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Grace Evangelical Lutheran Church in Muncie, Ind. 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ. 

 “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star when it rose and have 
come to worship him.” 

 For us Americans, the Epiphany is epitomized in Rev. John Henry Hopkins’ 1857 chorus: 

 O Star of wonder, star of night  
 Star with royal beauty bright  
 Westward leading, still proceeding  
 Guide us to Thy perfect light 

 We picture the long, arduous journey of the Magi, 700 miles across the desert, on the 

backs of camels. They’re bearing gifts to worship the newborn Jewish king, though they 

themselves are not Jewish. Because of the three gifts, we think of only three of these men. 

Sometimes we see them as astrologers—they’re following a star after all—sometimes as 

kings—sometimes both. And we call them wise. 

 Why do we call the Magi wise? Maybe, according to the world’s measure, they are wise. 

Knowledgeable. Able to speak. Wealthy. But they are decidedly unwise according to God’s 

measure. They are pagans, trapped in the darkness of sin. They are enslaved to false 

worship, bringing with them gifts—typically sacrifices to appease lords and gods. They’re 

following a star but know not what it means. Moreover, they know not where they’re going, 

because they have no Word. 

 But this Star of wonder, which glows with royal beauty bright, leads the Magi westward, 

to Judea, and they naturally head to the capitol city. Where else does one find royalty? Does 

their trip end there? They meet with King Herod; scribes search the Word; they travel 

onward to Bethlehem—the place the prophet Micah foretold. The star reappears and 

confirms that Word. 

 The Magi are made wise, led out of the darkness of paganism. They are guided to true 

worship, true faith. They arrive at Mary and Joseph’s home and behold the only true and 

perfect Light, Jesus. He is the Light to lighten the Gentiles and the glory of the people Israel. 

He is the Light of the world, which enlightens all of humanity. His Light is the life of men. 
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 This Epiphany, then, is the Christmas of the Gentiles. This Epiphany is a guide, which 

leads out of darkness and into Christ’s perfectly marvelous light. This Epiphany is the 

epitome of freedom from the slavery of sin—because, as Jesus says, “If the Son sets you 

free, you are free indeed.” 

 
 Another star rises in the American psyche—the North Star. In many ways, it’s analogous 

to the Star of Bethlehem. At the same time John Hopkins penned We Three Kings of Orient 

Are, our country was in turmoil over slavery and states’ rights. 

 The Underground Railroad was reaching its height. Slaves were fleeing their captivity in 

the South. Slaves were led to the Railroad by “agents” or “shepherds.” They then took the 

“Gospel train,” which headed towards “heaven.” They were told to follow a star—the North 

Star—to freedom. 

 Thousands of slaves were freed by the efforts of brave men and women who wanted 

others to be free. What was their motivation? It was the Gospel itself. They were free in 

Christ; they wanted others to be free as well. Many, like Harriet Tubman and Levi Coffin 

and William Still, were involved in the Abolitionist Movement. 

 This Abolitionist Movement was both religious and political. Indeed, because they were 

Christian, they wanted Christ’s light to enlighten all men. They didn’t see the African slave 

as savage, primitive, lesser, chattel. Rather, they saw him as a human creature, with the full 

dignity of man, made in God’s image, redeemed on the cross by Christ. The African, like a 

Magi, is a king of orient are and must be regarded as deserving of honor. 

 This anti-slavery movement led to the formation of one of our two major political 

parties. It transformed this country. It led us out of the darkness of enslaving our fellow 

human creatures and into the light of freedom. 

 
 Would this be appropriate in our current political arena? During the Vice Presidential 

debate, one of the candidates said that he never allowed his religious views to influence 

how he’d vote on policy. Many praised him as reasonable and the model of the proper 

relationship between religion and politics. “It’s fine if you believe in Jesus and the Gospel; 

just don’t ever let it affect how you vote,” they said. “There must be a separation of religion 

and politics,” they professed. Many Lutherans think and say the same things. 
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 What would’ve happened if the Magi didn’t go to see Jesus? What would’ve happened if 

there had been no Abolitionist Movement or Underground Railroad? What would've 

happened if there had been no Star of Bethlehem, no North Star? 

 Some of our students traveled to our capitol city and attended the LCMS U Campus 

Ministry conference Liberty this last week. It was all about the Christian in the public 

square. (Ask Ben and Megan and Andrew about it sometime.) Missouri Synod has been long 

accused of quietism—just accepting things, including injustices and blatant sins, without 

attempting to resist or change them. Does being quiet help our neighbor? Is it loving? 

 How about in our lives? Do we stay quiet about the faith because of politeness? Political 

correctness? There’s always pressure to silence the Gospel. We feel it every day—at work 

and school, among friends, even with family. “There are two things polite people never talk 

about: politics and religion. And especially never at the same time.” 

 But, if we stay silent, what’s going to point others to Christ and the Gospel? Where’s the 

star that will lead them? Jesus answers, “You are the light of the world. A city on a hill 

cannot be hidden.” You are to be that star, leading, proceeding, guiding to Christ’s perfect 

light. 

 What would've happened to the Magi if there was no star of Bethlehem? What would've 

happened to the slaves if there were no North Star? What will happen if we don't care 

enough to shine Christ’s light to our neighbors and friends? What will happen to them? 

 You’re not alone in this effort. We get to do it together. We are a congregation, joined 

together in Christ. And the light we shine is really just a reflection of Christ’s own wondrous 

and royal Light. We do not shine in our own glory; rather, we shine in His, along with all the 

saints and angels. We are one in Christ, proclaiming Him who has called us out of darkness 

and into His marvelous light. 

  
 The Star led to Bethlehem. The North Star led to safety in the northern states and in 

Canada. Where are we led today? 

 People are still in slavery: slavery to sin. It’s a real and true slavery. It tells us what to do 

and how to be. It gives us a new identity, suppressing our identity as God’s children, 

created in His likeness. Do you remember that scene from Roots, where the slave master is 

whipping Kunta Kinte and yelling out that his new name is “Toby”? Kunta Kinte struggled 
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and refused the new identity as a slave. But most gave up the fight, embracing their identity 

as slave. It still happens with the slave master that is sin, doesn’t it? Our sin, instead of our 

Father who art in heaven, identifies many of us. 

 We need to lead them like the Magi were led to Christ and liberty in Him. As the Church, 

we are like the barns and basements of the Underground Railroad. We have shepherds and 

the Gospel train which leads to the true and eternal heaven. Those running to freedom are 

even fed and nourished along the way, provided just what they need. Doesn’t forgiveness 

free the troubled conscience from sin’s accusation? Don’t the waters of Baptism join us to 

Christ and His identity as God’s children? Doesn’t the Holy Supper feed us, strengthening us 

throughout our earthly pilgrimage? 

 
 Jesus’ identity is that of the slave who freed the enslaved. When the Magi came and 

worshiped Him, they brought those gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Those gifts 

provided the holy family what they needed for their journey to Egypt and back. Oh, how the 

world rages against God and His Christ! We see that in Herod and his great hatred. But God 

counters that hatred by taking it upon Himself. 

 “Out of Egypt”—that is, out of the house of Pharaoh, the house of slavery—says the 

Father, “I have called My Son.” This is Israel’s history. It is Christ’s history. And it is your 

history. You’re in Christ, right? And so the Father has called you out of Egypt, out of 

darkness, out of the South, out of slavery to sin. 

 And you don’t need to fear being enslaved again. You see, Jesus has purchased you. He 

didn’t pay with gold or silver, but with His precious blood, with His innocent suffering and 

death. He paid for you with His crucifixion. Furthermore, He has crushed your enemies. 

Your enemies aren’t liberal or conservative, Democrat or Republican. Indeed, your enemies 

are the elementary principles of this world. Not flesh and blood, right? But spiritual powers 

of darkness. And what conquers darkness? What scatters the gloom? Light does. And Jesus 

is the Light of the world. And His light is our life, the life of all people and nations. His Light 

is wondrous, marvelous, perfect. Therefore, shine with His Light, and shine brightly. 

 In the name of the newborn King. 

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus + to life everlasting. 


