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Epiphany

The Rev. Kim Gilliland

SCRIPTURE: 
Matthew 2:1-12 TC \l1 "



Ephesians 3:1-12

God did this because of his eternal plan. And he was able to do what he had planned because of all that Christ Jesus our Lord had done.

Ephesians 3:11 (CEV) TC \l5 "
THE PLAN IS FULFILLED TC \l2 "
AN ETERNAL PLAN TC \l4 "
Before time began, before creation was born, before the first man and woman stepped foot on the earth, God knew everything that was going to happen. God knew the choices that Adam and Eve would make. God knew that they would be deceived by the serpent. God knew all about the fall of humanity. God knew Abraham and Sarah. He knew Jacob and Joseph, Moses and Aaron, David and Bathsheba. God knew all the judges and all the kings who ever ruled over the Chosen People. God knew the sins that they would commit, the errors that they would make and the excuses that they would give. Before one of us walked on the earth, God knew that time and time and time and time again we would break his heart.

How did God know all of this? Because God exists outside of time. God is eternal. God is all knowing and all seeing. To God, 2,000 years ago is just like today and is just like 2,000 years from now. There is no difference. To God they all happen at once.

How do we know that God is outside of time? It is because God created time. He did that on the fourth day of creation. In Genesis 1:14 (CEV) God said, “I command lights to appear in the sky and to separate day from night and to show the time for seasons, special days, and years.” You may not have realized it when you read this verse but it is about more than putting the planets and stars in the sky. It is about the creation of time.

Time is an interesting concept, especially today as we mark the beginning of another year. 2011 is gone. 2012 is upon us. Another year on our calendars has passed but there are no years to God. Yesterday, today and tomorrow are all equally clear to him. To him they all happen at once.

The amazing thing is that, knowing all that God knew, knowing all of our sins and all of our failures and all of the times we would break his heart, God went ahead and made us anyway. Why? Why would God go through with it knowing how much we would disappoint him? There are two reasons for this. The first reason is that despite all of the awful things that we either do or are capable of doing, God also placed within each of us the potential for doing good. On the sixth day of creation, God made all living creatures. Last of all, he made us and after he had done that do you know what he said? In Genesis 1:31 (CEV) it says that, “God looked at what he had done. All of it was very good!” Not only were we made with the potential for good. God made us better than good; he made us very good. Planted within each of us is the potential to do good things. God didn’t want us to sin but God also didn’t want to miss out on seeing all the amazing things that his children would do. That’s the first reason why God made us despite the sin he knew we would commit.

The second reason he made us is simply this: he loves us. How much does God love us? It says in 1 John 4:10 (NRSV), “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.” God loved us before we loved him. God not only knew everything we would do before we were born, he also loved us before we were even conceived. In Jeremiah 1:5 (NIV) it says, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart...” God said that specifically to the prophet Jeremiah but he meant it equally for us.

As parents we understand that. Do our children always do what we think they should?  No. Do they sometimes disappoint us? Yes. On the other hand, are there times when we as parents let down our children? Probably. If, before they were born, we knew all of the things that our children would do to disappoint us and break our hearts, would we choose not to have them? I guess there are some parents who might feel that way but most of us would still decide to have the children whom we have. Yes, they disappoint us. Yes, they break our hearts. But we can also see within them the amazing propensity for good and we have been thrilled by their successes and achievements. And besides all of that, there is the love that we have for them no matter what they have done or not done. They are our children. If you can understand that - and I think you can - then you can understand why God chose to go through with creation even though he knew that we would fall to sin.

CHRISTMAS TO EASTER
Before time began God know all the choices that we would make and everything we would do. God saw that humanity would fall into sin. Because of that sin, we would be separated from God. God knew that before time began. Which also means that before time began, God planned a remedy for our sin. 

In Ephesians 3:11 (CEV) it says, “God did this because of his eternal plan. And he was able to do what he had planned because of all that Christ Jesus our Lord had done.” What this tells us is that God had a plan. Before time began, God knew what was going to happen and God prepared for it. From the very beginning of time, God had a plan in place to bring us back to him again. It was through Jesus.

Normally, when we look at that plan we think about the events of Good Friday and Easter. We think about how Jesus gave himself for us on the cross. We remember how he took all of the sins of all of the people for all time, bore them to the cross and died with them, a sinless sacrifice. Then we remember how, on the third day, he rose again from the grave defeating sin and death, breaking down the gates of hell and making it possible for anyone to be reconciled to God through him. That’s what comes to mind when we think about God’s plan for salvation.

What we often forget about is what we have just gone through - Christmas. I have a confession to make. I used to be one of those who thought of Christmas as a second class holy day. I used to think that the real important stuff happened at Easter. I used to say that Christmas is not really a big deal because anyone can be born. Even you and I managed to get that right. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here. Other than the fact that Jesus was born in a stable, his birth was really quite unremarkable. 

On one level that’s true but I’ve been challenged to rethink that this year. I came to see Christmas in a new light. Not only does Christmas celebrate the birth of a baby, it also represents the incarnation of God. Sometimes we forget that. And even when we remember it, we often down play it. Incarnation means that God became a person like you and me. God came to us in human form, in a tiny helpless baby. It wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t a coincident. It happened that way because it was an integral part of God’s plan. God had to come and experience life just like one of us. Think about this, the cross would have no saving significance apart from the birth of Jesus at Bethlehem. To put it quite simply, had it not been for Christmas, Easter would never have happened. One had to follow the other if God’s purpose was to be fulfilled. It was all part of God’s plan.

The Gospel reading for this morning, spoke of another part of God’s plan. The Magi were travellers from the East, perhaps Mesopotamia, who watched the stars for signs of the times. They were Gentiles - that is, they were not Jewish. They were from a far away land. And they were astrologers. So how does this fit into God’s plan? Until Jesus came into the world, the saving work of God tended to be for the Jewish people only. God had a special relationship with the Chosen People and everything that he did seemed to centre on them. 

Now look at the Magi. First of all, they were not Jewish and yet they came to worship Jesus even though he was only a child. They were from a far away land and yet they bore gifts fitting for a king - something no one in Israel did. Second, they were astrologers. That’s also key because it meant that their entire purpose in life was condemned in Scripture. In Leviticus 19:26 (NIV) it says, “Do not practice divination or sorcery.” How does astrology fit into that? Astrology is a form of divination. I happened to Google “divination, astrology” and discovered a Wiccan website that stated, “Astrology divination is one of the most complex divination methods.” The same website went on to say, “The intricacies of astrology done by a master are incredibly precise and penetrating.” Too bad it’s sin.

What do we make of this? What we make of it is that God can even use our sins to bring us to Jesus. That’s what he did for the Magi. It’s like he said, “Okay, I want those Magi over there in Mesopotamia to worship my Son and bring him gifts at Bethlehem. Now how am I going to do that? I could send them a message through an angel or a dream. Or, since they’re looking at the sky anyway maybe I could give them a sign through the stars.” And that seems to be what God did.

What the Magi teach us is that Jesus came not only for the Jews. God’s salvation is available to everyone. It doesn’t matter your ethic origin - you don’t have to be Jewish. It doesn’t matter where you come from - Mesopotamia is just as legitimate as Israel. And you don’t have to be perfect. In fact, sinners like the Magi are the very people for whom Jesus died so that even their sins could be forgiven. It was all part of God’s plan.

EACH HAS A PART IN THE PLAN
Another part of God’s plan was fulfilled by Paul. Paul was a Jewish man, trained as a Pharisee. He was learned and bright and capable. And he was one of the fiercest opponents of the early Church until his conversion on the road to Damascus which is recorded in Acts 9. After his conversion, God called him to be the evangelist to the Gentiles and he did a very good job of it. He wrote in Ephesians 3:8 (CEV), “I am the least important of all God’s people. But God was kind and chose me to tell the Gentiles that because of Christ there are blessing that cannot be numbered.”

Paul preached the Gospel all around the Roman world. He started churches in various cities. He was the first person to share the Gospel in Europe. I remember reading a book of the most influential people who ever walked the earth. In that list were people like Alexander the Great, Queen Victoria, Mohammed, Buddha, Karl Marx, Johannes Gutenberg who invented the printing press, Albert Einstein, and Adolph Hitler - some of these people were important world changers but for all the wrong reason. I looked for Jesus. He was number two. That surprised me because I thought that he would be number one. Do you who this book had listed as number one? It was Paul. The author explained his ranking by saying that Christianity was the most influential religion in the world, affecting directly more than 18 billion people. Jesus might have provided the teachings but had it not been for the work of Paul to bring the Gospel to the Gentiles, Jesus’ message may never have made it out of the Holy Land. Paul was part of the fulfilment of God’s plan to make salvation available to all people.

Do know who else is part of God’s plan? You are. 1 Peter 2:9 (NRSV) it describes who we are in God’s plan. Listen to this: “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light.” In God’s plan we have a special ministry. The Church is chosen. It is royal. It is holy. It is God’s own people. And our main role is proclamation. We are to called to proclaim what God has done to reconcile creation to himself. And we are called to tell about what God will finally do to establish the Kingdom of God.

Not only are we called to do that as the Church. We also are called to do that as individuals. Our job is to share the Good News of Jesus Christ with the world. That’s because if we don’t then maybe no one else will. I am part of God’s plan. You are part of God’s plan. We are all part of God’s plan.

And ultimately, what is that plan? It says in Philippians 2:6-11 (NIV), “And [Jesus Christ] being found in appearance like a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death - even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” That’s the ultimate plan, that every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. 

Are we there yet? No. There is a long way to go. That’s why each and every one of us has to do our part to fulfill the plan that God put in place before time began. 

PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE

Holy God, our Friend and Father, we thank you for all of the good things that you have given. We are so blessed that we often fail to recognize your great generousity. We can take for granted those things that seem ordinary but you are in the simple things of life. As we consider all of your blessings, help us never to become conceited or arrogant at our good fortune. Enable us to embrace humility in our hearts, knowing as we humble ourselves and seek you and your way of doing things, you will bring light into our lives at the proper time in the proper way.

Thank you, God, that you have called us to enter into your salvation. May we share that Good News with all the world. Enable us to encourage others to seek a deeper and stronger relationship with you through study, prayer and fellowship with other Christians. Keep us from being judgmental and narrow in our outlook. Remind us that you welcomed Gentiles from a far away place to enter into the house in Bethlehem and worship the Jesus Christ. There is no one who is beyond your salvation for you have opened the doors wide.

We pray for the sick at home or in hospital this week. Grant them a special measure of your Healing Spirit and hold them safely in your arms giving peace and comfort.

Our prayers go to you for Canadian soldiers throughout the world. Help them to feel our support as they put themselves in harms way for us and our freedom. Be with the families of those who have died as they learn to live with their loss. 

As we think about loss, we pray also for the family and friends of Doris Plant whose funeral was held earlier this week. Bless them as they remember his life and bring them to a place of peace.

Loving God, we come to a new year. As we contemplate 2009, evaluate goals, make plans, and reflect on decisions to be made, help us to remember that you are always near. There is no limit to your great mercy, patience, and care. Thank you for the assurance of your faithful love, freely given without condition or limit. Help us to love you with all of our hearts and to exemplify your character and way of doing things in all that we do and say in the coming new year. We pray our prayers in Jesus’ name. Amen.
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January 1, 2012 / New Years Day / Epiphany Sunday

SCRIPTURE

Psalm 147:12-20; Jeremiah 31:7-14; [Matthew 2:1-12]; John 1:10-18; Ephesians 1:3-14

CALL TO WORSHIP
ONE: 

We come to the God of Justice who rules over all Creation.



Come, let us draw near to the One who gives us life.

ALL: 

Blessed be the God of Righteousness.

ONE: 

Blessed be the One how lives and reigns on high;



who dwells in the hearts of believers.

ALL: 

Blessed be the God of Life.

PRAYER OF APPROACH
Living God, your voice echoes over the frozen landscape. It shatters the wind and heals the brokenness of Creation. We need to listen for your Spirit today as it whispers through the trees and into this sanctuary. Enable us, in our worship, to make you and your way the primary consideration and motive of every decision, that we may live life to the fullest as you have called us to do. Amen.

PRAYER OF CONFESSION
God of Compassion and Peace, we are so glad that we never have to hesitate to call upon the power and grace of your name for you are always ready to accept us no matter what we have done or said. Thank you for the incredible mercy that you have for us. No matter where we have been, what we have done, or what we may need, you are always ready to listen and answer. Grant to us now your unconditional acceptance as we bring our sins to you. Amen.

ASSURANCE OF PARDON
In a world tossed by sin and challenged by injustice, we have an anchor upon which can rest in the assurance of faith. Our sins are forgiven in Jesus Christ. Our unrighteousness is washed away and we are freed to be the people of God in the truest and best sense of the word.

DEDICATION OF OFFERING
Accept these gifts, O God of All Creation, and sanctify them for your purpose. We give them to you as you have gifted them to us. As you are generous, make us generous. As you are thankful, make us thankful. As you are wise, grant us wisdom. Amen.

COMMISSIONING
Like Magi, we have come to worship the Living God, the Newborn King. Like them, we are called to return to those places from where we came to share the message of hope and new life that is ours in the Risen Saviour. Go in the peace of Christ.
Message Outline
THE PLAN IS FULFILLED
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Pastor Kim Gilliland

THE ETERNAL PLAN

Before anyone ever walked the earth, God knew everything that would happen

because God is not bound by time. He sees everything at once.

God lives outside of time because God created time.

I command lights to appear in the sky and to separate day from night and to show the time for seasons, special days, and years.
Genesis 1:14 (CEV)

Even though God knew we would sin, he chose to create us anyway.

Why would he do that?

First because he also saw the capacity for good that he created within us.

God looked at what he had done. All of it was very good!
Genesis 1:31 (CEV)

Second because he loves us.

In this is love, not that we loved god but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.
1 John 4:10 (NRSV)

He loved us before we were even conceived.

Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart.

Jeremiah 1:5 (NIV)

CHRISTMAS TO EASTER
Before anyone walked the face of the earth, God also planned a remedy for sin.

It was through Jesus.

God did this because of his eternal plan. And he was able to do what he had planned because of all the Christ Jesus had done.
Ephesians 3:11 (CEV)

Easter is important to that salvation plan.

But Easter would never had happened without God becoming incarnate at Christmas.

The Magi teach us two things...

 1. Salvation was for more than the Jews - the Magi were from Mesopotamia.

2. Salvation was for a sinners. The Magi were astrologers which is condemned in the Bible.

Do not practice divination or sorcery.
Leviticus 19:26 (NIV)

Astrology is a form of divination.

God used their sin to bring them to Christ!

EACH HAS A PART IN THE PLAN
Paul had a part in fulfilling God’s plan... to share the Gospel with non-Jews.

I am the least important of all God’s people. But God was kind and chose me to tell the Gentiles that because of Christ there are blessings that cannot be numbered.
Ephesians 3:8 (CEV)

Each of us also has a part in fulfilling God’s plan.

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light.

1 Peter 2:9 (NRSV)

Ultimately God’s plan is that everyone will come to salvation.

And [Jesus Christ] being found in appearance like a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death - even death on a cross!
Philippians 2:6-11 (NIV)


