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• On Christmas Eve, we heard how Luke’s shepherds glorify God after seeing 
Mary’s holy child in a Bethlehem stable. In that child, they found the 
fulfillment of a deep longing.  Today, in our Epiphany Gospel, we hear a 
parallel story. Matthew describes how some notable wise persons from the 
east are also on a quest. Led by a star, they find a similar fulfillment of their 
longing at the Nativity manger scene. A universal aspect of what it means to 
be human underlies these two moments of discovery in the Christmas 
Gospels. It is our desire for abiding love, as well as true meaning and 
purpose in life. Our unceasing search for these things reflects our longing to 
reconnect with our created origins and our supernatural destiny. 

• We see the fruit of this search in Peter Koenig’s evocative depiction of the 
Magi offering gifts to the holy child. {note handout} This devout and talented 
artist is a contemporary Roman Catholic painter, many of whose religious 
paintings are displayed in a church at Northamptonshire, England.  It’s not 1

far from the parish where Henry Moore’s Madonna and Child is located, the 
sculpture we viewed last Sunday. Though Koenig often depicts biblical 
figures in contemporary settings,  this painting of the Magi worshipping the 2

Christ Child is both traditional and also Byzantine in style. As in much of his 
work, recognizable elements of the Gospel story are intertwined with highly 
symbolic biblical imagery. 

• And so, let’s ‘read’ some of the imagery Peter Koenig shares with us. His 
painting will enrich our celebration of this feast day, and our appreciation 
for its greater meaning in our lives. Most obvious are the searchers from the 
east, whom Matthew describes as ‘wise persons.’ They may have been royal 
astrologers who were attentive to the movement of the stars. Matthew 
mentions three gifts, but not the number of visitors. Yet, it has become an 
artistic convention, evident in our church window here, to portray the three 
gifts as borne by an equal number of persons. They offer gold, in the form 
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of a royal crown; frankincense, presented in a smoking thurible; and myrrh, 
the costly burial spice or perfume, seen here in a ceramic vial. 

• Before we explore the mystical significance of the Magi’s gifts, we should 
notice that these visitors offer the most valuable things they knew, and which 
they had. Honoring a principle spoken long ago in 2 Samuel,  they offer 3

gifts that are truly costly, demonstrating the sincerity of their sacrifice. The 
value of their gifts also correlates with the worth they find in the object of 
their worship, which is God’s self-disclosure in the form of a human baby. 
This is most fitting, as the English word worship comes from an earlier word, 
worth-ship. Like the Magi, we come here today to offer worship to the one 
who possesses the greatest worth that we know. 

• Along with obvious features in the Gospel narratives, the artist employs 
other biblical imagery symbolizing the broader significance of the event 
that is portrayed. Right away we notice the large and rough wooden cross, 
draped with an abundantly grape-bearing vine. The cross as an instrument 
of death then became the fruitful tree of life, and a source of what we 
receive in the cup of the New Covenant. As a result, the Holy One who is 
worshipped becomes the Vine, to whom we are connected as branches. 

• Employing just this sort of symbolism, Nativity scenes often include passion 
flowers and lilies, associated with our Lord’s death and resurrection. Peter 
Koenig’s painting has other evident suggestions of Jesus’ destined saving 
work. The large and open stone square represents the door of our Lord’s 
tomb, along with its large round stone cover, rolled aside by his 
resurrection. In fulfillment of the Genesis promise to Eve, her counterpoint, 
Mary, is shown treading upon the serpent whom we associate with the 
cause of our suffering and death.  Mary’s tunic is turquoise, that lovely mix 4

of blue and green. Here, ‘Marian blue’ is blended with the color we 
associate with life in the natural world, the greenery of trees and shrubs. 
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• Another symbol regarding the vocation of this holy child is the way in which 
he is clothed. Notice that he is covered by strips of cloth, wrapped around 
his body, just as his body is later prepared for burial. The band of cloth 
wrapped around his shoulders suggests the mantle or yoke of which he 
later speaks, and which we find represented in the stoles that deacons and 
priests wear in the liturgy. 

• The three domes of the very Russian-looking church surely represent the 
Trinitarian being of God and its significance for our redemption. Another 
recognizable image, the wine jar in the lower right corner, stems from how 
this picture is part of a much larger triptych. The larger work depicts several 
Christmas and Epiphany themes ~ not only the Magi’s visit, but also the 
wedding at Cana and the Baptism of Jesus, along with the martyrdom of St. 
Stephen.  

• In addition, the shells on the foreground suggest the seaside, and may 
symbolize the liminal shoreline between this realm and the greater life 
beyond. The scallop shell is associated with St. James, who along with his 
fisherman brother, John, was one of our Lord’s first disciples. The shell has 
an ancient pre-Christian association with death and rebirth, and our journey 
into the next life for which we hope. We often use a scallop shell to scoop 
the water at Baptism. And in the background of this painting, we find 
suggestions of the harsh and inhospitable aspects of the fallen world, both 
inanimate stone as well as glacial mountains of ice and snow. The tree of life 
stands out all the more against this backdrop. 

• Let’s return to the three Gospel-mentioned gifts that Matthew describes as 
having been presented by the Magi. Gold has not only long been believed 
to be the most valuable element, but it has often been associated with 
royalty. Hence gold in the form of a crown. Very subtle here, in Peter 
Koenig’s painting, is the placement of a cross at the top of this crown ~ a 
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cross which sits atop of a small but discernible skull.  As we know, the holy 
child is the promised King of the Jews, but also the King of kings, and the 
Lord of lords. In tribute to this, John paradoxically presents as his 
‘coronation’ his death on the cross. As a result, he reigns over the living and 
the dead, having overcome the death-causing sin of Adam. The second gift, 
frankincense, is used in worship to honor divinity. Both Isaiah and Revelation 
mention it as a sign of the rising prayers of the faithful, who come together 
to worship God. And the burial spice, myrrh, suggests Jesus’ saving death, 
which became our doorway to our new life in God. 

• Epiphany means manifestation or revealing. And on this great feast, we 
celebrate God’s self-disclosure not only in the face of Jesus, but also in the 
things of this world. The leading of a star, the transformation of the tree of 
death into the tree of life, and the changing of the water into wine, are but 
three examples. Most of all, we celebrate the Epiphany because we are not 
only struck with wonder by these signs of God’s presence in the world 
around us. We celebrate the Epiphany because here, in the face of the Holy 
Child, we find the fulfillment of our deepest yearning. It is our yearning to be 
fully human ~ something that we only find in him. 

• May the true light now come into this world, enlighten everyone. May our 
Lord bring joy to our hearts and wisdom to our minds, as we celebrate our 
new peace with God. 
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Peter Koenig, The Magi 
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Peter Koenig, Advent—Christmas 
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Matthew 2:1-12 
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise 
men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, "Where is the child who has 
been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have 
come to pay him homage." When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, 
and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes 
of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told 
him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 

 `And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 

  are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

 for from you shall come a ruler 

  who is to shepherd my people Israel.'" 

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact 
time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go 
and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me 
word so that I may also go and pay him homage." When they had heard the 
king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at 
its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw 
that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the 
house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid 
him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of 
gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to 
return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

Notes:
 Go to the website for the parish church of St. Edward, in Kettering, Northamptonshire, attached to this 1

link to see more of his work: http://www.stedwardskettering.org.uk/christian-art-koenig/

 Among other images of his that we have previously seen are his depiction of Jesus entering 2

Jerusalem in contemporary clothing, as well as his stirring Cleansing of the Temple image.

 See 2 Samuel 24:24, “But the king {David} said to Araunah, ‘No, but I will buy them from you for a 3

price; I will not offer burnt offerings to the Lord my God that cost me nothing’.”

 See Genesis 3:14-15.4
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