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“Three kings from Persian lands afar, to Jordan follow the pointing star,

And this the quest of the travellers three, where the new born King of the Jews may be

Full royal gifts they bear for the King: gold, incense, myrrh are their offering . .  

….. Thou child of man, lo to Bethlehem: the Kings are travelling – travel with them

The star of mercy, the star of grace, shall lead thy heart to its resting place.

Gold, incense, myrrh thou can’st not bring: offer thy heart to the infant King.”

This German carol depicts the traditional idea of the visit of the Magi to the baby Jesus. Today’s feast of the Epiphany celebrates this manifestation of the Christ child to the Gentiles, represented by the visitors from the east.

However, modern scholarship corrects this picture. The magi were not kings. They need not have been three. But they may have been from Persia.

Some Fathers of the Church, probably influenced by the three gifts, speak of three Magi. However, eastern tradition favours twelve Magi. Early Christian art paints no consistent picture: 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. Take your pick.

St Matthew calls the visitors magoi. They were obviously men who had the wealth to travel, and to offer lavish gifts. Moreover they knew about the stars: “We have seen his star in the east . . “.  

The Greek historian Herodotus gives us some background to the magoi.  They were a priestly caste among the Medes, who for a while ruled over the Persian empire. They practised astrology and astronomy, and could interpret dreams. For this reason we call them “wise men.” Moreover, at the time of Jesus’ birth, they were influential in the Parthian Empire, whose King they had a role in electing.
 
 
The religion of the Magi was basically that of Zoroaster, which forbade sorcery. However, their astrology and skill in interpreting dreams led to their finding Christ. 

At the time of Christ’s birth, only ancient Media, Persia, Assyria, and Babylonia had the Magian priesthood. From some such part of the Parthian Empire the Magi must have come, crossing the Syrian Desert to Aleppo, Damascus and south down the Jordan to Jericho. When St Matthew says "the east", this may signify Babylon, Persia, or Arabia.

When did the Magi arrive at Bethlehem?  Almost certainly it was not a mere twelve days after the Nativity. More likely the visit occurred after the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple (Luke 2:38), because the Flight into Egypt follows immediately upon their failure to return to Herod and the ensuing slaughter of the innocents. Moreover, Jesus, Mary and Joseph are now lodging in a house, no longer in the stable.

In any case, if the miraculous star appeared at the time of Jesus’ birth, the journey from Persia to Jerusalem is between 1000 and 1200 miles. A camel train could take from three to twelve months for this journey, plus time to prepare for departure. 

We know that Herod died in 4 BC in Jericho. His order to slaughter all boys of two years and younger, suggests that the Magi’s visit may have been as late as two years after Jesus’ birth.

As to the dating of this feast, by the fourth century the Churches of the Orient were celebrating 6th January as the feast of Christ's Birth, the Adoration by the Magi, and His Baptism in the Jordan. In contrast, the Western Church introduced the Birth of Christ on Dec. 25th to supersede the pagan festival of Saturnalia.

 
For this reason, as our Antiphons at Morning and Evening Prayer reveal, the Church’s Liturgy has always linked the Epiphany also with Jesus’ baptism in the River Jordan, when the Holy Spirit revealed Him as beloved Son of the Father, and to His first great sign in St John’s Gospel, the miracle at Cana. In that sense, it is the feast of a triple manifestation.

The Benedictus antiphon today reads as follows: "Today the Church has been joined to her heavenly bridegroom, since Christ has purified her of her sins in the river Jordan; the Magi hasten to the royal wedding and offer gifts: the wedding-guests rejoice since Christ has changed water into wine." 

The Magnificat antiphon of Second Vespers reads: "Three wonders mark this day we celebrate: today the star led the Magi to the manger; today water was changed into wine at the marriage feast; today Christ desired to be baptised by John in the river Jordan to bring us salvation, alleluia.”

The eastern churches, Catholic and Orthodox, do not have any separate feast of the Baptism of the Lord, but celebrate it today. So at the eastern Epiphany, (our 19th January) the blessing of the waters takes place. In St Petersburg, for instance, children and adults are baptised in the River Neva, the priests plunging them through a hole in the ice into the freezing cold water. In the villages, the grandmothers push through to draw first from the blessed pond or river or barrel, believing that all sorts of ailments, spiritual and physical, can be cured by the application of the freshly blessed water.

St. John Chrysostom (d.401) tells us that the Christians of Antioch used to take home baptismal water consecrated at Epiphany, and that it could be kept for a year without corruption. 

This side of heaven we cannot know whether indeed the arrival of the Magi, the baptism in the Jordan and the wedding-feast of Cana all fell on the same date. It is not important. Liturgical dates are not always historical dates. What matters is that each one of these three events shows forth the divinity of Christ who has entered this world.

What happened to the Magi after they returned home? There was a tradition that St Thomas preached the Gospel to them, and that they were baptised. This seems however to be pious invention dating back no further than the sixth century.

What is certain is that their images in the Basilica of the Nativity in Bethlehem – which stands above the cave of Jesus’ birth - helped to save the church in 614 AD when the destructive Persians invaded Palestine. Recognising the Magi in familiar dress in the mosaic on the façade, the attackers spared the church.

Nevertheless, if ever you are changing trains in Cologne, pop out of the station for half an hour into the cathedral next door, to visit the shrine of the Magi. Their bones, it is claimed, were discovered in Persia and brought to Constantinople by St. Helena. In the fifth century they were transferred to Milan.

In 1164 they arrived in Cologne as a present of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa to Archbishop von Dassel, who set about erecting a golden shrine to hold these holy relics, in the high choir of the new cathedral.

Their shrine is a masterpiece of the goldsmith’s art. The reliquary box illustrates today’s theme of the manifestation of Christ. Its panels depict the adoration of the Magi, the baptism in the Jordan, and Jesus returning as Judge of the World on the Last Day.  On the side panels are shown those who prophesied the Saviour’s coming: the Old Testament Prophets with Kings David and Solomon. Above are the Apostles, symbolising the new era of grace. 

The industrial Ruhr-gebiet beside the Rhine seems an unusual last resting place for these Persian Magi, even further from their home. Their traditional names, following a seventh century tradition, are given as Caspar, Melchior, and Balthasar. Throughout the German-speaking world, the houses are blessed, and the initials of the magi chalked upon the lintels:  C + M + B 2002.

These men from a far country were first to enjoy the fulfillment of Simeon's prophecy, Jesus who is "a light of revelation to the Gentiles" (Luke 2:31).

“Out of the orient crystal skies, a blazing star did shine,

Showing the place where poorly lies, a blessed babe divine,

Born of a maid of royal blood, Who Mary hight by name

A sacred rose which once did bud, by grace of heav’nly flame.

This shining star three Kings did guide, even from the furthest east,

To Bethlehem where it betide, this blessed babe did rest.

Laid in a silly manger poor, betwixt an ox and ass,

Whom these three Kings did all adore, as God’s high pleasure was.” (Tyrolese carol)

