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 A few days after we put up our Christmas Tree, my daughter Daisy who is  3, 

asked me, “Mama, why there a star on top?” And so I had the opportunity to tell her how 

the Wise Men were looking for baby Jesus and couldn’t find him, but then they saw a big 

star shining in the sky and followed the star to where the baby Jesus laid. I think she was 

more intrigued with the star in the story than anything else because immediately after 

hearing the story she started to sing, “Twinkle, twinkle little star.” Which is one of her 

favorite songs. 

 Gazing at the stars has always created a certain sense of awe, mystery, wonder. 

The hope that anything was possible. Some of you may remember the nursery rhyme, 

“Star light, star bright first star I see tonight. I wish I may, I wish I might. Have the wish I 

wish tonight.” And then of course there is the song from the Walt Disney movie, 

“Pinnochio” – “When you wish upon a star, makes no difference who you are. Anything 

your heart desires will come to you.”  The hope that anything is possible when you wish 

upon a star. 

 I am no astronomer. If you asked me to I couldn’t tell you the difference between 

the Big Dipper and the Little Dipper. I am no astrologer, which is a different way of 

studying the stars, hoping that they will predict the future, or at least my own personal 

future like the horoscope page in the paper promises. 

 I am no astronomer or astrologer, but the Wise Men who we meet in our Gospel 

reading this morning may have been. They certainly had been studying the stars perhaps 

looking for a variation in the patterns they saw the stars move in. Hoping the stars would 
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point them to something extraordinary, life changing, even earth shattering that was to 

take place. 

 While our current motto is, “What you see is what you get.” The people during 

Jesus time believed that the visible world contained signs that pointed to an invisible, 

spiritual world. No one studying astrology in the first century would have missed the 

connection between the unusual star and the birth of a significant new leader. But where 

was he born? To what royal family? Under what political circumstances? And what kind 

of king will he be? The Wise Men cannot presume to know. Their knowledge is 

incomplete. 

 That is an important lesson to remember. As Garrison Keillor says somewhere, “If 

you get your guidance by following a star, the directions are going to be a little bit 

vague.” For the past 400 years, we have turned to science to answer many questions. 

Scientists have analyzed the universe, discovered the laws of physics, studied the human 

body, and put bacteria under a microscope. We have learned a lot of things, many of 

them helpful and so important. But there are still gaps in our knowledge. 

 You can learn a lot about the God who made everything, but you can’t be sure 

what kind of God it is. There are sparkling waterfalls, bright autumn leaves, and radiant 

sunsets. But there are also black holes, mutating cancer cells, and raging storms that 

destroy without purpose. Look at the star in the sky and it’s obvious that something is 

happening. But you aren’t exactly certain what it is. 

 Many people have unusual experiences out there, and they don’t know what to do 

with them. I recently read about a church conference, where one of the most popular 

courses for adults was a class on interpreting dreams, near-death experiences, mystical 
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phenomena, and topics that you might find addressed in the occult section of the local 

bookstore. A minister heard about it and sought out the teacher asking, “Why are you 

teaching a class like this at a Christian gathering?” 

 The teacher said, “Look – a lot of people have questions about their own 

experiences. I am inviting them into my class so we can make some sense out of these 

things from the perspective of Christian faith.”  I don’t know how you feel about the 

appropriateness of that class, but I think the teacher’s intention was right on target. A star 

can tell you that God is at work in the universe, but it cannot tell you where or how or 

why. And so, we bring our uninterpreted  experience of the world out there to the 

Scriptures that are kept in here. Then we listen to how the Scriptures read our 

experiences. 

 That is what the Wise Men had to do. “We have seen a star out there in creation,” 

they said, “and we believe a new king has been born somewhere.” They go to the palace 

in Jerusalem, because that is where kings normally come from. However the old king is 

still sitting on the throne and he isn’t too excited about news of a new king. 

 Fortunately for the Wise Men, there are religious people on the old king’s payroll, 

and they know what the Bible has reported about the birth of Israel’s new leader. The 

chief priests and scribes open up the scrolls to the fifth chapter of Micah and announce, 

“The new keeper of God’s flock will be born in the city of David, who was the best 

shepherd we ever had.” 

 Here is one glimpse of how we come to a deeper faith in God. We bring the things 

we have seen in the outside world into the sanctuary. In here, our experiences can be 

interpreted by a God who loves all people and works in the lives of exotic star 
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worshipers. And if we follow God’s direction, we will go in a different direction than the 

bloodthirsty King Herod. 

 Even so, there is no assurance that knowledge of the scripture alone is enough for 

the worship of God. As Phillip Yancey writes, “One can, like the chief priests and 

scribes, know the biblical facts but completely miss the deeper biblical truth. One can 

memorize verses, but forget the gospel. One can recite the kings of Israel and overlook 

the King of Creation. One can, like King Herod, be in favor of studying the Scripture and 

still be on the wrong side of God’s will. 

 What’s going on in the story of the Wise Men? On the one hand, the Wise Men 

arrive pondering the mysteries outside, thinking and hoping that God is up to something 

yet not certain where it might be happening. They need the Scriptures to clarify and 

confirm their search. On the other hand, the chief priests and the scribes have the Holy 

Scriptures at their disposal, but they are removed from the experience of awe that the 

Magi can claim. The chief priests and scribes know the Holy Scriptures, but they haven’t 

taken the time to look up from their books at the wonderous stars of God’s creation. 

 True worship brings together experience and Scripture. Mature faith requires awe 

of God’s creation out there and knowledge of the God whom we worship in here. Herod 

has access to the Scripture, but he is unable to bend his knees in worship. So he orders a 

massacre of all of the children in Bethlehem age two and under. 

 The Wise Men, however, have seen the wondrous star. As they come full of awe, 

their believing hearts informed by the Word of God, a word from beyond their own 

experience. When they discovered the child, “they knelt down and worshiped him. Then 

opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.” 



 5 

 Maybe you have heard someone say that they can worship God better in nature 

than in a church sanctuary. Here is something to say when someone announces that she 

prefers to worship God on the golf course, or worship God in a boat on the lake, or 

worship God on the ski slopes. Out there in nature, there is no doubt the heavens are 

telling the glory of God. Yet if you listen, you cannot tell what kind of God has made the 

world and the skies above. From nature alone, you cannot know much about the God who 

made the lake, and the fish and the stars. If you fall out of the boat and drown, you have 

no clue about the presence of the Creator.  

 So what do we do? We come inside our sanctuary to worship God. As we know, 

God made this wonderful creation and set the stars in the sky. We come in here to sing 

the songs and tell the sacred story. And we worship a God who loves us so much that he 

has given us Jesus Christ, the King of kings. 

 A quote that I shared once with a group of confirmation students when we were 

studying the third commandment, “Remember the Sabbath Day and keep it holy.” Said, 

“It’s true that you don’t have to go to church to worship. You can worship God in the 

woods. But when was the last time a tree offered you the full and complete forgiveness of 

all your sins?”  

 In other words, a star can’t tell you that you are cherished by God. But the church 

can. I hope to see you back here next week to hear God’s Word of love and forgiveness.  


