct
control over creation. Ancient Jewish and Christian audiences might have viewed the
Magi's use of a star with a degree of skepticism. However, Matthew’s account uses their
story to show that God can guide even Gentile astrologers toward His purposes, which
aligns with the broader theme of divine inclusivity.

4. Social Context and Credibility

In today’s society, credibility often hinges on expertise in widely recognized fields like
science, medicine, or technology. A modern person proclaiming a major event based on
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astrology might attract attention in niche or alternative circles but would likely be met
with skepticism or dismissal by mainstream audiences, including political or religious
leaders.

5. Exceptions: Pop Culture and Personal Belief

Despite widespread skepticism, astrology remains popular in certain contexts, such as
daily horoscopes, personality insights, or spiritual practices. It’s seen more as
entertainment or a personal belief system than a source of authoritative predictions. In
some parts of the world, astrology is still taken very seriously, especially in cultures
where traditional practices and beliefs remain strong.

Why the Magi Were Different

The Magi lived in a world where celestial events were taken as significant, and their position as
scholars gave them authority. They weren’t seen as “fortune-tellers” but as learned individuals
with insight into divine mysteries. Furthermore, the convergence of their interpretation with
Jewish prophecy (Micah 5:2) added weight to their claim.

THE STAR OF BETHLEHEM

The "Star of Bethlehem" described in Matthew 2:1-12 has sparked centuries of discussion and
debate among theologians, astronomers, and historians. Scholars and scientists have proposed
various theories to explain what the star might have been or whether it should be understood
metaphorically. Here’s an overview of the key perspectives:

1. Astronomical Explanations

Scholars and scientists have explored natural phenomena to explain the star. Here are some of
the most common hypotheses:

o Conjunction of Planets: A conjunction occurs when planets appear close together in the
night sky. In 7 BCE, scientists identified there was “The Great Conjunction” of planets,
where Jupiter and Saturn appeared very close in the constellation Pisces. This rare
alignment could have been interpreted by ancient astrologers as a significant sign,
possibly symbolizing a royal birth. Jupiter was associated with kingship, Saturn with the
Jewish people, and Pisces with the region of Judea in astrological tradition.

e A Comet: Some have suggested the star was a comet, such as Halley's Comet, which was
visible around 12 BCE. However, this timing doesn’t align well with the approximate
date of Jesus's birth. Comets were often seen as omens, which fits the narrative of
something extraordinary.

e A Supernova or Nova: A nova or supernova (an exploding star) would have appeared as
a bright, stationary point in the sky for weeks or months. Ancient Chinese records
mention a "new star" visible around 5—4 BCE, which corresponds with the probable
timeframe of Jesus’s birth.

e A Unique Celestial Event Some suggest the star was a unique, miraculous event
designed by God specifically for this moment in history, transcending natural
explanation.

2. Astrological Interpretations

o In the ancient world, astrology was a respected discipline. The Magi, likely Zoroastrian
astrologers, could have interpreted celestial phenomena as signs of divine activity.
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o The star’s movement and its “stopping” over Bethlehem could be symbolic of divine
guidance rather than a literal description of astronomical behavior.

o Zoroastrianism is one of the world’s oldest monotheistic religions, founded by the
prophet Zoroaster (or Zarathustra) in ancient Persia, likely around the 6th
century BCE. It centers on the worship of a supreme god of wisdom, and
emphasizes the cosmic struggle between good and evil. Core teachings include
the importance of good thoughts, good words, and good deeds. Zoroastrians also
studied the stars and celestial movements, blending spirituality with proto-
scientific observations, which may explain why the Magi, often associated with
Zoroastrian priest-scholars, were adept at interpreting astrological signs like the
star of Bethlehem. Though Zoroastrianism has declined significantly, it remains
influential in the development of later monotheistic religions.

3. Metaphorical or Theological Interpretation

e Many scholars and theologians suggest that the star is best understood as a metaphor or

theological symbol:

e Symbol of Divine Revelation: The star may symbolize God’s guiding light, much
like the pillar of fire and cloud that led the Israelites in the wilderness (Exodus 13:21-
22).

¢ Fulfillment of Prophecy: The star aligns with Numbers 24:17 ("a star shall come out
of Jacob"), symbolizing the Messianic king’s arrival.

¢ Gentile Inclusion: The star draws the Magi, representing the Gentile nations, to
Jesus, underscoring the universal reach of the Messiah.

4. Challenges to a Literal Interpretation

e Stationary Behavior: Stars and planets do not literally stop in the sky. However, the
“stopping” of the star could describe the way celestial bodies appear stationary at their
highest point (culmination) or due to retrograde motion in planetary conjunctions.

e Lack of Universal Record: No historical records explicitly confirm a star matching
Matthew's description, though many ancient records detail celestial events.

5. Modern Perspectives

e Scientific Investigations: Modern astronomers continue to simulate celestial events from
the period to understand what the Magi might have seen.

o Faith and Interpretation: For many Christians, whether the star was literal, symbolic, or
miraculous doesn’t diminish its theological significance. The narrative’s purpose is to
highlight divine guidance and Jesus’s kingship.

Summary

Attempts to identify the star of Bethlehem range from scientific theories about celestial
phenomena (conjunctions, comets, or novas) to theological interpretations that view the star as
symbolic or miraculous. While historical and astronomical evidence is inconclusive, the story's
primary focus is on the fulfillment of prophecy and God’s revelation to the Gentiles.
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EXPLORING THE CONTRAST IN A MIODERN FAITH CONTEXT

The story of the Magi and their use of astrology offers a profound opportunity to explore how
God can work through unexpected or unconventional means to reveal truth. Here’s how this
contrast might be discussed in a modern faith context:

1. God Meets People Where They Are

The Magi’s use of astrology shows that God met them within their cultural and intellectual
framework, using a star to guide them to Christ. This reveals that God is not limited by
human understanding or practices; He speaks in ways that people can comprehend.

e Modern Application: Today, God might reach people through their personal
experiences, even if those experiences don’t fit traditional Christian expectations. For
example, someone might come to faith through art, nature, or even secular
philosophy. This challenges Christians to recognize God’s work in diverse and
unexpected ways.

2. Faith Versus Tools

While astrology is not endorsed by the Bible as a means of divine revelation, the Magi’s
journey underscores that their faith and willingness to act on what they understood led them
to Christ.

e Modern Application: Similarly, people today may start their spiritual journey with
incomplete or flawed frameworks. The focus should be on guiding them toward the
truth of Christ rather than dismissing their starting points.

3. God’s Sovereignty Over All Things

The story highlights God’s sovereignty: He used the Magi’s knowledge of the stars to direct
them to Jesus, fulfilling prophecy and demonstrating that even worldly tools can serve His
purposes.

e Modern Application: This invites believers to trust that God can use any means—
scientific discoveries, cultural trends, or even secular movements—to advance His
kingdom. It’s a reminder not to underestimate God’s ability to work through
unexpected channels.

4. Inclusivity and the Global Reach of Christ

The Magi, as Gentiles, symbolize the inclusion of all nations in the message of Christ. Their
recognition of Jesus as King contrasts with Herod’s rejection and the indifference of the
religious leaders.

e Modern Application: This calls Christians to embrace inclusivity, recognizing that
God’s love extends to all people, regardless of their background, beliefs, or practices.
It encourages openness to interfaith dialogue and cultural diversity while remaining
rooted in the truth of the Gospel.

5. A Call to Discernment

The Magi discerned truth and responded in faith, while Herod and the religious leaders,
despite having access to prophetic Scriptures, did not. This contrast underscores the
importance of a heart ready to seek and respond to God’s revelation.
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e Modern Application: Christians are called to discern how God is working in the
world today, even through means that might seem unconventional or unfamiliar. This
includes listening to others’ experiences and being open to the ways God might be
drawing them closer to Himself.

Encouragement for Reflection

The Magi’s journey reminds us that God’s light can penetrate any darkness, and His truth can be
revealed in surprising ways. As believers, the challenge is to be attuned to God’s movement in
the world and to respond with the same humility and worship as the Magi. It’s an invitation to
trust that God is always working—even through channels we may not fully understand.
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King of the Jews

The title "King of the Jews" is first documented in the New Testament in connection with Jesus,
but it has deeper historical and cultural roots. Here's an overview of its usage and origins:

1. In the New Testament
The title appears prominently in the Gospel accounts of Jesus's birth, ministry, and crucifixion:

e Matthew 2:2: The Magi ask, "Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?"

e Mark 15:2: Pilate asks Jesus, "Are you the king of the Jews?" Jesus responds, "You have
said so."

e John 19:19: During the crucifixion, Pilate orders a sign placed above Jesus on the cross
reading, "Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews."

In these contexts, "King of the Jews" identifies Jesus as the fulfillment of Jewish Messianic
prophecies, though it was also used mockingly by Roman authorities and opponents.

2. Roots in Jewish History

The concept of a "king of the Jews" predates the New Testament, tied to the idea of a divinely
anointed ruler:

e Davidic Kingship: The kings of Israel, beginning with King David, were seen as God’s
chosen leaders over His people. David and his descendants were regarded as "shepherds"
of Israel, and their rule was idealized in Jewish prophecy.

e Messianic Expectation: After the Babylonian Exile (6th century BCE), the hope for a
new "king of the Jews" grew, particularly one who would restore Israel's sovereignty and
fulfill the covenant promises to David (2 Samuel 7:12-16).

3. In Non-Biblical Sources
The term "king of the Jews" also appears in writings outside the Bible:

o Josephus (1st century CE): The Jewish historian Josephus refers to Jewish leaders and
movements in Messianic terms, although he does not explicitly use the phrase "king of
the Jews" for any pre-Christian figure.

e Roman References: Roman authorities were aware of Jewish Messianic expectations.
For example, in 63 BCE, Pompey’s conquest of Jerusalem highlighted Rome’s awareness
of Jewish resistance tied to their longing for a king.

4. In the Time of Herod

e Herod the Great (37-4 BCE): Herod was granted the title "King of the Jews" by the
Roman Senate in 40 BCE. However, Herod was of Idumean (Edomite) descent and not
fully Jewish, which made him a contentious ruler among the Jewish population. His
insecurity about this title likely fueled his paranoia when the Magi inquired about the
"newborn king of the Jews."

5. Historical and Theological Significance

For Jewish audiences, the title evoked hope for the Messiah—a divinely anointed king who
would restore Israel’s independence and bring justice.
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For Roman authorities, it was a political title, representing potential rebellion against imperial
control.

For Christians, it represents Jesus’s dual role as the spiritual Savior and fulfillment of Jewish
Messianic prophecies, emphasizing his kingship over all nations.

Summary

The title "King of the Jews" has roots in the Jewish monarchy, Messianic expectations, and
Roman political discourse. It was first explicitly documented in connection with Jesus in the
New Testament but draws from centuries of Jewish hope for a divinely anointed ruler. The
term’s use by the Magi, Herod, Pilate, and others reflects its dual significance as both a
theological and political statement.
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Epiphany

Epiphany, derived from the Greek word epiphaneia (meaning "appearance" or "manifestation"),
is a Christian feast day celebrating the revelation of Jesus Christ as God incarnate. It is
traditionally observed on January 6, marking the conclusion of the Twelve Days of Christmas.
While its exact significance varies among traditions, it is one of the oldest Christian celebrations,
with roots dating back to the 2nd century.

Biblical Associations of Epiphany
Epiphany is linked to three key events that highlight the revelation of Christ to the world:

e Visit of the Magi (Matthew 2:1-12): The most widely recognized association in
Western Christianity. The Magi, often interpreted as Gentile wise men or kings,
recognize and worship Jesus as the King of Kings. This symbolizes Jesus being revealed
to all nations, not just the Jewish people.

e Baptism of Jesus (Matthew 3:13—17, Mark 1:9-11, Luke 3:21-22, John 1:29-34):
Highlighted primarily in Eastern Christianity. Jesus's baptism by John the Baptist reveals
His divine identity through the voice of God and the descent of the Holy Spirit.

e First Miracle at Cana (John 2:1-11): Sometimes linked to Epiphany, particularly in
liturgical traditions. The miracle of turning water into wine reveals Jesus's divine power
and inaugurates His public ministry.

Historical and Liturgical Context

Origins: Epiphany originated in the Eastern Church as a celebration of Jesus's birth, baptism,
and manifestation to the world.

e In the Western Church, the focus shifted to the visit of the Magi, aligning with the
theme of Christ being revealed to the Gentiles.

Liturgical Traditions:

e Western Christianity (e.g., Roman Catholic, Anglican, and Protestant): Focuses on
the Magi, often calling the day the "Feast of the Epiphany" or "Three Kings' Day."

e Eastern Christianity (e.g., Orthodox): Celebrates Jesus's baptism and calls the feast
Theophany, emphasizing the Trinity's manifestation at the Jordan River.

Cultural Practices:

¢ King Cake: A pastry with a hidden figurine of baby Jesus, particularly popular in
Hispanic and French cultures.

¢ Gift-Giving: In some countries, gifts are exchanged on Epiphany, symbolizing the
Magi's offerings to Jesus.

Symbolism and Theology

e Light and Revelation: Epiphany is associated with light, symbolizing Jesus as the Light
of the World. The star that guided the Magi represents divine guidance and the
illumination of truth.

e Inclusivity: The presence of the Magi signifies the universality of Christ’s mission,
breaking down cultural and ethnic boundaries.
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e Trinitarian Revelation: The baptism of Jesus highlights the Trinity, with God the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit all present and revealed.

Modern-Day Applications

e Unity of Nations: Epiphany invites reflection on the global reach of Christ’s message
and the call for unity among diverse peoples.

e Personal Revelation: Christians are encouraged to seek and share moments of
"epiphany" in their own lives—times when God’s presence becomes clear.

e Mission of the Church: The day challenges believers to embody and proclaim the light
of Christ, drawing others into the faith.

Summary

Epiphany is a profound and multifaceted celebration of Christ’s revelation to the world. Whether
focusing on the Magi, Jesus’s baptism, or His first miracle, the feast highlights themes of light,
universality, and divine manifestation. Its rich history and varied practices make it a cornerstone
of the Christian liturgical calendar, offering an enduring call to recognize and share God’s light
in the world.

2025-01-05 Sunday School.docx 16



