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Second Sunday after 

Christmas
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Ephesians 1:3-6,15-19a
Matthew 2:1-12

O God, who wonderfully created, and yet more wonder-

fully restored, the dignity of human nature: Grant that 

we may share the divine life of him who humbled him-

self to share our humanity, your Son Jesus Christ; who 

lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy 

Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Ephesians 1:3-6,15-19a

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual

blessing in the heavenly places, just as he chose us in 

Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and

blameless before him in love. He destined us for adop-

tion as his children through Jesus Christ, according to 

the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glori-

ous grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.

I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your 

love toward all the saints, and for this reason I do not 

cease to give thanks for you as I remember you in my 

prayers. I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom 

and revelation as you come to know him, so that, with 

the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what 
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is the hope to which he has called you, what are the 

riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and 

what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us 

who believe.
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Matthew 2:1-12

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in 

Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to 

Jerusalem, 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." When King 

Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem 

with him; and calling together all the chief priests and 

scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the 

Messiah was to be born. They told him, "In Bethlehem 

of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:

`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.'"

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and 

learned from them the exact time when the star had ap-
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peared. 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." 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. When they saw that the star had 

stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 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. And having been warned in a 

dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own 

country by another road.
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SERMON 

Happy New Year! It’s time for a fresh start! That’s 

what we all hope for, isn’t it? 2020 has been such a hor-

ror with storms and wildfires and even a plague of Bib-

lical proportions. Surely, now that it’s 2021, things have

to get better, right? Well...Let’s get a little real, OK? 

The calendars we make up are things of our own mak-

ing and reflect only our own way of thinking. They 

aren’t real. Yes, we want a fresh start, and we can have 

one, but we shall have to do more than to turn the page 

of a Hallmark calendar. The fresh start we seek has to 

connect us to what is real. That will require some inten-

tional effort from us. 

New Years are like the first day of school. You go to 

school with a bunch of shiny new pencils, crisp note-

books and empty heads. The goal is to leave at the end 
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of the year with heads stuffed with new knowledge. The

torn and soiled notebooks and chewed up pencils at the 

end of the year represent the effort we expended in our 

search for a fresh start just as our torn up and soiled 

lives at the end of the year are the marks of our search 

for a more perfect relationship with God. May it go well

with us this year!

New Year’s Day is the time when we take stock of 

what went well in the old year, and what didn’t, and 

vow to do better in the new year. Often, though, all we 

manage is to make a New Year’s resolution to go to the 

gym and lose some weight, then forget about even that 

before January ends. We need to do better than that this 

year. If 2020 taught us anything, it has taught us that 

we’re not doing a good job of managing ourselves. I 

mean that quite seriously. We can’t go on cluelessly as 

we have done. We need to be more responsible man-
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agers of our lives and God’s Creation. This year, I’d 

like to suggest three errors which need to be recog-

nized, evaluated and discarded if we’re to live up to our

responsibilities. 

The first is the loss of our proper humility when relat-

ing to God. When we think about God, it would be well

to remind ourselves that we are thinking about the Holy,

the Creator of everything, but we’ve been taught about 

God since childhood and so have built up an image of 

God which we, all too easily, confuse with God in His 

Wholeness. We imagine somebody like us, only more 

powerful in some way. If your idea of God is an old guy

with a long white beard sitting on a throne, you may be 

worshiping Gandalf the Magician for all I know. God is 

greater than your image of Him and a proper humility 

demands that we acknowledge that. Simply put, we 

can’t perceive God in His Wholeness. Any attempt to 
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do so inevitably puts God in a box of our own 

limitations. We stop worshiping God and start 

worshiping a distortion of God that is really an image of

ourselves. This is why we so often hear assurance of 

God's approval of conduct we know to be counter to the

teachings of our faith. The idea that we can limit God to

our understanding of God is something that needs to be 

discarded, not only so that we can reach a more perfect 

relationship with God, but so that we can stop picking 

fights with people who invision God differently than do

we. For the new year, the first thing I’d like to bring to 

myself is a proper sense of humility by discarding the 

notion that I can perceive God in His Wholeness.

The second thing I’d like to banish from my thinking 

is the image of God as a dispassionate umpire up in 

heaven, judging each of us to sort the wheat from the 

chaff. Is that a reasonable thing to think about a God 
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who spoke each of us lovingly into existence? Paul en-

couraged his church at Ephesus by saying:

I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom 
and revelation as you come to know him, so that, 
with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may 
know what is the hope to which he has called you,
what are the riches of his glorious inheritance 
among the saints, and what is the immeasurable 
greatness of his power for us who believe.

“I pray that God...may give you a spirit of wisdom 

and revelation.” This is at the core of our relationship 

with God. While we lack the power to perceive God’s 

wholeness, God, who loves us individually, grants to us 

individually the spirit we need to enter into a relation-

ship with Him. It is a free and undeserved gift of faith 

to each of us. That should bring us to our knees in grati-

tude, if we take a moment to think it through. If we do 

not, we are refusing to acknowledge God’s gift of indi-
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vidual grace. We are imagining that we can win God’s 

love by an act of our own will. The second thing I want 

to clear away is the idea that God’s love is a prize to be 

won by a mortal act of will.

The third thing I’d like to clear away is the idea that a

Christian is someone who does good deeds, or is a 

“nice” person. Indeed, I’d like to clear away the idea 

completely that God’s creation can be divided into good

guys and bad guys. The truth is that we are all good, 

bad, and salvageable all at the same time. The idea that 

Christians are the people who do good things is 

dangerous because it leads to the notion that people 

who are not Christians are neither nice people nor do 

good things. When you take a minute to think about it 

in that way, it’s clear that this is not true. The wise men 

from the East were certainly not Christians. They were 

priests of Zoroaster, but they were the ones who 

6



announced the coming of the king and who protected 

the babe from Herod.

When they saw that the star had stopped, they were 
overwhelmed with joy. 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. And having been warned 
in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their 
own country by another road.

We are not kind, sharing and friendly people because 

we are the good guys. We are kind, sharing and friendly

people because we have accepted with gratitude the free

offer of grace from God and committed ourselves to 

following the indwelling spirit which leads us to be 

kind, sharing and friendly to our brothers. Christians are

different because they insist on relating everything they 

do to their relationship with God. If everything you do 

is weighed in the scale of how it affects your relation-
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ship with God and the welfare of your brothers and sis-

ters, you will, inevitably, wind up doing good.

Three things to clear out of the way in 2020: the 

misconception that our mental image of God is God in 

his wholeness; the misconception that God's love is a 

prize to be won in some sort of contest; the 

misconception that Christians are the good guys who do

good deeds and the rest of the world is “the enemy.”

I think you could make your own list of things to 

clear away for the new year. This is just my list. What-

ever you come up with, though, it is my wish that you 

do so with intentionality, with a commitment and deter-

mination to find your own route to the relationship God 

is offering. May you be blessed in the coming year, you 

and all your loved ones.

AMEN
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Apostle’s Creed

I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Maker of heaven 
and earth;
And in Jesus Christ, his only begotten Son, our 
Lord,

Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, 
born of the Virgin Mary,
Suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, dead, and buried.

He descended into hell;
The third day he rose again from the dead;
He ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand
of God the Father Almighty;
From thence he shall come to judge the quick and 
the dead.

I believe in the Holy Ghost;
I believe in the holy catholic church, the commu-
nion of saints;
The forgiveness of sin;
The resurrection of the body:

And the life everlasting. Amen.
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BENEDICTION

We were sitting on the couch, and it was a little chilly,

so I said, “Alexa? What is the temperature?” Alexa told 

me and I told her to bump the thermostat a little. I was 

feeling a little sorry for myself because of the isolation 

required by the plague so I punched “Guide” on the TV 

remote and scrolled through the offerings. It took quite 

a while. We get lots of channels and Netflix and Britbox

as well. 

Do you think that is why our Father spoke me into ex-

istence, to be that entitled? A plague has a way of reset-

ting our priorities. I should have been looking for God’s

gift of Grace.

Weigh your resolutions carefully, church. Pray for 

God’s gift of grace then share it with God’s Creation.
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The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gra-
cious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you
peace. 

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square 
brackets.
The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and 
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Church of 
Christ in the USA, and used by permission.
The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book 
of Common Prayer, 1979.
Sermon Copyright 2020 J. Stewart Schneider
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