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Recap on miracles
• Evidence in my own life convinces me that 

miracles happen today not just in Biblical times. 

• We live in an immensely complex universe, and 
some miracles that in one age seem to break 
known natural laws, we later find conform to 
deeper laws. 

• Sometimes it is timing that is so miraculous.

• This raises a question: if we have free will, can the 
timing be that exact? God would need to know 
what we will decide. No pressure... 
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C.S. Lewis: “When we are praying about the 
result, say, of a battle or a medical 
consultation the thought will often cross our 
minds that … the event is already decided 
one way or the other. I believe this to be no 
good reason for ceasing our prayers. The 
event certainly has been decided – in a 
sense it was decided “before all worlds”. But 
one of the things taken into account in 
deciding it, and therefore one of the things 
that really cause it to happen, may be this 
very prayer that we are now offering.”

• In other words, it is not coercion for God to 
know in advance what we will decide. 

• Finally, what I neglected completely: there is 
also a spirit world, including angels, subject to 
different laws but permitted to operate in our 
space-time dimension in special circumstances. 
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The Star of Bethlehem
So was the star of Bethlehem miraculous in breaking 
planetary laws, or did it adhere to them with split-second 
timing?
Today I want to look at two theories that suggest the events 
in Matthew happened exactly as described, and did not 
break natural laws:
1) Ernest L. Martin (“The star that astonished the world” 

(1991) and “The birth of Christ recalculated” (1978)), 
Sinnott (1968), and Craig Chester (1993), popularised by 
Rick Larson (The Star, 2007). 

2) Colin Nicholl “The great Christ comet” (2015) 
Both suggest that Jesus’ birth, life and death on the cross 
have always been God’s salvation plan for the world, and 
that God orchestrated spectacular astronomical events to 
mark the birth of his son.  
Let’s begin by looking at the Gospel of Matthew…

Matthew 2: 1-11a
• After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time 

of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 2 and 
asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the 
Jews? We saw his star when it rose and have come to 
worship him.”

• 3 When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all 
Jerusalem with him. 4 When he had called together all the 
people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked 
them where the Messiah was to be born.5 “In Bethlehem in 
Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has 
written:

• 6 “‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,
are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;

for out of you will come a ruler
who will shepherd my people Israel.’”
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Matthew 2: 1-11a
• 7 Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 

from them the exact time the star had appeared. 8 He 
sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search 
carefully for the child. As soon as you find him, report 
to me, so that I too may go and worship him.”

• 9 After they had heard the king, they went on their way, 
and the star they had seen when it rose went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child 
was. 10 When they saw the star, they were 
overjoyed. 11 On coming to the house, they saw the 
child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and 
worshiped him.

People have always wondered about the star, so do we have 
any better chance today? Yes. We’ve had the mathematics of 
planetary orbits since Johannes Kepler (1571-1630); we have 
had comprehensive data since 1767 (first publication of the 
Nautical almanac); and now we have software that lets us see 
the sky at any date, and how objects (stars, planets, and 
comets if there is data) move over time. For example:

• Sky Charts (Cartes du Ciel), Freeware (needs an internet 
connection)

• Skymap Pro (can be used off-line)

• Starry Night Pro

Surveyors and navigators 
routinely use the predictable 
movement of stars and sun 
over time to get precise 
azimuths
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First, we need to understand retrograde 
motion of planets

Mars, for example, travels more slowly around the sun than the earth does

Earth

Mars

Earth

Mars

In a given time, Mars will travel less far in its orbit than the earth

Apparent motion 
of Mars relative 
to the stars
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Earth

Mars

In a given time, Mars will travel less far in its orbit than the earth

Apparent motion of 
Mars relative to the 
stars

Earth

Mars

In a given time, Mars will travel less far in its orbit than the earth

Motion 
slow or 
static



2/12/2018

7

Earth

Mars

In a given time, Mars will travel less far in its orbit than the earth

Apparent 
motion is 
now 
backwards

Earth

Mars

In a given time, Mars will travel less far in its orbit than the earth

Apparent 
motion is 
reversing 
again
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Earth

Mars

In a given time, Mars will travel less far in its orbit than the earth

Apparent 
motion 
forward 
again

mrkeay.pbworks.com/f/Retrograde+Motion.ppt 
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Martin’s/Larson’s proposed 
time line:
6BC 5BC 4BC 3BC 2BC 1BC BC/AD

Conventional 
scholarship says 
Herod the Great 
died somewhere 
here. 

Martin & Larson suggest he 
died around here, and a 
reasonable case can be 
made: e.g. Steinman, When 
Did Herod the Great Reign, 
Novum Testamentum 51 
(2009): 1-29

Annunciation perhaps 
somewhere in 3BC

Gabriel gives the Virgin Mary 
wonderful news and she says 
(Luke 1: 46-49):

My soul glorifies the Lord
and my spirit rejoices in God my 

Saviour,
for he has been mindful

of the humble state of his servant.
From now on all generations will call 
me blessed,

for the Mighty One has done great 
things for me –

holy is his name.

6BC 5BC 4BC 3BC 2BC 1BC BC/AD
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• At the annunciation what did 
the sky look like to the Magi 
(wise men), probably in 
Babylon?

• 14th September, 3BC, there is a 
conjunction of Jupiter (largest 
planet, and called the “king 
planet” by Greeks and Romans) 
with Regulus (the king star)

• Babylonians called Regulus: 
Sarru (or Lugal) = king; 

• By retrograde motion, the path 
of Jupiter through the sky 
“crowns” Regulus

6BC 5BC 4BC 3BC 2BC 1BC BC/AD

Babylon: 33° 15’N, 43° 40’E
14th September, 3BC, UTC 10h 50m, looking West. 
Increments of 10 sidereal days show retrograde motion

The Magi could have known about Jewish traditions from 

Daniel and others. 

Zodiacal signs were divided by the Babylonians “around the 
middle of the first millennium BC” (Nicholl p152,3) 

Leo 
(the 
lion)

Leo,  the lion
Virgo, the virgin
Pisces, the fishes

Also, Hydra, the 
serpent



2/12/2018

11

• Revelation 12, in astronomical language, may well be a 
second account of Jesus’ conception and birth: 

• A great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with 
the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of 
twelve stars on her head. She was pregnant and cried 
out in pain as she was about to give birth. Then 
another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red 
dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven 
crowns on its heads. 4 Its tail swept a third of the stars 
out of the sky and flung them to the earth. The dragon 
stood in front of the woman who was about to give 
birth, so that it might devour her child the moment he 
was born. She gave birth to a son, a male child, who 
‘will rule all the nations with an iron sceptre. And her 
child was snatched up to God and to his throne.’ (Rev 
12: 1-5)

• “Clothed 
with the 
sun”?

• Virgo (the 
Virgin), 
follows 
Jupiter 
“clothed in 
the sun…”

• [still viewed from 
Babylon]

Virgo

Sun
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“With the 
moon at 
her feet…”

Virgo

Sun

Virgo

Moon

• Wind forward 9 months

• Still Babylon, now June 
2BC, a possible birth 
date for Jesus. 

• Now Jupiter and Venus 
– the biggest planet and 
the brightest planet –
come into conjunction 
and make a really bright 
“star” which sets 
approximately west of 
Babylon – in the 
direction of Jerusalem 

Babylon: 33° 15’N, 43° 40’E
17th June, 2BC, UTC 17h 50m UTC, looking 
West. 

Leo

Jupiter

Venus
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• The Magi set off, travelling to 
Jerusalem, Larson suggests arriving 
in November (~5 months), let’s say 
end of November 

• They speak with Herod and learn 
about Bethlehem 

• Jupiter (alone) on 30th November is 
due south at 6am local time.

• It does pass over Bethlehem (~7km 
south of Jerusalem) 

• Larson suggests the Magi do the 
maths and find Jupiter “stops” 
(retrograde motion) ~25th

December

4BC 3BC 2BC 1BC BC/AD

N

S ~7km

Jerusalem: 31° 46’N, 35° 12’E
30th November, 2BC, UTC 04h 00m, looking South. 

Jupiter

Southern 
Cross

Bethlehem is slightly 
west of south

The Magi travel to Bethlehem, timing their arrival to 
coincide with Jupiter “stopping” slightly east of south, by 
retrograde motion, towards the end of December 2002. 

4BC 3BC 2BC 1BC BC/AD

Jesus is now a 
toddler, living in 
a house in 
Bethlehem

Jupiter

176°
178°
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Issues:
• 1BC for Herod’s death? However, although most scholarship 

agrees on 4BC, there is a compelling case for 1BC (e.g. 
Steinman, When Did Herod the Great Reign, Novum
Testamentum 51 (2009): 1-29 

More seriously:

• “No magus would have regarded Leo as the constellation or 
sign of Judea, nor Regulus as the Messiah’s star.” (Nicholls) 

• Faulkner accuses Larson of plagiarism in not acknowledging 
the ideas of Sinnott (1968); Ernest L. Martin (1978 & 1991); 
and Chester (1993). 

• Due to the rotation of the earth, Jupiter is moving very fast 
across the sky (at ~37° in an hour, or over 4000km/hr), so 
impossible to pin-point a house exactly. 

Jupiter stops by 
retrograde motion. 
Azimuth ~175°

Bethlehem 
is ~188°

175°188°

i.e. Jupiter doesn’t 
stop exactly over 
Bethlehem



2/12/2018

15

The Great Christ Comet, 2015
Colin Nicholl

• A work of serious scholarship

• John C. Lennox, Professor of Mathematics at Oxford 
University, describes it as “An outstanding book, 
quite breathtaking in the range of its scholarship”

• Nicholls argues that Matthew 2 should be taken 
literally, and that Revelation 12:1-5, which is 
written in celestial terms, gives us an astronomical 
version of Jesus’ birth.

• [Note: The Greek word used for star is astēr, which 
can refer to “a fixed star, a planet, a comet, or a 
meteor” (Nicholl p66)

Most image credits, Sirscha Nicholl

• Nicholls argues that the events of Matthew 2 and 
Revelation 12 are best described by a comet. 

• If that is accepted, the scriptural clues permit the comet 
parameters to be determined very precisely

• This in turn enables views of the comet to be created 
with considerable accuracy from different locations on 
different dates and times
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7BC8BC

Comet first spotted somewhere 
between November 8BC and 
December 7BC 

6BC

Zoom in 
here

Nicholl’s proposed time line:

It appeared then, but “rising” means heliacal rising – the 
first appearance after a conjunction with the sun 
e.g. the Māori new year begins with the heliacal rising of 
Matariki, the Pleiades, in late May or early June.

6BC

Sept 15th, 6BC, Virgo is “clothed with the 
sun,” and the moon under Virgo’s feet

5th

September

15th

October November

10th 20th 25th 5th 10th 15th 20th 25th

Sun

Moon

Virgo
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Virgo, seated, 
with a crown 
of twelve stars 
on her head

[Remember, the zodiacal signs 
were named by Babylonians ~ 
1st millennium BC]

6BC

Sept 29th/30th, 
comet is in 
Virgo’s womb, 
starting to grow 
larger

5th

September

15th

October November

10th 20th 25th 5th 10th 15th 20th 25th

Sept 15th

clothed in 
the sun, 
moon at 
her feet
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6BC

Over the next fortnight, the comet is in 
Virgo’s womb, starting to grow larger

5th

September

15th

October November

10th 20th 25th 5th 10th 15th 20th 25th

6BC

October 15th, 
begins active 
labour; descends 

5th

September

15th

October November

10th 20th 25th 5th 10th 15th 20th 25th
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6BC

October 19th, a meteor storm 
radiates from Hydra’s tail

5th

September

15th

October November

10th 20th 25th 5th 10th 15th 20th 25th

“Comets are responsible for most meteor 
showers and meteor storms” p113

Hydra, in Babylon 
known as the 
serpent p173

6BC

The baby has been 
born – the Magi 
leave Babylon 
between Oct. 23rd

and 25th, take 4 or 5 
weeks, speak with 
Herod, and go to 
Bethlehem 

5th

September

15th

October November

10th 20th 25th 5th 10th 15th 20th 25th



2/12/2018

20

Two scenarios: 
Magi arrive either 
before or after 
Mary and Joseph 
take baby Jesus to 
visit the temple on 
the 40th day after 
the birth

Herod massacres 
the innocents end 
of Nov or start of 
December 6BC, 
approximately 2 
years after the star 
first appeared

Possible issues:

• A great comet of the magnitude of the one Nicholl 
postulates would surely have attracted comment 
among writers of the day.

• But Nicholl argues that ancient records – Greece, 
Babylon and China – are fragmentary and many 
comets we have since observed would have 
appeared during periods of record-keeping but are 
not mentioned. 

• Still early days after the book’s publication – the 
good thing about getting a theory out into the 
public eye is that there is a chance for peer review, 
or corroborative comet records.
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Conclusions

Stars are often used as symbolic of hope, and the 
Bethlehem Star also gives hope:

1. First, about God’s awesome power: we are 
discovering more all the time about how 
seriously complex our universe is. The Hubble 
telescope has found ~100 billion galaxies so far, 
ranging from dwarfs of a few hundred million 
stars to giants with a hundred trillion stars, and 
this number is increasing all the time. 

Isaiah 40: 26 “Lift up your eyes and look 
to the heavens: Who created all these?
He who brings out the starry host one by 
one and calls forth each of them by 
name. Because of his great power and 
mighty strength, not one of them is 
missing.”

Romans 1: 20 For since the 
creation of the world God’s 
invisible qualities – his eternal 
power and divine nature –
have been clearly seen, being 
understood from what has 
been made, so that people are 
without excuse.
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2. Both theories about the Bethlehem star suggest 
that marvellous celestial signs accompanied the 
birth of Jesus. This shows how important Jesus’ 
birth was, and IS: if we put our trust in him not in 
our own strength and righteousness he has said 
that he will take our sins on himself. So we have 
hope of eternal life. It also gives hope that God can 
see the future, and has a plan for our world.

3. There is hope in the fact that Jesus was born in a 
stable not in a mansion. We live in an “upside 
down” kingdom, where strength is in weakness.  

4. The Christmas message is filled with hope for the 
world. 


