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Have you ever got to the end of a book and wondered, “So how did that happen?” or “What happened 

to so and so?” or “Does that ending really make sense?”  I finished a book by Sebastian Faulks this week 

and whilst the ending was, shall we say, not unexpected, there were several things that were left 

unexplained.  But then this is the second book of a yet to be completed trilogy! 

Which all leads me to ask, “Do you have a list of things you don’t understand about that first Christmas?”  

Over the last month or so I have tried to find new ways of explaining to people what happened in the 

period leading up to, and immediately after, the time when a certain baby was born, in less-than-ideal 

surroundings, in a small town in the Middle East.  But I still feel there are some things which have not 

been made clear. 

Such as who looked after the sheep whilst the shepherds went to see the baby Jesus? 

What about when the wise men went back home, did they tell people there – back in ‘the East’ – what 

they had seen in person, in dreams, what Herod had wanted them to do, and did anyone believe them – 

and if so was there a growth of Christianity in, ‘the East’ – or if not was their trip a little pointless? 

And why, when the birth of Jesus happens, we get a Christian festival called Christmas, and when the 

wise men arrive, we get a Christian festival called Epiphany, but the shepherds?  Why is there no 

Christian festival to celebrate the shepherds following the Angels command? 

Today is the Sunday where we choose to celebrate that feast of the Epiphany – so is that all about the 

wise men?  Well, No.  When I looked up the meaning of Epiphany, I came up with three different 

purposes of the feast.  First, Epiphany is a festival in commemoration of the manifestation of Jesus Christ 

to the world as the Son of God.  Second, it is to recognise the appearance of the star which announced 

our Saviour's birth to the Gentiles.  And third, it remembers the visit of the Magi, or Wise Men of the East 

to the infant Jesus.   

I also discovered there are several ‘popular’ Epiphany customs, including (some of which you may be 

aware of, some you may not): 

• Epiphany singing - Star singers also known as Epiphany singers who are children and young 

people walking from house to house with a star on a rod and often wearing crowns and dressed 

in clothes to resemble the Three Magi,  

• Chalking the door – Have a look at the front of your notice sheets where you will see an example 

of this Holy Graffiti.  Either on Twelfth Night or on Epiphany itself, apparently many Christians 

write on their doors or lintels with chalk in a pattern like this one: "20 ✝ C ✝ M ✝ B ✝ 23". The 

numbers in this example refer to the calendar year 2023 and the crosses to Christ. The letters C, 

M, and B stand for the traditional names of the Magi (Caspar, Melchior and Balthazar), or 

alternatively for the Latin blessing Christus mansionem benedicat ('May Christ bless this house'). 

• And so another one is having one's house blessed at Epiphanytide - a rite intended to protect the 

inhabitants of a house or apartment from misfortune, whether before moving into it or to "heal" 

it after an occurrence – it is performed often at Epiphany as that is when the Magi brought the 

gifts to Mary and Joseph’s home. 

• consuming Three Kings Cake – a cake with a figurine in it to represent Jesus – whoever gets the 

figurine wins a prize 

• winter swimming – which can apparently be part of religious celebrations at Epiphany, but I have 

yet to find out how. 

• and finally attending church services – novel idea! 
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I don’t know what you make of that list, but something I said right at the beginning grabbed my 

attention.  ‘Epiphany is a festival . . . which refers to the appearance of the star which announced our 

Saviour's birth to the Gentiles’ 

So, rather than talk about these mysterious Magi or Wise Men– about whom we know next to nothing – 

I want to focus on that star – which announced our Saviour’s birth ‘to the Gentiles’.  I want to do that 

because our first reading this morning from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, focusses precisely on that 

delivery of a message to the Gentiles. 

Here was Paul, explaining to his original readers that something which was a massive secret, could now 

be revealed to the world.  So let’s look deeper into this and see where it takes us this morning. 

We’ll start by adding a bit of context to what’s going on.  Paul makes it clear that he is in jail, he is a 

prisoner of Christ Jesus – he is there because he is committed to Jesus and will not change that despite 

what Nero, who put him in jail, wants.  So, in Paul’s eyes, he is not a prisoner of Nero – he is a prisoner of 

Christ Jesus. 

He then goes on to tell his readers that he, Paul, had been given a special responsibility at his conversion 

on the road to Damascus – as told to us in the book of Acts when God told Ananias, who the blinded Paul 

was found by when he arrived in Damascus, “Go, for Saul (later renamed Paul) is my chosen instrument 

to take my message to the Gentiles and to kings and to the people of Israel.”  To all the people, not just 

the Jews. 

And now we come to the secret that God reveals to Paul.  When Paul says, “As you read what I have 

written. . “he is referring to verses 9 and 10 of chapter 1 of this letter.  ‘God has now revealed to us his 

mysterious will regarding Christ—which is to fulfil his own good plan. And this is the plan: At the right 

time he (that’s God) will bring everything together under the authority of Christ—everything in heaven 

and on earth.’  And a few verses later Paul reveals to his readers the completeness of the secret: ‘God’s 

purpose was that we Jews who were the first to trust in Christ would bring praise and glory to God. And 

now you Gentiles have also heard the truth, the Good News that God saves you. And when you believed 

in Christ, he identified you as his own by giving you the Holy Spirit, whom he promised long ago.’  And he 

brings this message to a climax by saying, in our reading: ‘And this is God’s plan: Both Gentiles and Jews 

who believe the Good News share equally in the riches inherited by God’s children. Both are part of the 

same body, and both enjoy the promise of blessings because they belong to Christ Jesus. ‘ 

This is massive news.  For hundreds and hundreds of years the Jews had believed that, as they were 

God’s chosen people, only they would receive the riches inherited by God’s children.  But Paul is now 

saying that this is not the case – Paul, a Jew himself, is saying this.   

And then we get to a verse which really jumped out at me.  ‘Though I am the least deserving of all God’s 

people, he graciously gave me the privilege of telling the Gentiles about the endless treasures available 

to them in Christ.’ 

For nearly all my adult life I have been attending one church or another on a regular basis.  During that 

time, I have had many roles – whether as a treasurer, an elder, cleaning a church building or tidying a 

garden, a worship group leader, a youth group leader, a church secretary, the list probably goes on.  But 

during all that time I believe that I was doing the jobs that, with one or two exceptions, I chose to do. 

But at the beginning of 2015 that changed.  It was then that I knew that God was saying to me, “David, 

this is what I now want you to do” – and that resulted in me being here, talking to you today.  And 

without in any way having the audacity to compare myself to Paul, I do understand what he means when 
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he says, “He graciously gave me the privilege of telling the Gentiles about the endless treasures available 

to them in Christ.”  Because by God calling me to be ordained as a priest, which is what he did in 2015, I 

believe he was saying to me, “I understand that you believe that you have done all you can in that list of 

jobs, so I now want you to take this next step.  I want you to tell the people of the parishes that I send 

you to, the good news.”  And that is such a privilege.   

One of the questions that I am most often asked by people who I come across in my work here is along 

the lines of, “Why are you doing this?”  And the answer to me is very simple – because it is what God 

told me to do – and, whilst I will be the first to admit that doing what I am told to do is not something 

that I find easy, this was.  There was never any doubt in my mind that this was God calling me, and I 

know that I am now doing what He wants.  So, I understand what Paul is saying.  It is not a job.  It is not a 

burden. It is – a privilege. 

And what I want to say to you all as we embark on a new year together is – that privilege can be yours 

too.  In the decision-making process of our churches, we are about to put into place some of the ideas 

that we talked about last year.  When you hear about them, embrace them in the way that Paul 

embraced the secret, that was no longer a secret; embrace them with enthusiasm; embrace them, 

knowing that their aim is to build the kingdom amongst all the people in our villages and beyond. 

Paul wrote to the people of the church that he founded, from a prison cell, but there was no self-pity.  

There was no, “Well I can’t do anything from here, so it’s all down to you.”  Paul used the position he was 

in to continue his work; to spread the gospel amongst his captors, amongst those who visited him, 

amongst those to whom he wrote.  I’m a great believer in copying other people’s ideas, other church’s 

ideas, but it is all too easy for us to say, “Well we can’t do that here – we don’t have X, Y or Z”.  If we 

don’t have X Y or Z, then let’s look around us and see what we can do with the A B and C that we do 

have.  In our churches we have many skilful people; in our villages we have people who are at least 

friendly to our churches.  We need to use those skills and those friends to help us see beyond the 

reasons why we can’t do things – to see what we can do.  I’m not going to try and influence the 

discussions about precisely what we should do by saying what I think we should do – that would be 

several more sermons – but what I will say is this.  Believe in your churches, in God’s mission.  Believe in 

this group of 4 churches in these 4 villages.  Believe that it is possible that this time next year there will 

be more people attending our churches, following our Lord Jesus as their personal Saviour, than there 

are now.  Have confidence in what we will do.  Because we do not do this alone. 

I’ll finish by reminding you of what Brother Andrew – the man who committed his life to supporting 

churches in communist countries by smuggling in bibles where they had none, said.  He said this.  “The 

work of the church is not survival.  She exists to fulfil the Great Commission.”  And that Great 

Commission, as said to Jesus by his disciples as he left them? 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.  And 

remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”   

Shall we pray. 

Heavenly Father, as we look forward to this New Year, will you inspire us, through your churches here in 

these 4 villages, to spread the Good News to each and every person who lives here, the Good News that 

through the birth, life, death and resurrection of your Son, Jesus Christ, our past and future sins are 

forgiven, that we are loved by you, and that our lives on this earth and beyond can be so much better 

with you than without you.  We pray that, through the discussions of our PCCs we can find new ways of 
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making that truth known to people so that our churches over the next year will not be seen to be 

struggling but be seen to be growing communities that people want to join.  Remind us Lord, when these 

aspirations feel beyond us, that we do not do any of this by ourselves, as you promised to be with us 

always, to the end of the age. 

Amen 

 

 


