
Feast of the Epiphany 
Cycle B, 1.3.21 

Isaiah 60:1-6/Ephesians 3:2-3,5-6/                 
Matthew 2:1-12 

DON’T GET THE EPIPHANY “MATH” WRONG 
We call them “three kings” and we’ll even 
sing their song at the end of our service: “We 
three kings of Orient are.” Tradition and folk 
lore has numbered them as “three,” 
although scripture doesn’t tell us how many 
there were, just how many gifts they 
brought. Tradition has even given them 
names – Caspar, Melchior and Balthasar. 
And scripture doesn’t call them kings. The 
scriptural word is more appropriately 
translated as magi or sorcerers or star-
gazers. They are representatives of the 
world outside the circle of the Jewish people. 
They embark on an arduous journey, placing 
their hopes on finding something wonderful, 
following a heavenly sign, possibly very 
similar to the phenomenon that we recently 
witnessed in the night sky – the “Great 
Conjunction” of Jupiter and Saturn. 

 
The Gospel story then isn’t about 

three kings as much as it is about “two 
kings.” The first king, Herod, we know 
something about from ancient historians. 
Let me tell you a bit about Herod the Great. 
Herod’s father and grandfather had been 
supporters of Rome and rulers of provinces 
in Palestine. Herod’s father appointed him 
Governor of Judea. Eventually, in the midst 
of conflict over succession to Julius Caesar, 
Herod fled to Rome and succeeded in getting 

declared King of Judea by the Senate. 
Returning to Palestine, he also gained 
control over Galilee, and eventually, by 
marrying the daughter of his chief rival, 
became de facto King of the Jews. He was a 
ruthless ruler, known for his excessive 
taxation. He built Roman style cities and 
began the rebuilding and expansion of the 
Jerusalem Temple. He also had considerable 
conflict within his domestic life—he had five 
wives, one of whom he had executed, and 
executed two of his sons when he feared 
they were conspiring against him, and just 
days before his death, had a third son 
executed. 

 
Our Gospel writer Matthew is 

drawing a sharp distinction between Herod, 
King of the Jews, and Jesus, King of the Jews. 
He’s also offering a counterpoint between 
Jerusalem, the great city, the center of 
power and importance, and Bethlehem, the 
backwater village on the edge of nowhere. 
When Herod heard the news of these visitors 
from the East in search a child born “king of 
the Jews” Herod was troubled, and all 
Jerusalem with him. The magi say their 
intent is to go to the newborn child and pay 
him homage—we should have in mind a 
formal act of acknowledgement and honor a 
subject might offer to a king or ruler. 
 



So there are two kings in this story, not 
three. The two kings are rivals—both King of 
the Jews, one is Jesus, one is Herod. Herod 
represents the power and ruthlessness of 
the world, willing to take any action to gain 
and consolidate power, and, once he has it, 
to use everything and everyone at his 
disposal to display and project his wealth 
and prestige. 

 
On the other hand, the king of the Jews, born 
in Bethlehem, born to ordinary, poor folk 
who are at the mercy of the other king—
whose experience of his kingship is terror 
and fear, who flee their home for another 
country in search of safety. That king of the 
Jews will grow up to proclaim the coming of 
God’s reign, a reign not of power and fear, 
not maintained by bloodshed, but a reign of 
peace and justice. Jesus’ life will end as he is 
proclaimed “King of the Jews” by the charges 
leveled against him by the Roman Empire -- 
a revolutionary, a rabble-rouser. 

 
Like the magi, you and I stand 

between these two kings, these two 
kingdoms. Our journey in search of Jesus has 
brought us to this place, to this crossroad. 
We want to make homage to the king of the 
Jews, but do we know what that truly 
means? Are we able to make that journey? 
Herod’s kingdom may beckon to us with its 

power and wealth, even with its 
ruthlessness, but the kingdom of the one  
born in Bethlehem, whose parents fled with 
him to Egypt, who preached mercy and 
peace, and whose life ended on the cross in 
Herod’s city of Jerusalem, beckons to us as 
well. To whom will we pay homage, before 
whom will we offer our gifts? 

 
This year, perhaps more than any 

Christmas before, the last line of today’s 
Gospel takes on new meaning: And having 
been warned in a dream not to return to 
Herod, they departed for their country by 
another way. In the midst of the darkness of 
a pandemic that has enveloped our world, 
the Light of Christ beckons us to a “different 
way,” an “alternative route” through the 
struggles and frustrations, the fears and 
anxieties we’ve been facing and will 
continue to encounter for some time to 
come. Jesus has found a home in our hearts 
this Christmas. In his Spirit, he dwells with us 
and among us as friend and confidante, as 
leader and guide, as traveling companion as 
we make our way through unchartered 
waters and unknown pathways. The 
darkness around us is real: it is always 
threatening, often frightening and 
sometimes terrifying. As one poet wrote of 
Epiphany:  
 
 
 
 
 
 



So this is how you call your chosen ones 
to journey, Lord: 

through thick darkness, hazardous terrain, 
strange circumstance. 

No one, it seems, comes to you 
in summer light and certain. 

Therefore, we venture the darkness, 
trusting the tiny star of hope, 
setting our course to be led 
by Light into endless Light. 

  
The Prophet Isaiah assures us: Your light has 
come, the glory of the Lord shines upon you. 
See, darkness covers the earth, and thick 
clouds cover the peoples; but upon you the 
Lord shines, and over you appears his glory.   

As we begin this New Year, 
keep your sight set on that Light, 

who is Christ. 
He is the Light 

that no darkness can overcome… 
not now, not ever. 

John Kasper, OSFS 
 
 

 


