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For my Christmas 2015 message I want us to consider the mysterious magi. 

The entirety of their Biblical story is given in but 12 verses of Matthew.  We don’t know their 
number, though their 3 gifts have led to the tradition of three.  We don’t know their names - 
only fifth century Armenian tradition has named them Balthazar, Melchior and Gaspar.  We 
don’t know their origin, but again, tradition marks them as kings of Yemen.   

We know they were not at the manger of Bethlehem, despite countless manger scenes and 
Christmas cards to the contrary.  The Greek work translated “Child” whom they visited 
indicates a youngster (not a baby), and they came to a “house” not a stable. (Mt. 12:11)  Plus 
Herod, after determining when they saw the star, decides to kill all the children of Bethlehem 
two years and under, again pointing to a child older than an infant. (Mt. 2:16) 

So what DO we know, and what clues can to assemble to help us better understand the 
significance of these magi?  Gladly there is much evidence to help us:  Scriptural, historical 
and astronomical.  So let’s see what the magi and their story can teach us about our amazing 
God.  
 
OUR TEXT:  Matthew 2:1-12 
2 Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, magi from 
the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying, 2 “Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? 
For we saw His star in the east and have come to worship Him.” 3 When Herod the king heard 
this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 Gathering together all the chief priests and 
scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. 5 They said to 
him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for this is what has been written by the prophet:  6 And you, 
Bethlehem, land of Judah, are by no means least among the leaders of Judah;   for out of you 
shall come forth a ruler   who will shepherd My people Israel.’” 

7 Then Herod secretly called the magi and determined from them the exact time the star 
appeared. 8 And he sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for the Child; 
and when you have found Him, report to me, so that I too may come and worship Him.” 9 After 
hearing the king, they went their way; and the star, which they had seen in the east, went on 
before them until it came and stood over the place where the Child was. 10 When they saw the 
star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. 11 After coming into the house they saw the 
Child with Mary His mother; and they fell to the ground and worshiped Him. Then, opening 
their treasures, they presented to Him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12 And having 
been warned by God in a dream not to return to Herod, the magi left for their own country by 
another way. 
 
THE MAGI 
The ancient Magi were a hereditary priesthood of the Medes (known today as the Kurds).  
They are credited with profound and extraordinary religious knowledge. Some Magi, who had 
been attached to the Median court, proved to be expert in the interpretation of dreams. One of 
the titles given to Daniel was Rab-mag, the Chief of the Magi, following his interpretation of 
King Nebuchadnezzar’s dream.  

Daniel 2:48  Then the king promoted Daniel and gave him many great gifts, and he 
made him ruler over the whole province of Babylon and chief prefect [“rab-mag”] over all 
the wise men [magi] of Babylon. 

Darius later appointed this Jewish Daniel over the previously hereditary Median priesthood of 
the magi.  Daniel could add to this order as he chose, and he undoubtedly added some 



Hebrew “wise men” and taught them the wisdom of God.  Additionally, Daniel might well have 
entrusted a Messianic vision (to be announced in due time by a "star") to this secret sect of the 
Magi for its eventual fulfillment.  So it appears that Daniel helped chart the spiritual course of 
the Magi of Matthew, some hundreds of years before! 

Philo, an author of the Alexandrian school, much of whose work has survived the centuries, 
wrote about there being many schools of magi in the ancient world. He described most of 
these schools as being steeped in magic (from which the word magi comes) and in astrology – 
the study of the effect of stars on human behavior.  Later these schools of magi were 
associated with Zoroastrianism – a pre-Islamic religion. 

However Philo also wrote about one school of magi in the Yemen area, whom he called “good 
magi,” because they were more like scientists of astronomy. These magi (singular: magus, 
from the Latin) might well have included some Israelites who had been brought to Babylon with 
Daniel.  And the magi of the Bible might well have been descendants of Daniel’s “good” school 
of magi, who would have watched the night sky for the sign of a star heralding their Messiah – 
some 600 years after Daniel. This would explain why the Biblical magi saw “His star” and why 
they journeyed to worship this king as their Messiah. 

Historical records indicate that these magi were highly respected in their communities, wealthy, 
and though not “kings” in the traditional sense, they were considered rulers.  So the 
designation of kings may not be too far-fetched.  They would have had the wealth, community 
support and entourage to make the Biblically recorded journey to Jerusalem. 
 
THE STAR 
So what did they see in the sky that compelled them to make their journey?  Everything from a 
super-nova to a comet to a supernatural phenomena have been suggested.  Yet the fact that 
Herod and all of Jerusalem was troubled, and that he had to ask them when the star first 
appeared, would seem to indicate that this was not something that was noticed by the average 
sky-watcher.   
 
It was the 17th century mathematician Johannes Kepler who famously proposed the theory that 
the Bethlehem star was a natural phenomena, having special significance only to the magi. He 
also first explained the laws of planetary motion and how and why the “wandering stars” that 
are planets (planet means “wanderer”) appear to move unusually in the night sky.   He further 
proposed that a planet or planets behaving in an astronomically significant way might well 
have been what caught the magi’s attention. 
 
Because of Kepler’s work, we now know that the stars and planets behave in a consistent, 
mathematically predictable way – such that, with the help of modern computer programming, 
we can view the night sky as it exactly appeared from any viewpoint and at any time and date 
in history.  So we can “see” with computer eyes what the magi would have seen from where 
they were somewhere near Babylon or Yemen.  Programs such as “The Night Sky” – readily 
available to the consumer - make this possible. 
 
The quest to find the “when” of such a significant occurrence hinges on the beginning of our 
text in Matthew 2:1, where it says the wise men came “after Jesus was born in the days of 
Herod the king.”  Now traditional scholarship has placed the death of Herod at 4 BC by our 
present calendar reckoning.  If this is so, then Jesus had to be born before Herod’s death in 4 
BC.  But little of astronomical interest is found by looking at the sky in 8-4 BC.  
 
However newer scholarship, particularly by professor John A. Cramer, has proposed that 
Herod died closer to the turn of the millennium.  This is because the Roman-Jewish historian 
Josephus wrote that Herod died shortly after a lunar eclipse.  And the most significant lunar 



eclipse of the era was on December 29 of 1 BC.  This would allow Jesus’ birth to be later than 
before believed.  And when we view the night sky of 3-2 BC we find some very significant 
discoveries. 
 
It is Rick Larsen who has made a late-life career of investigating the night sky of 3-2 BC and is 
now the author of the book and video entitled “The Bethlehem Star.”  
(www.bethlethemstar.net) This presentation has been shown all over the world for the past two 
decades and is highly regarded as sound scholarship on the study of the Biblical star that was 
followed by the magi.  
 
As we examine our Matthew text, we discover a number of “clues” regarding this star. 
1. The magi told Herod that it was the star of a king – the “King of the Jews” 
2. This would further indicate it was the star of the Messiah – the promised deliverer of Israel, 

whom the magi wanted to worship 
3.  They saw the star “in the east” which means more that they saw the star while in the east.  
The better translation is “we saw the star in the eastern sky,” or the star rising in the east, 
ahead of the sun. 
 4.  The star “went on before” the magi as they journeyed west to Israel, which means that on 
their journey it was now in the western evening sky and remained so throughout their journey. 
 5.  As the magi went the last 5 miles to Bethlehem, the star was over Bethlehem and then the 
star “stopped” over the place where the child was. 
 
I leave the viewing of “The Bethlehem Star” video to you, which I highly recommend.  But here 
is the summary of what Rich Larson has discovered: 

1.  In September of 3 BC the “king” planet of Jupiter over a course of weeks made three circles 
right next to the “king” star of Regulus (the brightest star in the sky).  If followed by the magi 
over this period of time it would have appeared as though Jupiter was “crowning” Regulus. 
This was a phenomena that would not have occurred any other time in the life of the magi.  
This cried out “king” to the magi.  And, this star-planet triple conjunction took place in the 
constellation of “Leo” the lion – the lion being the symbol of the Messiah, the “Lion of 
Judah.”  This cried out “Jewish Messiah.”  And in Babylon, this would have taken place in 
the eastern sky right before sunrise over the course of the month of September.  And 
following this amazing night sign, the sun would have risen for days while in the 
constellation of Virgo, the virgin with the “infant” crescent moon right beneath it. Why is this 
significant? 

Revelation 12:1-2   A great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, 
and the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars.  And she was 
with child, and she cried out, being in labor and in pain to give birth. 

     This is exactly the vision that John regarding the coming Christ-Child.  And would it surprise 
you to tell you that the constellation Virgo has 12 major stars? – the “twelve stars” in 
Virgo’s “crown?” 

     This is the very sight that the magi would have seen in the eastern sky right before and at 
sunrise during September of 3 BC.  And Rick Larson believes this is the sign that got 
the magi’s attention – and it was at the conception, or “enunciation” of Jesus. 

 
2.  Exactly nine moths later, in June of 2 BC, Jupiter (the “King” planet) and Venus (the 

“mother” planet) which are the two brightest “stars” in our sky (thought they are planets) 
had their closest conjunction ever, making it the brightest star-like object that had ever 
been seen in the night sky.  It was on June 17 of 2 BC that these two planets were at their 
closest conjunction. And this being 9 months later, this phenomenon was now in the 
western sky from the Babylonian perspective in the evening, pointing the magi towards 

http://www.bethlethemstar.net/


Jerusalem.  This is when the magi decided to travel west to find the Messiah-Child who 
they now believed to have been born. The preparations could have taken a few months, 
with the journey taking a couple more months.  This would have put them in Herod’s palace 
somewhere in December of 2 BC. 

BY THE WAY - Planetariums all over the world show this June 17, 2 BC historical 
phenomenon in their Christmas shows as a possible “Bethlehem Star” even if they are not 
Biblically inclined. 
 

I find the date of June 17, 2 BC (by our calendar’s reckoning), a most compelling candidate for 
the birth date of Jesus for a number or reasons.   

1. The stunning conjunction of Jupiter and Venus 
2. 9 months after the stunning conjunction of Jupiter and Regulus 
3. A perfect time to call for a census – long days, good weather and no interfering with 

any of the Jewish holy day celebrations  
 
3. Herod’s scholars answered the magi’s question as to where the Messiah would be born 

from the Biblical book of Micah 5:2, where it was prophesied that One who was “from the 
days of eternity” would be born.  As the magi journeyed the short 5 miles to Bethlehem 
from Jerusalem (you can see Bethlehem from Jerusalem) our computerized night sky 
shows that Jupiter would have been directly over Bethlehem – going “before them.” 

 
4. And (believe it, or not) on December 25 of 2 BC Jupiter “stopped” in retrograde motion 

(similar to two vehicles on the freeway appearing to be “stopped” next to one another).  
Before that it had been doing its “dance” appearing to be going in small circles, but on Dec. 
25 it stopped its motion for a day – the day Rick Larsen believes the magi reached 
Bethlehem and “stood over the place where the Child was.”   This would have been 
unseen to anyone else but the magi, but they would have “rejoiced with exceeding great 
joy” in seeing this phenomenon. That doesn’t mean Jesus was born on Dec. 25.  He was a 
6 month old youngster at that time.  But it is very probably that December 25, 2 BC, by our 
present day reckoning, is when the magi worshipped Jesus in Bethlehem and gave their 
gifts. 

[NOTE:  Joseph and Mary apparently stayed in Bethlehem after the birth and the 
circumcision in Jerusalem, for at least 6 months.  Then after the magi left, they went to 
Egypt before finally returning to Nazareth after Herod died.  When the magi gave Herod 
the time that the star (Jupiter) appeared, they must have given him the time they saw the 
Jupiter/Regulus conjunction at the conception of Jesus, leading Herod to having all babies 
slaughtered under the age of two.] 
 
 

APPLICATION FOR MY LIFE 
1. The magi gifts were prophetic:  Gold:  the gift for a King; frankincense, the gift for a priest 
and myrrh, the gift for a Savior who would die and be buried.   And likewise we must give 
Jesus the best of our gifts – a life fully dedicated to serve him as a “living sacrifice.” (Romans 
12:1)  Nothing else will do. 
 
2. The magi worshipped, not just “adored.”  He was the God-man who had come to redeem.  
So also I must worship Jesus as the God-man come to redeem me.  He is not just a good 
prophet-teacher, but my Lord and my God, as the disciple Thomas later proclaimed when he 
bowed before Jesus. 
 
3. And the magi were wise.  They were wise to seek and to journey to find the Christ-Child.  
And so must each of us seek Him with all our heart and make the spiritual journey to find Him. 



And the magi were wise to not trust Herod, but to go home by a different route.  May we too be 
wise to recognize the spiritual dangers along our life’s path, and avoid them at all cost. 
 
Whoever the magi were, and whatever the star was, these magi are examples to us today to 
seek and find the Christ Jesus that we might worship Him.  
 
It has well been said that wise men still follow Him today.  Is that you?   
Will you follow Him today? 

 
 


