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The Star of Bethlehem 
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Can it be real? 

First: Can we trust the story ? 

The Numbers of Ancient Manuscripts* 

New Testament 

Homer 

Sophocles 

Aristotle 

Livy 

Caesar 

Tacitus 

Herodotus 

Plato 

Greek texts only 5700 

643 

193 

49 

20 

10 

10 

  8 

7

   * Greek NT manuscripts compared to Total manuscripts of classical authors. 

“Because of multiple MSS, the text       
of today’s NT is 99.99 % accurate”.  

The John Rylands Fragment 

p52     John 18: 31-33/37-38 

University of Manchester 

Sir Ranulph Fiennes 
(explorer) 

“On an aircraft flight,  
who would you most  
like to sit next to ?” 

“I would like to sit next 
to the man they call 
Jesus Christ –  
to check him out and 
discover if he really is 
the Son of God …” 
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What was the ‘star’ of Bethlehem? 

 a story [midrash] made up to satisfy OT prophecy 
 Numbers 24:17 : “a star shall come forth out of Jacob ...”. 

 a specially created miraculous object 
 beyond the bounds of scientific or historical explanation. 

 a real astronomical /celestial phenomenon 
 which may be independently reported  

in ancient historical records. 

explanations may include: “A star that arose in the east,  
appeared over Jerusalem,  
turned south to Bethlehem,  
and then came to rest over a house  
would have constituted a celestial phenomenon 
unparalleled in astronomical history:  
yet it received no notice  
in the records of the time”. 

R.E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah,  
London, 1977. 

Scholarly scepticism about the ‘Star’, exemplified : 

pou' e*stin  
o& tecqeiV" basileuV" tw'n  *Ioudaivwn;  
ei!domen gaVr  
au*tou' toVn a*stevra e*n th'/ a*natolh'/  
kaiV h!lqomen proskunh'sai au*tw'/. 

Matthew 2: 2 

 “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.”  

7 Then Herod called the Magi secretly  
  and found out from them  
  the exact time the star had appeared. …  
9 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.  
10 When they saw the star, they were overjoyed.  

Matthew 2:7-10 

Matthew’s account of the Star poses 4 questions : 

1.  Who were the Magi? 

2.  Why did the Magi embark on their journey?  

3.   Does a known ‘star’ fit the account? 

4.  Can astronomy help identify  
 when Jesus Christ was born? 

Who were the Magi ? 

  [from 6 C, BC onwards]  
a priestly group among the Medes who were:  
 skilled in astronomical observation & in 

  ‘interpretation’ of signs and portents. 
  Astronomy /Astrology - part of the core educational curriculum! 

  [cf   tradition as kings, from 6th C, AD]. 

  from the time of the exile onwards,  
the OT prophecies of a Saviour-King  
may have been well know in Babylon. 

 The Magi may have come from Arabia, according to 
 Justin Martyr, AD 160  & Clement of Rome, AD 96 
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The Magi must have had  
an unmistakably clear  
astronomical /astrological message  
to start them on their journey. 

References to Magi visiting kings & emperors  
in other countries : 

 Tiridates, the king of Armenia, led a procession of 
Magi to pay homage to Nero in Rome in AD 66. 
 Suetonius, Nero 13 & 30 

 Tacitus, Annals, 16:23 

 Dio Cassius, Roman History, 63:1 

 Magi visited Herod in ~ 10 BC 
 Josephus,  

Characteristics of the Star : 

 1. it had newly appeared.  [Matthew 2:7] 
 

 2.  it travelled slowly [1-2 months?]  
     through the sky  
     against the star background.  
      [Matthew 2: 2, 9] 

 NB    Bethlehem is south of Jerusalem. 
 

 3.  it ‘stood over’ Bethlehem. [Matthew 2: 9] 
  ie. not specifically over the house. 

Varied astronomical theories about the star : 

 a planetary conjunction of Jupiter/ Saturn  
in 7 BC. 
  from 8th C  AD, [Masha’allah] 

 a nova or supernova {ie. an exploding star} 
  J Kepler [?] , 1614 

  Foucquet, 1729 

 the planet Venus. 
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The only type of astronomical 
object that fits the 3 criteria  
reported in Matthew 2  
is a comet. 

What was the ‘Star’ ? Anatomy  
of a Comet 

Structural components of a comet 

Tycho Brahe used parallax methods to demonstrate 
that the Comet of 1577 lay far beyond the Moon. 

Perihelion = orbital point of closest approach to the sun 

Objects orbit the Sun in one or other ‘conic sections’ 

Comet tails are 
generally directed 
away from the sun. 
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A comet’s tail extends away from the Sun.  
It lengthens when approaching  
and shortens when receding. 

Comet Halley, 

June 6, 1910 

Path of Halley’s Comet among the constellations 
Halley’s comet in 1910,  
observed from April 26 - May 6 

Halley’s Comet 

March 10, 1986 

Characteristics of Comets : 

  spectacular ones are extremely bright. 

  easily visible to naked eye for weeks /months. 

  different ones appear only few times per century. 

  can re-appear [long or short period types]. 
 eg Halley’s comet. 

  can move slowly or rapidly,  
but usually 1-2 o per day, relative to Earth. 

  sometimes appear 2 x [to & from the perihelion] 
but usually peaks in brightness on way out. 
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If the star of Bethlehem was a comet,  
a. was it seen 2x ? 

  first in the East, en route to perihelion. 

  second in the South, on way out. 

b. was it continuously visible ? 

 This is more likely 

 Matt 2: 9 implies it was the same star  
seen in the E,  
that went ahead to Bethlehem in the S. 

or 

How far /how long did the Magi travel? 

  the furthest distance would be from Babylon: 
  500 miles, across the desert, or  

  900 miles, around the fertile crescent. 

  Nebuchadnezzar, travelled from Jerusalem - Babylon in 23 d. 

  A fully-loaded camel can travel 50-100 miles /d. 

1-2 months, including preparation-time is reasonable. 

The Journey of the Magi & the movement of the ‘star’ 

 They travelled to Jerusalem - a journey of 1+ months. 

  In 1 m, from their perspective, the ‘star’ moved 90o (from E to S). 
[They saw it first in the E & then in the S, over Bethlehem]. 

 But in 1 month, the stellar background would move by 30o. 
[since it moves 360o in 12 months] 

 Hence in 1 month the ‘star’ actually moved 90o - 30o = 60o, 
relative to the stellar background, so it must have moved 
1-2 o/day,  
typical of a comet. 

*
   * 

* * 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 
E 

S 
stellar background 

The Journey of the Magi & the movement of the ‘star’ 

The last ‘lap’ : Jerusalem - Bethlehem [6 miles to S] 

                             Journey time: 1-2 h. 

The Magi  set off next morning and 
saw the star /comet ahead of them in 
the S, in the morning sky. 

Hence the comet ‘went ahead’ of the 
Magi on this last lap of their journey. 

Matthew 2: 9 

The ‘Star’ “stood over” Bethlehem 

9oi& deV --- e*poreuvqhsan  
kaiV i*douV o& a*sthvr, o$n ei\don e*n th'/ a*natolh'/, 
proh'gen au*touv", 
e@w" e*lqwVn e*stavqh e*pavnw ou% h\n toV paidivon.  

9 After... 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. 

The identification of the Star with a comet. 

“The star that was seen in the East we 
consider to be a new star ... partaking of the 
nature of those celestial bodies which appear 
at times such as comets ...  
If then at the commencement of new 
dynasties or on the occasion of other 
important events there arises a comet...  
why should it be a matter of wonder that at 
the birth of Him who was to introduce a new 
doctrine ... a star should have arisen?” 

Origen (Contra Celsum 1, 58) , 3rd C, AD 
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Dio Cassius (Roman History, 54, 29)  
describing the comet of 12 BC (Halley's comet)  
which appeared before the death of Marcus Agrippa writes  
“the star called comet stood for several days over the city [Rome]”. 

Josephus (Jewish War 6,5,3) states : 
“a star, resembling a sword, stood over the city (Jerusalem)”,  
probably referring to the comet of AD 64  
mentioned by Tacitus (Annals, 15,47). 

Comets described by near contemporaries of Matthew 
The comet of 1577, depicted in Prague. 

Donati’s comet 
over Paris, 1858 

Comet West 

March 4, 1976 

“Heavenly phenomena had also predicted the greatness  
of this man [Mithridates, the famous King of Pontus].  
For both in the year in which he was born  
and in the year in which he began to reign  
a comet shone through both periods for 70 days  
in such a way that the whole sky seemed to be ablaze”. 

(Justinus, Pompei Trogi Hist. Phil. Epit. XXXVII, ii, 1-3). 

In the 2nd  century AD, the Roman historian Justinus  
quoted from an earlier Roman historian, who in turn 
quoted from the History of Kings of Timagenes  of 
Alexandria (which we no longer possess), as follows: 

Comets associated with kingship 
A Roman silver coin (denarius) from reign of Augustus,  
(27BC - 14 AD) 

stylised representation of a comet  
on the reverse side. 
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Bayeux Tapestry: the English shrinking from Halley’s comet. 
AD 1066 

Comets are frequently described as 'swords'  
in ancient literature, because of their upward tails  
(in a direction away from the sun).  

Marcellinus, describing a comet of AD 390, writes  
“a sign appeared in the sky hanging like a column  
  and blazing for 30 days”. 

Forms of comets, 
according to Pliny. 

Chinese classification scheme for comets. 

From a book 
copied onto 
silk, found in 
tomb # 3 at 
Mawangdui, 
near 
Changsha. 
Han dynasty,  
168 BC. 

The Chinese kept careful astronomical 
records of visible comets, novae, etc,  
and used different terms to describe them. 

sui-hsing = “broom star” = a tailed comet  

po-hsing = a comet without a tail 

k’o-hsing = “guest star” = nova 

Comets & novae appearing from 20 BC - AD 10 
according to contemporary Chinese records* : 

  26 August, 12 BC 
for 56 d. [Halley’s comet] 
 

  9 March - 6 April, 5 BC 

  April, 4 BC 

Date - Julian Calendar 

  po  [comet] 
 
 

  sui  [tailed comet] 
 

  po  [comet] 

Description 

*Ho Peng-Yoke, (1962), Vistas Astr., 5, 127-225 
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The earliest possible date for the birth of Jesus Christ 

Luke 3:23 says he was “about 30” [= 26-34, a broad term]  
when he started his ministry,  
beginning with his baptism by John the Baptist. 
 

Luke 3: 1-2 says John began his ministry in the 15th year 
of Tiberius Caesar. This was AD 28/29 at the earliest. 
 

Hence the earliest possible date for Jesus’ birth is 34 

years before AD 28, giving 7 BC. 

The latest possible date for the birth of Jesus Christ 

Matt 2: 1 states that Herod was king  
when the star was seen by the Magi. 

Herod died in March, 4 BC. 

The birth of Jesus must have been before 4 BC. 

 

[This eliminates the comet of April 4 BC]. 

Comets & novae appearing from 20 BC - AD 10 
according to contemporary Chinese records* : 

  26 August, 12 BC 
for 56 d. [Halley’s comet] 
 

  9 March - 6 April, 5 BC 

  April, 4 BC 

Date - Julian Calendar 

  po  [comet] 
 
 

  sui  [tailed comet] 
 

  po  [comet] 

Description 

*Ho Peng-Yoke, (1962), Vistas Astr., 5, 127-225 

The Star of Bethlehem identified as the Comet of 5 BC 

The comets of 12 BC and 4 BC are outside the possible time-frame. 

The only possibility is the comet of 5 BC. 

“Second year of the Chien-p’ing reign period, 
second month [5 BC march 9 - April 6] a sui-hsing 
appeared at Ch’ien-niu for over 70 days”. 

Description in the Chinese Han shu, the official 
history of the former Han dynasty (206 BC - AD 9). 

Hence the birth of Jesus Christ was in the Spring of  5 BC. 
The earliest possible date is 9 March, 5 BC 

Would the 5 BC comet observed in China have been visible 
to the Magi living in Arabia, Mesopotamia or Persia ? 

Chinese records say the comet was in Ch’ien-niu. 

This area of the sky includes the constellation Capricorn. 
In March/April, Capricorn rose above the eastern horizon 
as seen from Arabia & neighbouring countries.  
It was first seen in the morning twilight. 
Hence this comet would have been seen by the Magi rising 
in the east in the morning sky. 

The visibility for over 70 days is consistent with :  
   the probable journey time of the Magi, & 

  the time for the comet to move from E to S. 

  triple conjunction of Saturn & Jupiter in Pisces in 7 BC. 
  in May, October & December. [cf.  star almanac of Sippar, 7 BC] 

  conjunction of Mars /Saturn /Jupiter in Pisces in 6 BC 
[cf observation in AD 1604 by Kepler; & 805 y period]. 

  the appearance of the comet in Capricorn in 5 BC 

The 3 Signs in the Sky 

Why did the 5 BC comet cause the Magi to make their journey? Q
A 

A combination of 3 astronomical events was involved: 

The then-current astrological interpretations implied that 
the birth was imminent of a very great king in Israel.  
Hence the Magi’s question to Herod, (Matt 2:2). 
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Sequence of events in the Matthew-Luke birth narratives. 

 Birth 

 Visitation of the Shepherds 

  Presentation in the Temple  
at Jerusalem. 

 Return to Bethlehem. 

 Visit of the Magi. 

  Flight into Egypt. 

between 9 Mar- 4 May* 

5 BC 

Julian Calendar dates. 

between 20 April - 15 June 

*The periods may be narrowed by the probability that Jesus was born around 
Passover-time; the ‘inn’ being full, because of Passover guests. 

Adoration of the Magi 

Giotto di Bondone, 

early 14 C. 

Scrovengi Chapel, 
Padua. 

The 1301 appearance 
of Halley’s comet may 
have been used as a 
model for the  
Star of Bethlehem. 

Tony Jordan – TV Scriptwriter 

On writing about the Nativity of Jesus 
Christ … 

“… The only thing I know for sure is that 
the words I read as coming from Jesus 
Christ are the most truthful things I have 
ever heard.”  

As a blueprint for mankind, it couldn’t even have come from a 
clever philosopher. Who would have been smart enough to say:  
‘He who is without sin cast the first stone’? 
 

Wow! That’s pretty cool” 

Wonder of the Universe	


“Though he was rich, ���
yet for your sake he became poor…”	


 	

Wishing you & yours a very happy Christmas 	



