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latest in Bible scholarship since 1974

The Biblical Archaeology Society (BAS) was founded in 1974 as a nonprofit,

nondenominational, educational organization dedicated to the dissemination of information about

archaeology in the Bible lands.

BAS educates the public about archaeology and the Bible through its bi-monthly

magazine, Biblical Archaeology Review, an award-winning web site www.biblicalarchaeology.org,

books and multimedia products (DVDs, CD-ROMs and videos), tours and seminars. Our readers

rely on us to present the latest that scholarship has to offer in a fair and accessible manner. BAS

serves as an important authority and as an invaluable source of reliable information.

Publishing Excellence

BAS’s flagship publication is Biblical Archaeology Review. BAR is the only magazine that

connects the academic study of archaeology to a broad general audience eager to understand

the world of the Bible. Covering both the Old and New Testaments, BAR presents the latest

discoveries and controversies in archaeology with breathtaking photography and informative

maps and diagrams. BAR’s writers are the top scholars, the leading researchers, the world-

renowned experts. BAR is the only nonsectarian forum for the discussion of Biblical archaeology.

BAS produced two other publications, Bible Review from 1985–2005, and Archaeology

Odyssey from 1998–2006. The complete editorial contents of all three magazines are available

on the BAS Library. The BAS Library also contains the text of five highly-acclaimed books,

Ancient Israel, Aspects of Monotheism, Feminist Approaches to the Bible, The Rise of Ancient

Israel and The Search for Jesus. Yearly memberships to the BAS Library are available to

everyone at www.biblicalarchaeology.org/library. This comprehensive collection of materials is

also available to colleges, universities, churches and other institutions at www.basarchive.org.

Widespread Acclaim

The society, its magazine, and its founder and editor Hershel Shanks have been the

subject of widespread acclaim and media attention in publications as diverse as Time, People,

Civilization, U.S. News and World Report, The New York Times, The Washington Post and The

Jerusalem Post. BAS has also been featured on television programs aired by CNN, PBS and the

Discovery Channel. To learn more about the Biblical Archaeology Society and subscribe to BAR,

go to www.biblicalarchaeology.org.
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Introduction
The time-honored traditions of Christmas are dear to the hearts of Christians today. The

story of the first Christmas recaptures the imagination as it is retold year after year in Bible

readings, carols, Christmas pageants, live manger scenes and crèche displays, to name a few.

Perhaps in the midst of all this, we might wonder what the story of Jesus’ birth meant to the

earliest Christians. How did their story differ from the one we tell today, and what significance did

they give to each member of the cast of characters? In the articles that follow, expert Bible

scholars and archaeologists offer glimpses of the first Christmas as recounted and understood by

those who first told the beloved story.

Early and modern-day Christians alike have been captivated in particular by the three

magi in the Christmas story. Author Robin Jensen tells us that early Christian art contains more

representations of the adoration of the magi than of the infant Jesus in the manger. What key

theological message did the early Christians see in the story of the magi? Jensen uncovers the

answer by tracing the magi’s numerous appearances in art and literature from the period in

“Witnessing the Divine: The Magi in Art and Literature.”

Perhaps the most mystifying part of the magi’s journey is the star that guides them.

Scholars and astronomers have tried for some time to identify a celestial event that corresponds

with the magi’s guiding star, in part because it would also pinpoint the date of Jesus’ birth. Where

modern science fails to explain the mysterious star, Babylonian astronomy gives better clues in

“The Magi and the Star: Babylonian Astronomy Dates Jesus’ Birth” by Simo Parpola.

In contrast, author Dale C. Allison, Jr. does not look to astronomy for an explanation of

the magi’s star, though he does look heavenward. In “What Was the Star that Guided the Magi,”

he suggests that another sort of celestial entity was the bright light that guided the magi’s journey

to pay homage to the infant Jesus.

The star, tradition tells us, led the magi to the tiny Judean town of Bethlehem. However,

many scholars of the New Testament have come to the conclusion that Jesus was born in

Nazareth, not Bethlehem. Still others remain convinced that the first Christmas took place in
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Bethlehem. “Where Was Jesus Born?” offers a two-part exploration of both possibilities. Steve

Mason’s “O Little Town of ... Nazareth?” looks at the passages in the Biblical text that suggest

Nazareth was Jesus’ birthplace. Jerome Murphy O’Connor supports the Bethlehem tradition

using archaeology, the gospels and other ancient texts in “Bethlehem ... Of Course.”

Sara Murphy

December 2009
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Witnessing the Divine
The Magi in Art and Literature

By Robin M. Jensen

Collection: The J. Paul Getty Museum
Joseph, Mary and the three magi gaze at the newborn babe in Italian artist Andrea
Mantegna’s “Adoration of the Magi” (c. 1500). The magi proffer precious gifts: a fine
Chinese porcelain bowl filled with gold coins; a censer (for frankincense) made of Turkish
tambac ware (an alloy of copper); and a green agate vessel, presumably filled with myrrh.

The varying depictions of the magi in art reflect the varying understandings of the role
these mysterious wise men from the East played in early Christian thinking. The magi of
Mantegna’s painting, for example, with their different skin tones, are depicted as
representatives of Europe, Asia and Africa. That’s because some early Christians
interpreted the gospel story in light of Psalm 72:10–11: “May the kings of Tarshish and of
the isles render him tribute, may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts…May all the
nations serve him.” For early Christians, the international team of magi provided evidence
that salvation through Jesus Christ was open to the whole world.

The magi lend an exotic and mysterious air to the Christmas story. The sweet domesticity

of mother and child and the bucolic atmosphere of shepherds and stable are disturbed by the

arrival of these strangers from the East. The background music changes from major to minor.

Sentiment gives way to awe, perhaps even fear.
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Nevertheless, or perhaps because of this, the legend of the magi has fired the

imagination of Christians since the earliest times. In art, the adoration of the magi appeared

earlier and far more frequently than any other scene of Jesus’ birth and infancy, including images

of the babe in a manger. The artistic evidence suggests that the early church attributed great

theological importance to the story of Jesus’ first visitors—an importance not overtly stated in this

enigmatic gospel account of omens and dreams, astrological signs and precious gifts, fear and

flight. To understand how the earliest Christians interpreted the message of the magi, we must

look to early Christian literature (theological treatises, sermons and poetry)—and art.

“In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, magi from the

East came to Jerusalem asking: “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we

have observed his star at its rising and have come to pay him homage.”

So opens the second chapter of the Gospel of Matthew, the only biblical account of this

nocturnal visit. In vivid contrast to Luke’s gospel,a Matthew omits any mention of Mary and

Joseph’s trip to Bethlehem to be registered, a crowded inn, a sheltering manger, or watching

shepherds startled by an angel’s announcement of the messiah’s birth. Instead, the first gospel

focuses on the journey of these eastern emissaries, who see an unusual star rising, interpret it as

an omen that they should investigate, and follow its path first to King Herod of Judea and then to

Bethlehem, where it appears to stop above a house in which a child had recently been born.

Entering the house, the men pay homage to the babe and offer him gifts: gold, frankincense and

myrrh. Then they leave, having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, who has hatched

an evil plot that will lead to the slaughter of innocent children, the weeping of their mothers.

Three shadowy figures (shown here,
compare with photo of the Catacomb of
Priscilla) approach the Virgin and child,
seated at right. Dating to the mid-third
century C.E., this fresco from the
Catacomb of Priscilla, one of Rome’s
oldest Christian cemeteries, is the earliest
known image of the magi.

The arrival of the magi is the most common
scene of Jesus’ birth and childhood in
early Christian art. In the first images, their
appearance is regularized: They appear as
three men, wearing short tunics and hats
with soft peaks (see the remaining photos
in this article). Mary is shown sitting, with
Jesus on her lap. Scala/Art Resource
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Scala/Art Resource, NY

As shown in this photo (compare with photo of fresco from the Catacomb of Priscilla), the
painting appears above an arch in the oldest section of the catacomb, the Capella Graeca,
which is lined with benches—perhaps for ancient funerary meals. (The arch behind it
bears an image of seven diners reclining at a table.)

The earliest extant portrayal (see photo of fresco from the Catacomb of Priscilla) of the

magi, dated to the mid-third century, appears above an arch in the Catacomb of Priscilla, in

Rome.1 As in almost all the early images of the magi, they are shown as three men, identical in

size, dress (although the color of their clothing varies in the catacomb painting) and race. Each

carries a gift. It is difficult to discern the presents in the faded catacomb painting, but usually in art

one of them carries a wreath and the others a bowl, jug or box-shaped object. The magi advance

in a line toward the child seated on his mother’s lap. In many early images, they appear to point

or gaze at a star overhead. Sometimes their camels appear behind them, as in a fourth-century

sarcophagus relief in the Vatican Museums (see photo of fourth-century sarcophagus). The early

images almost always appear in funerary settings—on catacomb walls and sarcophagi. The magi
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scene is among the first narrative images to appear in Christian art, and predates most other New

Testament scenes as well as any other representation of Jesus’ nativity (a unique fresco [not

shown] of Balaam and the Virgin with child in the Catacomb of Priscilla may be the exception).

The complex composition and emphasis on narrative detail provide further evidence of the import

the story held.

Scala/Art Resource, NY
A regal procession. Angels flank the enthroned Mary and Jesus in this sixth-century
mosaic from Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna, Italy. To the left, the magi, followed by a
parade of wreath-carrying female martyrs, press toward them.

The names of the magi do not appear in the New Testament, nor does the number. The
Gospel of Matthew, the only gospel to mention the magi, speaks simply of “magi from the
East.” By the second century, they were identified as three; by the fifth, they were
identified as kings and, in the West, given the names Balthassar, Melchior and Gaspar
(often spelled Caspar), which appear above the magi (perhaps as a late addition) in this
mosaic. Here, Balthassar is shown with a long brown beard; eventually he would be
identified as an African or Moor. Melchior is a clean-shaven youth. Gaspar has long gray
hair; over time, he would become the balding man who kneels before the babe in
countless Renaissance images, including the painting at the beginning of this article.

By the fifth century, Christian art had spread from catacombs and sarcophagi to vast

public spaces, and the magi began to appear in the mosaic decorations of the first great basilicas.

These mosaics share the same basic composition seen in earlier funerary art. In a sixth-century

mosaic (above) from the church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, in Ravenna, Italy, for example, the

magi appear as extravagantly dressed triplets, bearing their gifts in fluted vessels as they press

forward, gazing up at the star.b Before them, the baby Jesus is seated on Mary’s lap, flanked by

angels.

The magi of the Ravenna mosaic may be distinguished only by their hair (one has long

brown hair and a beard; one is a clean-shaven youth; the third is an elderly man, his hair greying)
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and their names (most likely a later addition), which are inscribed above them: Balthassar,

Melchior and Gaspar (often spelled Caspar).

Neither their names, their number (three), their physical descriptions nor the date of the

magi’s arrival appears in the Bible. Over time these cherished traditions were added to the brief

gospel narrative, probably first through oral tradition. By the fourth century, the magi’s arrival was

celebrated as the Feast of Epiphany on January 6 (12 days after Jesus’ birth on December 25).2

(Even today, in some parts of the Christian world, January 6, rather than December 25, is a time

for exchanging presents, in commemoration of the gifts of the magi.)

Their assumed number was undoubtedly derived from the three gifts presented to Jesus

in Matthew. The number wasn’t always taken for granted, however. A wall painting in the Roman

catacomb of Domitilla shows four magi; one in the catacomb of Peter and Marcellinus depicts

two. A variety of Syrian documents name twelve.3

The names and nationalities of the magi also varied throughout the world, especially in

the East.4 An Armenian infancy gospelc from about 500 lists them as Melkon, King of Persia;

Gaspar, King of India; and Baldassar, King of Arabia—and is thus closest to the Melchior, Caspar

(or Gaspar) and Balthassar of the medieval Latin church.

As this Armenian infancy gospel indicates, the “magi,” a Greek term that might be taken

as “sages” or “astrologers” (perhaps even “priests”), had come to be identified with royalty. In

490, the Byzantine emperor Zeno claimed to discover the remains of these “kings” somewhere in

Persia and brought them to Constantinople. The relics eventually reached the West during the

Crusades—first traveling to Milan and then subsequently to Cologne by Frederick Barbarossa in

1164. Today, they reside in Cologne, in a magnificent reliquary shrine built for them in the late

12th century. There they are known to pilgrims and tourists as the “Three Kings of Cologne.”5

It took centuries for these traditions to develop, however. In one of the earliest

extrabiblical accounts of their journey, the apocryphal infancy gospel known as the

Protevangelium of James, the magi remain unnamed and unnumbered.d This text, which was

probably composed in Syria in about the mid-second century, only expands slightly on Matthew

by describing the place where Jesus was born as a cave, rather than a house. (This detail will be

familiar to modern pilgrims to Bethlehem who have been ushered into the small cave beneath the

Church of the Nativity, where tradition locates Jesus’ birth.) The Protevangelium also elaborates

on the appearance of the star: The magi tell Herod that all the other stars dimmed in

comparison.6



The First Christmas

© 2009 Biblical Archaeology Society 6

The early church fathers interpreted the magi story in light of Old Testament prophecy.

Christians understood the Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures (the Septuagint) to be a

sacred text that contained types and figures pointing to the coming of Jesus as Messiah.

Justin Martyr (died c. 165), in his dialogue with a Jew named Trypho, interprets the magi

as the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy regarding the coming of the messiah. Justin cites

Isaiah 8:4, where the prophet predicts that “before the child knows how to call ‘My father’ or ‘My

mother,’ the wealth of Damascus and the spoils of Samaria will be carried away by the king of

Assyria.” For Justin, the magi were priests of an eastern cult and practitioners of magic and

astrology. The wealth of Damascus and spoils of Samaria represented the sorcery and idol-

worship that the pagan magi gave up when they worshiped Jesus. The magi’s visit to the crib was

thus their moment of conversion and the renunciation of their misguided, idolatrous practices.

And so Justin reads Matthew’s story as a sign to the world that Christianity was the true and pure

faith.7

Photo by Pontificia Commissione di Archeologia Sacra
Can you tell the difference? The fresco shown here (compare with photo of fresco
depicting three magi) depicts the three youths who refused on pain of death to worship an
idol in the Persian court (Daniel 3). They were thrown into a fiery furnace, where they were
saved only by invoking the name of the Israelite God. In this painting, a Persian official
stands to their right, pointing at the idol, which is shown as an imperial bust.
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Photo by Pontificia Commissione di Archeologia Sacra
In this fresco (compare with photo of fresco depicting three youths), the three magi appear
almost identical to the three youths. These fourth-century paintings appear together in the
Catacomb of Marcus and Marcellianus in Rome.

The similarity in the portrayal of the youths and the magi reflects the similar interpretation
of their stories by the early church. According to the second-century church father Justin
Martyr, the magi were pagan sorcerers and astrologers from the East. When they saw the
babe, they renounced their pagan ways. Like the three youths, they recognized the true
God and refused to commit idolatry.

Writing from Carthage a generation after Justin, the apostolic father Tertullian expanded

on Justin’s arguments, suggesting that the magi’s dream instructing them to go home by another

route was not only to be understood literally, but as an admonition to forsake their former

idolatrous habits and practices.8

This popular interpretation is reflected in art, which often links the three magi with the

three Hebrew youths in the fiery furnace (Daniel 3) and with Daniel in the lions’ den (Daniel 6)—

all easterners (Daniel and the Hebrew youths lived in the Persian court) who used their gifts of

prophecy, dream interpretation and perhaps even magic to resist the evil of pagan idolatry. In art,

the magi and these figures are connected in two ways: First, the magi, like the three youths, are

usually garbed in the clothing that Romans associated with Persians and other easterners: short,

belted tunics, cloaks pinned at one shoulder, soft pointed boots and peaked caps.9 Second,

images of the magi are often paired with the three youths or Daniel, as in the fourth-century

catacomb of Marcus and Marcellianus, in Rome (see photos, above), where paintings of the magi

and the three youths are grouped together. In at least one image, the three youths from Daniel

and the magi are conflated: On a fourth-century sarcophagus relief from St. Gilles, France, three

men in eastern dress turn away from an idol and toward a star (see photo, below).10
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Sarcophages Chretiens de la Gaule
The parallel between the three youths and the three magi is made sharper in a fourth-
century sarcophagus relief (shown here, compare with photos of frescoes from the
Catacomb of Marcus and Marcellianus in Rome) from St. Gilles, in Arles, France. Here,
three eastern men turn away from a Persian official standing beside an idol and point
toward the Star of Bethlehem.

The magi’s special role as witnesses to the true faith was also noted by the church father

Origen, who read the magi’s stories in light of the prophecies of Balaam. According to Origen,

after the star appeared to the magi, they noticed that their magic spells faltered and their power

was sapped. Consulting their books, they discovered the prophecy of the oracle-reader Balaam,

who saw a rising star “com[ing] out of Jacob” (Numbers 24:17) that indicated the advent of a

great ruler of Israel. The magi thus conjectured that this ruler had entered the world. So, the magi

traveled to Judea to find this ruler, and based on their reading of Balaam’s prophecy, the

appearance of the comet and their loss of strength, they determined that he must be superior to

any ordinary human—that his nature must be both human and divine.11 The magi, for Origen, are

not simply Jesus’ first visitors, but the first to recognize Jesus as messiah.

Whether or not Matthew intended to link Balaam’s star with the magi’s, the early church

certainly did. Balaam’s figure may be barely discerned behind Mary and Jesus in the painting

(see photo of fresco from the Catacomb of Priscilla) of the Adoration from the Catacomb of

Priscilla. He also appears on the fourth-century funerary epitaph of a woman named Severa,

where Balaam stands behind Mary, pointing at the star as the magi approach (see photo of

inscription from fourth-century funerary plaque).12

By the third century, biblical interpreters were finding echoes of Psalm 72 in the narrative

of the three gift-bearing visitors: “May the kings of Tarshish and of the isles render him tribute,

may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts! May all kings fall down before him, may all nations

serve him” (Psalm 72:10–11). The magi were identified as these kings of “all nations” who

worshiped the Christian messiah, bowing down to give him homage. They became a potent sign

that Christ’s salvation was predicted and open to the whole world. The rising of the new star

marked the coming of the new age envisioned in the Old Testament.
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Scala/Art Resource, NY
“Severa—may you live in God” reads the inscription on this fourth-century funerary
plaque from the Catacomb of Priscilla, in Rome. Severa appears at left; at right is the
familiar magi scene, with an unusual addition: A man standing behind Mary points out the
star. Although some art historians have speculated that this is Joseph, others believe it
represents the Old Testament prophet Balaam, who predicted that a rising star coming out
of Jacob would herald a great ruler of Israel (Numbers 24:17). According to the second-
century church father Origen, the magi headed to Judea after reading Balaam’s prophecy.

The passage from Psalms cemented the magi’s identification as kings and led to a fresh

understanding of their origins.13 The earliest writers had understood the magi to come from one

region (usually identified as Persia).14 But in the eighth century, the Anglo-Saxon historian and

theologian known as the Venerable Bede recorded a later tradition that the three magi signified

the three parts of the world—Africa, Asia and Europe—and that they thus might be linked with the

sons of Noah, who fathered the three races of Earth (Genesis 10).

This development is also reflected in art. In the earliest sarcophagi reliefs and catacomb

paintings, the magi appear to be three of a kind, all in “eastern” dress. Gradually, however, each

acquires distinguishing characteristics. As we have seen, in the sixth-century mosaic from

Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna, the magi are represented as being different ages, with

different color hair. By the 14th century, one of the three would appear as black (see photo of

Andrea Mantegna’s “Adoration of the Magi”).15 As “kings” of all nations, the men also wear

elaborate golden crowns in many later paintings.16

What may be the most impressive and influential understanding of the magi weaves

together many of the interpretations expressed by the church fathers: that the magi were the

world’s first witnesses to the Trinity. This explains their appearance in almost all artistic images

and literary traditions as three men, different, but alike.

The fourth and fifth centuries (when many of the images of the magi shown here were

made) were a time of great theological debate—first over the relationships of the three persons of

the Trinity, and subsequently about the human and divine natures of Jesus Christ. As the first

visitors to recognize who this newborn child was, and what his birth would mean to the whole
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world, the witness of the magi was not insignificant to these controversies. Their three gifts

seemed to demonstrate their prescient understanding of the three distinct persons who shared a

single “nature” within the Trinity, as well as the different roles of the two separate but inseparable

natures in the single person—the incarnate Jesus.

The second-century church father Irenaeus of Lyons alluded to this role of the magi in his

allegorical interpretation of the magi’s gifts. According to Irenaeus, the magi offered Jesus myrrh

(used for anointing corpses) to indicate that he was to die and be buried for the sake of mortal

humans, gold because he was a king of an eternal kingdom, and frankincense (burnt on altars as

divine offerings) because he was a god.17

Pope Leo the Great, whose writings on the divine and human nature of Jesus influenced

the final formula for the orthodox Chalcedonian creed (451), wove together the ideas of Irenaeus

(on Jesus’ nature) and Justin (on the renunciation of idolatry) when he emphasized that the

conversion of the magi provides proof of Jesus’ two-fold nature (human and divine) as well as his

status as king (both Davidic and heavenly). In addition, Leo hints that the journey of the magi to

Jesus could be interpreted as an allegory of the journey of the individual soul to God, as the star’s

light still might penetrate both the human mind and heart, showing it the way to truth. In his

sermons on the Epiphany, Leo wrote:

How did it come to be that these men, who left their home country without having

seen Jesus, and had not noticed anything in his appearance to enforce such

systematic adoration, offered these particular gifts? It was the star that attracted

their eyes, but the rays of truth also penetrated their hearts, so that before they

started on their toilsome journey, they first understood that the One who was

promised was owed gold as royalty, incense as divinity, and myrrh as

mortal…and so it was of great advantage to us future people that this infant

should be witnessed by these wise men.18
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Giraudon/Art Resource, NY
Heavenly light suffuses this 15th-century Nativity scene. The divine presence is
emphasized through the inclusion of the Trinity: God the Father appears at top,
surrounded by a host of cherubim; the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove descends on
golden rays; and the Son is cradled in the wings of angels.

Early Christian writers noted that the magi, the first visitors to recognize Jesus as
messiah, were thus also the first witnesses to the Trinity. Each magus was described as
recognizing a different aspect of Jesus: mortal, divine and eternal. Their affiliation with the
Trinity, suggests author Robin Jensen, might explain why they are almost always depicted
as three.

This illumination appears in the prayerbook Les Très Riches Heures, produced by the
Limbourg Brothers for the French Duke of Berry. It is now in the Musée Condé, in
Chantilly, France.

Centuries later, artists would depict what the magi were believed to have witnessed—the

Trinity made manifest at the Nativity. The birth scene in the early-15th-century manuscript known

as Les très riches heures du Duc de Berry, illuminated by the Limbourg brothers, includes God

the Father in a cloud; the Spirit in the form of a descending dove; and the Son, the newborn babe

lying on a bed of hay (see photo of early-15th-century Nativity scene).
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Courtesy of Robin M. Jensen
The promise of salvation is represented by paired scenes of Jesus raising the dead (left)
and the magi approaching the babe (right) on this fourth-century sarcophagus, from the
Vatican’s Museo Pio Cristiano. As the first to recognize Jesus as messiah, the magi,
according to the early church, were also the first to recognize the promise of eternal life
through resurrection. This hopeful message of the magi accounts for their frequent
appearance in funerary settings

Gifted with power to divine oracles and read stars, the magi recognized the child as the

messiah, as both human and divine, king and child, intimately present and cosmically meaningful,

mortal and eternal. For the early church, the magi themselves came to represent the Trinity. A

final image of the magi, paired on a fourth-century marble sarcophagus with a scene of Jesus

raising the dead (see photo, above), reinforces why their image appears so early and so

frequently in funerary settings. In recognizing the promise of a messiah who was both human and

divine—and eternal—the magi provided a message of hope for both the living and the dead.

This article first appeared in Bible Review magazine, December 2001. You can view this

article fully illustrated in the BAS Library, along with more than 30 years of articles by the world’s

foremost scholars of Biblical archaeology and related fields.

Visit www.biblicalarchaeology.org/library for more information.
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The Magi and the Star
Babylonian astronomy dates Jesus’ birth

By Simo Parpola

Photo courtesy of The Grand Design, Leeds, England/Superstock.
Bearing gifts for the “child who has been born king of the Jews” (Matthew 2:2), the three
magi travel over hill and through dale, past trees waving in the evening breeze and along a
flowing river in British artist Tom Clark’s colorful 1994 rendering, We Three Kings.

The wondrous star that hovered over Bethlehem at Jesus’ birth has long mystified Bible

scholars and astronomers alike. Attempts to identify the star with historical celestial phenomena

have been inconclusive at best, leading many to dismiss the gospel account as a beautiful but

imaginative myth. Still others keep returning to this question, knowing that if we could only link the

star with a specific celestial event, we could also pinpoint the date of Jesus’ birth. For although

today we celebrate the birth of Jesus in 1 C.E., most scholars believe he was actually born

sometime between 7 and 4 B.C.E., based on the Gospel of Matthew, which indicates that Jesus

was born late in the reign of King Herod of Judea, who died in 4 B.C.E.a

I believe that Babylonian astronomy may provide the key to identifying the star and to

dating Jesus’ birth: That’s because the Gospel of Matthew tells us that the magi—astronomers

from the East—believed that the star would lead them to a new king. Why? What did the magi

know?
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According to Matthew, after Jesus was born “magi from the East arrived in Jerusalem,

asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? We have observed the rising of

his star, and we have come to pay him homage’” (Matthew 2:2).

Herod was, of course, disturbed by the news. He called his chief priests and scribes

before him and asked them where such a child would be born. They said Bethlehem (where King

David, whose scion would be the messiah, had been born). Herod then instructed the magi to

continue on their journey to Bethlehem: “Go and search diligently for the child,” Herod advised.

“When you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage” (Matthew

2:8). Once they found the child, Herod advised, they should report back to him. Secretly, the king

planned to destroy the infant.

The magi set out on the road to Bethlehem. “The star that they had seen in its rising went

ahead of them until it stopped above the place where the child lay. At the sight of the star, they

were overjoyed. Entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother, and bowed to the

ground in homage to him; then they opened their treasures and offered him gifts: gold,

frankincense and myrrh” (Matthew 2:9–11). Having been warned in a dream of Herod’s malicious

intent, the magi returned home “by another road” (Matthew 2:12).

The term Matthew uses, magoi (“magi” in English), refers to Persian astronomers or

scholars, although it is often translated simply as “wise men.” Matthew does not mention the

names or the number of these wise men, but according to later Christian tradition, there were

three: Balthassar, Melchior and Caspar. (For more on the magi in later traditions, see the

previous article.) Balthassar is a Greek corruption of the Babylonian name Belshazzar (Beµl-sáar-

us\ur, or more simply Bel-shar-usur) familiar from the Book of Daniel; it means “O Lord, protect

the king.” Melchior, which means “The king is my light,” is an Aramaic name often encountered in

Assyrian and Babylonian texts. Caspar (sometimes spelled Gaspar) is a Roman corruption of

Gondophares (Gadaspar), a Parthian name (the language of the people who ruled Persia in

Matthew’s time). The names of the magi suggest that they came from Babylon, a Parthian royal

city and one of the most important centers of astronomical and astrological knowledge of the day.

From its beginnings in the early second millennium B.C.E., Babylonian astronomy was

linked with astrology and divination. The royal courts used astronomy to interpret celestial events,

which were understood as portents sent from the gods to the king. Every day, month, part of the

sky and celestial body or phenomenon had a significance of its own. An eclipse of the moon, for

example, might be interpreted as a sign that the king would die. By the fifth century B.C.E.,

personal horoscopes were being used to predict an individual’s future based on the positions of
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the planets in various constellations at the time of his or her birth (that is, based on the

astrological significance of both the planets in the night sky at the time of the birth and the

constellations in front of which the planets appeared).

The work of Babylonian astronomers was, of course, limited to what could be seen by the

naked eye, for the telescope would not be invented until the Renaissance.b In planetary terms,

this meant astronomers could observe the movements of Mercury, Venus, Mars, Saturn and

Jupiter, but not Uranus, Neptune and Pluto. Nevertheless, between 220 B.C.E. and 75 C.E.,

Babylonian astronomy had advanced so far that all significant phenomena involving these five

visible planets and the moon could be accurately computed in advance. This is demonstrated in

the many Babylonian astronomical almanacs that have survived from this period. Like modern

almanacs, the Babylonian texts were prepared a year in advance and provide a month-by-month

account of what would be seen in the night sky. The data include lunar and solar eclipses,

solstices and equinoxes, the first and last dates when stars would be visible in the night sky,

planetary positions in relation to the zodiacal signs, conjunctions (when celestial bodies appear

closest to each other in the sky) and oppositions (when a planet appears on the opposite side of

the Earth from the sun; this usually occurs when the planet is closest to Earth, as in the top

diagram in the sidebar to this article.

Today, we know of several astronomical events that enlivened the night sky in the last

years of the first millennium B.C.E. and the beginning of the first millennium C.E. Identifying one

of these as the Star of Bethlehem would give us the date of Jesus’ birth.

Among the possible candidates is an exceptional light phenomenon—possibly a nova (a

star that suddenly increases in brightness) or a supernova (a giant stellar explosion)—known

from ancient Chinese records to have occurred in the constellation of Capricorn in 5 B.C.E.

However, unlike the Star of Bethlehem in the Gospel of Matthew, novas do not move but remain

stationary in relation to the fixed stars, so this possibility must be rejected as unsatisfactory.

Chinese and Roman sources also record an appearance of Halley’s comet from August to

October in 12 B.C.E.; but this date is too far from the death of Herod to be considered seriously.

No other suitable observations of comets are known from this period.

Another possibility is a conjunction of Venus and Jupiter in 2 B.C.E. During a conjunction,

two planets appear close to each other in the night sky (see photo, below). In 2 B.C.E., Jupiter

and Venus came so close together that they appeared to merge into a single brilliant star,

although only for a very short duration—a maximum of two hours before their setting.

Nevertheless, this conjunction must be dismissed because it occurred after Herod’s death.
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Jerry Schad
The most recent conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn occurred in Taurus, in December 2000.
Taken on December 16, 2000, in the Carrizo Badlands of California, this photo shows the
conjunction from the west at approximately 3 a.m. The sky is illuminated by the light of a
third-quarter moon. To the left in the photo is the constellation Orion, the hunter, lifting his
weapon towards the great bull Taurus (see drawing of conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn).
Jupiter and Saturn are just to the right of the bull’s front legs (indicated by the gently
curving line of stars beneath his horns). Jupiter and Saturn will next come into
conjunction in 2020.

Jerry Schad
Drawing of conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn (compare with photo of conjunction of
Jupiter and Saturn).

The only remaining candidate is a conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in 7 B.C.E.1 Already

in 1604 Johannes Kepler associated this event with the birth of Jesus. However, Jupiter and

Saturn did not come close enough to each other during this conjunction to be seen as a single

exceptionally bright star. Rather, they remained at least one degree apart (about two diameters of

the moon), leading one scholar to conclude: “This fact renders it impossible to explain the Star of

Bethlehem with reference to that particular conjunction.”2
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It thus seems that from the viewpoint of modern science, the Star of Bethlehem cannot

be satisfactorily explained. We will have better luck, however, if we turn to ancient science, which

sheds light on how the magi themselves would have understood these celestial phenomena, in

particular the conjunction of 7 B.C.E. For although modern scholars might find it “impossible” to

identify this conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter with the magi’s star, Babylonian astronomers used

the term kakkabu, “star,” to refer to a single star or planet as well as a constellation.

Further evidence of how ancient astronomers would have understood this conjunction

has been revealed by excavations in Babylon, which have uncovered four clay tablets bearing

astronomical computations for the year 7 B.C.E.c This almanac indicates that, from the beginning

of the year, Jupiter and Saturn were continuously visible in Pisces for 11 months. In other words,

for most of the year the constellation Pisces served as a backdrop for the planets Jupiter and

Saturn as they traveled slowly through the night sky. The movements, stationary points, risings

and settings of both planets are accurately registered month by month (see the sidebar to this

article). They came closest together on three nights in May, October and December. It appears

from the almanac that toward the end of the conjunction, Mars also moved into Pisces; it was

visible near Jupiter and Saturn in mid-February.

That the almanac survives in four copies is remarkable, and, indeed, quite exceptional.

The overwhelming majority (85 percent) of the known almanacs are available in one copy only,

and only two other almanacs are available in four or more copies.d Unlike modern almanacs,

Babylonian almanacs were not drawn up for the general public but for the private use of a handful

of experts, and they were guarded as great scholarly secrets. That so many copies exist of this

one is all the more surprising when one considers its date: Cuneiform texts become rare in the

latter half of the first century B.C.E. (the latest known cuneiform tablet dates from 75 C.E. and

there are only four cuneiform tablets altogether from the Christian Era).

The great number of copies has an obvious explanation, however: An 11-month

conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in Pisces is an extremely rare event, occurring only once every

800 years. Because of the slow rotational velocity of both Jupiter (which has a 12-year orbit

around the sun) and Saturn (29.5 years), any conjunction of these planets (the so-called “great

conjunction”) will only happen every 20 years. The 11-month conjunction of 7 B.C.E., however,

was special in that the planets met three times in succession in the same constellation. It can

occur only when both planets are in opposition to the sun; that is, the sun is on the opposite side

of the Earth from the planets (see the sidebar to this article). Since 7 B.C.E. a triple conjunction of

Saturn and Jupiter has been observed only twice, in the years 786 and 1583.
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For the ancient Babylonian magi, however, the conjunction was not only important

astronomically, but astrologically and politically.

In the Babylonian system, Jupiter, the largest and brightest planet, was known as the star

of Marduk, the supreme god of Babylon. Saturn, the second largest planet, was the star of the

king, the earthly representative of the god. The Babylonians called Saturn Kaiwaµnu, “The

Steady One.” The constellation Pisces was associated with Ea, the god of wisdom, life and

creation. Pisces was also the last sign in the zodiac—that is, the last constellation that the sun

passed through each year (see the sidebar to this article). The conjunction of the planets in

Pisces accordingly portended two things: the end of the old world order and the birth of a new

savior king chosen by God. No Babylonian interpretation of this particular conjunction is extant—

surely because of the great rarity of the event—but we know that interpretations of planetary

conjunctions were based on an analysis of the astrological significance of the planets and the

accompanying circumstances, particularly the zodiacal sign in which the conjunction took place.

The fact that Mars, the star of Nergal, the god of war,e joined the conjunction in its final phase

signified that the new king was to come from the West, specifically, from Syria-Palestine, for Mars

was the star of Amurru or the West (Syria-Palestine) in the Babylonian system.

The prediction of such a king would have held wide interest in 7 B.C.E., when a power

vacuum of sorts prevailed in the Near East. The Seleucid empire created by the successors of

Alexander the Great had collapsed in 64 B.C.E., and its remnants, which included Judea, had

been annexed to Rome as a province named Syria. The power of Rome had not yet been

consolidated in the area, however. Even after Augustus changed Rome into an autocratic

monarchy in 27 B.C.E., his authority was questioned in the East, for the Roman emperor, unlike

the Seleucid kings and their predecessors, did not derive his authority from God. For this reason,

many people considered Roman rule illegitimate and hoped that a local Near Eastern king

appointed by God would drive the Romans out of the country and create a better world. These

messianic expectations are recorded by Josephus and reflected in the Dead Sea Scrolls.

The conjunction of 7 B.C.E. would have been interpreted as a portent of the birth of

precisely this kind of king. The political vistas opened by it would not have escaped the attention

of any Babylonian astrologer.

When the year 7 B.C.E. began, Jupiter was already visible in the night sky. Saturn

appeared soon after, on the third day of the first month, Nisan (at the beginning of April). The

planets met for the first time on May 27, rising in the east at about 2 o’clock in the morning, the

brighter Jupiter first, and Saturn, considerably dimmer, soon after it.
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The second meeting of the planets occurred on the 22nd of Tishri (October 6). Just as

Mars was the star of Amurru (the West), Tishri was known as the month of Amurru. This second

meeting may have inspired the magi to head West. That they chose to visit Herod’s court is

natural, as he was unquestionably one of the most powerful kings of Syria-Palestine.

The magi would have seen a brilliant and suggestive sight. Jupiter and Saturn were in

opposition to the sun and shining at their brightest, with Jupiter (the star of the supreme god)

appearing twice as bright as Sirius, the brightest star. Appearing directly above Saturn (the star of

the king), Jupiter thus seemed to embrace and protect Saturn in its light. The conjunction was

visible through the whole night, setting in the West. For the magi, the significance resided in the

astrological message, not the appearance: Matthew nowhere stresses the brightness of the star.

The journey of about 750 miles from Babylon to Jerusalem took about three weeks by

donkey or camel. If the magi left for Syria-Palestine in early Tishri (October), they would have

arrived there well before November 7, when Jupiter reached a stationary point (its second) and

for a moment seemed to come to a stop. This occurs whenever the Earth, traveling at a faster

rate in its smaller, inner orbit, catches up with Jupiter (or any outer planet). As the Earth

overtakes the planet, Jupiter appears from our vantage point to pause in the sky, then to travel

backward (westward) in retrograde motion until Earth has passed by. The planet then pauses a

second time and turns back in an easterly direction (see the sidebar to this article). On November

20, Saturn reached its (second) stationary point. Both dates—the 7th for Jupiter and 20th for

Saturn—would fit Matthew’s description of a star stopping above Bethlehem.

The third conjunction occurred at the time of the full moon, on the 14th of Kislev

(December 1), about three weeks before the winter solstice, when the Babylonians held their

annual celebration of the victory of their savior god, Nabû, over the forces of darkness. The magi

may well have associated the birth of the child they were looking for with this festival, for the

Mesopotamian king was commonly regarded as an incarnation of Nabû. Interestingly, the

Babylonians proclaimed Nabû’s victory as “good tidings” (bussuraµti) to all the people. Bussurtu,

“good tidings,” is the same word as Hebrew/Aramaic besorah, of which the Biblical euangelion

(gospel) is a Greek translation.

In Luke, the angel uses this very term to announce Jesus’ birth to the shepherds keeping

watch over their flock by night: “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news

[euangelion = bussurtu] of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a

Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord” (Luke 2:10–11).
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How could a star lead the magi to Jerusalem and Bethlehem?f These Babylonian

astronomers would have “followed” a star only based on its astrological significance. In 7 B.C.E.,

they read the message of the “star”—that a messiah-king would be born in Syria-Palestine—and

they headed to a leading political center in the region, King Herod’s court. There they were

directed to Bethlehem; as they traveled, both the planet of the king (Saturn) and the planet of the

supreme god (Jupiter) would have paused in the sky, as planets do when the Earth overtakes

them in their orbit. In late December, at the winter solstice, the magi would have rejoiced with

good news, or bussuraµti: Their savior king was born—several years before the Christian Era

even began!

What the Magi Saw
Sidebar to: The Magi and the Star

The Triple Conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn

Ancient astronomers believed that the Earth was the center of the universe. They thought

that the sun, moon and the five visible planets—Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn—

circled around the Earth at different distances and speeds. Farthest away was the great celestial

sphere in which the stars, and the constellations they formed, were embedded. The constellations

on the celestial sphere thus appeared as a backdrop to the sun, moon and planets as they moved

across the heavens.
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The group of 12 constellations in front of which the sun, moon and planets appear to

move are probably the best-known features of the night sky: They are the constellations of the

zodiac—Aquarius, Pisces, Aries, Taurus and so on. The band along which these constellations

appear is called the ecliptic. In the drawing below, for example, the sun is “in” (really, in front of)

Virgo. Of course, the ancients could never really see the sun in any particular constellation since

the stars aren’t visible in the daytime; but since they were familiar with the order of the zodiac and

the sun’s rising and setting throughout the year, they could easily calculate which constellation

the sun was “in,” even if they couldn’t see it. It is much easier to see a planet in a constellation at

night, as shown in the photo taken on December 16, 2000, which shows a conjunction of Jupiter

and Saturn in Taurus (see photo of conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn).

Whereas the sun makes a smooth journey across the ecliptic, spending exactly one

month in each of the zodiac’s 12 constellations, the planets behave much more strangely. Their

motion is erratic—at times changing speed, and even changing direction. In fact the word planet

comes from the Greek word planeµteµs, meaning “wanderer” or “nomad.” The outer planets

Mars, Jupiter and Saturn, for example, spend most of the year traveling eastward against the

backdrop of stars, but every so often, and almost always at separate times, each planet will

appear to make a loop or switchback in its journey. It will slow down, “stop” and then travel back

toward the west for a short distance—in what astronomers call retrograde motion—then it will

slow down again, stop and resume travel in an easterly direction.

Early astronomers came up with ingenious theories to explain the planets’ strange

behavior. In about 87 C.E., the Alexandrian astronomer Ptolemy suggested that each planet

moved in small circles or “epicycles” as it moved along its greater orbit around the Earth. Like

wheels-within-wheels, these epicycles helped explain why sometimes a planet would appear to

move relatively quickly across the sky from night to night, while at other times it would slow down

and change direction for brief periods.

It wasn’t until the 16th century that the much simpler truth of the matter was finally

recognized. The Polish astronomer Copernicus realized that the retrograde motion of planets was

actually an illusion due to the fact that the sun, not the Earth, was the center of the solar system,

and that the Earth was just another planet circling it.

To understand Copernicus’s insight, and to grasp why the planets aren’t really traveling

backward even if they seem to at times, imagine a racetrack with several lanes, with the sun in

the center. Each planet is a car, racing around the sun in the same, counterclockwise direction,

and always staying in its own lane—Mercury on the inside track, Venus next to it, then Earth,

Mars, Jupiter and finally Saturn. (Later astronomers discovered more planets, of course, but they


