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Introduction:  

Happy New Year!  How does 2018 look for you? Maybe you have given up making New Year 
resolutions … 

But we all feel the need for guidance, purpose in our lives.  Life keeps on changing – we get older, 
people in our family or friends move away or die, children stop needing you as they did in the past, 
your workplace goes through change and your job is no longer what it was, you change job or just 
lose your job.   Are we going to just drift through these changes, or will we look for guidance or 
advice? Or maybe things have been much the same in your life for a long time, and you feel 
lacking in motivation, needing a new focus, a new reason for living. 

At this time of year there are lots of people offering you the solutions they think you need – join a 
gym and work off the Christmas excesses, start a diet, take up a hobby, join an online dating 
service, read a self-help book.  While I was channel-hopping on Freeview, one of the shopping 
channels was promoting a book & DVD set called The Key to Upgrading Your Life  - for £24.  
Meanwhile, the chat show Loose Women was exploring Destiny – are couples destined to be 
together? Apparently, some psychic thinks Prince Harry and his fiancé Meghan were destined to 
be together. I didn’t stay tuned to find out more! 

I sometimes hear people talking about their “Bucket list” – a list of things they’d like to do before 
they die. In December the Daily Telegraph had a list of 31 things to do. The first was “see the 
Northern Lights”. This was followed by “visit the Galapagos islands” and “Trek to Machu Picchu”. It 
didn’t take me long to realise that these are all holiday destinations and the accompanying ads 
explained why the Telegraph had chosen these activities! 

So what is it that gives your life direction and purpose?  Will you drift through 2018, hoping for the 
best, or will you actively plot a course through the next 12 months, and if so, what will be your 
guiding light? 

The Magi 

In biblical times as today, people wanted guidance about the future – advice on business and 
political matters, advice about their families and their love lives.  They believed that supernatural 
forces controlled the world, and that it was possible to influence the gods to make things work out 
to one’s own advantage, and to find out snippets of information about the future that would 
enable you to make appropriate plans.    

And so they turned to the “experts” in the field of the supernatural, the priests, soothsayers, 
oracles and astrologers.  

The Magi in our story were this kind of expert, and one of their tools to understand the workings 
of the universe was astrology – the study of the stars.  What is so remarkable about this story is 
that, according to Matthew, God chose to reveal the news about his Son’s birth to foreigners from 
a far country rather than to the priestly representatives of the Jewish people.  It is totally in 
keeping with Matthew’s theme that the Jewish Messiah did not come only for the Jews but for the 
whole world, as we see at the end of the gospel when Jesus sends his apostles out to make 
disciples of all nations.  The visit of the Magi bears witness to the fact that Jesus is indeed the 
Messiah, not just for the Jews but for people of the whole world.  God can use whoever he 
chooses to bring about his purposes, and that can include some pretty surprising people! 



The other remarkable thing is the method by which the Magi learn about that a king has been 
born and which nation he belongs to.  Astrology is not a practice that I would recommend to 
anyone.  But there again, you can’t limit God.  He can use any method he wishes to communicate 
with people. He speaks to the Magi in the language that they understand. And when they arrive at 
Herod’s palace looking for the baby king, it is through the Jewish scriptures – especially a prophecy 
in the book of Micah – to direct the Magi to Bethlehem. 

So here we have a God whose purpose of saving the world is revealed to foreigners, and who 
choses unorthodox methods as well as the Jewish scriptures to guide them to Jesus.  And we have 
a group of Eastern Magi who think it is worth spending weeks travelling to Israel, no doubt facing 
many potential dangers, to see the Jewish Messiah.  I wonder if we would take such trouble?  And 
whether we would be as open as the Magi were to receiving God’s guidance? 

Herod 

The contrast with the behaviour of King Herod could not be stronger. The news that a new king 
has been born is understandably disturbing to Herod.  He takes it very seriously, checking with his 
own “wise men”, that is to say his chief priests and teachers of the Law, where the Messiah should 
be born.  

Herod is faced with a dilemma: either the eastern visitors are mistaken, and no Messiah has been 
born, or they are right, in which case the star points to the fulfilment of God’s promises of old. But 
unlike the Magi, who respond with awe and wonder at the revelation of the divine plan, Herod is 
so obsessed with his own paranoid fear of losing his throne that he actually thinks he can stop the 
purposes of God by killing the infants of Bethlehem.  It is a sad fact about human nature and the 
reality of life in this world that selfishness, greed and fear can lead to the most appalling injustices 
and abuses. But God’s purposes will win in the end. Even the death of the cross could not stop 
Jesus from bringing salvation to the world, and wresting victory over death from what appeared to 
be the jaws of defeat. 

What about us? 

So where does that leave us as we begin a new year?  We who have heard the good news of the 
angels, who have come to know the loving kindness of God for ourselves and become members of 
God’s new people, the Church, do not have the luxury of opting out of God’s purposes for our 
lives.  The Magi, seeing the star in the sky, wanted to know what it meant, and having understood 
that a momentous event had taken place in the cosmos they set out to see the newborn king for 
themselves.  The revelation of Christ to these foreigners showed that the gospel was not just for 
the Jews. Neither is it just for us.  God has called upon the Church to make disciples of all nations.  
And as disciples of Jesus, we have a part to play in God’s purposes for the world.  

Perhaps this should inform the way we shape our priorities for 2018.  There’s nothing wrong with 
deciding to join a gym or a slimming class, or to do more exercise; but will you give the same 
attention to your spiritual health, and maybe plan to do a bit more praying, or join a house group, 
or offer to serve God practically through the church or in the community?   

There’s no harm in having a “bucket list“ of things to achieve in life: but what about including 
helping one person to become a Christian, or raising money to lift an African community out of 
poverty, or deciding to sponsor a child?  Those would be achievements of far greater significance 
than visiting the Galapagos islands or Machu Picchu. Perhaps the start of this new year is a good 
opportunity to set aside some time to consider what God might like us to put on our “bucket list”.  
Why not spend some time praying about this? 

A short word about God’s guidance:  if God can guide a bunch of Eastern astrologers to find a baby 
in Bethlehem, then I’m sure he’ll give us all the assistance we need to find our way to the goals he 
has in mind for our lives.  The really big question is, will we be up for the challenge? 

  



Gifts for the King 

The Wise Men brought gifts of value and meaning to Jesus, as a sign of their reverence for him.  
What can we bring him today, as we face 2018? We can start by bringing him our hopes for the 
year ahead, together with our concerns for ourselves, our loved ones, our church and our world.  
We can bring him our past failures for forgiveness, and our resolve to change whatever in our lives 
does not help our discipleship. We can bring him our resolve to grow closer to him and to live for 
him in the different areas of our lives. 

In the choir at Christmas we sometimes sing the carol The Three Kings by Peter Cornelius (words 
by H Bate), which gives an answer to the question: 

Thou child of man, lo, to Bethlehem 
the Kings are travelling, travel with them! 
The star of mercy, the star of grace, 
shall lead thy heart to its resting place. 
Gold, incense, myrrh thou canst not bring; 
offer thy heart to the infant King. 

 

Prayer 

Take my life, and let it be 
Consecrated, Lord, to thee. 
Take my moments and my days, 
Let them flow in ceaseless praise. 

Amen. 

 


