The nations desire to come near your light
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For most Christians, Christmas is the most important and also the grandest day of the year. Over the past week or two, we have sung hymns of praise and repeatedly heard familiar stories: the shepherds, the small infant Jesus in the manger, the three wise men from the East, and the star in the night sky.

However, just three days after Christmas, Matthew 2:13–23 brings a shocking and even unsettling gospel story—the massacre of the infants of Bethlehem by King Herod. This passage almost never appears in our Christmas celebrations.

We often choose to turn a blind eye to the so-called “dark side” of the Christmas story. But Matthew deliberately does not allow us to do so. Through Jesus’ flight to Egypt, he looks back on the history of God’s people leaving Egypt, and at the same time foreshadows the future life of this child. The central theme revealed in Exodus is—God’s providence.

This child, under the threat of death, submits to God’s will as the Messiah. Jesus’ life of obedience to God’s will was already foreshadowed in tragic stories of innocent suffering. Jesus’ obedience is transformed into our redemption. “You shall name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”

While King Herod carried out wanton killing, and after his death his descendants continued to struggle for power, Jesus Christ, on the margins of history, fulfilled God’s promise—he is the Christ, the Messiah, the Savior of all humanity. This is the good news for the Sunday after Christmas, and also the good news we need to hear again every day.

During the twelve days of Christmas, what we celebrate is not the extension of a holiday, but God’s ongoing action of drawing near to us—God approaching us in the most unexpected ways.

In some Christian traditions, from ancient times to the present, January 6 has been even more important than December 25. I have found that in Puerto Rico, the emphasis on the three kings—that is, the Magi from the East—occupies an extremely important place, almost becoming the climax of the entire Christmas season. This is not merely a folk festival, but a church season deeply rooted in faith and culture.

There, Epiphany is not hurried past or even ignored; on the contrary, it is solemnly remembered and celebrated. Families, churches, and communities together commemorate those who came from afar, crossed boundaries, and sought the true light. Through storytelling, singing, and worship, they retell God’s wondrous acts of revealing himself to all nations.

This way of celebrating reminds us: the gospel does not belong only to certain people, but is grace opened to the whole world. The three kings represent Gentiles, strangers, and travelers—those who were originally seen as “outside the story,” yet became the first to recognize Christ’s glory.

Epiphany is like a burst of light emerging in the darkness, a light of wild and courageous hope that suddenly flashes forth toward God in moments full of reasons for despair. The prophet Isaiah reveals the meaning of this season to us.

Isaiah 60:2–4a declares: “Look, darkness covers the earth, and thick darkness covers the peoples; but the LORD shines upon you, and his glory appears over you. Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn… Lift up your eyes and look around…”

Isaiah does not say that when God’s light comes, the darkness will disappear. Instead, Isaiah says that in the thick darkness, a light “can be seen.” This is what he calls “the glory of God.”

Isaiah’s words were first spoken to the people of Israel during a very dark period in their political history. About sixty years before this prophetic moment, the Babylonian army besieged the holy city of Jerusalem and destroyed it: they tore down the temple, gouged out the king’s eyes, and exiled the people to Babylon. But about fifty years later, the powerful Babylonian Empire itself collapsed. Now, an even more powerful Persian Empire controlled the conquered territories.

Isaiah is traditionally called the “evangelical prophet”; helping us gain insight into God’s action in Jesus Christ: where people experience suffering and darkness, God’s light becomes clearly visible. When people give up relying on their own resources and depend entirely on God; when people stop concerning themselves with polite piety and instead speak truthfully to God; when we dare to cry out for God to act now: “Oh, that you would tear open the heavens and come down…!” (Isaiah 63:19);

when we wait for God to do something in painful hope; —at that point, there is a weak place in the darkness, the place where God’s light breaks through, where the epiphany of Jesus occurs.

The author of Matthew’s Gospel also raises this question in another colonized context, in Roman-ruled Palestine at the beginning of the Common Era, and this story is his answer: During the reign of terror of King Herod, astrologers came from the East. They may have come from Mesopotamia, the cradle of astrology. They set out from the cradle of ancient civilizations and empires, traveling hundreds of miles to the small town of Bethlehem in Roman-occupied Judea— all because they saw that special light.

Those wise men from the East followed the star until it stopped over an unremarkable Jewish household, (Matthew describes them as coming to a house, not a stable), undoubtedly a cramped house in the poor part of the town, patrolled by Roman occupying forces.

Then Matthew tells us that those wise men “rejoiced greatly; they were overwhelmed with joy” (2:10). How much did these astrologers from the East understand about the meaning of that star or that Jewish infant?

They knew almost nothing about the God of Israel. But do not forget—they were observers of the stars. They trained themselves to lift their eyes to the night sky, constantly attending to things beyond their understanding and imagination. This is the best preparation for knowing God: light that shines in the darkest night, discerning the faint light that makes life possible amid suffering and death.

God’s light once pierced the darkness of Roman Palestine, and that light was never completely swallowed by the darkness. This also helps us discern our own time and place, confirming evidence that the light has never been completely swallowed by the darkness.

Epiphany: a beam of light in the darkness. In fact, their darkness became even deeper, because they walked through the valley of the shadow of death. Because the darkness of death was pierced by God’s “marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9), its tyranny was broken. Death lost its “sting” (1 Corinthians 15:55), that sting which strips people of their humanity, depriving us of history and gratitude, leaving only pure fear.

What the exilic prophet Isaiah and the Gospel writers proclaimed is that the tyranny of death has been broken forever, pierced by God’s marvelous light in Christ. In the traditional language of the church,this is called a “state of blessedness,” which has no direct connection with whether life goes smoothly or circumstances are happy. Blessedness is also not a matter of temperament,
as if only optimistic people can sense God’s presence.

Blessedness is not a fixed condition, but a choice. A state of blessedness is a continually renewed decision to orient ourselves toward God’s light, a light that pierces our darkness.

Blessedness belongs to those willing to train their eyes—those who, in every circumstance, continue to seek God’s marvelous light. They learn to face the external darkness that threatens us, and also to honestly face the darkness that rises from within us.


Today, as we enter the season of Epiphany, we especially remember friends around us who are suffering. Because they are like the three wise men from the East, bearing witness to us with their own lives: at any moment, the choice to seek the light and follow the light always lies before us. 

God’s light is indeed visible to those willing to seek it; but our seeking is only part of the truth of Epiphany, and a relatively small part at that. The greater truth is about God actively seeking and finding us. Anyone who has ever been pierced by darkness will tell you that when they finally see God’s light, what they experience is not a discovery of their own making, but an unexpected and astonishing gift.

Like other seasons in the church calendar, Epiphany tells a story that is more about God than about us. It is a story about God’s wild hope for the human soul, and about God’s marvelous creativity.

As this portion of the Christmas story in Matthew reminds us, our Savior came into being amid sorrow and the suffering of the innocent.

For many people, Christmas has already passed, a new year has begun, and it is time to return to the so-called “real world.” However, as this world continually brings news of suffering, death, injustice, and crying, we must remember that the truth is precisely this: God entered the center of this real world in the form of baby in a manger—a world that harms others in order to maintain power, a world full of Herods.

But the good news proclaimed by the church is this: Christmas has only just begun. And Christmas has never been detached from the real world. On the contrary, in Jesus Christ, Christmas enters the real world head-on, and confronts it. He brings a new way of exodus—a way that frees people from sin, despair, and sorrow, and even from the bondage of death.

In a world still filled with Herods, how are we to draw near to the King of kings? If we do not seriously consider what the birth of Jesus truly means for our future lives, then all Christmas celebrations will ultimately lose their true meaning. If we are willing to listen to the Christmas story, we must listen to the whole story—including those difficult, dark, and uncomfortable parts we do not want to face. Then we must make a choice about how, in this “real world,” to live out this gospel.

Epiphany tells the story of God actively seeking Israel in the darkness, and also seeking all the peoples of the earth, including us, determined to bring us into Christ’s marvelous light. May we, in our own days, see this light with our eyes.

Amen.
