                                    1/06/08 Sermon:   “We Are God’s Stars!”

                       (Texts:  Isaiah 60:1-6; Philippians 2:12-18; Matthew 2:1-12)

          The Nativity scene we have in the front of our Church during the Advent and Christmas season is like most Nativity scenes – not wholly correct.  Most Nativity scenes show Shepherds and Magi at the barn where the baby Jesus was lying in a feeding trough.

     However, the biblical fact is that the Magi did not meet Jesus at the same time as the Shepherds.  Instead, the Magi came much later when Jesus was over 1 year old.  Also, the Magi did not find Jesus in a barn.  If you read Matthew’s Gospel you will see that the Magi found Jesus at a house.

     You see, Joseph – being a good husband and father – would not allow Mary and Jesus to live in a barn for long.  Therefore, Joseph found them a house as soon as possible.  So, that’s why the Magi found Jesus in a house.  But WHO were these Magi and HOW did they find Jesus at all?

     First, let’s answer this question:  WHO were the Magi?  Based on what scholars know about the word “Magi,” these men from the east were most likely scribes who worked as special servants and advisors to Gentile kings.
     The Magi were educated men who were experts in various languages.  In fact, we know that there were Magi in Babylon during the time when God’s people had been exiled to that land after the destruction of Jerusalem by the king of Babylon.

     Now, very likely God’s people brought their Scriptures with them to Babylon.  Also, the Magi mentioned by Matthew may have read the Holy Scriptures and so they learned about the Savior of all nations who would one day be born of a virgin.
     However, it’s obvious that the Magi mentioned in our Gospel reading did not have access to the book of the prophet Micah because they did not initially know where to look for Jesus.  You see, the prophet Micah teaches that the promised Savior would be born in Bethlehem.  However, the Magi did not know this.  That’s why the Magi first went to Jerusalem to look for Jesus.

     But HOW did the Magi even know that Jesus had been born at all must less eventually know about the house where they would find him?  Well, in our Gospel reading we are told about this amazing star!   However, the original Greek word that we translate as “star” is not the same as the fixed points of light in the sky that we know as stars.  You see, the Greek word for “star” is much more broad and can refer to various kinds of light or phenomena in the sky.  

     With that understood,  we must note that Matthew’s Gospel tells us that only the Magi saw this star.  In addition, Matthew tells us that this star MOVED!  In fact, this star led the Magi to the exact house where Jesus would be found.

     But how did the Magi know that Jesus had been born in the first place?  Apparently, God revealed this information to them in some way.  Then God gave them the star to lead them to the region where Jesus had been born.  Later on, God used that same star to lead them to the very house where Jesus was living.

     Now, having said all that, you must know that when the Magi came to Jesus they fulfilled the words of our Old Testament reading from Isaiah chapter 60 where we are told about the light of God appearing in the darkness of our sinful world.  Isaiah writes about nations coming to this Light, and that some would even bring gifts of gold and frankincense.
     In fact, you could say that Isaiah chapter 60 is fulfilled every time God leads people to Jesus –  who is the Savior of sinners and the Light of salvation in this world of darkness.
     Today is January 6th -- the day that begins the Epiphany season in the Church year.  The word “Epiphany” means “shine upon.”  Today we learned how God’s star shined upon the Magi and led them to Jesus.  The Epiphany season is a time for us to remember that God continues to shine His light still today so that people may be led to Jesus and receive His salvation.
     Now, we know from our Gospel reading that God used His star to lead the Magi to Jesus.  The question is:  “How does God lead people to Jesus TODAY?”  Here’s the answer:  ”WE are God’s stars!”  In our reading from Philippians chapter 2 the Apostle Paul says that we Christians should shine like stars in this crooked and twisted world of darkness.  But HOW do we shine so as to lead people to Jesus?  SIMPLY PUT, WE SHINE LIKE STARS BY OUR DEEDS AND BY OUR CREEDS.  
     First, let’s consider how our DEEDS ought to light the way to Jesus.  Listen to these words of Jesus from Matthew chapter 5:  “…let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.”  These words of Jesus teach us that people will see the light of our good deeds and then they will glorify God.  But how does this work?

     Well, when our attitudes and actions conform to God’s will for our lives, people will notice.  When people see that we avoid various sinful behaviors that others embrace, they may wonder why.  When people see that we take time to attend Services and get involved in other church activities, they may wonder why we even bother when others think that such things are a waste of time.  
     When people see that we try to do good things; when they notice that we are humble, kind, and loving; when they notice that we seem to have peace and joy in our lives, they may wonder why.  Finally, after observing our DEEDS, some people might eventually ask us why we live the way we do – and then we have the chance to proclaim our CREEDS!
     My friends, if our DEEDS are important, then even more important are our CREEDS!  In fact, without our CREEDS, our deeds mean nothing.  Simply put, our CREEDS are our witness about Jesus, and it is our witness about Jesus that will lead some people to glorify our Father in Heaven.
     The Apostle Paul says that we shine like stars as we hold out the Word of life.  In Psalm 119 we read:  “Thy Word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path.”  Did you hear that?  Our CREEDS give witness to God’s Word, which leads people to Jesus!  Holy Scripture tells us WHO Jesus is.  Holy Scripture also tells us WHAT Jesus did for us.  In addition, Holy Scripture tells us WHY we need to receive and believe what Jesus did for us.
     Now, having said all that, we must remember that the devil doesn’t want us to shine like stars in this world of darkness.  Instead, the devil wants us to hide our light.  Even worse, the devil would like us to become part of the darkness ourselves.

     This evil happens when our DEEDS conform to this wicked world instead of God’s loving plan for us.  When sinful deeds become common in our lives; when we refuse to attend Services or study Holy Scripture; when we fail to do the good things God would have us do -- when all these dark things become common in our lives, we then cease to be God’s stars and the unbelievers of this world will not be able to see anything different about us.

     Worse yet, the devil would also love for us to speak CREEDS that are based on the false teaching of this world instead of God’s Holy Word.  If what we believe about God, sin and salvation is based on our opinions and not on the clear teaching of Scripture, then we might actually lead people away from Jesus.

     I’m afraid we’re all guilty of having sinful DEEDS and evil CREEDS.  We certainly are not worthy to be God’s stars -- myself included!  But guess what.  The Christians in Philippi to whom Paul wrote his letter were sinners just like us.  Nevertheless, Paul said that they could be God’s stars in this world.  You also can be God’s stars in this world today!  How is this possible?
     First, just like the Christians in Philippi, we need to repent.  We need to acknowledge our sinful attitudes and actions and turn away from them.  Second, we need to believe that we are forgiven and blameless before God because of Jesus, our Lord and Savior.  

     Jesus was born to save us from our sins.  Jesus makes it possible for sinners like you and me to be God’s stars in this world.  Jesus will not only forgive our sins, but He will also help us to turn away from our sinful DEEDS and CREEDS.  Jesus will help us to develop godly DEEDS and CREEDS so that we will shine like stars in this world of darkness as we hold out the Word of Life – the Good News about Jesus that will save other sinners so they can become God’s stars along with us.
     My friends, WE are called to be God’s stars here in Jamestown.  There is plenty of spiritual darkness right here in Jamestown, and this darkness needs to be dispelled by the Light of Christ.  

     For example, there are members of Concordia who are not attending Services – and some have not been to Church in years.  They need to be led back to Jesus.  We are God’s stars for them.  
     There are other people in Jamestown who are enslaved by destructive sinful behaviors, and others have been misled by false teaching.  They need to be led to Jesus.  We are God’s stars for them.  
     There are people in Jamestown who have no connection to a Church whatsoever.  They need to be led to Jesus.  We are God’s stars for them.

     Now, as we shine God’s light in our community we must realize that some will turn away and choose to remain in the darkness.  All we can do for such people is continue to pray for them.  However, as we shine God’s light we also know that others will be moved to follow that light and come to Jesus.  Then, along with the Magi, such people will receive salvation and become God’s stars along with us.

     My Christian friends, you are forgiven and you have the hope of eternal life in God’s love because some star led you to Jesus.  In the same way, God will use you as the star that could lead another person to Jesus.
     Finally, remember that Jesus is here for you today.  Just as Jesus was once found in a manger, He is found by us today in Baptism; in the reading, preaching and teaching of Holy Scripture; in the Lord’s Supper where we receive His very Body and Blood.  
     As you receive Jesus and His gifts in this place, remember that you are God’s stars and that God will use your DEEDS and especially your CREEDS to lead others to Jesus.  You get to shine like stars in this world of darkness as you hold out the Word of life.  Amen!

