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 I have distributed copies of the painting The Mystical Nativity 

by the Italian artist Sandro Botticelli because I think it illustrates 

well the meaning of Christmas.  The painting hangs in the National 

Gallery in London and recently I was able to visit a special 

exhibition, which featured the painting.  Why, you might well ask, 

is it entitled The Mystical Nativity instead of just The Nativity?  

Mystical here means that the painting has a deeper meaning which 

the onlooker must search for.   This is true of life in general.  

People and events have a superficial meaning but then if you look 

deeper you discover deeper levels of meaning.  That’s mystery.  

This work of art is no sentimental Christmas card - it contains the 

glorious message of God for all the ages to receive.  But we must 

spend some time contemplating it if we want to be blessed. 

 Botticelli did the work in the year 1500, the half millennium, 

which he calls “the half-time after the time”.  In our reading from 

Galatians 4, Paul says that “in the fullness of time God sent his son 

to be born of a woman.”  In Christian thinking time moves forward 

in a purposeful way.  When the time is right God acts in a decisive 

way moving human history towards its intended end.  To speak of 

the halftime and the fullness of time is to speak of a movement 

towards completion of God’s plans for the cosmos.  Time does not 

go around in circles – time progresses along a line of God’s 

choosing, bringing all of creation back into harmony with God  

through Christ. 

 This painting was chosen as a Millenium exhibition at the 

National Gallery.  The Millennium after all is really a celebration 

of the birth of Christ and the history of the Church for the past 

2000 years.    The secular media tend to   forget the fact that our  

Western calendar is based on Christ’s birth.  The Millennium is   

really a Christian event. 



 Let’s look more closely at the painting.  The photocopies I 

have given you do not do the painting justice but I could not afford 

the $140 to buy a Polaroid framed replica of the painting.  At the 

top there are 12 angels dancing in a circle and heaven, the golden 

opening in the sky, is above them.  I hope you all know that in 

heaven the streets are paved with gold!  The angels are holding 

olive branches, signs of peace, from which are suspended a crown 

and a scroll with a prayer written on it.   The angels are ascending 

to heaven with a crown of prayers.  Our prayers are carried to 

heaven by the angels – what a beautiful picture!  The reading from 

Isaiah 62:3 earlier said: “You shall be a crown of beauty in the 

hand of the Lord, and a royal diadem in the hand of your God.”  

The crown implies that we share the victory brought about by the 

Messiah’s birth. 

 At the center of the painting is the Holy Family who are 

depicted as much larger figures than the rest to emphasize their 

importance.   Mary adores the infant Christ but Joseph looks like 

he is asleep.  Everything has been too much for poor Joseph, 

overwhelmed by the events that have come to pass.  

There are several aspects of this Nativity scene which point 

forward to the Cross and Resurrection of Christ.  In the reading 

from Luke 2 Simeon looks forward to the Cross when he prays 

“my eyes have seen your salvation … a light for revelation to the 

Gentiles … this child is destined for the falling and rising of many 

in Israel … and a sword will pierce your own soul too”.  Can you 

see any aspects to this painting which point forward to the Cross 

and Resurrection?  There’s the cave – not a stable- a reminder of 

the tomb in which Jesus was buried.  The cloth on which the baby 

lies is a reminder of the burial cloth of Jesus.  The ass standing 

behind Mary and the saddle on which Jesus is resting may refer to 

Christ’s entry into Jerusalem at the beginning of the week leading 

up to his death.  The ass also has a cross on his shoulder.  Botticelli 

here picks up a Biblical theme that the birth of the Christ is closely 

related to his mission and to his death for the sins of the world. 



 On the right are the shepherds in rustic dress who came 

to worship Christ on the day of his birth.  On the left are the wise 

men, the magi, whose visit is celebrated on the Epiphany, twelve 

days later.  But notice that they too are in plain dress, nothing 

fancy, to stress humility and simplicity in Christian lifestyle. 

 At the bottom of the painting there are three pairs of 

angels and men embracing.  Going from right to left it seems as 

though the angels are lifting the men up from a kneeling position to 

an upright position, as if they were resurrected from the oppression 

of sin and welcomed into eternal life.   There are also seven devils 

scuttling into cracks in the earth that lead to hell, several of them 

pierced by their own lances.  By coming to earth Christ has 

defeated  the power of evil and humankind need no more be 

oppressed by sin.   In the reading from Galatians 4:7  Paul 

proclaims that Christians now belong to God – they are children    

of God adopted into God’s family and joint heirs with Christ in the 

coming kingdom.  We are not slaves to anything but we are 

children of God!  Botticelli has beautifully captured this elevation 

of human beings in the movement from right to left as the men 

stand upright and are hugged by the angels. 

 So in this painting we have the gospel of Christ 

proclaimed in glorious picture language.  Peace on earth is 

proclaimed by the angels, evil is overcome and humankind is 

reconciled to God and adopted as the children of God.   

Another artist William Blake, who was also a poet, said this 

about Christmas: “God became as we are; so that we might 

become as God is”.  The rhythm of Botticelli’s Mystical Nativity is 

downward and upward.  God descends to earth in a baby, the most 

vulnerable of creatures.  God descends to the lowest point of all in 

the death of his son upon the cross.  But then Jesus arises from the 

tomb and humans are lifted up and reconciled to God.  We are 

remade in the image of Christ who is true God.  We share in the 

divine destiny.  We move with the angels. 



What a glorious message!   We do not walk alone and we do 

not walk as those oppressed by sin and evil.  We walk free with the 

angels.  We reflect the brightness of Christ.  And we shall live 

forevermore because of Christmas Day.  


