Matthew 2 Step by Step January 11, 2026

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea,
Magi from the east came to Jerusalem, 2asking, “Where is the child who has been born
king of the Jews? For we observed his star in the east 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

1

who is to shepherd my people Israel.

"Then Herod secretly called for the Magi 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 | 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 in the east, 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. 2 And having been warned in a

dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.

This is the word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.

Last summer, when | directed a camp conference for rising fourth through sixth
graders at a Presbyterian camp in Texas, our music leader taught the kids a fun song.
The lyrics of the chorus say, “You gotta put one foot in front of the other and lead with
love. Put one foot in front of the other and lead with love.” Kids were singing it as they

walked to lunch and the river and small groups. They sang it constantly. It was the song



that we hummed in bed at night and woke up to in the morning. The grown ups heard it

in the vans all the way home.

And | remembered that story this week as | thought about the journey the Magi
took. One foot in front of the other. They took a long journey to find the Prince of Peace
- one foot in front of the other. But then | thought about all the other long journeys in the
Bible. The Bible is a story of movement, constant movement. In Genesis 3, Adam and
Eve had to move out of Eden. In chapter 4, Cain fled after murdering Abel. In chapter 7,
Noah traveled by boat to a new land. One wave after another. In Genesis 11, God
scatters people across the earth who were trying to build a tower to heaven. In chapter
12, Abraham begins his journey to a promised land, and his family is on the move for
years. Most of the first five books of the bible are about wandering between the
promised land, Egypt, and the desert. Then the next section is about moving into the
“promised land,” but we know that they don’t stay there forever. There’s a whole section

about the forced exile to Babylon. And then we have the return to Jerusalem.

The New Testament begins in motion as well. Mary travels to visit Elizabeth
before she travels with Joseph to Bethlehem before she travels with Joseph and the

new baby to the Temple in Jerusalem and then they flee as refugees to Egypt.

And Jesus is not grounded in Galilee. He’s constantly on the move — from one
side of the lake to the other. From one region to another. Through Samaria and finally to
Bethany, Jerusalem, Gethsemane, and the Via Dolorosa to Calvary. Then Paul and the
Apostles start their journeys. They head west to France, east to India, north and south.
Paul travels through modern day Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, Greece and Italy. The Bible is

in constant motion. People putting one foot in front of the other.

Today’s story is about a round trip that didn’t go to plan and no one could have
expected. There was no AAA Triptik. No GPS. They certainly didn’t travel the way we do
today, but their story is one of the best examples for us. The Magi are hailed as faithful,
devoted, non-Jewish disciples of Christ. Proof that the Messiah was going to offer
salvation to the whole world, not just the Jewish people. They left the comfort of their
home and traveled across a desert to a place whose language was unfamiliar, to a

culture they didn’t follow.



The Magi weren'’t fully sure what they were even looking for. Honestly, neither are
we. Looking for Jesus on earth is still as hard for me as it was for them. They had some
clues. So do we. But they couldn’t see where they were going. They just traveled step

by step. Like us.

Last week, | confessed that poetry is not my strong suit. | was referring to the
Gospel of John as compared to the synoptic gospels, but it's true of other literature as
well. So, to stretch myself beyond my comfort zone, (Which is the only way we grow,

isn’'tit?) | have for you today two poems. The first is an Epiphany poem called:

For Those Who Have Far to Travel our keeping,
An Epiphany Blessing by Jan step by
Richardson single step.

If you could see
the journey whole,
you might never
undertake it,
might never dare
the first step

that propels you
from the place
you have known
toward the place

you know not.

Call it

one of the mercies
of the road:

that we see it

only by stages

as it opens

before us,

as it comes into

There is nothing
for it

but to go,

and by our going
take the vows

the pilgrim takes:

to be faithful to

the next step;

to rely on more

than the map;

to heed the signposts
of intuition and dream;
to follow the star

that only you

will recognize;

to keep an open eye
for the wonders that
attend the path;



to press on

beyond distractions,
beyond fatigue,
beyond what would
tempt you

from the way.

There are vows

that only you

will know:

the secret promises
for your particular path
and the new ones
you will need to make
when the road

is revealed

by turns

you could not

have foreseen.

Keep them, break them,
make them again;

each promise becomes
part of the path,

each choice creates

the road

that will take you

to the place

where at last

you will kneel

to offer the gift

most needed—

the gift that only you
can give—

before turning to go
home by

another way.



The Magi were pilgrims on a long road who took the journey step by step. They
planned what they could and improvised what they had to. They were persistent and
patient. They were stubborn in that good way that we appreciate, and we think about
them each year. They're a part of the nativity, even though they weren’t really there on
the night Jesus was born. We value their story so much we throw them in there anyway,

and we honor their pilgrimage.

But they also made mistakes. Crucial, painful mistakes. If the Magi knew the end
of the story, | hope and pray they would have made different decisions. Or perhaps
would have chosen not to have made the journey at all. You see, as 99.9% of the
population of the world in the first century would have assumed, these wise people
assumed the newborn king would be in the capital city, at the palace. They didn’t think
to look in a small town in the countryside. And they didn’t realize their presence and
declaration about the newborn “King of the Jews” would incite such a violent,
narcissistic response from the madman, King Herod. Without intending to, with all the
excitement and innocence of tired pilgrims arriving at what they thought was the end of
the journey, the Magi stirred up the jealous, insecure, violence of Herod. They quickly
realized their mistake. They even bravely chose to disobey Herod and not return to him,
but it was too late. The “wise men” are the reason that Herod did his own research and
why the people of Bethlehem wept tragically at the immoral, unjustified deaths of infants

and toddlers.

We cannot condemn the Magi too harshly, though. They made a mistake. An
assumption everyone else would make. They did the best they could with the
information they had. And we make mistakes, too. Unintentional mistakes, but mistakes
that get innocents killed. Throughout history we have elected officials who we assume
will lead rightly who make promises during campaigns that we buy into, but then those
people turn to violence instead of diplomacy or economic pressure. We selfishly vote to
cut benefits to the most vulnerable. People vote in one way and it had consequences
they never intended. | get it. People make decisions to drive after just two drinks.

People make assumptions. Judge without full knowledge. Or lie. Or steal. Or cheat. The



ripple effect can be nightmarish. Like the Magi, we look at each other and at the sky and

ask, “Oh, God, what have we done?”

The Magi saw a star out their window. They discerned that it came from the area
of the Jewish people’s land. They Bible doesn’t say that they followed the star. The
Bible says the star reappears after they see Herod and leads them toward a small,
unimportant village. And only then do they find a humble man and woman parenting the
one they had traveled across the desert to find. And they presented the child with gifts

fit for a king.

But they sensed danger. They knew something was wrong, and then they slept.
And in their sleep, their anxiety was confirmed. In separate dreams, the Magi
determined to ignore Herod’s instruction to return to Jerusalem with information. And
Joseph grabbed what he could and fled as fast as Mary and Jesus could tolerate, away
from the swords of Herod’s men. But while the Magi and the Holy Family escaped, the

people of Bethlehem did not. And that’s the painful tragedy of this story and of life.

The innocent neighbors, the observers of the narrative, sometimes they get
caught in the chaos. In the small village of Bethlehem, you have to imagine a place of
around 500 or so people, everyone knew everyone. So, there had been a buzz about
the child of Mary and Joseph since that fateful night of his birth. The neighbors were no
threat to Herod. The toddlers were no threat to Herod. Neither were Jesus, Mary, or
Joseph. But the violence came through paranoia and a desperation to hold on to power
and an evil willingness to see innocence as a threat and to eliminate perceived

opposition before it can even walk.

The Magi got to go home. The people of Bethlehem did not. | wonder if the wise
men heard about the tragedy. | wonder if they had to bear the guilt and pain of their
error. We have to bear the guilt and pain of our errors. We cry out like Rachel when we
hear that the society we have built, the sacred cow of the second amendment that we
have created, the racism we have tolerated for too long results in innocent people being
murdered. It feels like we are in our own Bethlehem when unarmed observers are called
threats and eliminated. When the innocent ones see weapons and try to flee and are

then targeted simply because they are trying to get away. When students are



slaughtered while studying for finals. They are no threat to anyone. Just like those

Bethlehem baby boys.

We grieve like Rachel. We have to remain non-violent. We have to keep
believing that peace and love are the way forward. And we have to show up for each
other in our communities and not hide. We need witnesses. We need truth. And we
need to keep following the light of Christ wherever it leads us. One foot in front of the
other. One step at a time. There will continue to be Magi who are trying to do the right
thing and make mistakes along the way to Jesus. We are those Magi sometimes. It
doesn’t mean we stop following the star. It doesn’t mean we chose not to follow as best

we can.
The Magi didn’t know the length of their journey or the final destination.

Joseph didn’t know that when he left for Bethlehem, he’'d then have to flee to

Egypt.

Mary didn’t know what her journey would become.

None of us know. We get phone calls with surprising news. We get laid off. We
get diagnosed. We step up when family needs us, no matter what. We just get up and

do what we have to do to make it through the day. Step by step.

If you had known what life would have been like when you agreed to be a
follower of Jesus, would you have taken the leap? Have people been unintentionally
hurt along the way? We do the best we can with the energy and intelligence and
resources and experience we have. We try our best to lead with love, and then we learn

to do even better the next time around.

None of us are perfect. Not even the wise ones we revere in our scriptures who
came so far to find the Messiah. But we keep waking up and putting one foot in front of
the other. We learn from our mistakes. But we all need to do a better job at protecting

the innocents along the way — all the innocents. God have mercy on their souls. Amen.



