
 I wonder if we are born with an innate sense of equality. I don’t 

know for sure of course but I see plenty of evidence for it on a daily 

basis, either at school or at home. The most recent example comes from 

a visit to Warwick Castle. As you are well aware, castles and museums 

are notorious for their “Off Limits” areas. They are normally designated 

by ropes of different lengths and heights. The youngest of mobile human 

beings find these to be of little importance to their destination. They 

either attempt to go over or underneath the rope to the “Off Limits” 

area, which, to them is a place like any other. To us, who know better, 

who know that we simply aren’t allowed to enter into certain areas, 

well, the race is on. Who will get to the crown jewels first: little Johnny 

or the security guard. 

 The older we get, the more we start to pay attention to 

boundaries. Early on we understand that ropes aren’t there for our 

amusement but instead to keep us out. Signs are posted not in order to 

confuse us but to let us know where to go and definitely where not to 

go. People, dressed nicely, standing or sitting quietly and yet with a 

purpose, let us know that we are being watched and our behaviour is 

being monitored. These phenomenon are not restricted to museums 

and places of National Heritage. Even churches have such boundaries. I 

used to be told as a child that I wasn’t allowed to go near the altar or 

up into the pulpit. Some, I am sure, would still like to tell me that today. 

 These warnings and barriers do not stop all people though. For 

some it is an almost mistaken stumbling into the restricted zones. For 

others—for the guy wearing the mankini and running across a football 

pitch mid-match—maybe it is a dare or an adrenaline rush. And still for 

others there is a message and meaning of revolt and upset in their 

actions. And most of these transgressions of restricted zones are 

dangerous—but the person entering them does so to make a statement, 

to prove a point, to send a message. The black lady sitting in her bus 

seat and refusing to move, the German monk nailing his theses to the 



church door, the Indian leader who walked 240 miles to collect his own 

salt. The list could go on and on but the trend is the same: we start out 

unwittingly violating boundaries and sometimes end up doing so to 

change the world. 

 We heard earlier these words of Paul to the Ephesians: “When 

you read this, you can perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ, 

which was not made known to the sons of men in other generations as 

it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit.” 

Well, we all like a good mystery, don’t we? “Sherlock Holmes mystery 

revealed” was the headline in at least one of our national newspapers 

this past week. Just how did the super-sleuth survive that rooftop leap? 

Another article shortly followed in the same newspaper proposing some 

13 different ways that Holmes could have survived his leap. We love a 

good mystery. 

 And so, what kind of mystery is Paul talking about which was 

made known to him? Supposedly, 2000 years later we know what the 

mystery is. Is it the mystery of the Trinity: how is God three person and 

yet one divine being? Is it the mystery of the incarnation of Jesus Christ: 

how was/is Jesus of Nazareth both fully human and divine? Or, is it the 

mystery of the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth: how did a dead human 

being rise from the dead and leave an empty tomb? These are all 

mysteries but they are ones that play into the hands of what we normally 

deem mysterious. And that is: things that we view as being beyond our 

understanding. If we can’t quite grasp it we deem it a mystery. And 

normally we are happy to leave it at that. 

 Well, this isn’t how Paul speaks of mystery, at least in the context 

of his letter to the Ephesians that we heard today. There mystery is 

much more something that was concealed but now revealed by God. 

And that definition of mystery coincides nicely with another word that 

should be on our minds today: epiphany. Epiphany is a Greek word that 



means a manifestation or a striking appearance. And so, the mystery 

which Paul speaks of isn’t something that should confuse us and leave us 

befuddled. It isn’t something that should leave us walking away saying, 

“Well, I will just have to take that on faith because I can’t understand 

it.” No, the mystery that Paul speaks of is an epiphany, a manifestation, 

a striking appearance of something formerly obscured but now laid bare. 

 Well, if you have an excellent memory or can’t stand suspense 

then you may already know what the mystery is that Paul was speaking 

about. And here it is: “This mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, 

members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus 

through the gospel.” That possibly isn’t what you were expecting. Is that 

such a mystery: That non-Jews are fellow heirs of the inheritance that 

God offers? You wouldn’t necessarily watch an entire episode on BBC 

only to get to the gripping finish and hear that God desires that all people 

be welcome and equal in his kingdom. You would probably walk away 

very disappointed. You wouldn’t read in the newspaper 13 ways that 

God might have accomplished this. It doesn’t seem very mysterious. 

 But for Paul and the early Christian Church this is exactly what 

this good news was: a mystery. Once again, not a mystery like “How did 

Holmes survive his leap from a tall building?” but instead a mystery like 

an Epiphany: something previously hidden but now fully revealed by God. 

Yes, the mystery that Gentiles, the non-Jew, the non-chosen people, are 

full heirs of God’s promises in Christ Jesus through the gospel. And that 

is, at least in part, the good news of the New Testament. 

 This is ultimately the true meaning of the visiting magi—or, more 

historically accurate, the Zoroastrian priests who lived among the 

Medes and Persians and were renowned for their gifts of interpreting 

dreams and foretelling the future. They were either this or out and out 

magicians. No matter; the real question about them is: What are they 

doing travelling to find the King of Jews? He wasn’t their king. And yet, 



there they are paying homage and offering gifts to a foreign king. It would 

seem that Matthew wants us to know that this child, this Jesus of 

Nazareth, is the epiphany of the mystery that Paul writes about: that all 

people—yes, all people—are fellow and equal heirs of God’s promise. 

Everyone shall have forgiveness and peace and life. 

 This news threw the early Church into great confusion and, at 

times, feuds. It was a hard mystery to understand. The Jerusalem Council 

was called specifically to shed more light on this mystery. Its decision 

was this message to the Gentiles: “…abstain from what has been 

sacrificed to idols, and from blood, and from what has been strangled, 

and from sexual immorality. If you keep yourselves from these, you will 

do well.” In other words, we accept you as a Gentile brother or sister. 

More importantly, God accepts you for who you are. You may be 

changed by the gospel but you don’t have to be a different person in 

order to receive the gospel. 

 We are used to areas that are off limits. We are used to being 

told that certain places, certain clubs, certain groups are exclusive. But 

the Church should be the place where all of these limitations are thrown 

out the window. And as an institution, we should be leading the way to 

inspire individuals and other institutions to be the same kinds of people 

and places. We need that spirit of the small child who just can’t obey 

ropes and signs that say “Do not enter.” We need the spirit of the Rosa 

Parks, the Martin Luther, and the Mahatma Gandhi. We need to be a 

people and place of radical inclusivity.  

And so, it is appropriate, as we begin this year of our 

sequescentenary, to think about how we can be an even better place of 

radical love and inclusion in this parish. For this is the mystery that we 

have been given. It is the mystery that the visiting magi dramatically 

enact. It is what Christ has left us to do. Amen. 


