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The Bible in Worship: Epiphany in Matthew

In several of the readings we come up against the concept of sin. Sin is a very difficult word in our culture, its misuse and misappropriation by many people in the past has led to many people shying away from using it. The term is very important in Christianity, it often refers to our sense of self-awareness and those things which limit us or make us cause sadness, loss or harm to others. While there is a moral dimension to sin, it is not the only or even the most important dimension, sin is not to be equated with being naughty. Sin is more to do with those things which cause our relationships to become strained or broken, including our relationship with ourselves and especially our relationship with God. The latter might be expressed in our sense of the spiritual or our understanding of the numinous. 
The season also touches on baptism and its place in the Christian community as well as some reflection on the Holy Trinity.

This season also mentions confession – please note that we are not suggesting that schools encourage or expect children (or adults) to do this in school. The intention is to raise discussion and ask questions. For more on this see the Developmental Prayer paper on the Oxford Diocese website https://www.oxford.anglican.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Prayer-file.pdf 

As always, feel free to adapt or adjust any of the text or ideas to suit your own school situation.

	Week 1: The Coming of the Magi Matthew Chapter 2

	Bible Reading:  

Jesus was born in the town of Bethlehem in Judea, during the time when Herod was king. Soon afterwards, some men who studied the stars came from the east to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the baby born to be the king of the Jews? We saw his star when it came up in the east, and we have come to worship him.”

When King Herod heard about this, he was very upset, and so was everyone else in Jerusalem. He called together all the chief priests and the teachers of the Law and asked them, “Where will the Messiah be born?”

“In the town of Bethlehem in Judea,” they answered. “For this is what the prophet wrote:

‘Bethlehem in the land of Judah,

you are by no means the least of the leading cities of Judah;

for from you will come a leader

who will guide my people Israel.’ ”

So Herod called the visitors from the east to a secret meeting and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem with these instructions: “Go and make a careful search for the child, and when you find him, let me know, so that I too may go and worship him.”

And so they left, and on their way they saw the same star they had seen in the east. When they saw it, how happy they were, what joy was theirs! It went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. They went into the house, and when they saw the child with his mother Mary, they knelt down and worshipped him. They brought out their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, and presented them to him.

Then they returned to their country by another road, since God had warned them in a dream not to go back to Herod.
	Notes

This story is familiar and is often referred to as the coming of the three kings. ‘Magi’ is the word used in the earliest versions of the story which means ‘wise man’. The three are also astrologers who saw meaning in the stars. Their studies made them take a journey to Jerusalem. The story makes clear that the child is the expected Messiah by linking together the prophecies of the Old Testament with the power of God in creation as shown in the stars. The Prophetic words come from Micah 5:2.
The Magi sensibly go to Jerusalem (the capital city) to find the son of the king. Notice that they do not follow the star until they leave Jerusalem (unlike the kings in the famous carol…)

They learn the surprising fact that the new king is not the child of king Herod and that they must go further to find the Messiah. Matthew brings some real tension into the story with Herod asking to be told the place where Jesus is to be found. (See the extension below)

So, the Magi go from Jerusalem following the star.
The story reaches its climax with the Magi presenting their gifts to Jesus – with Mary. In Matthew, the Magi go to a house. (See extension).

The three gifts of the Magi have symbolic meanings usually understood as:

· Gold for a King

· Frankincense for a Priest, and

· Myrrh for death

These pick out three very important ways of expressing what Christians believe Jesus came to do and be.


Themes
Trust: We often find that trust can be difficult to give. Very often we need to have a sign or show of reliability for us to show trust. The Magi had seen what they had been promised by God, the Christ child, so it was fairly easy for them to trust what God told them in a dream. We do not all need the same things to make us trust, in the same way that we like different food or different songs. 

Reverence: The Magi (wise men) show us a very clear demonstration of reverence. Reverence is more than just respect, the Magi acknowledged the importance of Christ by kneeling. This was what they had hoped for when they first saw the star, it was why they came to see Jesus in the first place – to worship him. One of the meanings of worship is ‘to show true worth’ which is exactly what reverence is, the wise men knelt because they knew just what the ‘worth’ of Jesus is.
 Questions:
What do you need to know in order to trust someone? What can you offer to others so that they will trust you?
We usually hear of ‘3 kings’ or ‘3 wise men’, does the story actually say how many there were? Why do you think that the tradition says that there were 3?
	Week 1: The New Term 

	Reflection

Let’s wonder – why do we give each other presents?
Do we give presents to show how much we love people?

Do we give presents to say thank you?

Do we give presents that help people who are in need?
What would you give to Jesus?

Would you choose to give gold, frankincense or myrrh?
	Prayer

Lord God,

We remember the stories of the people who went to see Jesus. 

The shepherds and the wise men, the disciples, Mary and Martha and many, many more.
Guide us to follow their example and so learn to trust the example of Jesus more. 

Amen


Laying the table

Create a ‘Magi Crib’. Most of our cribs have the Magi visiting the stable with the shepherds but what would the ‘crib’ scene look like if it took place in a house?
You could look at some of the old paintings (Adoration of the Magi) for ideas. How many Magi will you include?
	Week 1: Extension - The Innocents  Matthew 2: 13 - 21

	A bit more from the Bible: 

After they had left, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph and said, “Herod will be looking for the child in order to kill him. So get up, take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt, and stay there until I tell you to leave.”

Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and left during the night for Egypt, where he stayed until Herod died. This was done to make what the Lord had said through the prophet come true, “I called my Son out of Egypt.” When Herod realized that the visitors from the east had tricked him, he was furious. He gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its neighbourhood who were two years old and younger — this was done in accordance with what he had learned from the visitors about the time when the star had appeared.

In this way what the prophet Jeremiah had said came true:

“A sound is heard in Ramah,

the sound of bitter weeping.

Rachel is crying for her children;

she refuses to be comforted,

for they are dead.”

After Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother, and go back to the land of Israel, because those who tried to kill the child are dead.” So Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and went back to Israel.


	Notes

This is a terrible part of the Epiphany (Christmas) story, but it is also a very realistic part of the story.
The behaviour of ancient kings and emperors was often very distasteful to our modern minds.
The story uses dreams again for God to give messages to Joseph, but again we read of Joseph trusting those messages.

The words ‘I called my Son out of Egypt’ are from Hosea 11:1 and again are used by Matthew to show us how important the Child is and these words clearly indicate that Jesus is God’s son but they would also have reminded people of the escape from Egypt and the story of Moses.
Herod’s true intentions become clear – he had never intended to worship Jesus. The fact that Herod chose all boys under two gives an indication of how long Mary and Joseph stayed in Bethlehem and also why the Magi went to a house. The holy family could hardly have stayed in a stable for two years.
The dreadful killing is shown to be seen by the ancient prophets.

It is important to note that the historic church has recognised the terrible death of the children is a special day – the 28th December (in the Church of England) known as Holy Innocents Day, or sometimes Children’s Mass.



A few more Questions:
Herod’s action was outrageous. Do you think that it was sinful? Why?
Does the harming of innocent people (even children) still happen today? Why do you think that this happens? 

Some things to do:
Find the carol ‘We Three Kings’ and compare the story it tells with the story from Matthew’s Gospel; which bits match? 
Why do you think that Hopkins chose the names (Caspar, Melchior and Balthazar) for the Kings?  
__________________________________________

	Week 2: Preparing the Way Matthew 3: 1-6

	Bible Reading  
At that time John the Baptist came to the desert of Judea and started preaching. “Turn away from your sins,” he said, “because the Kingdom of heaven is near!” John was the man the prophet Isaiah was talking about when he said:

“Someone is shouting in the desert,

‘Prepare a road for the Lord;

make a straight path for him to travel!’”

John's clothes were made of camel's hair; he wore a leather belt round his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. People came to him from Jerusalem, from the whole province of Judea, and from all the country near the River Jordan. They confessed their sins, and he baptized them in the Jordan.
	Notes

John the Baptist is very important in the story of Jesus – he appears in all 4 gospels. Like Jesus he was written about in the Old Testament. John called people to turn from their sins (see introduction). 

John must have made a dramatic figure with his camel hair clothes and belt. People do eat insects – even locusts, but it might well be that John ate beans called locust beans.
Matthew is continuing to build up the picture of Jesus as the expected Messiah by using Isaiah’s words. Matthew is also laying the ground for the importance of baptism in the Christian community 


Themes
Justice: We often think of justice as being a way of making bad things better so that if someone does something wrong, we can make it better through justice which often includes some form of punishment. In baptism, there is the idea that the wrong things are washed away in the water. John’s baptism was not like the typical Church Christening, those being baptised would be completely submerged in the water. Do you think that even if the wrongs have been washed away that there is still a place for punishment of wrongs? Why? Why not?
 Questions:

What does John mean by “turn away from your sins”? What is a sin?
What is the kingdom of heaven?

What do you think of John’s clothes and diet? Do you think that he chose these deliberately?
	Week 2: Preparing the Way

	Reflection

I wonder, do you ever have something very important to say?
How do you make people hear?

What words do you use to attract attention?

Do you dress in a special way?
How do you know when people have heard you?

How do you feel if people do not believe what you say?
	Prayer

Our Father,

John the Baptist had learned the stories of things that God had done in the past for people and knew that these things were important.
Help us to learn about the past and what so that we can help others to understand the stories of God and how they can help us today.
Amen


Laying the table
John had an important message to proclaim. How would that be done today? Gather a number of modern ways of spreading messages to make a display, such as post, T.V., Radio, Internet, e-mail, Twitter…
	Week 2: Extension - Preparing the Way Isaiah 40: 3-11

	A bit more from the Bible  

A voice cries out, 

“Prepare in the wilderness a road for the Lord!

Clear the way in the desert for our God!

Fill every valley;

level every mountain.

The hills will become a plain,

and the rough country will be made smooth.

Then the glory of the Lord will be revealed,

and the whole human race will see it.

The Lord himself has promised this.”

A voice cries out, “Proclaim a message!”

“What message shall I proclaim?” I ask.

“Proclaim that all human beings are like grass;

they last no longer than wild flowers.

Grass withers and flowers fade,

when the Lord sends the wind blowing over them.

People are no more enduring than grass.

Yes, grass withers and flowers fade,

but the word of our God endures for ever.”

The Sovereign Lord is coming to rule with power,

bringing with him the people he has rescued.

He will take care of his flock like a shepherd;

he will gather the lambs together

and carry them in his arms;

he will gently lead their mothers.
	Notes
This is a larger part of the prophecy of Isaiah which Matthew uses in the reading. It is not quite the same because the writers of the New Testament tended to use a Greek version of the Jewish Scriptures known as the LXX; our modern Old Testaments are usually translated from Hebrew versions.

The implications of this prophecy would have been very powerful for John’s hearers.
Firstly, it strengthens his own place as a proclaimer of God’s word

Secondly, it recognises that many things pass and change in the world – but that it is God and the things that God does that remain.
This is reinforced by the fact that the Psalmist not only recognises these things but knows that whatever happens God can do anything – even the seemingly impossible. Even level mountains! 
Finally, Isaiah paints a picture of God as a shepherd who will nurture and care for the people.



A few more Questions:
What do you think that the Isaiah is trying to say by pointing out that ‘grass withers and flowers fade’?

What is confessing sins? Why do you think that Christians believe that this is a good thing to do? 
Some things to do
Invite members of a Free Church or Baptist Church (who practice ‘total immersion baptism’) to come and share something of how they understand baptism and the place it has in their faith.
________________________________________________
	Week 3: The Baptism of Jesus Matthew 3: 13-17

	Bible Reading  

At that time Jesus arrived from Galilee and came to John at the Jordan to be baptized by him. But John tried to make him change his mind. “I ought to be baptized by you,” John said, “and yet you have come to me!”

But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so for now. For in this way we shall do all that God requires.” So John agreed.

As soon as Jesus was baptized, he came up out of the water. Then heaven was opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God coming down like a dove and alighting on him. Then a voice said from heaven, “This is my own dear Son, with whom I am pleased.”
	Notes

The story of Jesus’ baptism is very important. In the first place, it shows the importance of doing as God has asked. Jesus is concerned to follow what he understands as God’s wishes. So, despite John’s protestations Jesus goes to be baptised.
The baptism itself is a picture of the Trinity. We have the voice of God from heaven and the Spirit of God ‘alighting’ on Jesus. The voice from heaven tells us that Jesus is God’s Son, the dove comes and touches Jesus. These things do not stay it is easy to imagine the voice echoing away, but what happened to the dove? 


Themes
Forgiveness: Baptism, in the Christian Church has a range of meanings and ideas linked to it. One is forgiveness. The water is a symbol of the washing away of things that need to be forgiven, baptism is the Christian way of showing not only that God forgives but that we accept this forgiveness
Humility: The Baptism of Jesus is a very powerful example of what it means to be humble. Jesus is very concerned to be baptised and is happy that John does the baptism. Being humble, as we have noted before, is not so much about saying that we are no good at things or that everyone else is better but is to do with knowing clearly what we can do or offer. 
Questions:

Why do you think that the Gospel does not talk about Jesus being Christened?
John agreed to baptise Jesus even though he did not want to. Do you ever do things that you don’t want to do? Why?

What does the story tell us about the Holy Trinity? 
· What do you think that people felt when they heard the voice from heaven?

· What did people think when they saw a dove ‘alight’ on Jesus?

	Week 3: The Baptism of Jesus 

	Reflection

What do you do when you have to do a difficult thing?
Do you try and avoid it?
Do you try and delay it?

Do you ask people about it?

What happens if someone tried to talk you out of it?

Do you ever change your mind and do something else?
	Prayer

Our Father,

Both Jesus and John were following what it was that God wanted them to do

Guide us, we pray, so that when we have to make difficult choices and decision that we will choose the right thing to do. 

Amen


Laying the table
Create a baptism display. You could use illustrations of Jesus’ baptism but also include some of the elements of a modern baptism: candle, card, baptism service. This might be an appropriate time to invite a member of the clergy to talk about baptism too.
	Week 3: Extension - Baptism Romans 6: 1-4

	A bit more from the Bible  
What shall we say, then? Should we continue to live in sin so that God's grace will increase? Certainly not! We have died to sin — how then can we go on living in it? For surely you know that when we were baptized into union with Christ Jesus, we were baptized into union with his death. By our baptism, then, we were buried with him and shared his death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from death by the glorious power of the Father, so also, we might live a new life.
	Notes

This is one of a number of passages about baptism from the New Testament letters. What we see here is Paul (the writer of Romans) Working out the details of what baptism means. Paul links it with ‘sin’ as John the Baptist did. But Paul adds a new dimension, this is not just washing but is connected to the death and resurrection of Jesus.
For Christians, the connection between Jesus being born and the resurrection always has to be remembered – you can’t have one without the other.


A few more Questions
What does Paul mean by being ‘buried with Christ’? 
What sort of ‘new life’ do you think that Paul means?

Some things to do
Look at some of the old pictures of how artists have seen Jesus’ baptism. These are easily found on the internet, look for paintings by…

· Piero della Francesca c. 1450

· Giotto c. 1310

· Pietro Perugino c. 1482

Can you find others?

Do you think that the pictures are good images of the story?

Do the pictures help us to understand baptism or the Holy Trinity any better? How?

___________________________________________________
	Week 4: Christ and the Light 1 Peter 2: 4-5, 9-10

	Bible Reading

Come to the Lord, the living stone rejected by people as worthless but chosen by God as valuable. Come as living stones, and let yourselves be used in building the spiritual temple, where you will serve as holy priests to offer spiritual and acceptable sacrifices to God through Jesus Christ …
But you are the chosen race, the King's priests, the holy nation, God's own people, chosen to proclaim the wonderful acts of God, who called you out of darkness into his own marvellous light. At one time you were not God's people, but now you are his people; at one time you did not know God's mercy, but now you have received his mercy

	Notes
In this letter from New Testament we see Peter putting together Jesus and God’s light. The first part of the reading uses the metaphor of stones to illustrate how the Christian community is to be built. Priests were very special members of society; Peter is making a very special point by saying that everyone will become a priest. 
The second part gives us an image of how God’s mercy makes everyone part of God’s chosen people. The idea of chosen people would remind people of the story of the Passover and the escape from Egypt – the story of Moses. But this time the journey is not from Egypt to Canaan but from darkness to light.


Themes
Hope: Peter shows how old words of hope become real in the things that Jesus did and in the way in which the first Christians understood what was happening to them. This is built on the hope that the Christians hold that through Christ (the Messiah, the chosen one), they will become the chosen people.
Thankfulness: Many of our prayers have the words ‘thank you’ in them, we can give thanks for specific things such as strength or charity but we can also be thankful for what God has done in a more general way. We can be thankful for the wonders of creation for example, or thankful for the community of faith that has come into being through God’s mercy.
Questions:

Do you know the story of Moses? How did the Hebrews become the ‘chosen’ race?
Do you think that the picture of stones is a good way to describe the community of Christians?

What gives you hope? 

What is a priest?

In ancient times, the priests were a very separate group of people (see the Good Samaritan, Luke 10: 25-37). What do you think that Peter means by saying that everyone is a priest? 
The ancient priests were all men. Do you think that Peter means that both men and women would now be priests?
	Week 4: Christ and the Light

	Reflection

For a moment let us wonder:

What would we like to hope for?

Pause to gather children’s ideas
Did everyone hope for the same thing?

Are all our hopes realistic or are some of them just wishes?

What is the difference between a hope and a wish?
	Prayer

Dear Lord,
Through the example of the disciples and the first Christians we learn that we need to be thankful for the things that you have done.
Guide us always to be thankful to God and to everyone around us.
Amen


Laying the table
Use this as an opportunity to make a collection of stones to illustrate Peter’s picture. Choose a range of stones to show the many different people who make up the community.  How many stones would you need?
	Week 4: Extension - Christ and the Light Ephesians 5: 8-15

	A bit more from the Bible:  

You yourselves used to be in the darkness, but since you have become the Lord's people, you are in the light. So, you must live like people who belong to the light, for it is the light that brings a rich harvest of every kind of goodness, righteousness, and truth. Try to learn what pleases the Lord. Have nothing to do with the worthless things that people do, things that belong to the darkness. Instead, bring them out to the light. … And when all things are brought out to the light, then their true nature is clearly revealed; for anything that is clearly revealed becomes light. That is why it is said:

“Wake up, sleeper,

and rise from death,

and Christ will shine on you.”

So be careful how you live. Don't live like ignorant people, but like wise people
	Notes

In these words, Paul (the writer of Ephesians) is showing the people of the church at Ephesus how the metaphor of light and dark works. The difference that the light makes is both a change of behaviour and a change of ‘values’. 
In the first place Paul mentions goodness, righteousness and truth.
These are found in the way of life that people adopt as part of the Christian community. The way in which people live is to bring things ‘into the light’. This will help us to understand things as they really are and gives us a clear perspective on what are ‘right’ and ‘good’ things.



A few more Questions
The metaphor of light is very strong. But what do you think that Paul is trying to say when he writes ‘when all things are brought out to the light, then their true nature is clearly revealed’?

Some things to do
We often think of ‘mercy’ as being the idea of ‘not harming’ – showing leniency or clemency. But this is not the whole story. Look at some of the meanings of mercy in a dictionary and/or a thesaurus – how many of these words do you think apply to God?
_________________________________________
	Week 5: Salt and Light Matthew 5:13-16

	Bible Reading
“You are like salt for the whole human race. But if salt loses its saltiness, there is no way to make it salty again. It has become worthless, so it is thrown out and people trample on it.

“You are like light for the whole world. A city built on a hill cannot be hidden. No one lights a lamp and puts it under a bowl; instead he puts it on the lampstand, where it gives light for everyone in the house. In the same way your light must shine before people, so that they will see the good things you do and praise your Father in heaven.
	Notes
The idea of salt here is that it affects the whole of the food in which it is used – if it is no longer salty then there is no point using it at all. It becomes useless, it might as well be sand.
Then light is the same – it can be seen from everywhere. Like the salt, light is equally useless if it does not illuminate anything. There is a bit of a twist in this section about light. Jesus is telling us that we have to do something, we have to do good things so that people will understand God better (praise your Father in heaven).


Themes
Endurance: There is always challenge in endurance, we have to work hard and have great motivation or inspiration. We have to keep going back to the source of our inspiration in order to keep up our endurance – in a way we have to ‘feed’ it. Christians, and indeed people of all faiths, look to worship, their communities and their scriptures; through these people find that they can strengthen their endurance.
Service: Service is a way through which we can see the light of others. There are many forms of service that are commonly mentioned in our society such as armed forces, healthcare, fire and a number of others. We also have ‘invisible’ service which we find in families, support for people in need in crises. 
Questions:

Where do you find what you need to ‘feed’ your endurance?
What sorts of good things do you think that Jesus is talking about in this reading?

What do you think that our light is going to show to other people?
How do you think that people are ‘salt’ in the world? Can you think of some examples to explain what you mean?
	Week 5: Salt and Light

	Reflection

Let’s imagine for a moment,
Think of a light, a tiny light hidden under a cover

Slowly remove the cover and let the light shine out

Imagine that the light is you, your goodness and compassion

As the light shines it touches trees, buildings and people

As it touches the people they too begin to shine and pass on their light until everything is bright and clear

Just for a moment keep the picture in your mind and think of the world as being everyone joined together by light
How does this make you feel?
	Prayer

God of us all, 
Through Jesus you have shown us light to share with everyone we know and everyone around us.

Guide us we pray to shine the best we can and to spread the light of goodness, righteousness and truth with everyone.

Amen


Laying the table

A previous season had a collection of lights. Why not create a focus of flavouring? Like salt. We use many different spices and other things to make our food taste better. Find examples of these to put on the table, but make sure that each one contains salt. How many different things can you find?
This is just a simple illustration of how salt is spread in our society – and how Jesus’ words are meant to inspire us to also be everywhere that we can be.

	 Week 5: Extension - Salt and Light Psalm 36: 7-9

	A bit more from the Bible:  

How precious, O God, is your constant love!

We find protection under the shadow of your wings.

We feast on the abundant food you provide;

you let us drink from the river of your goodness.

You are the source of all life,

and because of your light we see the light.
	Notes
This final reading is an Old Testament picture of how God sustains people. There are important ideas in this passage; love, protection, food, goodness and light. All of these are needed to nurture our growth and to sustain the life of faith. Notice though that the whole is put in the context of creation – God is the source of life.


A few more Questions
Do you think that love, protection, food, goodness and light are all that is needed to keep us going in a life of faith?

What else do you think that might be needed?

Do you think that it is important the God is recognised as the creator in this reading?
Some things to do
What is the place of good works in the Christian life? Look at James 2: 14-17 to help you answer this question.
_________________________________________________
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