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Last week, on Monday, December 21, we were treated to a visual display unseen by 

human beings since about 800 years ago. Jupiter and Saturn appeared so close in the evening sky 

together that they almost appeared to be a single planet. Although the two planets visually pass 

close to each other every 20 years or so, it’s only every eight centuries that they form what is 

known as the Great Conjunction. 

Of course, Jupiter and Saturn don’t actually come anywhere near as close to each other as 

it may seem to us. It’s all a matter of how those two planets and the Earth are aligned in their 

orbits around the Sun. If they were to get as close as they appear, they would probably tear each 

other apart by their respective gravitational pulls. So, the Great Conjunction is an illusion, a 

spectacular and beautiful illusion. 

You probably knew all of that already but the Great Conjunction has a theological angle 

as well. Back in the 1600’s, pioneering astronomer Johannes Kepler proposed that when the 

magi followed a star to Bethlehem, what they followed was the Great Conjunction. This is an 

early example of an attempt to reconcile science and religion. 

And there is much circumstantial evidence to suggest that Kepler was on to something. 

Since the orbits of Jupiter and Saturn are constant and predictable, it wasn’t too much trouble to 

backtrack through history and figure out when Great Conjunctions had occurred in ancient 

history. Sure enough, there was a Great Conjunction in what we know today as the year 7 B.C. 

Since the date of Jesus’ birth is not firmly fixed and could have happened anywhere within a five 
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to ten year time span, casting the Great Conjunction of 7 B.C. as the true Star Of Bethlehem isn’t 

all that big of a stretch. Nobody can say for sure but it’s an intriguing possibility. And, by the 

way, if the Star Of Bethlehem wasn’t the Great Conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in 7 B.C., 

there was a very similar conjunction between Jupiter and Venus in 2 B.C. 

As a theologian who has a great respect for science, I find all of that very interesting. 

But I also wonder if determining exactly how the Star Of Bethlehem occurred is really all 

that relevant. Interesting questions like these, while legitimate, can sometimes sidetrack us away 

from the more important points being made in Scripture. 

Let’s go back and look at Matthew’s Epiphany story in somewhat broader strokes. What 

is really essential here? 

Now, there’s a lot of debate among Biblical scholars about exactly who the Magi were 

and where they were coming from. There’s reason to believe that they came either from Persia or 

from regions near Persia. Their reliance on a star suggests that astrology might have been an 

important part of their world-view. 

We do know that the word “Magi,” while it has several possible different meanings, 

referred to a person who was very learned and highly respected within their culture. These 

weren’t messenger boys. The Magi were men of importance, wherever they were from, and their 

journey to Bethlehem was perilous. They took a risk in making the journey and their people took 

the risk of losing them by allowing them to go. 

Many different peoples and cultures inhabited the Middle East of Jesus’ day, as they do 

today, and there wasn’t much in the way of mutual respect. Everybody assumed that their way of 

thinking was right and all other cultures were wrong. They all viewed each other with suspicion 
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and often outright hatred. It was best to stick to your people and your own land. 

So, what an incredible statement it was that these Magi, these respected scholars who 

were undoubtedly greatly valued by their people, took off on dangerous, bandit-infested roads 

and made that difficult, uncomfortable and dangerous journey or horseback or camelback or 

some other four-legged back to honor and worship a child born in an entirely different culture 

with its entirely different set of religious beliefs. And, then, to top it all off, they offered gifts to a 

newborn infant that were extremely valuable. 

This visit was not a standard diplomatic courtesy visit. This was a statement of deep faith 

by men who had no reason to believe in the divinity of the Christ child other than the sign they 

saw in the sky and their own instincts. They knew nothing of the Ten Commandments. They 

probably had never heard of King David or the prophet Isaiah. 

Right here, before Jesus has even left the stable behind the inn at Bethlehem, Matthew’s 

Gospel makes a tremendously powerful statement about the universality of the salvation that 

Jesus brought to the world. Jesus was born into a particular faith in a particular culture but His 

mission on Earth was about far more than that. Jesus both embraced the faith of His people and, 

at the same time, transcended that faith. Jesus was Jewish and He was universal. 

How do I explain the Star Of Bethlehem? It could have been Jupiter and Saturn; it could 

have been Jupiter and Venus; it could have been something that we simply are not in a position 

to understand. It makes no difference. Whatever that star was, it proclaimed that a new kind of 

faith, a new way of being in a relationship with God, had come. We would never be the same 

again. The world would never be the same. We don’t need to see that star to follow it to faith in 

Jesus Christ, a faith that all can share regardless of race and regardless of culture. 


