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The Star of Bethlehem





3 Explanations . . .



view characteristics what was the star?

secular 
science

• no God
• scripture not inspired 

• myth
• naturalistic explanation
• i.e., comet, meteor, nova, 

planetary conjunction, etc.

Christian 
view #1

• God exists
• scripture is reliable but no plenary 

inspiration
• proof-texting/eisegesis allowed
• can disregard some clues in scripture 

regarding the meaning of the star

• comet, meteor, nova, planetary 
conjunction, etc.

Christian 
view #2

• God exists
• plenary inspiration of scripture
• no proof-texting/eisegesis
• must consider ALL clues in scripture on 

the meaning of the star

• no naturalistic explanation
• only explanation is a miracle--

the Shekinah Glory of God 
(God's presence pointing to the 
one who would be called 
Emmanuel, "God with us"
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view characteristics what was the star?

secular 
science

• no God
• scripture not inspired 

• myth
• naturalistic explanation
• i.e., comet, meteor, nova, 

planetary conjunction, etc.

Christian 
view #1

• God exists
• scripture is reliable but no plenary 

inspiration
• proof-texting/eisegesis allowed
• can disregard some clues in scripture 

regarding the meaning of the star

• comet, meteor, nova, planetary 
conjunction, etc.

Christian 
view #2

• God exists
• plenary inspiration of scripture
• no proof-texting/eisegesis
• must consider ALL clues in scripture on 

the meaning of the star

• we will see . . .



relevant biblical and historical 
evidence



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 

#1 – a star (astera)







English derivatives?



*



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 

#2 -- magi to Jerusalem









2 important points



#1 -- a long journey



500 or 900 miles



#2 – why Jerusalem?



secular historians

Seutonius: Percrebuerat Oriente toto, vetus et constans opinio, esse in fatis, ut eo 
tempore Judea profecti rerum potirentur. 

An ancient and settled persuasion prevailed throughout the east, that the fates had 
decreed someone to proceed from Judea, who should attain universal empire. 

Tacitus: Pluribus persuasio inerat, antiquis sacerdotum literis contineri, eo ipso 
tempore fore, ut valesceret Oriens, profectique Judaea rerum potirentur. Tacitus

It was contained in the ancient books of their priests, that at that time the east should 
prevail: and that someone should proceed from Judea and possess dominion. 

[Annals stops abruptly]

Expectation of a King in Judea



Old Testament accounts of a ruler coming from Judea

1. Numbers 24:17-18 (the “Star Prophecy”): "A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter 
will rise out of Israel.” 

[Origen: “But with respect to the appearance of a star at the birth of Jesus there is a 
prophesy of Balaam recorded by Moses to this effect: There shall arise a star out of Jacob, 
and a man shall rise up out of Israel.”]

2. Daniel 9:25: "Know and understand this: From the issuing of the decree to restore 
and rebuild Jerusalem until the Anointed One, the ruler, comes, there will be seven 
sevens, and sixty-two sevens.”

Conclusions: 
•  an expectation of a new king among the Jews
•  and among the Assyrians and Babylonians due to the diaspora, and   Abraham’s 
descendants (Ur of the Chaldees)

•  explains why the magi came to Judea
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scepter will rise out of Israel.” 

[Origen: “But with respect to the appearance of a star at the birth of Jesus there is a 
prophesy of Balaam recorded by Moses to this effect: There shall arise a star out of 
Jacob, and a man shall rise up out of Israel.”]

2. Daniel 9:25: "Know and understand this: From the issuing of the decree to 
restore and rebuild Jerusalem until the Anointed One, the ruler, comes, there will 
be seven sevens, and sixty-two sevens.”

Conclusions: 
• an expectation of a new king among the Jews
• and among the Assyrians and Babylonians due to the diaspora, and   
Abraham’s descendants (Ur of the Chaldees)

• explains why the magi came to Judea



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 

#3 -- birth of Messiah



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 

#4 -- star seen in the east



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 

#5 --star appears suddenly



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 

#6 -- Herod did not see it



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 

#7 -- long periods with gaps



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 

#8 -- star preceded them south 
to Bethlehem



• the star they had 
seen in the east went 
ahead of them (from 
Jerusalem to 
Bethlehem)

• Bethlehem is 6 miles 
south of Jerusalem

• stars move east to 
west, not north to 
south



Matthew 2: 1-2, 7-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 

the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and 
have come to worship him. When King Herod heard this 
he was disturbed . . . .  

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent 
them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful 
search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may go and worship him." 

After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming 
to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. 

#9 -- the star stops



one additional clue 



• Luke 3:23. Now Jesus himself was about thirty years old when he began his 
ministry. 

• John 2:19-20. Jesus answered them, "Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again 
in three days.“ The Jews replied, "It has taken forty-six years to build this 
temple, and you are going to raise it in three days?" 

Note: (1) this incident occurred at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry (when he was 
30); (2) the temple was begun in 20 BC, so this incident (and the start of Jesus’ 
ministry) occurred in 26 AD .

• if Jesus was 30 when he began his ministry, he was born c. 4 BC
• Luke 2:1-2. In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should 

be taken of the entire Roman world. This was the first census that took place 
while Quirinius was governor of Syria.

• Quirinius was governor of Syria in 6-4 BC and 6-9 AD
• Herod died in 4 BC
• conclusion: Jesus was born ~ 4 BC







Luke 2:1
 In those days Caesar Augustus issued a 
decree that that a census should be taken of 
the entire Roman world.



the “star” (10 clues)

1) star (aster)

2) magi from the east went to Jerusalem

3) star signified birth of a king

4) magi saw the star in the east

5) star appeared suddenly

6) Herod did not see it

7) star was of long duration, but with gaps

8) the star led the magi south to Bethlehem

9) the star stopped at Bethlehem

10) ~ 4 BC

Recap



a “star” (astera)

magi to Jerusalem

birth of a king

saw star in the east

star appears suddenly

Herod did not see it

long duration with gaps

star preceded them

stopped at Bethlehem

6-4 BC



which explanation best fits 
the biblical and historical 

evidence?



#1 -- comet 





dust tail – particles of dust 
 gas tail – vaporized ice

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Cometorbit.png














http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/f9/Giotto_-_Scrovegni_-_-18-_-_Adoration_of_the_Magi.jpg


Halley’s Comet



comet

a “star” (astera)

magi to Jerusalem

birth of a king

saw star in the east

star appears suddenly

Herod did not see it

long duration with gaps

star preceded them

stopped at Bethlehem

6-4 BC



comet

a “star” (astera) no

magi to Jerusalem yes?

birth of a king yes?

saw star in the east yes

star appears suddenly yes

Herod did not see it no

long duration with gaps no

star preceded them yes?

stopped at Bethlehem no

6-4 BC yes



comet

a “star” (astera) no

magi to Jerusalem yes?

birth of a king yes?

saw star in the east yes

star appears suddenly yes

Herod did not see it no

long duration with gaps no

star preceded them yes?

stopped at Bethlehem no

6-4 BC yes



#2 -- meteor



http://antwrp.gsfc.nasa.gov/apod/image/0508/perseidMeteors_bruenjes_big.jpg


comet meteor

a “star” (astera)

magi to Jerusalem

birth of a king

saw star in the east

star appears suddenly

Herod did not see it

long duration with gaps

star preceded them

stopped at Bethlehem

6-4 BC



comet meteor

a “star” (astera) no

magi to Jerusalem no

birth of a king no

saw star in the east yes

star appears suddenly yes

Herod did not see it yes

long duration with gaps no

star preceded them no

stopped at Bethlehem no

6-4 BC yes



comet meteor

a “star” (astera) no

magi to Jerusalem no

birth of a king no

saw star in the east yes

star appears suddenly yes

Herod did not see it yes

long duration with gaps no

star preceded them no

stopped at Bethlehem no

6-4 BC yes



#3 -- nova 











500 - 900 miles



#4 -- supernova 





1006
• location unconfirmed (probably in Lupus)
• 100x luminosity of Venus (clearly visible in daylight)

1054
• Crab nebula in Taurus
• a daytime object for 23 days

1572
• Tycho’s Star (Tycho Brahe) in Cassiopeia
• not visible in daylight

• as bright as Venus at night

1604
• Kepler’s Supernova in Ophiuchus

• not a daytime object, but as bright as Jupiter at night

• during a conjunction of Jupiter, Saturn and Mars

Known Supernovae
(in our galaxy since 1000 AD)



Supernova 1987A in the LMC



Supernova 1987A in the LMC





500 - 900 miles



comet meteor nova 
supernova

a “star” (astera)

magi to Jerusalem

birth of a king

saw star in the east

star appears suddenly

Herod did not see it

long duration with gaps

star led them S to Beth.

stopped at Bethlehem

6-4 BC



comet meteor nova 
supernova

a “star” (astera) yes

magi to Jerusalem yes

birth of a king yes

saw star in the east yes

star appears suddenly yes

Herod did not see it no?

long duration with gaps no

star led them S to Beth. no

stopped at Bethlehem no

6-4 BC yes 5 BC



comet meteor nova 
supernova

a “star” (astera) yes

magi to Jerusalem yes

birth of a king yes

saw star in the east yes

star appears suddenly yes

Herod did not see it no?

long duration with gaps no

star led them S to Beth. no

stopped at Bethlehem no

6-4 BC yes 5 BC



#5 -- planetary 
conjunction 



2 “superior” planets (Mars, Jupiter, 
Saturn) coming into close proximity 

in the sky



Johannes Kepler (1571-1630)



December 1603 – Kepler observes a conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn



followed by a “massing” of Jupiter-Saturn-Mars ten 
months later in October 9, 1604





followed, the next day, October 10, 1604, 
by . . . . 





• Kepler deduces that a Jupiter-Saturn conjunction followed 
by a massing of Jupiter-Saturn-Mars produced a new star

• he is able to calculate that a conjunction of Jupiter and 
Saturn occurred in 7 BC, followed by a massing of Jupiter-
Saturn-Mars in 6 BC



Dec. 4 -- 7 BC



followed by a planetary 
“massing” 



Feb. 6 BC

in Pisces



• Kepler concludes that this triple conjunction and massing 
produced a new star in 6 BC, just as the conjunction and 
massing in 1603-1604 produced a new star

• the new star formed in 6 BC was the Star of Bethlehem!
• Kepler begins a cottage industry of explaining the 

Christmas Star!
• but was he correct?



comet meteor nova 
supernova

planetary 
conjunct.

a “star” (astera)

magi to Jerusalem

birth of a king

saw star in the east

star appears suddenly

Herod did not see it

long duration with gaps

star led them S to Beth.

stopped at Bethlehem

6-4 BC



comet meteor nova 
supernova

planetary 
conjunct.

a “star” (astera) no

magi to Jerusalem yes?

birth of a king yes?

saw star in the east yes

star appears suddenly no

Herod did not see it no?

long duration with gaps no

star led them S to Beth. no

stopped at Bethlehem no

6-4 BC yes 6 BC



comet meteor nova 
supernova

planetary 
conjunct.

a “star” (astera) no

magi to Jerusalem yes?

birth of a king yes?

saw star in the east yes

star appears suddenly no

Herod did not see it no?

long duration with gaps no

star led them S to Beth. no

stopped at Bethlehem no

6-4 BC yes 6 BC



planetary conjunction also ruled out by use of term astera 
(singular)

astera ~ a star : (1) singular (one star); (2) fixed, not 
moving



#6 -- a miracle



• Saint John Chrysostom of Antioch  

• ~ 400 AD

• believed the Star was miraculous

• "How then, tell me, did the star point 
out a spot so confined, just the space 
of a manger and shed, unless it left 
that height and came down, and 
stood over the very head of the 
young child? And at this the evangelist 
was hinting when he said, Lo, the star 
went before them, till it came and stood 
over where the young Child was." 



comet meteor nova 
supernova

planetary 
conjunct.

miracle

a “star” (astera)

magi to Jerusalem

birth of a king

saw star in the east

star appears suddenly

Herod did not see it

long duration with gaps

star led them S to Beth.

stopped at Bethlehem

6-4 BC



comet meteor nova 
supernova

planetary 
conjunct.

miracle

a “star” (astera) YES

magi to Jerusalem YES

birth of a king YES

saw star in the east YES

star appears suddenly YES

Herod did not see it YES

long duration with gaps YES

star led them S to Beth. YES

stopped at Bethlehem YES

6-4 BC YES



comet meteor nova 
supernova

planetary 
conjunct.

miracle

a “star” (astera) YES

magi to Jerusalem YES

birth of a king YES

saw star in the east YES

star appears suddenly YES

Herod did not see it YES

long duration with gaps YES

star led them S to Beth. YES

stopped at Bethlehem YES

6-4 BC YES



a miraculous light . . .

visible only to a few 



Exodus 40:34-35: “Then the cloud covered the tabernacle 
of meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the 
tabernacle. And Moses was not able to enter the 
tabernacle of meeting, because . . . the glory of the LORD 
filled the tabernacle.”

Shekinah Glory





Star of Bethlehem Shekinah Glory

“. . . and the star they had seen 
in the east went ahead of them 
until it stopped over the place 
where the child was.”  Matthew 
2:9



Star of Bethlehem Shekinah Glory

“. . . and the star they had seen 
in the east went ahead of them 
until it stopped over the place 
where the child was.”  Matthew 
2:9

• By day the pillar of cloud did not cease to guide them 
on their path, nor the pillar of fire by night to shine on the 
way they were to take. Nehemiah 9:19-20

• Then the LORD appeared at the Tent in a pillar of cloud, 
and the cloud stood over the entrance to the Tent. Deut. 

31:15

• Then the Egyptians will know that I am the LORD, when 
I am honored through Pharaoh, through his chariots and 
his horsemen." And the angel of God, who had been going 
before the camp of Israel, moved and went behind them; 
and the pillar of cloud moved from before them and 
stood behind them. Exodus 14:18-20



Luke 2:9

And there were shepherds living out in the fields 
nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night . . . and 
the glory of the Lord shone around them . . . .



Luke 2:9

And there were shepherds living out in the fields 
nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night . . . and 
the glory of the Lord shone around them . . . .





view characteristics what was the star?

secular 
science

• no God
• scripture not inspired 

• myth
• naturalistic explanation
• i.e., comet, meteor, nova, 

planetary conjunction, etc.

Christian 
view #1

• God exists
• scripture is reliable but no plenary 

inspiration
• proof-texting/eisegesis allowed
• can disregard some clues in scripture 

regarding the meaning of the star

• comet, meteor, nova, planetary 
conjunction, etc.

Christian 
view #2

• God exists
• plenary inspiration of scripture
• no proof-texting/eisegesis
• must consider ALL clues in scripture on 

the meaning of the star

• no naturalistic explanation
• only explanation is a miracle--

the Shekinah Glory of God 
(God's presence pointing to the 
one who would be called 
Emmanuel, "God with us"



The Star of Bethlehem


