“Let Us Worship”— Jan. 5, 2025
Second Sunday after Christmas Day/Epiphany

1 In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, magi from the east came to
Jerusalem, 2 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.” ... 7 Then Herod secretly called for the magi[a] and learned
from them the exact time when the star had appeared. 8 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.” 9 When they had heard the king, they set out, and there, ahead of them, went the
star that they had seen in the east,[b] until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10 When they
saw that the star had stopped,[c] they were overwhelmed with joy. 11 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. 12 And having been warned in a dream

not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. (Matthew 2:1-2; 7-12)

One of my clergy colleagues wrote a beautiful poem at the end of 2024. | loved it
and would like to share part of it with you.

All that has happened to me has happened.
All I have done, and all I have not done,
are gone now. | let them rest.

| will not change the past. | am in the present. | am free to enter the future, one
moment at a time. Only the great hymn remains: “You are forgiven. You are
beloved. You are free.”

Isn’t it beautiful? How does it resonate with you? While we don’t have time to
discuss it, I invite you to pat your shoulders and say to yourself, “Happy and Bright
New Year, God’s beloved!” And why stop there? Go ahead and spread the cheer to
people around you by saying, “New Year Blessings, God’s beloved!” Let’s make it
a joyous beginning as we follow God’s lead together!

Magi followed a guiding star to Bethlehem. We don’t know who they exactly
were, and how many magi visited the infant Jesus. It has often been speculated that
they were “pagan priests from Persia, specializing in astrology.” Their identity has
been variously translated as “a band of scholars,” “magicians,” “kings,” or “wise
men from the East.” When | was young, | thought they were all Ph.D. holders,
because, in Korea, they were and still are called doctors from the East. Who were
they? Nobody knows who they really were.

1 Steve Garnaas-Holmes


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%202%3A1-2%2CMatthew%202%3A7-12&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-23172b

We often assume that the magi were “three” based on the number of gifts they
presented. Christian art and hymns have often depicted them as three magi, but the
Bible does not give any clue about how many the Magi were. When Martin Luther,
the Reformer, preached on magi from the east, he also mentioned that “it is not
known whether there were two, three or more.”

When they stopped in Jerusalem to inquire about the new king, they asked, “Where
Is the child who has been born king of the Jews? We observed his star in the east
and have come to worship him.” The frightened King, Herod, took the Magi aside
secretly and learned from them the exact time the star had appeared. Pretending to
be as devout as the Magi were, Herod said, “Go find this child. As soon as you find
him, send word and I’ll join you at once to pay him homage.” King Herod intended
to kill the infant if he learned where the baby was.?

The Magi continued to follow the star until it stopped hovering at the place where
the child was. When the magi found themselves in the right place, they were full of
joy. They entered the house and saw the infant Jesus in the arms of Mary, his
mother. The Magi kneeled and worshiped him. Then they opened their luggage and
presented gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh, all of which were expensive royal
favorites.

Frankincense and myrrh are both spicy-smelling fragrant substances often
imported from distant lands at great expense. They were appropriate for Jesus, who
would be known as the King and the Anointed One. Myrrh is especially
contemplated as a gift that foreshadows Jesus’ body being prepared for burial,
because we consider that any authentic celebration of Christmas and Epiphany
“must be experienced as part of the larger story of Jesus’ life, suffering, death, and
resurrection.”

While Herod, the Jewish ruler, was rejecting the newborn King and planning to kill
him, the gentile strangers showed that Jesus’ ministry was not intended for one
particular country or people, but to all people in the world. Eugene Boring, a New
Testament scholar, explains the meaning of Jesus’ ministry and life through the
Magi. He said that “even at the very beginning of Jesus’ life, we see the dividing
walls between races and cultures breaking down.™

The Magi’s worship of the infant Jesus is the most significant message that Jesus is
worthy of being worshipped by people around the world. Did you know the word

2 Herod symbolizes the resistance of the world to the divine kingship represented by Jesus. See New
Interpreter’s Bible.

3 Interpretation; New Handbook of the Christian Year.

4 New Interpreter’s Bible.



worship comes from an old Anglo-Saxon word, “woerthan”? “Woerthan” means
declaring how much something is worth. The Old English spelling for worship was
“woerth-scipe” [pronounced ‘worth-ship’] as an expression of seeing and
addressing God the most worthy. Since it was too difficult to spell and sound,
people eventually changed it to worship, as we call it now.>

The journey and worship of the Magi were responses to the divine initiative, a star
to lead them. They responded Yes, and eventually gave homage to the infant
Jesus, presenting Jesus with the most precious gifts. They ‘woerth-sciped’ Jesus,
who came to the world to embody God’s self-giving love.

Worship is an action word. The original word conveying the idea of worship in the
Bible is “to lift up high or to exalt,” “to bow down,” and “to serve.” Worship is not
something we attend, but something we “do,” not only in the sanctuary but also in
our daily lives. That’s why our Orthodox siblings call their daily routines the
“liturgy after liturgy” or “worship after worship.”

Worship and life are interconnected in an unbroken cycle. In Roman Catholic
tradition, worship is often described as “the glorification of God and the
sanctification of humanity.” The sanctification or holiness of human beings
encompasses our spiritual growth as well as Spirit-led daily lives that please
God. Prof. James F. White, who was my adviser until his passing, also said,
“Nothing glorifies God more than a human being made holy: nothing is more
likely to make a person holy than the desire to glorify God. Both the glorification
of God and the sanctification of humans characterize Christian worship.”

As we greet the year of 2025, let us be reminded that worshiping the infant Jesus
was the primary goal of the Magi’s journey. Biblical understanding of worship is
not an optional activity, but at the very core of what it means to be human. Psalm
150 invites us: “Let every living, breathing creature praise the Lord! Hallelujah!”
This reminds us that we are created to worship God, and doing so is as essential as
drinking water or breathing air.

Worship is one of the most precious gifts God has given us. | believe worship is
central to both our personal and congregational lives. Worship is at the heart of all
vital church activities, including small group meetings, Christian education,
stewardship, outreach, witnessing, and so on. Worship matters! Truly, it does!
Every church activity springs from the vision of God proclaimed in worship.
Similarly, engaging in all these church activities naturally leads us back to
worship. Worship is the core of our Christian life and discipleship.
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Jesus calls us to worship God in spirit and truth, sometimes in new, foreign
circumstances. How can we do that? When we worship, God expects us to be
simple and honest about who we are before God. Worshipping God out of our very
beings, our spirits, our true selves, in adoration. | invite you all to set priority on
worship, and remember Sunday is God’s special gift for us, and God’s guiding
star, especially leading our new journey in the year of 2025.

Whenever we worship God, God is smiling at us. Sometimes with tears. With an
empathetic heart. Let us worship God with praise and thanksgiving not only in this
sanctuary but also everywhere, wherever we go, following God’s lead and
journeying together with God at every step. Amen!



