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I think that most people in this room are probably familiar with the popular definition of insanity.  

It’s been (arguably falsely) attributed to Einstein.  I’ve seen it attributed to Alcoholic 

Anonymous.  I even found one person that tracked its origin back to a fictional character in a 

1980’s novel.  Wherever it came from, however, the somewhat humorous quip is that insanity is 

‘doing the same thing over and over again, while expecting a different result.’  While a bit funny, 

the reality is that I think there’s some truth to that.  What’s truly insane, however, is how often 

that’s exactly what we do! 

 

I’ve had three separate conversations with our kids, in just the last two weeks, about this very 

issue – about circumstances and situations in which they keep doing the same thing over and 

over, somehow expecting that the result will change.  Last week, we talked about the remarkable 

failure rate of our New Year's Resolutions, and I highlighted that more than 90% won’t make it 

the year, and that more than half of those will set the same resolution again for 2024.  The irony, 

however, is that the vast majority of those who repeat their failed resolutions next year will also 

repeat the same failed approach in trying to achieve them!  We do it in our diets, our finances, 

exercise, relationships, careers, the list goes on and on.  What really jumped out to me in 

reflections coming into this week, however, is how often we do it in this thing we call faith – 

how often we do it with God.  And that, I want to suggest, is where these two passages of the 

visitors from the east and Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians come into play! 

 

I can be fun, for us preachers, to do a little pop-religion debunking, now and then, when we come 

around to this story of these people who follow that star to the bedside of Jesus.  The truth is that 

we don’t know a whole lot about who these people were, and that much of what we think we 

know, we really don’t.   

 

First, despite the words of the hymn with which we will close our service today, these were most 

likely not kings.  There are some Old Testament references to kings visiting the Messiah, and of 

course the words of that famous hymn, that feed that concept.  The truth, however, is that the 

Greek really speaks not of kings but of ‘magi.’  The word is the same root as the English word 

‘magic.’  Most likely, we’re talking about astrologers – people who looked to the sky to predict 

the future (hence why they saw the star and followed it).   
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Second, they quite possibly were not three.  One of those Old Testament references is Psalm 72, 

which speaks of a visit by three kings from three lands.  Add that to the three gifts of gold, 

frankincense and myrrh that are listed in Matthew, and you get that popular concept that there 

were three.  In truth, however, all we really know is that there was more than one.  Beyond that, 

it may have been 2, it may have been 12, it may have been all men, some women.  We really 

have no idea. 

 

Finally, contrary to every children’s pageant we’ve ever seen, they didn’t arrive that night.  As a 

humorous aside, I saw picture online a couple of weeks ago about a church Christmas pageant in 

which they wanted to have a camel enter with the three kings, but couldn’t make that happen.  

So, they grabbed a member’s horse, stuck two pillows on its back, covered them with a sheet, 

and called it a camel.  The truth, however, is that these visitors didn’t arrive at Jesus’ birth.  

Without getting into the weeds of it all, the continuation of the story in Matthew offers hints that 

this visit really took place as much as a year or two after the birth of Jesus.   

 

Having those three kings on camelback following the star to the manger upon the birth of Jesus 

makes for a great painting, but it’s not what happened.  A lot of what happened, we don’t really 

know.  What we do know, however, is the arc of the story.  We know that these visitors saw a 

star in the east, followed that star to Jerusalem, met with Herod, were instructed to report back to 

Herod upon finding the child, continued their journey as the star rested over where Jesus lay, and 

then worshipped him and presented him with their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  What 

we also know, however, is that after that – after all of that journeying – they returned to their 

homes by another road.  And, amidst all of what we do and don’t know about this story, I think 

that might truly be the most underappreciated detail of them all! 

 

When we talked about that whole topic of our oft-failed resolutions last week, the culminating 

point was that a significant missing piece of our resolution puzzle, frequently, is God.  “God 

does not do it alone,” I said, “but neither do we!”  We have the promise of God’s presence and 

strength working in and through us as we pursue new possibilities in our lives, and we need to 

rely on that strength of God to succeed.  Today, however, what I’m really doing is looking at the 

other side of that coin.  We do not do it alone, but neither does God! 

 

On this Epiphany Sunday, what we remember and celebrate is that moment of discovery – that 

revelation of God’s purposes in the Christ-child.  What I think is so key in that story, however, is 

what happened next.  When they saw him… when they laid eyes upon Jesus… when they 

discovered what God was doing in this world… they returned by another road.  They shifted 

their approach!  They altered their route!  When they had this revelation of what God was doing 

right before their eyes, their response was to change their patterns and practices that they might 

become a part of it! 

 

Consider, if you will, just two verses from this passage from Paul’s second letter to the church in 

Corinth.  This is another one of those passages from Paul that is just thick with stuff.  

Ambassadors for Christ… be reconciled to God… the ministry of reconciliation… there is so 

much in there.  In fact, this passage was the Biblical centerpiece of my doctoral thesis.  I want to 

set most of that aside, however, and I want to focus on just two verses.  In verse 15, Paul writes, 

“And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves but for the one 
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who for their sake died and was raised.”  (2 Cor. 5:15)  Then, in those oft-remembered words 

that Jean quoted in her prayer last week, he says in verse 17, “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a 

new creation: everything old has passed away; look, new things have come into being.”  (2 Cor. 

5:17) 

 

There is so much promise there.  He died for all.  There is a new creation.  The old has passed.  

The new has come.  There is such a tremendous reflection of the hope and possibility that we 

know in God, but we have to take note that, in these verses, there are two clearly distinct, and yet 

connected parts, that are inherent to that promise.  He died for all, so that those who live might 

live no longer for themselves.  If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation.  There is 

tremendous promise, in these words, of the hope and possibility that we know for God, but there 

is also a very clear expectation.  He died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for 

themselves.  If anyone is in Christ, there is a no creation.  There is a clear and distinct promise 

here, but there is also an expectation – an expectation that if we want the new, we have to drop 

the old!  If we want the new, we have to change our patterns, find new paths, seek new ways, and 

do whatever it takes to become a part of what God is seeking to do in our lives. 

 

This whole mental exercise began, for me, when I was reading a book in which the storyline 

turned to a character engaging the insanity defense in his criminal case.  That got me thinking 

about insanity, and that old definition, and all of these other things.  What it really got me 

thinking about, however, was how often we use that thinking with God!  We say that God will 

make a way.  We say that God will see us through.  We say that in God all things are made new.  

But, how often do we allow that to be the end of the claim?  How often does that become our 

faith-filled defense?  How often do we keep on doing the same thing over and over and over 

again while we expect God to be the one to make all the changes? 

 

When we look to our hopes, dreams and resolutions for the year and years to come… when we 

consider the angst and consternation inherent in the strife that we know… we have to take heed 

of the two parties that are at the heart of that equation.  He died for all.  There is a new creation.  

The old has passed.  The new has come.  These promises are there, and every one of them is true.  

But… he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves.  If anyone is in 

Christ, there is a new creation.  The promise is abundantly clear – we do not do it alone.  But so 

is the expectation, because neither does God!  We can’t claim insanity in faith.  We can’t keep 

doing the same thing over and over again while we expect God to bring out a different result.  

The new creation is out there to be claimed, but more often than not, there is a different road we 

must travel if we want to get there. 

 

In the end, there’s not much that we know about those visitors from the east, and much of what 

we think we know, we really don’t.  What we do know, however, is that they followed that star, 

they journeyed to Jesus, they had that epiphany – that revelation of what God was doing in this 

world – and in the wake of that revelation they changed their ways and traveled home by a 

different road.  All I’m suggesting today is that the same often stands true for us.  There is 

tremendous hope and possibility that stands before us in 2023 and beyond.  There is a wondrous 

new creation, probably many, that God has ready for our lives.  What we have to ask ourselves, 

however, is what roads we might need to travel, anew, if we want to get there! 


