
The Magi and 
The Star

Christmas cards featuring
magi greatly outsell

cards featuring shepherds.
Yet the magi story is second
only to the Virgin Birth in
provoking disbelief at
Christmas. Who were the
magi who saw “His Star” and
came to worship the King of the Jews?
What was the Star of Bethlehem?

Magi is Greek for “wise men.”
They were scholars with special expert-
ise in astronomy, originating in Persia
(Iran) around 1000 BC. They also
advised royal courts in Babylon, Arabia
and India. According to Roman histo-
rian Herodotus, magi organized
Persian society after Babylon fell.

Persia, whom Herod had earlier
battled for three years, was a military
rival to Rome. Thus a contingent of
Persian nobles seeking a new king (sure-
ly with servants and military escort)
would have provoked acute consterna-
tion in Jerusalem as Matthew describes.

Scripture does not specify the num-
ber of magi. Various traditions range
from two to twelve, but nobody knows.
Most guess three because of the three
gifts, but multiple magi could have given
bags of gold. The gifts were God’s pro-
vision for financing the sudden trip to
Egypt to evade Herod’s wrath.

Matthew does not identify the
magi as kings. Some, however, think
they were kings because Old
Testament verses mention kings visit-
ing the Messiah with gifts, including
gold and frankincense (Isaiah 60:3-6;
Psalm 72:10; 68:29). These verses
more likely prophesy events yet to
come, and the magi were not kings.
For otherwise Matthew would have
cited magi-related fulfillments of these
OT prophecies to strengthen his
Messianic case for Jesus, just as he did
with five other prophecies in his first
two chapters.

What caused the magi to be inter-
ested in a “King of the Jews”?  The
prophet Daniel was prime minister in
Babylon and Persia in the 6th century
BC. Perhaps Daniel belonged to the
magi, for he was chief of all
Nebuchadnezzar’s wise men (Daniel
2:48). A century later, many Persians
became Jews due to the courageous
stand of Mordecai and Queen Esther
(Esther 8:17). Thus there was long-
term godly testimony in Persia initiat-
ed by Daniel and Esther. The scholar-
ly magi, particularly converts to
Judaism, would know the Hebrew
Scriptures. Isaiah’s “light to the
nations” Messianic prophecies would
inform the magi this King had world-
wide significance.

How did the magi recognize the
significance of His Star?  God created
stars for signs (Genesis 1:14). Possibly
His Star appeared in the constellation
Virgo (Virgin), and reminded the magi
of the Messianic “seed of the woman”
prophecy (Genesis 3:15). Or it may
have appeared in the constellation
Aries (Ram) which was the zodiacal

sign associated with Herod’s
kingdom. The magi were
surely aware of Balaam’s “star”
prophecy fourteen centuries
earlier: “A star shall come
forth from Jacob; a scepter
shall rise from Israel.”
(Numbers 24:17)  The magi
would also have known
Daniel’s prophecy about
Messiah the Prince being cut

off 483 years after the decree to rebuild
Jerusalem (by Artaxerxes to Nehemiah
in 445 BC). As the time of Daniel’s
prophecy drew near, the magi would
have correlated it with Balaam’s
prophecy and realized the Star
announced the coming King.

The Star was not a typical star. It
must have been extraordinary to hold
the magi’s attention and inspire the
arduous expedition to Jerusalem. The
grueling 1500-mile journey lasted
many months and involved crossing
deserts, mountains and rivers as well as
political, cultural and class boundaries.

Most planetariums present the
Star as a comet or a planetary conjunc-
tion. Both ideas are surely mistaken.
The Bible and the magi call it a “star.”
Neither a comet nor a conjunction is a
star; neither one even looks like a star.
Neither would have fooled the magi-
astronomers, after their months of
careful observation, into thinking it
was a star.

Some believe the Star was a super-

natural light that only looked like a
star. They envision the Star leading
the magi six miles from Jerusalem to
Bethlehem, moving north to south.
Since this is contrary to the motion of
stars which move from east to west, it
could not have been a genuine star
according to this theory. Moreover, in
crowded Bethlehem with its adjoining
houses, no true star could identify a
specific house as some think the Bible
indicates: “the star...came and stood
over where the Child was.” But a light
that looked enough like a star to be
called a star could not single out one
house either.

“Like a star” is not what Scripture
says. Four times Scripture identifies it

as a “star.” Scripture never says the
magi followed the Star but only that
the Star appeared in the East, seem-
ingly disappeared, and then reappeared
after the magi left Herod. Matthew
simply reports two appearances of
unspecified duration. One possibility
that matches the Biblical description is
that the Star was a supernova (explod-
ing star). A supernova star could have
been too dim to see while a regular
star, but would present a vivid display
after exploding. Then as the earth
orbited the sun, the Star moved into
daylight and was not visible. It “went
on before them,” gradually moving
back into the night sky, until the magi
saw it again over Bethlehem.

How could the Star identify
Christ’s location?  “Stood over where
the Child was” could mean the town
instead of the house. One ancient tra-
dition says the magi saw the Star’s
reflection at the bottom of Bethlehem’s
well and therefore knew the Star was
directly overhead. Anyone in the tiny
town could direct them to Joseph’s
house.

The divinely-appointed Star of
Bethlehem was probably a supernova
star, radiating more energy than an
entire galaxy of stars. What a majestic
proclamation of the Creator born to be
the long-promised Savior!
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Many think 
the Star was 
a comet, 
planetary 
conjunction, 
or supernatural
light.  All three
are wrong.
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