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WHO WERE THE MAGI?



COLLECT FOR THE EPIPHANY
6 January 

O God, 

who by the leading of  a star 

didst manifest thy only-begotten Son 

to the peoples of  the earth:

Lead us, 

who know thee now by faith, 

to thy presence, 

where we may behold thy glory face to face; 

through the same Jesus Christ our Lord,

who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, 

now and for ever.

Amen.



The word magi, meaning skilled magicians or astrologers, is the plural of
the Latin magus, "magician, learned magician," from Greek magos, from
Old Persian magush, "magician." It was a word used for the Persian
learned and priestly class of Zoroastrianism. Ancient historians say the
term was originally the name of a Median tribe. As part of their religion,
these priests paid particular attention to the stars and gained an
international reputation for astrology, which was at that time highly
regarded as a science.

The biblical Magi, also referred to as the Wise Men or Kings, were
distinguished foreigners in the Gospel according to St.Matthew, the only
one of the four canonical Gospels to mention them, and in Christian
tradition.

They are said to have visited Jesus after his birth, bearing gifts of gold,
frankincense, and myrrh.

The term “Wise Men” was first applied to the Magi by the Venerable
Bede, an 8th-century British monk and was used in the King James Bible.

WHAT ARE MAGI?



It has been suggested that a model for the
Biblical Magi’s homage to the Christ Child
might have been provided by the journey to
Rome of the Zoroastrian King Tridates I of
Armenia, with his magi, to pay homage to
the Emperor Nero, in the year 66, a few years
before the probable date of the composition
of the Gospel according to St.Matthew.

Anders Hultgård, author of “The Magi and
the Star—the Persian Background in Texts
and Iconography” (1998) concluded that the
Gospel story of the Magi was influenced by
an Iranian legend concerning magi and a star,
which was connected with Persian beliefs in
the rise of a star predicting a ruler’s birth and
with myths describing the manifestation of a
divine figure in fire and light.

WERE THERE STORIES SIMILAR TO THE BIBLICAL ONE?

Tiridates I of Armenia



We have no idea how many Wise Men there were. Matthew only
talks about “some men from the East” and “visitors from the East.”
Matthew did care about numbers—two demon possessed men
(Matthew 8:28), 12 disciples (Matthew 10:1; 11:1), two blind men
(Matthew 9:27), 4,000 males (Matthew 15:38). But he never found it
necessary to state the number of Wise Men.

Eastern tradition sets the number of Magi at 12, but Western
tradition sets their number at three, probably based on the three
gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh presented to the infant.
However, we do not know the quantity of those gifts, or even if Jesus
was only given one of each. There is no way to know how many.

Early Christian art gives no consistent evidence:
A painting in the cemetery of Sts. Peter and Marcellinus shows two;
one in the Lateran Museum, three;
one in the cemetery of Domitilla, four;
a vase in the Kircher Museum, eight

WERE THERE THREE WISE MEN?





The New Testament does not give the names of the Magi. However,
traditions and legends identify a variety of different names for
them.

In about the 8th century the names of three Magi—Bithisarea,
Melichior, and Gathaspa—appear in a chronicle known as
the Excerpta latina barbari.

In the Western Christian church, the Wise Men have all been
regarded as saints and are commonly known as:

Gaspar (or Caspar), who has brown hair and a brown beard (or no
beard!) and wears a green cloak and a gold crown with green jewels
on it. He is the King of Sheba. Gaspar represents the frankincense
brought to Jesus.
Melchior, who has long white hair and a white beard and wears a gold
cloak. He is the King of Arabia. Melchior represents the gold brought to
Jesus.
Balthazar, who has black skin and a black beard (or no beard!) and
wears a purple cloak. He is the King of Tarsus/Macedonia and Egypt.
Balthazar represents the gift of myrrh that was brought to Jesus.

WHAT ARE THE WISE MEN’S NAMES?



It is a common misconception that the Wise Men arrived in
Bethlehem on camels. Whenever you see films set in this time
period, the actors are riding on camels. However, people in
northern Arabia typically only rode Arabian horses. At the time of
Christ’s birth camels were used as pack animals, but wealthy
travelers used more comfortable and swift horses.

DID THE WISE MEN RIDE CAMELS?



Matthew never says that they followed a star. He says they saw a
star. The Wise Men were astrologers, and the star was an
astronomical sign they saw that signified the prophecy of the
Jewish king. That does not mean a star led them from the East to
Jesus.

The word aster may mean a comet, and so the Magi’s star might
have been a comet. But we have no record of any such comet at
the appropriate time. Halley’s Comet, which is visible from Earth
every 76 years, would have been seen in the night sky in 11 BC.
However, this means the Magi would have been kept waiting for
perhaps as long as seven years until the Messiah arrived (the birth
of the historical Jesus is generally thought to have occurred in
around 4 BC).

DID THE WISE MEN FOLLOW A MIRACULOUS STAR?



The star may have been a super-conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn 
(7 B.C.) which involved these two large planets being visible close 
together in the night sky, or a conjunction of  Jupiter and Venus (6 
B.C.).

The Magi may have seen a stella nova, a star which suddenly 
increases in magnitude and brilliancy and then fades away.

DID THE WISE MEN FOLLOW A MIRACULOUS STAR?



WERE THE WISE MEN KINGS?

It is unclear whether or not the Wise Men were aristocrats, but they
were not kings. You can throw out the “We Three Kings” picture
completely. They had royal connections though and were trusted by
King Herod.

Their identification as kings in later Christian writings is probably
linked to Isaiah 60:1–6, which refers to “kings [coming] to the
brightness of your dawn” bearing "gold and frankincense.”

Further identification of the Magi with kings may be due to Psalm
72:11, “May all kings fall down before him.”

The reformer John Calvin was vehemently opposed to referring to the
Magi as kings. He wrote:

But the most ridiculous contrivance of the Papists on this subject is, that
those men were kings. . . .Beyond all doubt, they have been stupefied by
a righteous judgment of God, that all might laugh at [their] gross
ignorance.



The phrase “from the east,” more literally “from the rising [of the sun],”
is the only information Matthew provides about the region from which
the Wise Men came. They likely came from the Parthian Empire or
Arabia, not diverse backgrounds.

The Parthian Empire, centered in Persia, stretched from eastern Syria to
the fringes of India. Though the empire was tolerant of other religions,
its dominant religion was Zoroastrianism, with its priestly magos class.

Early Christian art in the underground 2nd-century Roman Catacombs of
Pricilla, on the Via Salaria in Rome, dresses the Wise Men in Persian
garments, and a majority of early church fathers understood them to be
Persians.

WHERE WERE THE WISE MEN FROM?



The three Magi developed distinct
characteristics in Christian tradition, so that
they represented several geographical and
cultural areas. An Armenian tradition identifies
the Magi of Bethlehem as Balthasar of
Arabia, Melchior of Persia, and Gaspar of
India. Matthew says that because the Wise
Men were warned in a dream, “that they
should not return to Herod, they departed into
their own country another way.” That the
Evangelist used the word country in the
singular may indicate that all the them came
from the same place.

In one tradition Caspar is "King of Tarsus, land
of merchants" on the Mediterranean coast of
modern Turkey; Melchior is from Arabia; and
Balthazar is a man, increasingly black-skinned,
from Saba (modern south Yemen).

WHERE WERE THE WISE MEN FROM?



The Wise Men’s geographical origins were rather variable, with
Balthazar increasingly coming from Ethiopia or other parts of Africa,
and being represented accordingly. Balthazar's blackness has been
the subject of considerable recent scholarly attention; in art, it is
found mostly in northern Europe, beginning from the 12th century,
and becoming very common in the north by the 15th.

Some have suggested that the supposed diversity of the Wise Men
either was intended to underscore Christianity’s world-wide
ambitions or referred back to an earlier diverse threesome, Noah’s
sons Shem, Ham and Japheth.

WHERE WERE THE WISE MEN FROM?



The three Magi developed distinct characteristics in Christian
tradition, so that they represented the three ages of an adult man.

In one tradition
Caspar is old, normally with a white beard, and gives the gold;

Melchior is middle-aged, giving frankincense;

Balthazar is a young man, very often and increasingly black-skinned,
giving myrrh.

HOW OLD WERE THE WISE MEN?

The ages of Caspar, Melchior, and Balthazar were often given as 60,
40, and 20 respectively, but in some traditions Melchior is the old
man of the three Magi.



The Magi’s visit to the Christ Child, and thus Jesus' physical manifestation
to the Gentiles is commemorated in most Western Christian churches by
the observance of Epiphany on 6 January, twelve days after the date fixed
as the birth of Jesus in the Christian calendar. It serves as the feast of the
three as saints. The word Epiphany is from Koine Greek, meaning
manifestation or appearance.

The Gospel text specifies no interval between the birth and the visit, and
artistic depictions. The closeness of the traditional dates of 25 December
and 6 January encourage the popular assumption that the visit took place
the same winter as the birth, but later traditions varied, with the visit
taken as occurring up to two winters later. This maximum interval
explained Herod's command that the Massacre of the Holy
Innocents include boys up to two years old.

WHEN DID THE WISE MEN COME TO BETHLEHEM? 



The words “young child” are used when talking about the Wise Men
looking for Jesus. The Greek used is “pad ion” and young child is the best
translation. If the Wise Men had come on the night that Jesus was born
the Greek word would have been “Brephos,” which means “infant” or
“baby.”

The word “house” (Oikia in Greek) is used for where the Wise Men saw
the young child. The infant Jesus was laid in a “Phatne,” the Greek word
translated as “a fodder, a crib, a manger, or a stall.” Therefore the Holy
Family had moved from the stable to a house by the time of the Wise
Men’s visit.

From Persia to Jerusalem was a journey of between 1,000 and 1,200
miles. Such a distance may have taken from three to twelve months.
Besides the time of travel, there were probably many weeks of
preparation. The Magi probably could not have reached Jerusalem till a
year or more had elapsed from the time of the appearance of the star.

WHEN DID THE WISE MEN COME TO BETHLEHEM? 



In Spanish-speaking parts of the world the Three Kings (los Reyes Magos de
Oriente, Los Tres Reyes Magos or simply Los Reyes Magos) receive letters
from children and then bring them gifts on the night before Epiphany.

In Spain, each of the Magi is supposed to represent a different continent:
Europe (Melchior), Asia (Caspar), and Africa (Balthasar).

According to the tradition, the Magi come from the Orient on their camels to
visit the houses of all the children in one night, much like Santa Claus with his
reindeer elsewhere.

In some areas, children prepare a drink for each of the Magi. It is also
traditional to prepare food and drink for the camels, because this is the only
night of the year when they eat.

WHAT IS THREE KINGS DAY?



Tradition asserts that the biblical Magi were martyred for the faith.
Reputedly St.Helena discovered their bones on her famous pilgrimage
to the Holy Land. She took the remains to the church of Hagia Sophia
in Constantinople, where they were first venerated and then were
transferred to Milan in 344.

It is certain that when Holy Roman Emperor Frederick I (Barbarossa)
imposed his authority on Milan, the relics there were transferred to
Cologne Cathedral in 1164 and housed in the Shrine of the Three
Kings. These bones, traditionally of the Three Wise Men, are
venerated there today.

WHERE ARE THE SUPPOSED RELICS OF THE THREE KINGS?



The Syrian King Seleucus I Nicator is recorded to have offered gold,
frankincense, and myrrh (among other items) to Apollo in his temple
near Miletus in 288/7 BC, and this may have been the precedent for
the mention of these three gifts in the Gospel according to St.Matthew.

All three gifts are ordinary offerings and gifts given to a king.

WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THE MAGI’S THREE GIFTS?





Myrrh is a gum resin used in incense and perfume,.

At the time of Jesus’ birth the trade in frankincense and myrrh was
controlled exclusively by the Nabataeans. Petra, the Nabataean capital, was
“East” and south of Bethlehem about 110 miles.

Myrrh was commonly used as an anointing oil and also for medicinal
reasons, frankincense was an aromatic resin used in perfumes and incense,
and gold was used as a valuable.

The three gifts had a spiritual meaning:
gold as a symbol of kingship on earth,
frankincense (an incense) as a symbol of deity, and
myrrh (an embalming oil) as a symbol of death.

gold symbolizing virtue,
frankincense symbolizing prayer, and
myrrh symbolizing suffering.

WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THE MAGI’S THREE GIFTS?

Sometimes this is described more generally as



The subject of which Wise Man brought which gift is not without
some variation depending on the tradition.

What subsequently happened to these gifts is never mentioned in
scripture, but several traditions have developed:

One story has the gold being stolen by the two thieves who were later
crucified alongside Jesus.

Another tale has the gold being entrusted to and then
misappropriated by Judas.

One tradition suggests that Joseph and Mary used the gold to finance
their travels when they fled Bethlehem after an angel had warned in a
dream about King Herod’s plan to kill Jesus.

Another story proposes the theory that the myrrh given to them at
Jesus' birth was used to anoint Jesus' body after His crucifixion.

WHAT ARE SOME TRADITIONS REGARDING THE GIFTS?





We Three Kings of Orient are,
Bearing gifts we traverse afar,

Field and fountain,
Moor and mountain,

Following yonder Star.

Refrain
O Star of Wonder, Star of Night,

Star with Royal Beauty bright,
Westward leading,
Still proceeding,

Guide us to Thy perfect Light.

At the time he composed this Christmas carol (Hymn 28 in the
Hymnal 1982), the Rev. John Henry Hopkins, Jr. was an Episcopal
deacon. In 1857 he wrote the carol for a Christmas pageant in New
York City. After he published it in 1863, it became the first Christmas
carol originating from the United States to achieve widespread
popularity.

HOW DID AN EPISCOPAL HYMNODIST 
DEPICT THE WISE MEN?



HOW DO ARTISTS DEPICT THE WISE MEN?

The Journey of the Magi has been a popular artistic subject. The 
Wise Men have become patron saints of travelers.

The Three Wise Kings, 1375, Catalan Atlas



The Journey of the Magi to Bethlehem, c.1460,by Benozzo Gozzoli, Florence’s Magi Chapel



The Magi Journeying (Les rois mages en voyage), c.1890, by James Tissot



HOW DO ARTISTS DEPICT THE WISE MEN?

The Magi before Herod has been another popular artistic subject. 

The Three Magi before Herod, 15th-century stained glass window



Magi before Herod, illuminated 
miniature from late 12th/early 13th-
century French manuscript on Christ’s 
life.

13th-century manuscript illumination



The Adoration of the Magi—i.e., their homage to the infant Jesus—
early became one of the most popular themes in Christian art, the
first extant painting on the subject being the fresco in the Priscilla
Catacomb of Rome dating from the 2nd or 3rd century.

HOW DO ARTISTS DEPICT THE WISE MEN?



Adoration of the Child Jesus 
by the three Wise Men or Magi,

4th century,
Sarcophagus relief

Note the prominent use of camels.



The Three Magi, c. 565, Byzantine mosaic, Basilical of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna, Italy

Note that Byzantine art usually depicts the Magi in Persian clothing
(breeches, capes, and Phrygian caps).



The Three Magi (named Patisar, Caspar and Melchior), 
12th century, 

Herrad of Landsberg’s Hortus deliciarum



The Adoration of the Magi, c.1390, Book of Hours written for the Grey family of Ruthin



Adoration of the Magi,
1423, 

by Gentile da Fabriano



The Adoration of the Magi, mid-15th century, by Fra Angelico and Filippo Lippi



The Adoration of the Magi, 
1470, 

by Hans Memling 



The Adoration of the Magi (Monforte Altarpiece), c.1470, by Hugo van der Goes



The Adoration of the Magi, 1475, by  Sandro Botticelli 



The Adoration of the Magi (or The Epiphany), c.1485-1500, by Hieronymus Bosch



The Adoration of the Magi, medieval fresco, Kremikovtsi Monastery, Bulgaria



Adoration of the Kings, c.1515, by Gerard David 



The Adoration of the Magi, 1520s, by Jan Mostaert



The Adoration of the Magi, 1563–64, by Jacopo Bassano 



Adoración de los Reyes Magos,1568, by El Greco 



The Adoration of the Kings, 1510-15, by Jan Gossaert



The Adoration of the Magi, 
c.1505, 

by Giorgione 



The Adoration of the Magi, 1305–06, by Giotto, Scrovegni Chapel

Note the realistic depiction of a comet as the Star of Bethlehem.



The Adoration of the Magi, c 1461, by Nikolaus Obilman 



The Adoration of the Magi, 1461, by Jean Fouquet

Note that the kneeling Wise Man is King Charles VII of France.



The Adoration of the Magi, 1485-88, by Domenico Ghirlandaio



The Adoration of the Magi, early 17th century, Cretan School icon 



The Adoration of the Magi, 1619, by Diego Velázquez



The Adoration of the Magi, c.1617–18, by Peter Paul Rubens



The Adoration of the Magi, 
1624, 

by Peter Paul Rubens

The Adoration of the Magi, 
1634

by Peter Paul Rubens



The Adoration of the Magi, 1624, by Abraham Bloemaert



The Adoration of the Magi, 1630, by Pieter van Lint 



The Adoration of the Magi, 1632, by Rembrandt 



Adorazione dei Magi, 1655–60, by Bartolomé Esteban Murillo



The Adoration of the Magi, 1828, by Domingos Sequeira



The Adoration of the Magi, 1887, 
by Edward Burne-Jones, tapestry



The Adoration of the Magi, c.1896,
Biblical Magi stained glass window, Church of the Good Shepherd, Rosemont, PA



HOW DO ARTISTS DEPICT THE WISE MEN?

The Dream of the Magi has been another popular artistic subject. 

The Dream of the Magi, c.1123, Illumination on parchment
in St.Albans Psalter, St.Godehard's Church, Hilesheim



The Dream of the Magi , c.1480, illuminated letter from the Saltsburg Missal
Note in this representation the naked Wise Men sleep together in the same bed

in typical medieval fashion.



Dream of the Magi, 1120-30, Cathedral of Saint-Lazare, Autun, France




