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In this first of my lectures/talks, approaching the theme of Christmas seemed an 

obvious place to start, a position not shared with Mark the evangelist. Nevertheless, 

after arriving in this new set of Parishes, I have set myself the goal of deepening the 

well of faith so that the confidence of the faithful may be assured and flourish. Of 

course, this is not the only approach that I can undertake, but to secure ourselves 

within the Christian faith which is anchored in living history—seemed a most 

profitable enterprise. After all, Christianity is an ‘historical religion’, capable of 

proving itself through the lens of intense scrutiny, the level of which many other faiths 

have yet to endure. One thing we can say for absolute certainty from the beginning, is 

that Jesus certainly existed1, attempts to discredit this have failed to gain traction as 

an argument in academia.  

    Given that Jesus certainly existed, we can also say with equal certainty, that he was 

born. The exact details of this are problematic in piecing together—yet we do have the 

gospel accounts of Matthew and Luke to glean from them an emerging story which 

obviously had its origins in oral and written material predating them both. This source 

is often referred to as ‘Q’. There remains many questions concerning such things as 

time of Jesus’ birth, date and who knew about it. We also remain unclear about many 

of the years that followed his birth. Perhaps this is why Mark started from the last 

three years of Jesus life, because it was by far the most widely know period and also 

the most important. Like all things with Christianity, the last week of Jesus life shaped 

everything that would be said about him, particularly the resurrection which would 

be the depth charge that would send the ripples of its effects going as far back into 

                                                 
1 Bart D. Ehrman, Did Jesus Exist?: The Historical Argument for Jesus of Nazareth, (New York: Harper 

Collins, 2012) 
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history as it would forward.  It was clear that the early Christians believed that in a 

unique way God had come to them as and in the historical person of Jesus who was 

hailed by the first followers as ‘Messiah’ or ‘Christ’. A title that would not have 

adhered in any way if Good Friday would have been his last day of life. For Jesus, to 

be the Christ he cannot have been defeated. Rather ‘Christ’ defeated the final enemy, 

sin and death. The question that arises from this, as it must have for his first followers, 

is how and when did this story begin?  

I have chosen certain themes to focus upon. 1). The dating of Jesus’ birth. 2). The Virgin 

Birth. 3). The Star and the Magi. 4). How many Magi? It is to these that we now turn. 

 

Primary Texts 

 NRSV 

 

Matthew 1. 18-25 

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been 

engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy 

Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public 

disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of 

the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take 

Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, 

and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place 

to fulfil what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 

“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 

    and they shall name him Emmanuel,” 
 

which means, “God is with us.” When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord 

commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had 

borne a son; and he named him Jesus. 

 

Matthew 2. 1-12 

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East 

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

observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.”  When King Herod heard 

this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests 

and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born.  They told him,  



3 

 

 

“In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 

‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 

    are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

for from you shall come a ruler 

    who is to shepherd[d] my people Israel.’” 
 

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men[e] and learned from them the exact time when the 

star had appeared.  Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the 

child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him 

homage.”  When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star 

that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was.  When they 

saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy.  On entering the house, they 

saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening 

their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And having been 

warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

 

Luke 1. 26-38 

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to 

a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name 

was Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favoured one! The Lord is with you.” But 

she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. The 

angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. And now, you 

will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great, and 

will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his 

ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be 

no end.” Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel said to her, 

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; 

therefore the child to be born[d] will be holy; he will be called Son of God. And now, your 

relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her 

who was said to be barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” Then Mary said, “Here 

am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed 

from her. 

 

Luke. 2.1-7 

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. 

This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went 
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to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to 

Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and 

family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was 

expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she 

gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, 

because there was no place for them in the inn. 

 

    The dates of Jesus Birth 

It is difficult to pin down the exact date of Jesus’ birth. This is because the two sources 

for our dating (Matthew and Luke), offer details that hold open a window of a period 

rather than offer a specific date. The reason for this stems from the fact that we are told 

that the date of Jesus birth was during the life time of Herod the Great (37BC-4AD) 

during the reign of Caesar Augustus (27BC-14AD). This means that Jesus was born 

between 27BC and 4BC. This seems to be attested by both sources, and in Matthew it is 

implied that Jesus is a toddler by the time the Magi arrive and possibly a young boy 

by the time Herod finally dies and the family are called back to live in Galilee, if indeed 

that’s where they were living before! On this point Luke seems to think that Nazareth 

is where they were living before the birth. In Matthew it is implied that Bethlehem is 

the family’s place of residence and that he is born there because that’s where they live.  

Nevertheless, we are also told that Jesus died at about the age of thirty-three and we 

must bear in mind that dates in ancient biographies were not always scrupulously 

accurate. For example, Luke mentions that the reason the family go to Bethlehem in 

the first place is because of the census. Luke tells us that this happened when Quirinius 

was governor of Syria. It appears that Luke has got his dates wrong, because Quirinius 

wasn’t governor until 6AD and left that post in 12AD. There are various answers to this, 

for example is there another Quirinius? I think that Luke just got his dates wrong or 

at least his sources did. Remember, the writers of the Gospels are using much older 

material for Jesus’ life (Q) that go right back to the first witnesses and we must expect 

that in recalling the details will vary, this is to be expected. 

That said, it is likely that Jesus was born between 6AD-4AD, this is the consensus by most 

if not all modern scholars. The date, both from a starting point and from working 

backwards from the end of his life and resurrection fits with this. However, this 

“period” remains in a stable but potential state of flux. 

 

Virgin Birth 
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We are told that Jesus is born of a virgin. Matthew writes: ‘an angel of the Lord 

appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take 

Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear 

a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All 

this took place to fulfil what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 

“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 

and they shall name him Emmanuel,”2  

 

I just want to dwell on this for a moment. The word used here for ‘Virgin’ is from the 

Septuagint, ‘παρθενος/parthenos’3. This is a miss translation of the Hebrew word 

Alma which is commonly translated as ‘young woman’. However, before you get to 

concerned, let me say that in Jesus’ day the scriptures in Hebrew were not widely read 

or known by the vast majority of the Jewish people. They were either read in Aramaic, 

which we call the targums4, or more commonly they were read in Greek (the 

Septuagint). Almost all quotes from the Old Testament (hereafter OT) by the New 

Testament (hereafter NT) writers are from the Septuagint version of the OT. Which 

means that the writers and listeners of the OT would have heard this word ‘parthenos’ 

not ‘Alma’, and knew that it meant, quite unambiguously, ‘Virgin’. This 

understanding is cemented by the statement that, the child is of the ‘Holy Spirit’ and 

is called, ‘Immanuel’ ‘God with us’. In Matthew the writer states emphatically that 

Joseph did not touch her. Further to that in Luke 1. 26-37, we are told that he will be 

born of the Holy Spirit and will be called, ‘Son of the Most High, and the Lord God’ 

and what is Mary’s response to all this? This word ‘parthenos’ is used in verse twenty 

seven (see above) and Mary when she responds to the Angel says: ‘“How can this be, 

since I am a virgin?”, here the word ‘parthenos’ is not used but the phrase, ‘ανδρα ου 

γινωσκω’, which literally translates as: ‘I have not known a man’ (my translation). In 

other words, the writers take it as a given that Mary is a young woman who has not had 

sex. 

 

The Star and the Magi 

I see him, but not now; 

                                                 
2 Mt. 1.23, a quote from Isaiah 7:14. 
3 The Septuagint (LXX) was the common source for the Scripture in the time of Jesus. Sometime 

around the 2nd Century BC the Hebrew scripture were translated by scholars into Greek. All of the 

New Testament (NT) writers quoted from the Old Testament (OT) and used the Septuagint indicating 

that it had become the accepted authority. It is called the ‘Septuagint’ because it was said that seventy 

scholars translated it.  
4 The Targums were a collection of writings that were Aramaic translations of the OT. Though Greek 

was the most common language in Jesus day, his native tongue was Aramaic.   
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I behold him, but not near— 

a star shall come out of Jacob, 

Balaam’s Prophecy, Numbers. 24:17 

 

This is the prophecy which Matthew has in mind, that out of Israel a leader is coming 

to destroy the enemies of God’s people. This prophecy looks forward to the time of 

King David and there Matthew clearly had Jesus as the fulfilment of both the throne 

of David and the destruction of the ultimate enemy of Israel, sin; which had been the 

perceived cause of Israel’s subjugation by its enemies. It is also interesting of the 

parallels between the Magi (Magos) and Balaam himself, a gentile, ‘Visionary’5. He is 

also someone who was ‘from the east’ (Mesopotamia) and refused to aid a tyrant king 

in destroying the people of God. 

Attempts to reconcile astronomical events as the source of an actual star are not very 

helpful. However, there is one, a coming together in 7BC between Jupiter and Saturn 

in the constellation of Pisces. Jupiter represents the great God, which is the Latin 

version of Zeus (the great god). Saturn is Cronos (the father of the god’s) and 

represents time and Pisces in the middle east represented the nation of Israel. So, we 

can see how the Magi could piece together the birth of someone uniquely special in 

the kingdom of Israel. Also, the coming together of Jupiter and Saturn was very visible 

in the middle east particularly in the desert. It was only when they arrived at 

Jerusalem and enquired where he would be born, and as we know the prophecy points 

to Bethlehem. After this, the star appears to be closer and moving in a more intimate 

way. Now, there was a close association between Stars and angels. I think the second 

star more likely a supernatural manifestation. Nevertheless, Bethlehem is very close 

to Jerusalem, so it is possible that the moving star is a Matthean theological literary 

devise. I think being in our modern scientific age we can become blinded to how 

ancient peoples understood things and may I suggest also blinded by our own 

materialist notions towards miracles. I’m sure the Magi set out with their very real 

reasons, but we cannot hope today to know what they are. Nevertheless, what we can 

say is they were guided in some way by something which I think Matthew links to the 

prophecy about Balaam’s prophecy. That they fulfil it. Another interesting point is 

that the Magi where not welcome in Jewish circles. They were very much seen as 

magicians and mischief makers, akin to that who confronted Moses with tricks and 

sorcery. Yet in Matthew, there is no hint of negativity. His vision of the Magi is entirely 

positive. 

     The image of the star also musters up Messianic connotations. In the Bar Kokhba 

revolt in circa 132-136, led by Simon, who was given the name ‘bar Kokhba’ which 

                                                 
5 See R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 67-68 
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means ‘Son of the star’, in other words he is the messiah. Nevertheless, here Matthew 

presents Jesus as the one who is to be worshipped. Magi were often known for being 

servants of kings, here, they come to pay homage, offering their selves and their goods 

for the new King which echoes a prophetic expectation about the gentiles bringing 

their wealth into the service of Israel.  

So how many Magi were there?  

We are not told, but they certainly were not Kings. We are only told that they had 

three gifts, Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh. The three gifts denote another meaning; 

Gold for a King, Frankincense for Deity and Myrrh for suffering and death. In looking 

at the story of Jesus birth we are invited to seek meaning instead of just information 

and facts. Many come with that expectation and are put off by their own 

misunderstandings of ancient biographies and the way they were told. All in all, the 

picture we are invited to see is that God has come to us through his appointed King 

for Israel and the world (What was Jesus crucified as?). Through the genealogies in 

Matthew and the inclusion of the gentiles and wealth of the nations, we are told that 

God is gathering the world to his humble self in the Messiah, Jesus the Christ. What 

is being conveyed to us it that there has never been nor will be again a human being 

like this. He is utterly and completely unique, born of God from a Virgin at a time and 

place of God’s choosing and will be a King of a Kingdom (David’s) that shall never 

pass away.  

In 1 Samuel 8. 6-9, we are told after he had warned them about earthly kings:  

So Samuel prayed to the Lord. The Lord told Samuel, “Listen to everything the 

people are saying to you. They haven’t rejected you; they’ve rejected me. 

They’re doing just what they’ve done since I took them out of Egypt—leaving 

me and serving other gods. Listen to them now but be sure to warn them and 

tell them about the rights of a king. 

Matthew and Luke are telling us that, in Christ, God is taking His people along with 

the rest of the world back under His responsibility and reign. Back to the root of the 

problem, sin which separates us from God. What people need is not a leader to fight 

the invading enemies, like the Romans which is what Bar Kokhba did. What they 

needed was forgiveness, to be released from failure towards a new future with God 

under the provision of His grace. For nothing is impossible for God, who came to us 

as a child, the Word made flesh. As St. Augustine writes:  

so that human beings might be born of God, God was first of all born of them. 

Christ, after all, is God, and Christ was born of human beings. He was only 

looking for a mother on earth, because he already had a Father in heaven; he 
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was born of God that we might be fashioned and he was born of a woman that 

we might be refashioned6  

Book Recommendation 

Paula Gooder, Journey to the Manger: Exploring the Birth of Jesus, (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 2016) 

                                                 
6 2:15, In Iohannis Evangelium Tractatus CXXIV, (Allan D. Fitzgerald, O.S.A., ed, Homilies on the Gospel of 

John 1-40, Edmund Hill. O.P., (trans), 2009, Hyde Park, New York, WSA, III/12).      


