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January 3, 2021 – Epiphany Sunday 
 

 

Welcome/Life of the Fellowship 
 
Happy New Year!!  Welcome to our worship service, recorded at MacNeill Baptist Church for 
Sunday January 3rd, Epiphany Sunday 

A number of people have been involved in preparing worship this week:  
Leanne Tees, Bob & Lynn Bond, Gary & Ruby Purdy, Brian Power, Bev Leslie, Garth Greaves, 
Brian Anderson and myself. 

A zoom link is included in the church email for our MacNeill Virtual Coffee Hour @ 12:15 on 
Sunday. Feel free to drop by and say hi, and connect with your church friends. 

And now, as our worship begins with the prelude, we know that the mystery of God’s wonder 
and grace is here in our midst. 

 

♫  Prelude  We three Kings      arr. Fred Bock 
 

Lighting of the Christ Candle  

 
Together, We Come to God 

Call to Worship  

Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD rises upon you! 
Darkness may loom near, but the Light shines bright. 
God called persons of another tradition, the Magi, to seek Jesus: 
We have seen the star in the east and we follow; 
We gather together to remember God’s wonder and promises. 
We lift up our eyes and see the light: the mystery of God’s wonder and grace is here! 
Come, let us worship God. 



Opening Prayer 

God of mystery and surprise, your Light dances across eternity. 
You have made yourself known to humanity in a most amazing way. 
Your incarnation as a tiny baby, hidden in a simple life, 
Born to poor parents far from home in a stable among the animals, 
And yet announced in the stars of heaven and visited by kings. 
God of mystery and surprise, your Light dances across eternity. 
We remember the Magi, who set out with singular focus on the promise of the heavens. 
We remember that they stayed determined on their journey, not even swayed by Herod’s 
power and promises. 
And yet there are times that we lose sight of you, oh God, and we stray from your path, on a 
detour and distracted away from the heart of your message.   
Awaken us to your presence, knit within the ordinary. Reveal to us what is possible, but not yet 
present.  
God of mystery and surprise, your Light dances across eternity. 
Open our hearts to the mystery of your love.  And may your grace guide our steps like the sun 
by day and the north star by night, as we journey into this gift of a new year.  
Amen. 
 
 

♫  Opening Hymn # 172 As with gladness men of old 
 

1. As with gladness men of old did the guiding star behold; 
as with joy they hailed its light, leading onward, beaming bright: 
so, most gracious Lord, may we evermore be led to thee. 

 

2. As with joyful steps they sped Saviour, to your lowly bed, 
there to bend the knee before thee, whom heaven and earth adore: 
so may we with willing feet ever seek they mercy seat.  

 

3.  As they offered gifts most rare at your cradle rude and bare, 
so may we with holy joy pure and free from sin's alloy, 
all our costliest treasures bring, Christ, to thee, our heavenly king. 

 

4.  Holy Jesus, every day keep us in the narrow way, 
and when earthly things are past, bring our ransomed souls at last: 
where they need no star to guide, where no clouds your glory hide. 

 

5.  In the heavenly city bright none shall need created light 
thou, its light, its joy, its crown, thou its sun which goes not down; 
there for ever may we sing Hallelujahs to our king. 

God Speaks to Us 

Scripture Readings  Isaiah 60:1-6  

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 on 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. 
 

Psalm 72:1-7, 10-15, 17-19  

Give the king your justice, O God, and your righteousness to a king's son. May he judge your 
people with righteousness, and your poor with justice. May the mountains yield prosperity for 
the people, and the hills, in righteousness. May he defend the cause of the poor of the people, 
give deliverance to the needy, and crush the oppressor. May he live while the sun endures, and 
as long as the moon, throughout all generations. May he be like rain that falls on the mown 
grass, like showers that water the earth. In his days may righteousness flourish and peace 
abound, until the moon is no more.  

May the kings of Tarshish and of the isles render him tribute, may the kings of Sheba and Seba 
bring gifts. May all kings fall down before him, all nations give him service. For he delivers the 
needy when they call, the poor and those who have no helper. He has pity on the weak and the 
needy, and saves the lives of the needy. From oppression and violence he redeems their life; 
and precious is their blood in his sight. Long may he live! May gold of Sheba be given to him. 
May prayer be made for him continually, and blessings invoked for him all day long.  

May his name endure forever, his fame continue as long as the sun. May all nations be blessed 
in him; may they pronounce him happy. Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, who alone does 
wondrous things. Blessed be his glorious name forever; may his glory fill the whole earth. Amen 
and Amen. 
 

♫  Musical Reflection   How brightly beams the morning star    Schlegel/Bach 

 

Children’s Time    “The Great Conjunction” (Full story can be found at the end of the bulletin) 
 

Gospel Reading   Matthew 2:1-12  

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East 
came to Jerusalem, asking, "Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we 
observed his star at its rising, 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 wise men 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 I 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 at its rising, 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. 
 

Sermon (Full sermon can be found at the end of the bulletin) 

We Respond to God 

♫  Music for Meditation   Let us break bread together   arr. S. Wilson 
 

We Meet At The Lord’s Table 

Celebration of the Lord’s Supper 

Although physically ‘apart’, we are going to celebrate Communion even as we did in early 
December.  So, again today, we are going to remember each other and in that prayerful way 
eat together, even as we always remember Jesus in this meal, and we remember that upper 
room with twelve gathered around, and we remember the great crowd of believers who have 
shared and celebrated eucharist ever since.   

We cannot have pieces of one specific loaf or juice from one specific vineyard, because we are 
apart.  This is not a problem.  We are Baptist, and for us the elements we eat and drink are 
symbols, a tangible and particular set of God’s never-ceasing metaphoric means of inhabiting 
and feeding our minds and hearts and souls. 

I invite you, then – and by “you” I mean anyone watching this who is invested in (or even 
searchingly intrigued with) Jesus’ Way of knowing about life and living life – [I invite you] to 
pause this recording and go get bread or anything you can that is bread-like (a wafer, a cracker, 
whatever), and some juice (be it grape juice, or some other fruit juice, or water, whatever), and 
when you have these – ready to celebrate communion together – to start the recording again. 

A final preparatory step:  I invite you to find some convenient way to arrange your bread and 
cup near and in front of you.  If you need to pause the recording again to do so, that’s fine. 
 

 

Now, as different and informal as this undertaking might seem, by our attitude and approach 
we make it holy, and our approach is going to be the High Church practice of the “Great 
Eucharistic Prayer”.  So let us pray. 

Almighty God, we join to celebrate Your many epiphanies to Your people, alerting to and 
communicating about Your presence, Your promise, Your guidance, Your call, Your salvation.  
Be it rainbow, ladder to heaven, burning bush, parted waters, pillar of cloud or flame, chariot of 
fire, descending dove, tongues of fire, or – today – we rest our thoughts on the Christ Child 
himself (announced by the heavens and visited by magi), You reach through the veil that 
separates Heaven and Earth to address humanity.  We know this ourselves, 

• in the dreams that awaken us to what we couldn’t otherwise see,  

• in the sicknesses – both personal and societal – that challenge us to stop and recognize 
our ‘hang ups’ and our idolatries, 

• in the repetitive aspects of our relationships that feed back to us ‘what we really are 
about’ and ‘who we really are’, and  



• in the plight of too many left on the margins, there revealing all that is wrong within the 
household of humanity. 

We pray for people and situations we know, and indeed for people across our global 
community, where – because of the pandemic or other sickness, because of poverty or violence 
or disaster, or simply because of human limitation – people are dealing with fear or loss or 
other brokenness.  We pray that Your never-ending providence might stay clear to them all (for 
the darkness is as light to You, O God!). 

Holy, holy, holy Lord,/ God of power and might, /heaven and earth are full of your glory.  
Hosanna in the highest./  Blessed is the one/who comes in the name of the Lord./ 
Hosanna in the highest! 

We thank You for Jesus, whose life made clear – in flesh and blood – Your essence, God: your 
love, your design-and-goal, your kingdom.  We thank you for the great crowd of witnesses that 
was inspired to share stories, write letters, poetry, hymns and whole Gospel accounts, in order 
to pass forward the Good News of Jesus.  We thereby are empowered to believe in him and 
follow in his Way.  O Ground of our being, a focus of our shared thanksgiving is this meal in 
which we commune with Jesus, remembering how … 

The Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, 
and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said,  
“This is my body that is for you.  Do this in remembrance of me.” 
 
In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant 
in my blood.  Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”  For every time you 
eat this bread and drink this cup you proclaim the Lord’s death, until he comes. 

Therefore we proclaim the mystery of faith:  Christ has died; Christ is risen; Christ will come 
again. 

Now, Lord God, send your Holy Spirit upon us, we pray, 
and upon these elements set out in many places, 
that we who eat and drink remembering Jesus’ table fellowship, 
may closely follow in the Way of Christ our Lord. 
 
Through Christ, with Christ, and in Christ,  
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 
all glory is yours, God most holy, now and for ever.  Amen. 
 

 

I invite you to take what you have to recall the bread, the body of Jesus; eat it now, and be 
thankful. 

I invite you to take what you have to recall the cup, the blood of Jesus; drink it now, and be 
thankful. 
 

 

Mark and Matthew record that at the end of Jesus’ Last Supper in the Upper Room, a hymn was 
sung, and they went out together to the Mount of Olives.  We too shall end this remembrance 
with a hymn. 
 
 



♫ Closing Hymn #  170 What star is this  

 
1. What star is this, with beams so bright, 
more lovely than the noonday light? 
'Tis sent to announce a newborn King, 
glad tidings of our God to bring. 
 
2. 'Tis now fulfilled what God decreed, 
'From Jacob shall a star proceed,' 
and lo! the Eastern sages stand 
to read in heaven the Lord's command. 

 
3. O Jesus, while the star of grace 
impels us on to seek your face, 
let not our slothful hearts refuse 
the guidance of your light to use. 
 
4. To God the Father, God the Son, 
and Holy Spirit, Three in One, 
may every tongue and nation raise 
an endless song of thankful praise. 

Benediction  
Go now as a light to the nations. 
Honour the Lord; 

preach what you know of our Lord Jesus Christ by how you live, 
and so fulfil all righteousness. 

 

And may God strengthen you and bless you with peace; 
May Christ Jesus bring forth justice among you and through you; 
And may the Holy Spirit abide within you, affirming you as God’s beloved ones. 
 

We go in peace to love and serve the Lord, 
In the name of Christ. Amen. 

♫ Postlude  Morning has broken      arr. L. Shackley 

***   ***   ***   ***   ***   ***   *** 

Notes from the Piano (Leanne Tees) ♫ 

One thing I love about this season of low light is that I can see the sunrise and the sunset from my 
kitchen window. I can also see both when sitting at my piano. New light shone on this 
arrangement of Morning has Broken. Being a teen of the 80’s, the popular Cat Stevens 1972 
recording of this tune was outdated and too ‘hippie’ for me, dressed in pastels with big hair. I 
have avoided ever seeing it as a serious piece. But I was moved by this arrangement. Musically, I 
enjoy it. It doesn’t change keys. It includes interesting harmonies and rhythms.  As I played it, the 
familiar opening phrase, do, mi, so, do, re .... which echoes throughout, defied any negativism 
and pessimism.  This new year may new light shine into your home, into those you love, into the 
music you make, and into your soul. 

***   ***   ***   ***   ***   ***   *** 

Children’s Time  --  “The Great Conjunction” 

On December 21, thirteen days ago, the planets Jupiter and Saturn displayed for us, on earth, 
what is called a "great conjunction."  The descriptor "great" actually comes down to us from 
ancient sky watchers.  These two planets are, to the naked eye, the slowest moving ones in the 
sky.  Jupiter takes nearly 12 years while Saturn takes 29.5 years to make one full trip around the 
sun. Because of this, a conjunction or ‘coming close together’ is rather unusual, about every 20 
years on average. 



Usually when Jupiter and Saturn line up they are separated by about one degree, or twice the 
width of the moon up in the night sky.  But on Dec. 21 just past, Jupiter and Saturn were 
separated by just 6 arc minutes. That's equal to one-tenth of a degree, or about one-fifth the 
apparent width of the moon. Contrary to what some reports suggested, this wasn’t close enough 
to make the planets appear to come together into a single bright light, but it was something 
exceedingly rare to see. 

The last time these two planets appeared so close 
was on July 16, 1623 (397 years ago), when they 
were only 5 arc minutes apart.  But this alignment 
would have only been visible near the earth’s 
equatorial regions.  If anybody living in northern 
South America, central Africa or Indonesia had 
looked low in the west-northwest twilight sky that 
evening, they would have had a brief view of 
Jupiter and Saturn together. 

The last time most of the world's population had a good view of these two planets coming so 
close to each other was on March 5, 1226, when they were even closer together (just 2 arc 
minutes).   

Why am I telling you about this today?  Well, this Sunday we are remembering the Magi coming 
to the infant Jesus.  One of the more popular theories for the "Christmas Star" they followed is 
this:  We know there was not just one but three conjunctions between Jupiter and Saturn in the 
year 7 BC:  on May 29 — visible "in the east" before sunrise; on September 30 and again on 
December 5.  While single conjunctions of Jupiter and Saturn occur once every 20 years, triple 
conjunctions in one year occur about once every 180 years; the last time was in 1981, but the 
next won't happen until 2239.  For star gazers like the Magi, Jupiter and Saturn pacing back-and-
forth in the sky for more than six months of the year certainly would have been something 
fascinating … something a person might very well wonder about! 

Now, we cannot know for sure about the planets Jupiter and Saturn as the Magi’s star, but it is 
interesting and fun to think about, and this year it was kind of extra special to have a “great 
conjunction” just before Christmas. 

Adapted from material by Joe Rao, https://www.space.com/great-conjunction-jupiter-saturn-2020-fun-facts  

***   ***   ***   ***   ***   ***   *** 

Sermon 

Today is the sixth Sunday in Christianity’s liturgical year (… the Church’s New Year is now long 
past!).   

A bit of a review:  On the fourth Sunday of the year, Paula posed a Left Brain question-for-Advent 
which I’ll frame: “What are we to make of the Virgin Birth?”, and – as the artist she is – Paula led 
us and fed our souls (wonderfully fed us!) with poetic Right Brain response.  

In the Zoom Coffee Hour afterwards, for those of you who weren’t there, John Douglas quipped 
that maybe next year Paula will tell us if she believes in the Virgin Birth or not. 

It is this hilarious, faith-defining, soul-building tension (not the specific question about Virgin 
Birth, but the Left analytical Brain versus Right metaphorical Brain tension itself) that is a focus 

https://www.space.com/great-conjunction-jupiter-saturn-2020-fun-facts


for us again today.  It springs up into view from today’s Gospel.  Indeed, in truth, it springs up 
from most pages of our Scriptures. 

But first return with me to our second Sunday of the liturgical year, when I preached about our 
COVID-19 experience of ‘wilderness’.  From that morning came, among other things, a challenge 
from me to you – a spiritual + intellectual + theological challenge – that you work on your 
personal “apologetic” (your defense of your faith, your way of making sense of it to and for an 
unbelieving world).  Today’s focus on the tension – yes, (1) over Virgin Birth and (2) over 
Epiphany (which material I’ve yet to unpack with you) – [our focus on the tension] really just 
picks up and continues on with that apologetic challenge, realizing that before we can defend 
something to the world, we first have to figure out how we defend it to ourselves. 

The tension that Epiphany brings us every year is this:  The story simply doesn’t line up.  Not just 
in minor details, but in all its major movements.  Luke’s birth story has Jesus, Mary and Joseph 
long back in Nazareth, their enduring home.  According to Luke, they hung around in the south 
long enough for the rites at the Jerusalem temple:  the circumcision of Jesus, the purification of 
Mary, and the presentation of Jesus.  We’re told,  

When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to 
Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. The child grew and became strong, filled with 
wisdom; and the favour of God was upon him.  [Luke 2] 

Matthew’s birth story has Jesus born in Bethlehem because that is Joseph’s and Mary’s enduring 
home.  Mary becomes illegitimately pregnant, Joseph has the dream in which an angel argues 
him into (1) accepting the child as the work of the Holy Spirit, and (2) proceeding with the 
marriage.  The child is born and named Jesus.  Some two years later, foreign magi (likely 
Zoroastrian) show up at their door, and present gifts for a king.  Thereafter Joseph is warned, in a 
dream, to take his family and become political refugees in Egypt for as long as Herod rules in 
Judah.  When Herod dies, Joseph has another “sudden dream” telling him to take his family back 
to Israel.  They head back, and Matthew goes on to say, 

… when [Joseph] heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of his father Herod, he 
was afraid to go there. And after being warned in a dream, he went away to the district of 
Galilee. There he made his home in a town called Nazareth, so that what had been spoken 
through the prophets might be fulfilled, ‘He will be called a Nazorean.’ [Matthew 2] 

What in the world are we to do with this conflicted mess? … this tension? 

A constructive first thing – I’d urge – is consciously to receive the wake-up call it sounds, then 
curiously go around using it.  The discerning investigative eye discovers more, and more, and 
more biblical discrepancies.  When with a seeker newly in this frame, I generally urge a return to 
the opening two chapters of the Bible, because there – at scripture’s very outset – one has two 
stories describing ‘creation’, stories that contradict each other again not just in the details but in 
all the major movements.   

Let us pause to be clear, people:  We are embarked, here, on a significant journey (classically 
termed a quest), a journey of growing up into our religion.   

There are alternatives:   

1. One of them is to refuse to admit such discrepancies and to claim it is the act of faith to 
hold these things true because they are written in “the word of God”.  People, in the 
presence of all the centuries of work by women and men who have explored, written and 



taught about the pursuit of truth using the best tools at hand, that literalist position is not 
“faith”, it is in fact faith’s opposite.  {Let me make this particular point in the broadest 
possible terms:  When and where there is all-out engagement in any matter (our current 
‘matter’ being the study of scripture), [but when and where there is all-out engagement in 
any matter] not knowing the outcome but pursuing it with integrity nevertheless, then 
and there one is in the presence of faith.  And when and where there is shrinking back (a 
reflexive ‘circling of the wagons’), then and there one is seeing anti-faith.}   

2. A second alternative to ‘growing up’ into our religion is to abandon it completely.  A 
majority of people, across our lifetime, have switched to taking this option.  The Church, 
as a whole, has only encouraged the exodus, I’d suggest, for lack of intelligence, maturity 
and currency in any sort of widespread Christian apologetic.  More about this anon. 

Let us get back to the ‘awakened’ set of eyes that are looking critically and seeing the fault lines 
in Scripture.  As this way of seeing goes on amassing a list of historical discrepancies, there start 
to be found even more troubling and disturbing ethical discrepancies.  Today’s Gospel story, if we 
had read to the end of it, is a glaring case in point.  I’ve already referenced some of what takes 
place, but now recall this detail:  God is said to arrange for one child, Jesus, to be rescued from 
out of all the children aged two and under in the entire region.  The rest God permits if not 
actively uses Herod to slaughter so that the prophet Jeremiah’s words can be applied to Jesus’ 
story, 

‘A voice was heard in Ramah, 
   wailing and loud lamentation, 
Rachel weeping for her children; 
   she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.’ 

Oh my god! … Oh!, my God!  Let us be clear that the only way to align this behaviour with the 
virgin Mary’s song about ‘bringing down the powerful from their thrones, and lifting up the 
lowly’ would be by dethroning God himself.  The only way this act can be held in the same 
thought as Zechariah’s prophecy (upon son John-the-Baptizer’s birth) recalling “the oath that 
[God] swore to our ancestor Abraham, to grant us that we, being rescued from the hands of our 
enemies, might serve him without fear” would be by concluding God broke His oath … the 
people of Ramah sorely needing rescue from Him. 

Again, clearly, this journey of growing up into our religion is not some leisurely walk in the park.  
But again I’ll point to the fact that we don’t walk it alone, nor without resource.  There are two 
millennia of theologians wrestling the way through ahead of us.  Those theologians closest to us 
in time have some of the most helpful-for-us material, built upon those before them. 

Five points, then, that I’d offer as foundational as you and I continue our own journeys of growing 
up into our religion.   

First is to observe the journey doesn’t come to a destination (to an end) within this lifetime. 

Second is to celebrate that in biblical times, as now, the most effective (which is to say influential 
and memorable) way to communicate meaning is by storytelling.  If I give you a whole bunch of 
data about me, you don’t get to know me much at all.  If I tell you my story, then on many levels 
at the same time you are able to connect with me. 

Third is never to forget that the elements of scripture (all those stories among them) were 
written in times and places, cultures and languages foreign to us, by people who used their 
knowledge, world-view, and experience to communicate what they were trying to say, employing 



the literary forms and conventions that they had to use, addressing audiences never imagining 
anything like us in those audiences.  It is up to us to do the work of getting inside all of that to 
hear what they were saying. 

I’ll pause the list-making here to emphasize how we are talking about putting together, and 
using, sophisticated machinery here, in order to ‘grow up’ into our religion.  Way back “[w]hen I 
was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child.”  So – again finding 
an example in the opening pages of the Bible – I as a child ‘took in’ that Adam and Eve had 
offspring, one who married and had a son, who then married and had a son, and on and on, 
without worrying or questioning where the dickens their wives came from.  But “when I became 
an adult, I put an end to childish ways”, and this takes intentional and constant work lest I 
consciously or unconsciously revert to childishness.  To hear a biblical voice, get over myself 
enough to know it wasn’t spoken to me, do the work to understand (a) to whom it was spoken?, 
(b) out of what context?, (c) for what purpose? and (d) to make what truth be realized?, then to 
set what is essentially the packaging aside (material still honoured for what it has carried, but not 
needing in any way to be idolized) in order to get on and wrestle with Gospel’s impact on me, in 
my time and place … this is sophisticated machinery-of-the-soul needing careful construction, 
significant utilization in order to be tested and proven, and a whole community of fellow 
engineers so as to maintain the machinery and expand it ad infinitum. 

Back to today’s Gospel story.  You already know it well within the broader context of Matthew’s 
writing.  So you can hear Matthew, with his eyes focused on Jesus, insisting by his story-telling 
that this One is the complete fulfillment of the First Testament (the Old Testament), specifically 
making reference after reference to First Testament words fulfilled as Jesus’ story plays out.  (This 
goes on across Matthew’s whole Gospel account.)  Today we have from the First Testament 

• those “kings” who bring gifts of gold and frankincense and fall down before him.   

• the loss of children in Ramah.   

• their mothers’ lamentation.   

More broadly, Matthew’s Jesus in infancy retraces the journey of the people of Israel down to 
Egypt and then back to dwell in Israel’s promised land – this son of Israel becoming a total 
embodiment of Israel. 

Matthew’s birth story says more.  Unlike Paul who preaches Jesus becomes the Christ in his 
resurrection, and unlike Mark who says he is made Christ at his baptism, Matthew joins Luke in 
proclaiming Jesus was the Son of God at conception, the Holy Spirit his progenitor.  (Remember, 
people, that in the biblical understanding of things, a child was fully the product of the father, the 
mother being an incubator and nurturer for that life.) 

Now allow me return to my list-making for you … this list of my suggestions about what is 
foundational as you and I continue our odysseys of growing up into our religion.   We are at 
number four, though – arguably – in importance, this may be number one.  It is to publish 
something that Christianity seemingly largely forget during the Enlightenment; namely, that 
Christian belief is belief in Jesus, not belief in a list of statements x, y and z made about Jesus.  To 
think that ‘making oneself believe things unbelievable-about-him’ is what is required of us by God 
(and let us be clear how just many people do so, imagining this is the ticket heaven when they 
die, and with that they are religiously complete) … again this shows us just how large in our world 
is the realm of anti-faith, where wagons get circled and the thinking is that everyone outside can 
frankly go to hell. 



What is meant for us, instead, is to see this One whom Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – with 
Paul, Peter and James before them, and significant others alongside them – [all of this crowd of 
witnesses] point us toward.  Each of them has a different take on him (a different perspective and 
a different theology).  All of them, though, believe in his life-serving example, his body-mind-and-
soul-liberating teaching, his ministry of healing, his sonship to God, his empowerment by God’s 
Spirit, his love and integrity even unto death, they believe in him.  They know that to follow him, 
in his Way, is life.  They urge us to believe in him like they do, so that we might join in and follow 
in his Way. 

We Baptists have a significant “Faith advantage” here, in that we have no creed.  We have no 
required list of things to check-off “belief in”.  Instead we maintain our focus on belief in this Man 
of Ultimate Cause. 

Let me finish with one more point to round out my suggested list of foundational markers on this 
life-long quest of growing up into our religion: Point Number Five.  This one comes from great 
Protestant German theologians of the last century, and – when I learned it – it surely liberated 
me.  You are likewise welcome to its deliverance.  Stated plainly:  There is no magic.  When what 
you read in Scripture sounds like magic, remember that the writers have no knowledge of the 
“Enlightened” scientific world view we possess.  They are writing not to lift-into-view some 
breaking of the laws of physics and nature (which they know not); they are writing to somehow 
capture-and-declare the splendour of their experience of God Who Saves.  The integrated truth 
for our time, and any time (say those German theologians, and so say I), is that God’s reach into 
Creation never breaks Creation’s rules, it simply, profoundly and ‘saving-ly’ uses them. 

So, do I believe in the Virgin Birth?  Do I believe that God decreed the killing of all those babies?  
No, I believe in Jesus, whom to experience is to know God as completely as a human being can.  
And I also know that as lousy are the Herods of this world, they enjoy the same free will I have to 
make my choices, God from the outset disallowing God’s Self from reaching in to rearrange the 
messes humanity creates even as God waits for humanity to wake up and live in God’s kingdom 
(God’s profound providence for all) which is right at hand.   

Praise be to Jesus who is the Way, the Truth and the Life. 

Amen. 

 


