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Readings: 

Isaiah 60:1-6 

Ps 72:1-7, 10-14 

Ephesians 3:1-12 

Matthew 2:1-12 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, 

my strength and my redeemer.  Amen. 

Sermon: The engine room of the God 
Today we celebrate the Epiphany of our Lord. Our second reading, from the Letter of Paul to the 

Ephesians, is an interesting one to consider in the light of what we are celebrating today. Paul’s 

Letter to the Ephesians is one of the four “captivity” letters, i.e. written during Paul’s time in prison. 

The primary message of Ephesians concerns the nature and purpose of the church. And in our 

reading from Ephesians 3 today, Paul emphasises the the boundless riches of the mystery of Christ, 

the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel, is for all, Jews and Gentiles. Paul states that through 

the gift of God’s grace and by the workings of the Spirit’s power, he (Paul) has a commission to 

make everyone see the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God. Further, Paul underlines that it is 

through the Church that the wisdom of God in its rich variety might be made known to all, 

including the rulers and the authorities. And this, Paul assures us, is in accordance with the eternal 

purpose of God that God carried out in Christ Jesus. 

And what is the essence of this eternal purpose of God, carried out in Christ Jesus? 

Well we have a most important insight into this in the visit of the Wise Men to the infant Jesus. The 

story, as told in our Gospel from Matthew this morning, begins with what we might consider the 

usual trappings of power and privilege as the world usually understands them. The setting is 

Jerusalem, that great ancient city and seat of power and influence. The key players in the beginning 

of the story are men of power and influence: the Wise Men from the East, rich men, bearing 



expensive gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh; and King Herod, a man so influential that he can 

successfully call together all the Chief Priests and scribes on a whim. Herod, we learn in Matthew’s 

story, is feeling incredibly threatened by the news of a child born who is king of the Jews. He seeks, 

by fair means and foul, to find out where the child is, this child of whom Herod is so frightened, 

who poses such a threat to his power. 

And what do the Wise Men find when the star they are following finally stops over that unlikely 

outpost of Bethlehem? They find the antithesis of threat, the antithesis of power as the world 

understands it, as Herod understands it. They find a baby in his mother’s arms. And, we are told, in 

their wisdom they recognise greatness in this simple scene and they kneel down and pay Jesus 

homage.  

But what exactly is it that they see, that they experience that leads them to pay homage? What 

exactly is their epiphany? What is their new, life-changing insight? 

That great Anglican theologian Rowan Williams has described being invited into the stable to see 

the Christ child as like being invited into the engine room of a great ocean liner. Its both scary and 

amazing! For here, in this stable, the Wise Men (and all of us really) get to gaze upon the engine 

room of God. We get to see up close and personal how God works, how God really is. The entire 

system of the Universe, what Paul called in Ephesians the mystery of God, is laid bare, is revealed 

for us here in this small bundle of newborn flesh cradled in his mother’s arms in a stable. We meet 

the mystery of the all-powerful, all-majestic God, as it really is - not in trumpeting splendour, not in 

clouds of glory. But in vulnerability, poverty, simplicity, weakness - everything that Herod and the 

world despises, everything Herod and so many people try not to be. 

The mystery revealed is that God’s greatness does not reside in all that the world identifies as 

powerful. God, in the baby Jesus, has given himself away so completely that we meet him in a 

bundle of shivering new-born flesh. God acts by giving away, not by accumulating; by divesting of 

all we might expect to find in strength and success as Herod and the world (and often even as we) 

understand them. As Williams writes, the great epiphany is that “the Universe lives by a love that 

refuses to bully us, or force us; (by) the love of the cradle and the cross.” (Christmas sermon, 

Canterbury Cathedral, 25/12/2004). 



This then is what is revealed to us: that the engine room of the Universe loves by the kind of love 

we see in a helpless newborn child, and in the dying man abandoned to the humiliation of the cross. 

And if this is the truth - and as Christians we believe through faith that this is the truth - then it is a 

truth that ought to unsettle us, that ought to worry us. We, who are so obsessed with being in 

control, being successful, are today confronted with the inescapable truth that the engine room of 

the Universe, of God, is not like that at all. The Godly, righteous life is never a matter of success, of 

high scores, of getting the popular vote. These are distracting shadows, transient ephemera, the 

trappings of a humankind gone mad. The Godly, righteous life is, as Williams says, “letting the 

wonder of God’s love knock sideways through (y)our ordinary habits, so that God comes through - 

the God who achieves his purpose by reckless gift, through the cradle and the cross.” If we want to 

live in truth, to live in reality, to live in the Spirit of God, then this has to be our life - to kindle on 

earth the flame of God’s love as we see it revealed in the stable in Bethlehem. 

So on this Feast of the Epiphany of our Lord, I urge all of us to reflect deeply on what this means 

for our lives - for our morality, our values, our way of being - in relationship with God and with 

each other. As we begin this New Year together, let us commit anew to a life of prayer, of humility, 

of self-sacrificing love. There is no more powerful way. 

+In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 


