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Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and from the Light of the World, Jesus Christ, our Savior and our Lord, Whose coming we celebrate on this, the festival of the Epiphany, otherwise known as the “Gentile Christmas.” This is the time we celebrate the arrival of the WISE MEN…..recognizing that Christ came not only for Jews, but for the rest of the world as well.
Speaking of WISE men (and women), how many of you made any New Year’s resolutions? Personally, I resolved not to, not the wisest of moves as we’ll discuss later, but nevertheless, I didn’t. How many of you did? Just for fun, let’s see if yours fit into the TOP 10 LIST of Resolutions: 10) get more organized, 9) volunteer, 8) learn a new hobby/skill, 7) get a better job, 6) quit smoking, 5) find a spouse (this does only apply to single people….not to change spouses!), 4) take more quality time with family, 3) reduce or get out of debt, 2) stick to a budget, and the number one resolution….can you guess? GET IN SHAPE/lose weight. 

About 45% of us make resolutions each year and 25% blow them in the first week. We almost laugh about that, but here’s the humbling part: a person who makes a New Year’s resolution is ten times more likely to attain that goal than someone who doesn’t. What does that say about us as human beings? Change doesn’t come easily, if at all. It takes commitment and it takes perseverance to change things about ourselves. Jesus, who “invented” says it this way in Luke 14:28: “Which of you, intending to build a tower, doesn’t first sit down and estimate the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it?” 
King Herod sat on the throne in Jerusalem at the time of Jesus’ birth, around 5 BC or so…and after 30 some years on the throne of Israel, one thing Herod didn’t like was change. Like any dictator, he held his position by brutal force and by appeasing the people with massive public works projects. History records well that ANY threat to his power was dealt with by an application of deadly force.  So, when a group of strange and foreign “magi” show up in Herod’s Jerusalem throne room one day inquiring about the birth of a NEW king of the Jews, Herod wasn’t just curious, he was furious. He may have known what most Jews understood, that the Messiah was to be from David’s family in Bethlehem, but he wanted a definitive answer. After all, his power and life-style were on the line. So, he called the Sanhedrin into session and found out from them that Bethlehem was the place.  “Find out all you can about this new king,” he told the Magi, “and let me know, so I can go and worship Him too!” 

It’s not too hard to visualize Herod pacing and plotting in his palace as he waited for the Magi to come back with the intel he needed to plan his mission. And when he realized that they avoided him and went back East by another way? Matthew records him as being furious and giving orders to kill all the boys two and under who lived in and around Bethlehem. Thus we have what Scripture records as the “slaughter of the holy innocents,” something remembered- but not celebrated- every December 28 in the church year.
It wasn’t the first time a brutal act like this took place, and we know from the terror-based violence that takes place around the world even now that it certainly wasn’t the last. For most of us, the reminders of this come fast and they come often. I have a nephew who won’t get on a plane because he’s afraid terrorists might blow it up. The other day I was looking at pictures of a railroad in New Jersey. Right over the top of the locomotive were the “twin towers.” In an instant, my “mind’s eye” envisioned planes flying into them and you know the rest of THAT story. It was another “slaughter of the innocents,” one that, arguably at least, led us to where we are in the world’s geopolitical stage today.
The children of Bethlehem who were victims of Herod’s vengeance died of “guilt by association.” Jesus was young and male and in Bethlehem……and so were they, and thus they all became targets of Herod’s malicious hatred and jealousy.  In Herod’s twisted mind, these young boys needed to die to achieve his purpose, which was to retain his power.  In a sense, they were guilty by association with Christ! Of course as little children who had no power and no position, no influence, and certainly no divine mandate to save the world, they were innocent. Still they died, and we pray that as part of His plan, that God took them home.
How many news reports since 9/11 have given us almost the same explanation for deaths caused by terrorism: they are ultimately over guilt by association with American ideals and American culture, and ultimately, by association with Christianity. In the eyes of people who aren’t a lot different from Herod, I am “guilty by association” and so are you.  It’s not a label that I am eager to pin on anyone, nor do I want to wear it myself, but nevertheless, it’s who I am and who we are…..and unless we are willing to capitulate ourselves, the consequences, at least from an earthly perspective can be deadly. And while I am certainly no expert on these matters, it doesn’t appear that there is any kind of easy SOLUTION to the problem.
THAT is where St. Paul’s words of RE-SOLUTION to us in today’s Epistle from Ephesians 3 fit so perfectly. The theological HEART and CORE of Epiphany, which means, literally, to “see the light that is shining” is that God brought the light of Christ and His redemptive power not just to the Jews, but to the Gentiles…which means God offered Christ to us. God “RESOLVED” to bring an answer to sin, to death and to the power of the devil for each and every one of us, and He did it through, and with Christ. 

That message was first REJECTED by St. Paul….back when he was still known as Saul. In fact, those who had ACCEPTED the message of Christ became “guilty by association” in the eyes of Saul, who actively persecuted them to the point of death. (Remember Saul’s role in the martyrdom of St. Stephen?) Then God “ambushed” Saul on the road to Damascus and brought HIM into the family of faith in Christ, where he too became a “P-0-W” in the spiritual arena. 
God showed His love for Paul by transforming him from being a captive of sin to being, in Paul’s words, “a prisoner of Christ Jesus”. .….and then, through Paul’s preaching and teaching and writing, God provided a solution for the sin that plagued the lives of countless others, all the way down to you and me today. Paul went from one who had persecuted the church to one of the greatest and most tireless advocates of the Gospel and…….I love this part…..Paul never stopped being amazed that God did this for him.  For Paul, and I hope, for us the MYSTERY of the Gospel was that Jesus traded HIS perfection and HIS righteousness for our sin, that divine exchange that we sang about over Christmas in the carol, 

We are rich, for He was poor, is not this a wonder?


Therefore praise God ever-more. Here on earth and yonder.
Have you ever stopped being amazed at what God has done in YOUR life? I haven’t! I KNOW….or at least I think I know what I would be like if I didn’t have Christ in my life, and it’s not a pretty picture. It’s not something I like to think about very often, because it’s a lot like examining the “dark side” of myself. And knowing that, each and every day is a chance to rejoice in what God has done for me in the long run, and with me every single day as He uses me in ministry.  
After all, God didn’t just save us through Christ so that He could populate heaven once this life is over.  God came through Christ so that we could LIVE LIFE to the FULLEST. He came to change our lives both NOW and forever. To do this, we have to be open to Him moving and leading us, sometimes on a daily basis. 
A good example of this comes straight out of the Epiphany story. Joseph, warned by God in a dream, escapes with Jesus and Mary down into Egypt, a move that was necessary because it was one place where Herod had no power. But when the word came to them in 4 BC that Herod had died, Joseph was going to head back to Bethlehem. But Herod’s son, Archelaus, who was not much better than his father, took the throne in Jerusalem and ruled the area of Bethlehem, so God provided a “re-solution” to that problem by urging Joseph to take his family up north to Nazareth where there was a different king. Thus Jesus was kept safe and as several Old Testament prophets implied, He became a “Nazarene.” (See Isaiah 11:1, Is 53:6, Psalm 22:6). While God may not show up in our dreams with messages as direct and important as He did with Joseph, nevertheless, it’s up to us to be aware of all the ways in which God DOES communicate His will to us in our lives….through His Word, His Spirit, and His people.
At this time of year, and of course, with all the politicking going on as our country moves into another election cycle, we are busy talking about RESOLUTIONS:  ways we can change ourselves and our country as we journey into the new year, and truth be told, that’s a good thing. After all, who wants to live in an out of control life with out of control problems? 

The MAIN solution that God offers us through Jesus Christ , obviously, is an eternal solution….and that in and of itself is wonderful. But the word we use on New Year’s is RE-solution. That means that the Good News of Jesus Christ isn’t just a one-time, salvific solution for our human depravity and sin, it also means God is constantly inviting us to RE-address the areas in our lives that are broken and in need of grace. God offers us Jesus as His RE-solution.
What is it that is broken in your life? Where are you hurting? Where is life out of control? Where do the boundaries need to be set? What sinful behavior patterns need to be confronted? RE-solve this year to take all these things to God and seek His blessing, His forgiveness, and His guidance…..and in HIS way, God will bring us what HE knows we need.

And that, my dear Friends, is the amazing thing about God. No matter how many steps we have walked or even run away from God, we only need one step to make the journey back. That’s why we call grace “amazing.” It’s free. It’s right there, as close as His word, as a prayer, as His body and blood.
And to that, the people of God say, AMEN.
