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Ipswich Road URC 
Order of Service: 9th January 2022 

Call to Worship: Psalm 72, 10-14  May all kings 
fall down before him, all nations give him service. 
For he delivers the needy when they call, the poor 
and those who have no helper. He has pity on the 
weak and the needy, and saves the lives of the 
needy. From oppression and violence he redeems 
their life; and precious is their blood in his sight. Let 
us worship God. 

Songs:  
CMP14 All heaven declares  
CMP1000 King of kings, majesty 
 
Prayer 
Lord, 
This week we remember the wise men coming to 
see you when you were still a little child, 
Bringing not a rattle or a teddy bear or a toy car, but 
strange presents, 
Gold, frankincense and myrrh. 
We remember how they journeyed for long 
distances, and over a long time, 
Sometimes maybe it was fun to be on the road, 
But at other times it must have been hard and 
perhaps they wondered why they ever started out, 
and they must have got very tired. 
 
Help us through our lives as we journey to you, 
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We shall have fun at times, but sometimes we shall 
find it very hard too, 
So even as we journey towards you, 
Help us to know that you are by our side too, 
Every step of the way. 
Amen 
 
Lord’s Prayer 
 
Reading 1 Matthew 2, 1-12 
 
Talk to Church Family 
Do you like journeys? 
What sort of journeys? 
Car, plane, train, bus, walking, cycling? 
Do you ever take journeys where you have to carry 
all the things you’ll need with you? 
Reading a book. A couple had lost their home, had 
nowhere to stay, husband ill, and they decided to 
walk the Southwest Coast Path, 500 or 600 miles, 
carrying everything they needed. 
Jesus said (Luke 9) ““Foxes have dens and birds 
have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay 
his head.” 
That’s how Jesus saw his life, or that part of it we 
hear most about in the Gospels 
His life, we are told, began like that too as his family 
had to flee with him from Herod’s attempt to protect 
his kingdom. 
And that’s how life is for many people (e.g. 
Afghanistan). 
And in a way it’s also how it must be for us. 
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We may live for many years in a comfortable house 
if we are lucky. 
But if we are sensible, if we try to heed Jesus’s 
advice, we shall live lightly, 
We shall always be ready to go, taking little or 
nothing with us. 
The wise men suddenly found that they had a long 
journey to make, but they thought it important 
enough to make it, and as I shall suggest a bit later, 
it might not have been as easy and as comfortable 
as some of the pictures we see on Christmas cards 
make it look. 
It’s often said that life is a journey and that’s not a 
bad way of looking at it in all sorts of ways. Jesus 
was travelling for much of his life, and as he 
suggested in those words in Luke’s Gospel, that 
didn’t make it comfortable and easy. 
 
Hymn: From the squalor of a borrowed stable 
 
Offertory Prayer  
Lord, 
You have given us gifts in abundance 
Give us too the gift of generosity 
And may we be open-hearted 
In sharing what we have with those whose need is 
greater 
Amen 
 
Reading 2 Isaiah 60, 1-6 
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Prayer  
Father, 
We want things to be right with the world, 
It seems such a mess sometimes. 
We want you to set everything right, now! 
But we know it doesn’t work like that. 
Lord, 
As we journey through life we often go astray 
There are often times when we get things wrong, 
Fail our fellow human beings, fail ourselves, fail 
you, 
We ask you forgiveness for all those times when we 
have gone wrong, fallen short, 
Failed to do what we know you would have us do. 
We thank you that you give us new opportunities, 
The chance to begin again, to get things right next 
time, 
And we thank you for the life and example of Jesus, 
your son, 
Who shows us the way that we should go through 
life from here. 
And who shows us that each time we do fall short, 
You forgive us, let us start again, and help us up to 
start on our way. 
Amen 
 
 
Hymn: As with gladness men of old 
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Sermon 
Epiphany. When it is not being used to talk about 
this particular time of year, it usually means today a 
moment of sudden and great revelation. We say, “I 
had a moment of epiphany” – suddenly I 
understood something. But when we use it in 
church at this time of year, it means the 
manifestation of Christ, especially to the Gentiles, 
to non-Jews. And when we do hear that word in 
church, I don’t know about you, I always 
immediately think of those wise men, kings they are 
labelled in some cases, riding on camels, with their 
three gifts. There is nothing in that passage from 
Matthew’s Gospel that we heard, to say they came 
on camels. Nor is there anything to say there were 
three of them, we have just come to imagine that 
because of the three types of gift they brought. We 
hear about camels in that piece form Isaiah that we 
just heard read: “A multitude of camels shall cover 
you, the young camels of Midian and Ephah” and 
that passage has come to be seen as a prophecy of 
the coming of Jesus. 
 
Yes, I tend to think of Epiphany in the form of those 
wise men, journeying many, many miles, following 
a star. I see in my mind’s eye the picture that I have 
seen on many Christmas cards down the years, the 
ornately dressed wise men, probably wearing 
turbans, sitting on their camels, very upright, in a 
neatly spaced line, apparently crossing a wide open 
space, possibly a desert. My goodness they’re 
impressive and immaculate. 
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Or on other Christmas cards, we see the wise men 
with the shepherds and Mary and Joseph and 
probably an angel in the back or foreground, all 
very neatly dressed, again the wise men in their 
ornate clothes and turbans, and tidy animals 
gathered round watching perhaps. 
 
Is this really how they would have looked on and 
after a long arduous journey? Might they not have 
been a bit dishevelled, tired, even dirty, from their 
arduous journey? 
 
Let’s stop for a moment and see a different view of 
their journey from the one in those Christmas cards, 
in the words of Donald Hilton, taken from his 
anthology, “Called to Praise”.  
 
Called to Praise no. 85  “Searching Faith” by 
Donald Hilton 
 
Another thing we of course don’t see on those 
Christmas cards is their stopover to be questioned 
by Herod, who wanted to find out all he could about 
the object of their journey so that, as he told them, 
he too could go and worship the new king. Until 
they were warned in a dream to return home by a 
different route. But if we dare to think beyond the 
Christmas card picture, we see the repercussions, 
the waves, that flooded out, that washed over 
many, many people, when Herod followed up what 
he had been alerted to, in that conversation. We do 
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not read the next few verses in the lectionary 
reading for Epiphany for some reason – is it 
because it spoils such a nice picturesque story? If 
we did we would hear how Herod, having realised 
he had been outwitted by the Magi, had all the little 
boys in Bethlehem of less than two years old killed, 
and those words of verse 18 : “A voice is heard in 
Ramah, weeping and great mourning, 
Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be 
comforted, because they are no more.” 
 
Herod was disturbed, we are told. More than 
disturbed, it seems, in view of what he did 
afterwards. Another king? But he was king, he was 
not going to risk his position and all the benefits that 
went with it. And no doubt, he was frightened. He 
knew what he would do, did do, if anyone stood in 
his way, and could imagine that any new person 
intending to be king would do the same to him. So 
he decided to do the same to that person who had 
only recently been born to stop any such threat, 
and if large numbers of other people, tiny children, 
had to die to achieve that, well, that was just 
collateral damage as the phrase often is these 
days. That is what fear can do to us human beings. 
Fear for ourselves, or fear of losing the advantages 
we have over other people in life. 
 
So, two rather different aspects and views of the 
journey of the wise men from the ones we so often 
see on our Christmas cards. 
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Firstly to question that neat and tidy image of the 
wise men’s journey, their arrival at the stable. And 
secondly, fear.  
 
Life is not neat and tidy. Birth is not neat and tidy. 
Jesus did not come to a neat and tidy world. The 
cowshed wasn’t neat and tidy. Jesus and his 
family’s life would not have been neat and tidy 
fleeing to Egypt and trying to make a life there as 
refugees. And our lives, life in general, are not neat 
and tidy. It’s very messy, is life! It involves hardship, 
suffering, illness, falling out with people, feeling we 
can’t manage, and finally that most unsatisfactory 
ending of all, dying.  
 
If we see Jesus as coming to help us have a neat 
and tidy life, coming to make sure there is no 
suffering or hardship, we’ve not looked at Jesus’ 
own life very clearly. He had nowhere to lay his 
head a lot of the time, he mixed with all sorts of 
people that those around him saw, that we might 
see, as down and outs, dirty, ragged, dishonest, 
immoral people. He was bullied by the religious 
people. He died the most messy, agonising death 
we can imagine. No he didn’t come and help us live 
tidy, well-ordered, neat lives. He came to show us 
how we could live in the messy unsatisfactory place 
we call the world, alongside the awkward, 
argumentative, mixed up bunch we call people and 
get on with that dirty, mucky, often hard process we 
call life, and to tell us that God was there beside us 
as we did so, that we only need to stretch out our 
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hand and God would take it and give us his 
strength. 
 
And then, secondly, fear. Was Jesus ever feel fear 
when he contemplated where his life and his 
message would lead him? And did he understand 
the fear that people felt when they saw threats to 
the material things they held dear, let alone threats 
to their very lives? The fear of the chief priests, 
perhaps, who saw what a threat lay in what Jesus 
had to say to their relatively comfortable lives in the 
establishment of the Jewish religion and people. I 
suggest that Jesus understood fear, and how it 
affected human beings, and again he came to help, 
to show God’s help, for how to live a life which was 
in God to such an extent that a person could find 
peace, even where fear was so much a part of life. 
 
If our faith in Jesus begins with a well-wrapped little 
baby, watched over by two well-dressed parents 
and admired by tidy shepherds, cows and sheep 
that look as if they have just won first prize at the 
local county show, with ornately dressed kings 
standing there handing over decorated pots of 
goodies, there is nothing wrong with that. That is a 
way for faith to begin. But it is only a beginning. 
 
From there our faith must go on to deal with the real 
world. The world Jesus lived in as an example to us 
all. And it will become a way that we come to know 
that God who gives us his strength and love to help 
us live in this world. 
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Faith must grow. We must think about our faith, 
again and again we must re-examine it, seek to 
understand better, to come to know God better 
through Jesus who is an example, a friend, a 
model, a leader, who shows how life can be lived 
with integrity, messy as it is. 
 
Prayers of Intercession 
Father, 
We hear the news and though we care, we feel 
helpless. 
We think of the world you have given us to live in, 
to wonder at all that is in it, 
That we have done so much to damage, 
And we ask you for the courage, the wisdom, the 
renunciation of selfishness,  
To treat it better, to protect it, and to hand it on to 
those coming after us in the state it should be. 
We think of people suffering all over the world, in 
places like Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, the Ukraine, 
Myanmar, China, 
And we pray that life might somehow become 
better, easier, for them. 
We think of people nearer to home, people in this 
country, struggling to make ends meet, sheltering in 
doorways, 
People unable to see loved ones, because they are 
not allowed to visit them, 
People who are going through painful, debilitating 
illnesses, and whose treatment is delayed again 



 
11 

and again because the hospitals are run ragged by 
Covid. 
We think of the hospital and other NHS staff, who 
are exhausted, worried to the point of despair 
sometimes, see no way through, after two years of 
fighting this pandemic, 
And we pray for them. 
We pray for people known to us, who suffer 
physically, mentally, who feel lost, 
Who see someone they love suffering. 
We pray for ..... 
We pray that all may feel your comfort, your 
strength, you hand holding them. 
We pray for ourselves, that we too may feel your 
strength, and that you may help us do what we can, 
To help a need where we see it, to provide a word 
of comfort, to be your hand to that person. 
We pray for those within this church who are 
helping during the coming weeks to provide the 
Open Door initiative. 
We ask you  these things in the name of your Son, 
Jesus Christ, our Lord. 
Amen 
 
Hymn: Worship the Lord in the beauty of 
holiness 
 
The Grace 


