The Star of Bethlehem

A Biblical Study About What the Wise Men Followed
Matt 2:1-12 Now  after Jesus was born in  Bethlehem of Judea  in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise men from  the east came to Jerusalem, 2 saying, "Where is he who has been born  king of the Jews? For we saw  his star when it rose and have come to  worship him." 3 When Herod the king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; 4 and assembling all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where  the Christ was to be born. 5 They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the prophet: 6 "'And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will  shepherd my people Israel.'" 7 Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained from them what time the star had appeared. 8 And he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search diligently for the child, and when you have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and worship him." 9 After listening to the king, they went on their way. And behold, the star that they had seen when it rose went before them until it came to rest over the place where the child was. 10 When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. 11 And going into the house they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their treasures,  they offered him gifts,  gold and  frankincense and  myrrh. 12 And  being warned  in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another way. ESV

Num 24:17 I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near:  a star shall come out of Jacob, and a scepter shall rise out of Israel; it shall crush the forehead of Moab and break down all the sons of Sheth.  ESV

Introduction

Many of you noticed the beautiful view of the sky in the evening this past Monday when the moon, Venus, and Jupiter were all close together.
  For this week, Venus and Jupiter are visible to the west just after sunset and thus are “evening stars” and very prominent to even the casual observers.  When the moon passed nearby a few days ago, the site was truly awe inspiring – God’s creation definitely tells of His glory and His greatness!

For those of you who don’t know me well, let me put my disclaimer in before we venture off into what I think are some neat discoveries.  I am an amateur astronomer.  That means that I have a telescope – actually I have three of them – and that I know the night sky very well.  I have completed the observation lists that astronomers consider a rite of passage for a beginning astronomer
 and it’s a hobby – I enjoy looking at the night sky and learning about the universe.  

I do not believe in astrology.  Astronomy is the study and observation of planets and stars and such for either pleasure or science.  Astrology is the belief that somehow the positioning of the planets and the stars and cards and such affect our lives here on earth and somehow determine our actions.  That is occult stuff and no true astronomer believes in astrology or horoscopes.  I do not believe where the sun was in your year of birth makes any difference as to your temperament or personality or life direction.  I do not believe – and scientific evidence backs this up, by the way – that a full moon has any effect on people.  Studies show that there are not any more or less accidents or births at the time of the full moon than there is when there is not a full moon – it’s just a myth and if it has any validity it is just because a person who truly believes it might act dumber just because they think they are supposed to act dumber.  The moon for half of each month is in a phase that is larger than half and so there is a 50% chance that when something dumb happens, people can look up at the sky and say, “yep there’s a full moon out.”  It’s an old wives’ tale; it’s not true – astronomers know this.

Those of you who know me well, also know that our text from the 2nd chapter of Matthew is my absolute favorite part of the Christmas story.  I enjoy reading and talking about how the wise men came to Bethlehem following a star, and I have often thought about what the sky must have looked like back then and what exactly the star was and especially when I am looking at such a fine spectacle as we had the other night my mind drifts back to this text and the time of Jesus’ birth.  

We tend to think of the Bethlehem star of the 2nd chapter of Matthew as something glorious and miraculous – and it may have been.  We think of it as something special – as a supernova or a beacon of light turning the night into virtual day and shining like a spotlight on a little manger in Bethlehem.  When we see a painting of what people think of the wise men, we always see the star as something prominent and supernatural; something obvious that God did for a moment in time that really underscored what an important event was happening.  Because of such views, people have tried to use astronomy to search for the Bethlehem star and have tried to make it a triple conjunction of planets, such as Jupiter, Saturn, and Venus all coming so close together in the sky as to appear as one bright star, or as a supernova – a star growing bright and exploding to the point that it was visible even in the daylight.  

All of these explanations fail to one simple fact:  dates.  We know very certainly that Herod – the Herod mentioned in conjunction with Jesus’ birth – died toward the end of 4 B.C.  That means that Jesus had to be born somewhere between 6 and 4 B.C.  It’s a bit confusing because when the Roman Catholic Church restructured the calendar to coincide with Christ’s birth, they not only got the time of the year of His birth wrong, but the year as well.  And the simple facts are that there was not any rare and awe-inspiring fantastic sight such as a triple conjunction in those years that would have caused all of the world to take notice that something special was going on.  We also know that there was not a supernova – a star that exploded during that time – because it would have been seen by other cultures, notably the Chinese, and recorded.  We do know of a supernova that exploded in A.D. 1054 because it was recorded by both Chinese and Arab wise men and we can today see with a telescope the remnant in the sky of this exploded star known as “the Crab Nebula.”  From all of this we can state fairly definitively:  there was no supernova during the time of Christ.  

There is also another fact that has always bothered me about the “miraculous sign” theory and that is if the star of Bethlehem was so prominently shining down as we think of it and depict it and if it was a star in the shape of a cross or if it was a spotlight on the little city that overrode all of the other stars, then why didn’t everybody in Judea notice it?  Why didn’t the shepherds who were watching their flocks by night see it and notice it and respond to it?  Why did Herod and all of his wise men and the highest and most educated Jewish religious leaders not notice it?  The night sky was a very prominent sight back then because there was no city or street lights and it would have been very hard to miss had the Bethlehem star been a spectacle of miraculous origin.  

From our text, there are several points that I would point out to you.  The first is that twice it is stated that the wise men saw the star “in the east.”  That is the literal rendering of the Greek which the ESV puts as “when it rose.”  That is an accurate translation because what is meant was that the star rose in the morning sky as a morning star just before the sunrise.  The second point that I would like you to notice is that these wise men referred to the star as indicating to them that there was born a “king of the Jews” and they referred to this morning star as “his star.”  They did not know His name; they did not know where in the land of the Jews that he would be born, but whatever they saw told them to come to the land of the Jews and that somewhere in it there was a very important king being born.  Not having any specific place to go, they went to the land of the Jews, Israel, and went to the capital city to see its ruler, Herod.  Surely if such an important king was being born, the current ruler would know about it, right?  Their reasoning led them to Jerusalem where they learned from the Jewish scholars that the Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem.

The last point that I would want you to notice in our text before we get to the fun stuff is that the scriptures say:

Matt 2:9 After listening to the king, they went on their way. And behold, the star that they had seen when it rose went before them until it came to rest over the place where the child was. ESV

For the star to literally move over the house where the child was now staying, it would have had to been a supernatural event because no natural phenomena could explain this.  But we must remember that Matthew was not actually there at the birth of Christ and was likely recording the event as told to him by Mary as was told to her by the wise men themselves.  The wise men were, to be frank, astrologers – all clues point to them being Zorastrian priests who during Roman times, tried to heal the sick, interpret dreams, and predict the future.  They would have been very knowledgeable about both common Grecian astrology and astronomy principles of the day.  Mary, a Jew who was forbidden to study astrology and who probably had little formal education, would not have understood their use of astronomical terms and so it could be that these words of Matthew refer instead to astronomical terms as to the motion of the planets against the stars as described by these wise men.  File that thought away, we’ll come back to it in a moment.

An Interesting Theory

I have read virtually every book that I can find about the Bethlehem star, especially ones that are written by modern astronomers, and, to tell you the truth, most of them are hard to believe.  Virtually all of them either contradict the Bible, mess with the date, or just sound like mumbo jumbo.  About a year ago, though, I came across a particular book by a man who has his doctorate in astronomy.
  The theory that he presented was fascinating to me because not only does it perfectly match and support the Biblical text of the 2nd chapter of Matthew, but it ties in with the Old Testament prophecy about the coming of the star as well.  And it makes a lot of sense.  

The man who wrote the book is Michael R. Molnar and for a hobby he collects ancient Roman and Grecian coins with astronomical scenes such as stars and planets on them.  A few years ago, he purchased an old Roman coin with the zodiacal sign of the Ram, Aries, on it.  In trying to understand the coin, he began to do some research and his findings led him to some interesting discoveries that apply to the Bethlehem star.  Let me put them in a nutshell for you:    

What Molnar discovered was that in the astrological beliefs of the Greek and Romans, the Ram, Aries in the constellations, was considered the sign of the Jewish people and of Israel because they were known as always offering blood sacrifices to their God.  What we call the wise men would have believed in astrology and would have been well-schooled in what were common Grecian and Roman astrological beliefs; they would have known that the Ram, the constellation Aries, represented the nation of Israel and particularly the area around Judea.  They also believed in that time that Jupiter was the star of kings and that if Jupiter rose as the morning star right before sunrise, that it was sign that a king was being born somewhere or at least that it was commemorating the birth of a king previous.  They also believed that whatever constellation that Jupiter was in at the time of its rising in the east as a morning star showed what nation or nationality that the king was born into.  Moreover, they believed that if the moon was nearby or if other planets were nearby Jupiter when it was a morning star, that it signified a rare and very special birth – ie, the birth of a particularly important king.  The more heavenly bodies that were around Jupiter as the morning star the more important the king.
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Knowing that Herod died in 4 B.C. and that if the Biblical narrative is true, that Jesus had to be born before then, Molnar began to use sophisticated planetarium software to recreate the scenes of the years of that time when Jupiter was a morning star and shining in the east.  With computers, anybody can have software that allows you to recreate the sky from any location and from any date past or present – I have such software loaded on my computer that I use regularly to check myself to make sure that I’m identifying things rightly in the night sky.  What Molnar discovered was that in what would be to us mid-April 6 B.C., Jupiter was a morning star.  On the 17th of April, the moon and Jupiter were so close as to appear as touching in the sky of Israel and that Jupiter was in the constellation of Aries, the Ram.  I pulled this up on my planetarium software just to see for myself.  This is a snapshot of what the sky to the east looked like on April 17, 6 B.C. at precisely 5:10 am, right before sunrise:

The lowest bright “star” is Jupiter, the blob to the right is the moon.  They are both in the constellation of Aries, the Ram.  Not only that, but to the upper right of the pair was also Venus and Saturn shining very prominently meaning that there were many heavenly bodies all together that morning.  You just saw the neat spectacle of the moon, Venus, and Jupiter.  What if Saturn, what appears to you as a bright yellow star, had also been nearby?

What Molnar believes is that these wise men, these astrologers, saw Jupiter, the star of kings rise in Aries virtually touching the moon and flanked by both Venus and Saturn and realized that this was a sign that a very, very important king – perhaps the most important king ever – was being born in Israel.  And so they packed up their bags and traveled to Jerusalem to find out what was going on.  This theory neatly explains why the wise men were able to see something and recognize the significance of something that nobody else in Israel noticed.  The Jewish religious leaders and Jews would not have studied or known Grecian astrology terms or that Aries supposedly represented them.  This theory has going for it also, that the date fits perfectly with the timing of things in that it happened right before Herod died and thus right around the time that Jesus was being born.  When Balaam prophesied in the Old Testament about the star, he said:

Num 24:17 I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near:  a star shall come out of Jacob, and  a scepter shall rise out of Israel; it shall crush the forehead of Moab and break down all the sons of Sheth. ESV

This ancient prophecy which is Scripture and therefore infallible stated that a star that represented a “scepter” would “rise out of Israel” and that the star would represent someone who would rule in Israel and crush the enemies surrounding them.  This matches the theory of the morning star, Jupiter, rising in Aries, the symbol of Israel and, of course, perfectly foreshadowed what Christ would do.  
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This theory also gives a very plausible explanation for verse 9 about the star seeming to move in the night sky as they made their way to Bethlehem.  From April on, Jupiter was rising higher in the sky and earlier and earlier before sunrise.  On August 23 of 6 B.C., Jupiter began what astronomers call “retrograde motion” which means that it reversed course and seemed to move backwards through the sky and passed right through the constellation Aries, the Ram.  On December 19th of that year, it would have stopped in the middle of Aries and, because it began to move the right way again, would have seemed to stand still.  It also would have been by that time almost straight up in the sky right after sunset.  It is very likely that the wise men went to Herod during the daylight hours late in the year and that as they traveled to Bethlehem, the sun set and as they were traveling and the stars began to appear, Jupiter, which is visible after sunset before most of the stars, appeared right above them, perfectly in the middle of Aries, the Ram, and – get this – with the moon nearby on that night!  This could well be what the wise men told Mary about the star coming to rest above them as they traveled to Bethlehem!  Here is the scene from Israel on December 19, 6 B.C. at 8pm right after sunset as the stars were just starting to come out:  Jupiter and the Moon are right beside of each other and almost directly overhead in Aries, the Ram!  

Can this all be proved?  No, it’s just a theory, but it is a theory that has science facts as we have seen from the charts, history in the sense of taking into account what those who watched the sky in those days would have been looking for and recognized, and not contradicting but actually seeming to bring positive light on the truth of the Biblical text all going for it.  And because of that it is a very interesting theory.  And certainly credible.  

Making It Relevant

Can we learn some Biblical principles applicable to our own lives from all of this?  I think we can.  Let’s assume that this theory is accurate as to the Star of Bethlehem for a moment.  If this is really how it happened, then from it we can learn some very important things.  For example:

God’s timing is exquisite and perfect.

The planets, including Jupiter and Saturn, move against the backdrop of the stars over courses that take hundred and even thousands of years to complete, yet God had at the precise moment when the Savior was to be born, no less than three planets perfectly placed along with the moon at the right spot in the stars to indicate what was happening in Israel in Bethlehem.  Truly God knows what He is doing and His timing is the best!  It reminds me of a scripture:

Gal 4:4 But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, ESV 

The angel visited Mary and the Holy Ghost overshadowed her and Mary and Joseph had to go to Bethlehem, the city of David and the prophesied birthplace of the Messiah because of taxes, all at the right time.  And at the same time, there were certain signs in the heavens that had been thousands of years in the making that were telling and describing what was really taking place below!  To the Jewish people, it seemed like forever since God had done anything noteworthy for them as a nation and it seemed like a very long time before the prophecies of the Old Testament were fulfilled, and yet God was right to wait until that precise moment because God chose the perfect timing for fulfilling His Word and promises!  

We should be more patient with God even in our lives today!  God will keep His promises and yet He will wait until everything is at it should be before He fulfills them.  We should trust Him, and though He waits sometimes long to accomplish something and even might take what seems to our human brains “forever” remember that He knows what He is doing!  And in the fullness of time, God will make true on His promises and will do as He has said in His Word!  Hang in there, until the fullness of time has come!  

Something else that the issue of the Star of Bethlehem speaks to us is that:

God’s kingdom has never been exclusive against those afar off.  

Sure the angels appeared to the Jewish shepherds in the Bethlehem area, but God also sent out a beacon signal through the stars to some foreign people who were far from the place!  The Star of Bethlehem was God’s signal to these wise men that something significant was taking place and that they were thus welcome to come and see the King!  

It is the same with us!  God does not just call religious people or people who were born into Apostolic truth or even just Jewish people to come and see Jesus, but rather now even a people who were far from Biblical truth and far from a Godly lifestyle and even Gentiles have had a great light shine to them, beckoning them to come and worship Jesus and become a part of God’s kingdom!  For some of us, God had to shine deep into the darkness and call from very far away indeed, but thank God for such an opportunity!  Great is the grace of our God that He calls even those who were “outsiders” to come and get to know the King of Kings!  

Another principle that this theory of the Star of Bethlehem brings to us is that:

The Bible can be trusted.

Let the scoffers laugh and agnostics laugh at the details of the ancient scriptures, but when careful study has been made and time has passed, it always ends up that the Bible was right after all and that the fools were those who chose to believe in theories that contradicted it!  The Bible has been championed as correct by discoveries in history, scholarship, manuscripts, archeology, and science and it will continue to be found correct in the end because it is the perfect and infallible Word of God!  We ought to pay better attention to it and give more weight to it than people sometimes do!  

This theory of the Star of Bethlehem yet speaks to us in another way:

God can use anything – even a false belief system – to bring hungry people to truth.

If this theory is right, then God chose to use the sky to speak to these men in a language of their own understanding and lined everything up to get the heathen’s attention!  There is a principle in the Bible that those who hunger and thirst and search and ask and knock and seek will be those who find.  These men did not have complete truth like the Jewish religious leaders who answered Herod in Jerusalem, yet unlike the Jewish religious leaders they were searching for truth and they are the ones who were able to come and worship the King of Kings!  Remember that in every false belief system – whether that be Catholicism, errant denominational traditions, and even pagan and agnostic realms – there are those who are apart of it simply because they are walking in the little light that they know and yet who are truly hungry for a great revelation of truth and demonstration of God in their lives.  Such people will be given a chance by God to see the light of truth leading them to a full revelation of Jesus Christ.  

Really, it is God’s desire to use you and I to shine and signal to them which way to come!  If this theory is true, then that means the wise men were led to Christ by two bodies, Jupiter and the Moon, which reflected the light of the Sun while being placed within Aries, the Ram, which represented Israel.  You and I are members of the Apostolic church and are the result of what God produced from the sacrificial offerings of Israel – let us be bodies, firmly grounded in Calvary, that reflect the light of the Son to those who are far away in the darkness!  Let us also lead others to worship Jesus Christ!

Another important principle that we can learn from this theory if it is true is that:

We often miss miracles of God because we are looking for the big bang!

If this theory of the Bethlehem star is true, then you and I would have likely missed the sign of the star, too, along with the Jewish people.  If before you heard this message, you would have time traveled back to Judea at that time, you would have – because of your preconceived notions – probably been looking for a spotlight shining down on a stable and some ultra-bright and obvious event.  And because you were only looking for the “big shebang” you would missed the real miracle that God perfectly placed the morning star and then caused it to pass through Aries.  

So do we often miss out on the miraculous because we are only looking for the “big miracle.”  God does many miracles everyday, but they tend to be behind the scenes and recognizable only to those who are looking for them.  God does occasionally stop the sun and moon or part the Red Sea, but really which is more miraculous – Israel getting victory over some forgotten nation, or the Son of God being born on earth?  Really, as God does the greatest work, the more subtle the miracle is to the casual onlooker!  Greater than blinded eyes being opened in the physical is someone having their sins washed away in the waters of Jesus’ Name baptism.  Greater than the lame walking is someone receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The angels do not rejoice over the deaf being able to hear again, but they go crazy in celebration when one sinner repents to God.  God does the greatest miracles all of the time and does great things in your life every day, but only those who are looking for them will notice them and realize them for what they are!  

And this leads us to a final truth that can be derived from this text:

Only those who are constantly focused on the heavens will catch what God is doing on earth.

Okay I’ll confess something:  I missed seeing the beautiful spectacle of the moon and Jupiter and Venus Monday night.  I know it happened, but I didn’t actually see it and it was my own fault – I got caught up with cooking dinner and listening to music and then the phone rang and my wife came in and said, “did you go see the moon and planets?” and I ran outside and it was too late because they had already set.  I knew it was going to happen; I had already announced to my wife and little girl that we would get the telescope out and look at it.  But I got my head so caught up in everyday life matters of earth, that I missed what God was doing above!

So it was with the Jewish religious leaders of Jerusalem.  They knew that Christ would be born in Bethlehem; they knew from Daniel’s prophecy that the year was very close to them that it should happen.  They knew which tribe He would come from and whose family tree in which He would be born.  They had been talking about Him every Sabbath and teaching about Him to their children for all of their life and yet when the moment came, they were so caught up with their routine and on earthly things that they missed the star, missed the moment, and despite having been given the heads up by the wise men, never made the trip to Bethlehem.  Thirty something years later they would miss the Messiah completely!

So, unfortunately, is it often with us.  The heavens are screaming out that God wants to move and do great things, the time of our visitation is nigh, and yet we find ourselves so caught up in just ordinary life that we miss out on what God came to do for us!  We are in this world but not of this world.  We must do our earthly things, but let us guard against getting so caught up in things down here that we never focus or read the things up there.  I’m not speaking of stars and planets, but of the moving of the Spirit of God and of what God is trying to do even now in blessings and direction in your life.  You’re busy – don’t be too busy!  Keep focused on what the heavenly realm is telling you to do, lest God visit us and we completely miss it.    

Conclusion

I hope that you have found this teaching about possibilities of the Star of Bethlehem interesting.  But more than that I hope you realize the importance of keeping our focus on Jesus Christ.  If Jesus Christ were to be born nowadays during December, would anybody even notice?  The Holiday season is the busiest time of the year and yet in the hustle and bustle, let us not forget that all of the signs in the spiritual realm have been pointing to God’s desiring to visit our church and our lives in a mighty way, even in this month.  In all our busyness, let us not get so focused on what we are doing on an earthly level, that we miss the dawning and rising and shining of the Star of Bethlehem in our lives.  He is Jesus and He has come to us – let us come to Him and worship Him!    

� This is a reference to the evening of December 1, 2008.  This lesson was delivered on December 3, 2008.


� That is the Messier List and all Caldwell objects visible from my latitude.


� The book is The Star of Bethlehem:  The Legacy of the Magi;  Molnar, Michael R.    


� Molnar presents a quite compelling list of evidence for these claims.  For a complete list of references and quotes, see his book.





PAGE  
7

