
EPIPHANY – LET YOUR LIGHT SHINE IN THE DARKNESS                                                             
(Sermon for Epiphany – 5/1/20 – Matthew 2:1-12) 

On this feast day as we celebrate Epiphany and the arrival of the Wise Men to honour the 

baby Jesus, we focus on the theme of light shining in the darkness as the extraordinary 

bright shining star leads the Wise Men or Magi to the place where the Holy Family is staying 

after the birth of Jesus. This happens some days or perhaps even several weeks after the 

actual birth event.  

The wise Men are traditionally said to have arrived on the twelfth day after Christmas and 

this date is always January 6th. The Wise Men do not arrive, as is often thought, on the 

same night as Jesus is born. Instead, the Gospel of Matthew tells us it is sometime later. So 

today, on the second Sunday after Christmas, we celebrate this colourful event. In the 

Gospel account these men are called Magi which is a term used in those days for specially 

honoured men of wisdom who used astrology to interpret the arrival and meaning of 

important events through reading the heavens and the stars and planetary motion.  

They rather extraordinarily followed a very bright star that must have shone way over to 

the east of Israel probably in the areas of Arabia and Iran and Iraq. Tradition says there 

were three Magi or Wise Men because they brought three kingly gifts to honour this new 

born King. These gifts being gold and frankincense and myrrh.  

The Gospel of Matthew doesn’t say exactly when the Magi arrived or how many of them 

there were or from exactly where they came, except they were from the East. These 

mysterious figures were given the wonderfully inventive names of Caspar, Balthazar and 

Melchior, and were said to come from three different areas of the world to represent the 

whole of mankind.  And the gifts they brought were given very symbolic meaning: gold for 

the future kingship of the Christ Child, frankincense for this future High Priest of all 

humankind, and myrrh for the embalming of this King who would have an extraordinary 

death and then rise to new life.           

 

Of course, there is no way to disentangle all the legends and stories that have arisen across 

the ages concerning these strange Wise Men from the East. Their bones are said to lie in 

the very ornate shrine now contained in the majestic Cologne Cathedral in Germany. But 

we should try to understand why Matthew may have included this exotic event in his 

Gospel, which is not recorded in any of the other Gospels.  



Most scholars believe, and I agree with them, that Matthew was saying, in this event, that 

these men were specially called from outside Israel and were chosen by God to bear 

witness to the Christ Child as the one who was born to be the long-awaited and God-

anointed King of all the World. The Magi were to be the first light bearers and evangelists of 

the Kingship of God on earth to the non-Jewish world. They were guided by an amazingly 

bright heavenly light to arrive and see the Light of the World in this new born child and to 

take that light out with them back into the world.                          

Did you know there is an old story that there was a fourth wise man?  He was also meant to 

arrive with the other three magi but he never quite made it. His name by legend was 

Artaban. These four wise men saw in the stars the mind and purpose of the eternal God. 

They therefore saw in the extraordinarily bright star that suddenly appeared in the heavens 

that this was a clear message from God that an extraordinary new King was going to be 

born in the world and that that this star would lead them to his place of birth. So, they all 

set out from their different homelands to find this new child born to be King.                                             

Artaban, the fourth of the wise men, sold all that he had in order to buy three rare jewels to 

give to this king. He purchased a sapphire as blue as a fragment of the moonlit night sky. He 

bought a ruby redder than the last sun-burst of sky at 

sunset and he bought a pearl whiter than any snow-

tipped mountain glistening in the sun. As Artaban set 

out on his long journey following the bright star that 

went before him, he came across a very poor man that 

was lying by the roadside nearly dead with a high fever. 

Artaban knew he couldn’t just leave the man to die 

there and so he tended him and put him under expert 

medical care and gave the doctor, as payment, his rare sapphire. The old man was so very 

thankful, and he was also a Jew, and, on learning Artaban’s quest, he said the God of 

Abraham would bless him in his journey and that an ancient Jewish prophecy stated that 

the Messiah King would be born in Bethlehem of Judaea near Jerusalem.  

So Artaban, now many days later, set off following the now dimming star towards Israel. 

When he arrived in Bethlehem, it was too late. The streets were very quiet and he asked 

around if anyone knew of a child that had been born there recently in unusual 

circumstances. A young woman, with a small baby boy, heard Artaban’s question and said 

to him that a couple from Nazareth, named Joseph and Mary, had been there recently for 

the Roman Census, and Mary had suddenly given birth to her child. Strangely, shepherds 

came to see the child saying angels had told them of a new born king in the town. Then 

later, several opulently dressed Magi came from Eastern lands and had given homage to 

this child and given him special gifts. But these wise men had departed in haste fearing 

danger from Herod the King, and it was rumoured that Mary and Joseph had also fled to 

Egypt with their child as the child was in peril from the jealous King Herod.  



As the woman was saying this to Artaban, there were screams in the town and voices crying 

out, “Help us! There are soldiers from King Herod here killing all the baby boys in the 

town!!”                                                                                                                                                                

The mother clasped her child in fear and Artaban quickly made his way to the little front 

door just as the soldiers were about to burst in to search the house. Artaban said to them: I 

live alone and I give you this rare ruby if you will now leave this town in peace. The soldiers 

were amazed by the beauty of the jewel and they quickly decided it would give each of 

them a very tidy sum when sold it, so they all departed quickly with greed in their eyes and 

slaughtered any more children they found as they left.  The young mother was so thankful 

at the saving of her son, but was deeply saddened by so much tragedy around her.  She 

blessed Artaban for his amazing generosity to a stranger.                                                                                                                                      

Artaban now knew he had to leave and go on to Egypt, as the young mother had said, to 

find this new born King. Everywhere he looked, he found stories and traces of this family of 

Mary and Joseph and the infant Jesus that had already been there, but they had already 

gone. Artaban eventually went to the big synagogue in Alexandria in Egypt to enquire about 

this Jewish refugee family, and a wise old rabbi told him that this promised Messiah would 

not be found among the rich and powerful but among the poor and downtrodden.  

So, the rabbi told him to go back to Israel and to look among the poor and the helpless and 

the oppressed in the hope of finding this King Messiah, for any Messiah sent by God would 

be there in Israel. So, Artaban went back the long journey to Israel and spent many years 

among the poor and outcast searching for this King and helping those he could on the way.                                                                          

Thirty years had passed now since he began his journey. He was worn out and weary and 

ready to die and saddened that his quest had been fruitless. So, he decided to return one 

last time to Jerusalem. It was the festival of Passover and there were crowds of people 

everywhere. He noticed a very noisy large crowd moving down the main street and he 

asked where they were going. They said that they were going to a hill called Golgotha to 

see a man called Jesus of Nazareth who was going to be publicly crucified with two other 

dangerous robbers. But this Jesus seemed to be a good man who had done many wonderful 

things and even great miracles of healing but this Jesus was hated by the authorities and so 

was condemned to death.  

Artaban’s heart leapt with wonder – could this be the one he had been searching for? As he 

was making his way with the crowd to Golgotha, he saw some soldiers dragging away a 

young pretty slave girl no doubt to be abused by them for their sexual pleasure. Artaban 

still had his pearl of great price so he confronted the soldiers and offered to buy this young 

slave girl from them in exchange for his pearl. The soldiers eagerly accepted his offer and 

cruelly remarked that they would have given her a much better time than this old man 

would be able to do!!  

As he gave them his pearl, the earth suddenly shook and the sky suddenly turned black and 

the building beside him started to collapse under the force of the earthquake. Artaban 



shielded the young girl with his body and was hit very badly of his head by the falling roof. 

As Artaban lay dying, the young girl heard him talking to someone but no one was there. 

Artaban murmured, “My Lord, when did I see you hungry and I fed you? When did I see you 

thirsty and gave you a drink? When did I see you dying and cared for you?”                 

Suddenly, the girl saw a radiance transfigure the old man’s face and she distinctly heard a 

voice say to him, “Truly I tell you, when you helped that dying man, when you saved the life 

of that young child in Bethlehem, when you helped the lives of the poor in Egypt and Israel 

and when you saved this poor young girl from awful abuse, so you did these things for me.”  

So, Artaban died gently in the arms of this young slave girl. He had found his King at last and 

had given Jesus all the rare jewels he had promised to give him.                                                                                            

So, in our lives, let us be such lights to the world of love and care and of compassion and 

inclusion, so that when we come to our time of death, Jesus may say to us, “When you did 

any of these things to others so you did it for me. Come into your blessed rest with the saints 

of God.” 


