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Psalm 72, Isaiah 60: 1-6, Matthew 2:1-12   Epiphany/Holy Communion 

"Seeking and Finding Jesus” 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

This last year, although we had little chance to travel as we may have 

planned, we still have a chance to travel with the wise men. This last year 

there was a conjunction of planets, which is one explanation for the Star that 

led the magi to Israel, then to the house where Jesus was growing up in 

Bethlehem. Every year we get a chance to wonder what these well-to-do 

men of privilege were doing with their entourage, making a stir in 

Jerusalem, troubling the king of that region at that time. What was their 

quest? 

 

Perhaps that has the easiest answer. The answer is: “The newborn king of 

the Jews.” The Scripture in Matthew makes it clear in chapter 2, verse 2. 

Jesus is the answer to your questions, all your most important answers are 

found in him. Why exactly, who these magi were, how many of them, where 

exactly they came from, when it happened…these are more difficult 

questions. 

 

They came from the east. Likely this refers to modern Iraq or Iran. Today we 

have many thoughts about easterners. In Canada, there was and probably 

still is a kind of rivalry between East and West. Ralph Klein (1942-2013), 

first a mayor of Calgary, then premier of Alberta, used to talk about the 

bums from the Maritime provinces or Atlantic provinces who would come to 

Alberta to take their jobs or their government assistance. Another West/East 

comment/joke: A Californian once married a Newfoundlander and what did 

that produce? Prairie girls. That’s Lynn’s and my story. Other jokes about 

Newfoundlanders come to mind, but be careful, as many of these are not 

very kind and most of us haven’t lived there and don’t know these wonderful 

people.  

 

They used to fight in cities between the east side and west side. In Cornwall, 

where I ministered in the early nineties, we quickly learned that we had 

moved into the French side of town, the eastern side, even though our street 

had a decidedly Scottish name, “Lochiel.” I was told the Francophones 

would fight the Anglophones at a certain boundary street near or just east of 

the centre of town. I’m not sure of all the history of east vs. west in 

Cornwall, I just know some members of the church called one side home 



Grace Presbyterian Church, Orleans, ON; Dr. J. Dent, pastor; January 3, 2021 2 

and others called the other side home. And we won’t even broach the topic 

of Quebec versus Canada, as another subtheme in the study of east versus 

west.  

 

We have many backgrounds here in our congregation, east and west, north 

and south. Many different national origins, racial origins, linguistic origins, 

each one valuable and good. Jesus makes us one family. Identity in Him is 

primary for us as His followers. As we come again to His table today, let us 

remember this important fact. Our differences in these ways are a strength, 

in the many layers of our identity, first as Christians, then our national and 

linguistic, family and other individual identities. 

 

The magi spent months heading out on a long trip by camel or foot. They 

travelled thousands of kilometers. What was on their minds? They had 

planned to meet the new king of Israel. They knew he was a baby. They 

knew they weren’t going to have an interview with Him. So why make the 

journey? What were they after? 

 

Again the text clearly records what they said to King Herod. It is simple but 

profound. “We have come to worship him.” This disturbed the king and the 

people of Jerusalem. Why? The Romans expected the worship of Ceasar. 

These men are suggesting another divine king. These wise men would not 

have fallen prey to the divine claims of the Caesars or any other political 

leaders of the day. The wise men knew this was a unique birth. They knew 

something of astronomy and astrology. But it seems clear in Matthew’s 

message that they had been given a revelation that God was coming to earth 

in this child. They mightn’t have worked out all the theology of that. But this 

was a momentous time in history. This child would change the destiny of the 

human race. They wanted to come to worship Him. 

 

And here we are thousands of years later doing the same. We too are on a 

journey to seek and find Jesus, the Son of God, God incarnate, the promised 

king in David’s line whose kingdom will never end. Even Herod’s Bible 

consultants knew some of this, as they refer in Matt. 2:4-6 to Micah 5:2 “O 

Little Town of Bethlehem,” as the place where the Messiah, the Christ will 

be born. Herod sends them to Bethlehem. Then Herod secretly meets with 

the Magi later and gets them to tell him all the timing of the star appearing, 

and falsely tells them he too wants to worship the child. We know that 

Herod really wants to destroy Him and later destroys all the male children 

under two years of age in what became the slaughter of the innocents (2:16). 
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So Matthew introduces us to Jesus’ birth as the beginning of our own choice 

to seek and find Jesus for one of two reasons. One: To worship Him. Two: 

To destroy or deny or make sure He is no threat to me. “Do you know what 

path you are on?” Matthew asks us. “Are you pursuing Jesus or moving 

away from Him?” What would you say to that question personally today? 

 

The magi find Jesus. You can too. Simply open yourself to Him, and receive 

the gift of the forgiveness of your sins and relationship with God, and 

choose Him. Say “yes” to Him now. Come to His Table. Say “yes” to Him, 

with all that you are, body, soul and spirit. Bring your whole identity to Him. 

Choose to give Him the first, foundational place. 

 

Why? Because your identity in Christ is to be your primary identity, as a 

gift. Too many of us are confused as to what our true identity is. I’ve 

mentioned Pastor Tim Keller has helped me in understanding this. I 

recommend his ministry and teaching. He sand I don’t agree on everything, 

but I have found him helpful in so many ways. He has helped me understand 

some of the changes we have faced in talking about identity, generationally, 

that is, from older to younger people here in the West. He makes reference 

to the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor and a key work on modern 

identity from thirty years ago.* Taylor talks about how a traditional sense of 

identity comes from outside the person. Your parents or your community 

determine your value, and your mission in life, whether you are good or not. 

They teach you, whether from religious values or not, what is true and what 

is not. A traditional sense of identity cannot come from within, it must come 

as a gift from outside yourself, whether friends, lovers, parents, authorities, 

from the community. Usually it is parents. So you can immediately see why 

there has been reaction to this in the West, extreme reaction to what may be 

imposed identity and inappropriate control over the individual. 

 

The modern identity, according to Taylor, presents itself as the identity 

project with the extreme opposite point of view to the traditional. Now, only 

I determine who I am, and will be. Only I decide who I will be vocationally, 

romantically, spiritually, in every way. The autonomous self is the only 

place that has full authority and authenticity. All other voices are nothing in 

comparison with my own. I in fact make myself, tell others who I am and 

exercise my right to be whatever I want to be, certainly including my gender 

 
* Taylor, Charles. Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity. Harvard: 
1989. 
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and my sexuality. If you have a problem with that, it is not only your 

problem, but justice requires you to affirm whatever I say about myself, 

regardless of what it is. Otherwise you break the law. 

 

Of course, there are several things that go badly wrong with this modern 

identity project where I construct myself. First of all, I and you believe 

incoherent things about myself/ourselves. The notion that you can just look 

inside and gather your deepest desires and they will all work together is a 

fiction. Your interior wants and desires do not harmonize with one another. 

You may both want to possess something and simultaneously not want to 

possess it. What do you do then, when this model does not allow you to take 

truth from the outside? You are left with no way to adjudicate your 

conflicting desires. Second, the modern identity is exceptionally fragile. It 

leaves you longing for affirmation from almost any source outside of 

yourself while denying that it is right to look outside for such, because it will 

be oppressive. What then do you do with self-hatred and low self esteem, 

when you find out that self-help culture does not work on the inside, but 

only projects the “cool” self outside you. Third, this understanding of 

identity fragments life terribly. All relationships become only transactions in 

service to yourself. The rule “never sacrifice your happiness or fulfillment to 

any one relationship” sabotages them all. If you are looking to have children, 

look out, because there is built in sacrifice of self, and no divorce exit. 

Fourth, this type of modern identity is an illusion, disingenuous, or at least 

not consistent. If you can’t look outside for help, you can’t look at most of 

life. It’s like the therapist telling you to “follow yourself,” which is 

essentially a contradiction. This view of identity building would allow a 

sixteenth century man to work through his anger/violence issues and sexual 

issues in the following way: He could work out his aggression in police or 

military work with cultural acceptance, but who could not express his 

sexuality in anyway he wanted. Today in the twenty first century that same 

man would have to get help for his anger/violence issues in anger 

management or therapy, but he could express his sexuality in almost any 

way he wanted. Both of these examples show that the culture is telling you 

what to do, not you. How do you get out of being just a pawn of the culture 

in which you live? 

 

Both the traditional and the modern identity formations are based on 

performance. Whether under the old traditional identity, with pleasing your 

parents, still at work in non-Western cultures or forming your own identity 

in some independent, autonomous way, modern way, you still have to 
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perform. You still have to justify your existence to yourself or your family. 

Keller argues that Christianity alone amongst the world religions offers your 

identity as a gift.  The Good News is that there is a way to get your identity 

by receiving it, not achieving it. 

 

The modern identity folks are right in saying you should not allow any 

human being to form your identity. And you certainly cannot validate 

yourself. Rather look to the praise of praiseworthy. Someone in your field 

who is highly known for what they do well praises you, then that is high 

praise. Even more than such a person is God who created all of us, calling 

you by name, giving you a mission, an identity, a reason for living this life 

and beyond. Perhaps you might look to your lover or beloved friend to speak 

affirmation and identity, but even they have their bad days and may 

misspeak to you. What do you do then? It is only God in Jesus Christ who 

can speak into your life to give you the fulfillment, reasons for living, 

mission and purpose, like no other. You certainly cannot give this to 

yourself. 

 

So why this giant “identity” trail away from the Magi? Because in part, they 

were looking to worship as a part of the revelation and identity God was 

giving them. Their gifts supplied the needs of the holy family in their 

upcoming travels. The Magis’ gifts gave Mary and Joseph the safety that 

little Jesus needed from his family. Now we know God the Father was in 

charge, but nevertheless, Joseph and Mary did make critical decisions that 

affected the young life of the Messiah. The Magi knew they needed to be 

generous to this family, likely in response to their desire to honour God with 

their resources, their time, their travel, and their money. The Magi were 

receiving their identity from God in following His way. Are you making 

these same choices in your life? Are you receiving your identity from Jesus 

Christ? As you come to His Table, bring these questions and thoughts to 

Him. Bring yourself to Him. And if you have children and grandchildren 

going through the process of trying to figure out their identities…introduce 

them to the Great Identity Giver. That’s the GIG they must not miss. 

 

Let us pray. 

 

 
 


