Isaiah 60:1-3, 10-12, 14-15  
Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you.  2 For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the LORD will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you.  3 Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 10 Foreigners shall build up your walls, and their kings shall minister to you; for in my wrath I struck you down, but in my favor I have had mercy on you.  11 Your gates shall always be open; day and night they shall not be shut, so that nations shall bring you their wealth, with their kings led in procession.  12 For the nation and kingdom that will not serve you shall perish; those nations shall be utterly laid waste. 14 The descendants of those who oppressed you shall come bending low to you, and all who despised you shall bow down at your feet; they shall call you the City of the LORD, the Zion of the Holy One of Israel.  15 Whereas you have been forsaken and hated, with no one passing through, I will make you majestic forever, a joy from age to age.

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,  2 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."  3 When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him;  4 and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born.  5 They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:  6 '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.'"  7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men 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 I may also go and pay him homage."  9 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.  10 When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy.  11 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.  12 And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.

Wise Men From The East
	I love the story of the three wise men. What I love most about the story is that we aren't quite sure who they were. One of our songs for today calls them kings, and there are legends and other writings that think of these men this way. I have also heard that they were astrologers, or sort of like early scientists who watched the stars looking for signs in the heavens.
	The mystery around the three wise men is pretty intense. I like them for this reason. I also like the modern images we have made of them. I like the Lego version of the three wise men, little square and rectangular figurines with bowls and crowns on their heads who bring nice presents to the baby Jesus. I like the cartoon version of them as well. In the main sanctuary upstairs, there is a large banner with them on it, and they look like little potato people with weird hats. 
	I know all this sounds silly, but it just illustrates the point. We don't know much about them, so our imagination gets to fill in the rest of the information. It's characters like these that really test the limits of our scriptural imagination.
	However, there is something we know about them that Matthew tells us, and this clue might reveal who they were. Matthew tells us that these wise men came from the East. Now, I know that isn't a lot to go on, but I have a theory. However, we have to go back in time in our imaginations to undestand this clue. As a Westerner, when someone says from the East, I think of Asian countries like China and Korea. The same was sort of true for the people of Jesus' day. The people who followed Jesus probably thought about one major power when you talked about the "East," or being from the East,. This place was a major center of wealth and knowledge and Empire in that day and time. In Judea in Jesus' time, if you talked about the East, most people would have understood that you were talking about Babylon.
	In that time, Babylon had been one of the greatest Empires the world had ever known. Situated in what we call modern day Iraq, the Babylonian Empire became one of the seats of Alexander the Great's Empire expansion that stretched from Europe to India. Babylon was a center of culture and scientific exploration. Babylon was wealth and knowledge and ambition and power all rolled into one. By Jesus' day, the Empire had declined into a kingdom. However, it was still powerful. But there was one thing that made the Babylonians even more famous: their cruelty and their conquest.
	This was the reality that the Jews knew. This was the Babylon that Israel had to confront. Babylon had destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem. Babylon had enslaved the people of Israel and taken them off into captivity. Babylon was the scary story told to children about monsters and horror. Yes, Babylon was great and powerful and mighty and wealthy and full of all knowledge and learning. Yet it was in Babylon that these words were written in Psalm 137:  By the rivers of Babylon-- there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion.  2 On the willows there we hung up our harps.  3 For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, "Sing us one of the songs of Zion!"  4 How could we sing the LORD's song in a foreign land?
	In fact, I and other scholars argue that Israel's understanding of itself, down to the sacred Scriptures we read on Sundays, all these things took on their meaning in Babylon. The suffering and exploitation that Israel suffered in Babylon was as great, if not greater, than the slavery they experienced in Egypt. And throughout that time, there was one question that was left unanswered: What did it all mean? Why did God let this happen to us? Why would God allow Babylon to destroy us? What was God thinking?
	We find one of the possible answers to this question in our reading from Isaiah 60. There, Isaiah makes it clear that the reason for all that suffering, the reason slavery and captivity and destruction happened was so that Israel could become a light to the nations. Israel suffered so that God and the power of God might be known to even the wicked Babylonians who tortured them. The great hope of the prophet Isaiah was that in the midst of all this darkness, God would restore Israel, and when Israel was restored, the nations, even Babylon, would be lifted up and come to know the power and majesty of the Lord God. It is from this point of view that we understand Isaiah's words: 2 For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the LORD will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you.  3 Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn.
	So, when we hear that wise men came from the East, we have to understand that it was probably Babylonian princes or astrologers, wise men from the capital of all wisdom on the earth, who come to pay homage to King Jesus. It is at this moment that the hope of Isaiah is fulfilled and God's plans are fully revealed. The nation that once destroyed and tortured Israel is now the nation that bends its knees to God's only Son, Jesus, born a Jew, a light to all the nations. The people that these Babylonians once treated as nothing, these people, the Israelites who suffered so much by Babylon, these people are now lifted up and praised by their torturers. As the wise men come from the East, we have a complete reversal of the way power works in the world, and we learn that God's plans are bigger than us and the little parts of time and experience we understand.
	This message is important today for us because we need to remember that God's plans, God's purposes are never on our time scale. I hate the prosperity gospel and its teachings about blessings as the center of faith because I understand the story we read today. I understand, I believe with all that I am, that it is God who takes my sufferings, it is God who takes my hardship and transforms them for his glory. Until Christ was born and these wise men came from the East, Israel never truly had an answer to why it suffered as it did. Yet, the wise men came, on a long journey, to pay homage to a peasant king who would change the world, who would defeat the powers of sin and death. 
