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Sermon: What Are You Looking For? 
Rev. Jayne Davis 

Matthew 2.1-12 (NRSV)  

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the 
East came to Jerusalem, 2 asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? 
For we observed his star at its rising and have come to pay him homage.” 3 When King 
Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4 and calling together all 
the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be 
born. 5 They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 

 6 ‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of 
Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.’”  
7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when 
the star had appeared. 8 Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently 
for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay 
him homage.” 9 When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went 
the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child 
was. 10 When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 11 On 
entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid 
him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh. 12 And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, 
they left for their own country by another road. 

 

 

Star of wonder, star of night;  Star with royal beauty bright.  Westward leading, still 

proceeding,  Guide us to thy perfect light. 

One of the most amazing mysteries of our faith is that God still guides us to that perfect 

light. Where we can see clearly.  Where we can know God’s peace.  God continues to put 
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stars in our path – because God has somewhere that he wants to take us; to take you.  

Something that he wants to show you.  Something more that he wants you to be. 

What are you looking for… as we enter this new year?  This time of new beginnings.  

What is the longing of your heart? 

Will you see what you always see?  What you expect to see?  Or will you open your 

eyes to the possibility that God is at work in new ways, right where you are – to lead you on 

a journey back to Bethlehem – to a manger of grace and love and hope just for you. 

What are you looking for?  Will you look for the star… and will you follow? 

Read Matthew 2:1-12 (page 1) 

Do you every just look up at the night sky?  On a clear night, when there is an 

abundance of stars… it’s breathtaking, isn’t it?  The sheer magnitude of it all. The stars go 

on and on, beyond what the eye can see.  Beyond what we can even imagine.  Amazingly, 

Scripture tells us that, somehow, God counts them all. That He has set them in place.  And 

would know if even one were missing.  There is order and intention in this beautiful 

tapestry of light. 

When I’m in the mountains I love getting up while it’s still dark and watching the sun 

rise.  At first everything is black.  Pitch black.  You can’t tell where the trees end, and the 

sky begins.  The only light is the one star in the sky.  I think it’s Venus – which is not really 

a star, but a planet.  But I can see why they call it the Morning Star.  It is so bright and 

unmistakable in the predawn sky.  And usually there is a smaller star, a much dimmer light, 

just below it, off to the right – named Spica.  Another one, even dimmer, off to the left, is 

called Arcturus.  That whole cascade of stars in the night sky has come down to just these 

three in the very early morning. 
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As the sun begins to come up on the other side of the mountain, a soft glow outlines the 

top of the trees and you can start to recognize the separation of the earth from the sky.  As 

the light grows brighter you begin to notice the contours of the mountains becoming clearer 

– kind of like when you wake up in the middle of the night and your eyes have to adjust to 

the darkness.  Shadows take form and you start to see what you couldn’t see before. 

Soon the sun rises above the mountain and all is clear and bright and the morning star 

fades from view as the brighter star, the sun, takes its place in the sky.  There is a rhythm 

and an order to it all that you can count on, day after day, night after night, much like the 

ebb and flow of the waves coming on to the shore and rolling back out again to the sea.  A 

comforting predictability.  

I’m not a student of the stars. I’ve not taken any astronomy classes or even looked much 

through a telescope.  But even I can recognize that Morning Star and where it sits in the 

morning sky.  And I’m pretty sure I would notice if another star suddenly appeared with 

those three, brightly taking a place in the sky that was normally dark.  That would get my 

attention.  

For the wise men in Matthew’s gospel who came to pay homage to the Christ child, this 

is exactly what happened to them.  These wise men, or magi, were most likely Persians who 

were adept at astrology.  In many ways they served as priests to their people, much like the 

Levites did for the Israelites.  Over time, many of these magi devolved into mere fortune 

tellers.  We see some of them later in the book of Acts.  But, at their best, magi were good 

and holy men who sought after truth. 

The magi knew the arrangement of the stars.  Everyone in the ancient world watched the 

stars.  But the magi were good at it.  They watched them every night.  They studied them.  

But this star that they saw “at its rising,” it was unusual, and it caught their attention.  The 



4 | P a g e  
 

predictable order of the heavens was disrupted.  Stars don’t just change overnight.  God was 

breaking into his established order and announcing something special, something new. 

In that day there was a widespread belief that the stars could tell the future.  A person’s 

destiny was thought to be determined by the star under which they were born.  This unusual 

star had to be pointing the magi to something big.  Historians in that day and time wrote 

that there was an expectation by many in the region that a ruler or king would be coming 

out of Judea.  Non-Jews who were expecting a man coming from Judea to rule the world.   

Is that not amazing?  The world was waiting for a king.  Not just the Jews.  The whole 

region was waiting in expectation.  And God broke into the natural order of creation and 

created something new – a new star – that caught the attention  - not of the Jews – but of 

these pagan astrologers, these dream interpreters.  So much so that  they set out on a journey 

to find this new king.  To honor this ruler whose star they had seen at its rising. 

There are theories about this special star.  Some suggest it was a meteor shower, or a 

rare alignment of planets – that there was some natural explanation for it and not a divine 

disruption of the heavens.  But even if that were true – even if it was a common or 

spectacular meteor shower, it was incredibly well timed, don’t you think?  And the magi 

responded to it. 

God was breaking into human history in the incarnation of Jesus – and he wasn’t 

limiting his announcement to the Jewish people.  From the beginning, God was inviting the 

whole world to come and see.  

What are you looking for?  How is God trying to get your attention? 

You may not see a literal star in the sky.  Maybe it is a nudge that you keep feeling – a 

thought or a situation that keeps coming to mind.  A person God keeps putting on your 

heart.  Maybe it’s some unfinished business that keeps tugging at you or a habit that you 
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know is holding you back from experiencing the wonder and the joy that the manger 

promises. 

When Aaron and I met last week to talk about his baptism, we talked about prayer and 

how it is more than asking God for things.  It’s listening, too.  Listening for what God wants 

us to do and responding to what God is telling us or showing us. 

I let him in on a secret – that even as adults we’re still learning how to do that every day.  

We’re always learning how to pay attention to God, how to follow God’s leading, like the 

wise men. 

When the wise men saw the star in the sky, they headed to the palace in Jerusalem – 

because that’s where they expected a king would be born.  When they got there, they asked 

a very simple question – “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?”  Surely 

everyone else had seen the star.  Surely there was a celebration going on somewhere, for a 

new ruler had been born.  When the royal family in England is expecting a baby, people are 

camped out in front of that hospital in London for days waiting for official news of the 

birth.  “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?”  The magi were just asking 

for directions.   

But that’s not how Herod heard the question.  King Herod the Great.  The only king in 

town.  

Herod was half Jewish, half Idumaen.  He was more an arm for the oppressive Roman 

government than a leader for the Jewish people.  Still, you would think word that the 

Messiah had possibly been born might inspire awe and wonder, even in his hard and 

ruthless heart.  But while Herod gave lip service to wanting to go and pay honor to the 

newborn, he had anything but worship in his heart. 

Herod is shaken up by the question of the Magi and all of Jerusalem with him.  

Jerusalem had good reason to be afraid.  Herod was an insanely suspicious and paranoid 
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ruler.  He had his wife and several of his sons executed when he felt that they threatened his 

position as king.  Everyone and everything in his life was seen through the lens of fear – a 

threat to his power, a threat to the status quo, a threat to the way he wanted things to be, the 

way he needed things to be.  And threats could not be tolerated. 

The same star rose in the sky above Herod as it did in the sky above the magi, but Herod 

had no desire to look up.  God was doing a brand-new thing, right in his midst, and Herod 

was too angry, too jealous, too self-absorbed to care. 

What are you looking for?   

There’s a lot of anger in our world today.  Not just in our politics, though there’s plenty 

there.  But under the surface, in our relationships, our conversations – our driving.  The 

tension can be exhausting.  Sometimes when I get stressed my jaw gets so tight and I don’t 

even realize it until my head starts to hurt and I wonder why.  When I consciously relax my 

jaw, I realize that my whole body has been tightened up for who knows who long. 

Anger and bitterness, the need for control – they narrow our vision.  They keep us in a 

tight ball.  We see only what we expect to see in people, only what will confirm what we 

already believe about situations.  We’re so focused on what we want or what we think we’re 

losing that we’re blind to what God is doing around us.   

How many times have you walked up your driveway with your head hanging down and 

never even noticed the stars that filled the sky above you?  God asks us to look up; to look 

away from ourselves and toward other people, other perspectives, other possibilities. to be 

willing to see a new thing; a new way.  To give room for God’s star to rise. 

Herod called together all the chief priests and scribes of the people – the spiritual leaders 

of the day – and he asked them where the Messiah was to be born.  Quoting the prophet 

Micah, they told him that the Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem.  The spiritual leaders 

pointed the magi to Bethlehem to find the child that had been born – possibly the Messiah – 
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the one that Israel had been waiting for, had been longing for… but they didn’t go with the 

magi to see for themselves.  They are almost indifferent about it. 

If somebody told you that there was a really good possibility that Jesus is in Burgaw 

right now, would you go?  Would you write it off as a random crazy idea?  Would you 

weigh the other things you have going on this afternoon? 

The chief priests and the scribes had all of the answers. They were proud and certain of 

what they knew.  They loved to study and to know more.  But they only loved the what of 

faith, and not the who.  They knew about God.  But they didn’t know God.  It’s an easy trap 

for any of us to fall into. 

They knew facts about the Messiah and the Messiah’s coming, but they didn’t long for 

Messiah in the way that we long for someone who’s been away for a long time and we just 

can’t wait to see them again, to hold them again.  They had all of the form of religion but 

none of the soul.  An eager mind but an apathetic heart. 

What are you looking for?   

Like Herod, the chief priests and the scribes saw what they expected to see.  They knew 

what they knew, and nothing was going to change that, not even a star at its rising over 

Bethlehem.  Herod’s anger blinded him to God’s activity.  The chief priests and the scribes 

couldn’t see because of their apathy.  They didn’t care, really, about God as much as they 

cared about being right or important.  

Apathy is a subtle blinder in our life with God.  In his book, The Remarkable Ordinary, 

Frederick Buechner writes, “The world is a manger… where God is being born again and 

again and again and again and again.  You’ve got your mind on so many other things.  You 

are so busy with this and that, you don’t see it.  You don’t notice it.”   
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“To love God,” he says, “means to pay attention, be mindful, be open to the possibility 

that God is with you in ways that, unless you have your eyes open, you may never glimpse.  

He speaks words that, unless you have your ears open, you may never hear.”   

“Draw near to him as best [you] can.” 

Because there’s a star at its rising somewhere right around you.  God is trying to get 

your attention, to show you and me a new thing.  A new hope, a new love, a new joy.  

Because that’s what God does. 

When the Magi left the palace, the star reappeared and led them to Bethlehem.  Just like 

the cloud of God that led the Israelites in the desert.  It had to be a sight to see.  And when 

the star stopped over the child in Bethlehem, Scripture tells us the Magi were overjoyed.  

They had arrived at the manger… where peace, hope and love are born. 

What are you looking for?  What is the longing of your heart? 

Look up.  Look up from anger.  Look up from apathy.  Look up with awe and wonder at 

the majesty of God’s night sky and God’s Morning Star.  Look up with anticipation and pay 

attention to where God is trying to take you.  If you’re willing to follow, you may just find 

yourself before the manger. 

Star of wonder, star of night;  Star with royal beauty bright.  Westward leading, still 

proceeding,  Guide us to thy perfect light. 

Amen. 


