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PART ONE

~ ASIAR
IN THE EAST



CHAPTER OINE

A MESSAGE
IN THE SKIES

It could have all started on a planet in the solar system of a
galaxy three thousand light-years away.

There may even have been an intelligent civilization on that
planet.

Assume for a moment that the people in this faraway civili-
zation looked and behaved something like we earthlings, ex-
cept that they had advanced far beyond us in their personal
relationships, their governmental system, their artistic achieve-
ments and their technological capabilities. Life for them was
what we would call comfortable, peaceful, even happy. There
was no poverty, racial injustice or class oppression. They had
gained wisdom from the successes and failures of their previ-
ous generations, and they could afford to smile confidently at
the future.

At least they could smile until their highly trained scientists
confronted them with the unthinkable: their sun was about to
explode and annihilate all that they had striven so hard to
achieve. There was no hope of escape. Everyone and every-
thing would die.

At first, no one could believe it. Their civilization, now at its
zenith, would no longer even exist within a few weeks. There
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would be no legacy, no future generations to enjoy the fruits
of their labor. Then, as the terminal diagnosis for this intelli-
gent race began to sink in, there was anger, frustration and
finally, resignation. In a last and probably futile gesture to
save something of their way of life, they built a huge vault on
the most distant planet in their solar system and sealed their
most valuable records and treasures deep within.

Then, the unthinkable became reality. To the ordinary indi-
vidual on this highly advanced planet, there was little warn-
ing except for an increasing brightness of their sun’s light. But
the cataclysm accelerated swiftly after that. First, the sunlight
became painful to the eyes, no matter where they tried to
look. Then the heat became more and more unbearable.
Within an hour, the planets closer to the sun were already
being burned to a crisp. Finally, the holocaust consumed this
intelligent civilization and all its achievements, All that re-
mained was a pitiful, charred little vault on a distant planet in
a dead solar system.

But that was not the end, for the light generated by the ex-
ploding sun still lived. It increased a billionfold in brilliance
within a few hours and emitted more light than all the other
suns in the entire galaxy combined. The incredible flame and
light lasted for several weeks. The devastation from the blast
was largely limited to the original doomed solar system, but
the light, moving at incredible speed out into the universe,
reached other nearby solar systems after four or five years of
travel, and lighted the planets whirling around these solar sys-
tems with a ball of flame in the heavens that rivaled their own
suns.

The light from the supernova—for that is what we would
call the explosion of that sun—continued to move at high
speed throughout the rest of the universe, though the bril-
liance waned the farther it got from its source. Three thou-
sand years after the initial explosion, in the destroyed solar
system that had been the home of that highly advanced civili-
zation, the buried vault containing the records and wisdom of
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that extinct race lay unopened and undiscovered. But the
light from the cosmic blast had reached another planet with
another civilization—one which was not quite so advanced but
which nevertheless saw a special message in the light that
shone down upon their world.

The more primitive planet was earth. The light from the
supernova lasted for several weeks and rivaled the planet
Venus in brightness. A group of Magi interpreted this mysteri-
ous new star as a sign signaling the birth of the King of the
Jews. So they set out on a journey that eventually led them to
the child Jesus.

This story is complete fantasy, of course, and is essentially
the scenario painted by author Arthur C. Clarke in a scientific
essay and also in his science fiction short story “Supernova
Bethlehem.™ But Clarke’s interpretation of the Star of Bethle-
hem shows how that long-ago event has captured the imagi-
nation of scientists, theologians and other creative thinkers up
to the present day.

Although there are almost as many different theories on the
Star as there are individuals, everyone seems to agree on at
least one thing: Nearly two thousand years ago, something in-
credible happened in the heavens. The event was so startling
that it riveted the attention of a number of ancient gurus and
drew them, as one man, to a seemingly insignificant little
town in the Eastern Mediterranean.

The Magi, or wise men, as they are widely known today,
interpreted the light as a divine message in the skies, but what
exactly was it that they sawP And what was the full signifi-
cance of the Star that so dazzled them?

Here are a few responses from expert observers, both past
and present:

* The Star may have been a nova or supernova, an explo-
sion in deep space, as Arthur C. Clarke so vividly depicts in
his writings.

+ It may have been a meteor or meteor shower, which
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might have consisted of two hundred thousand meteors
emerging from a single point in the sky over a short period of
time.

« It could have been a bolide or huge fireball of the type
that could have created the huge crater in Arizona and the
devastation of a forest in Siberia.

+ Some believe that the unusual light the Magi followed
was caused by one heavenly body, as in a solar or lunar
eclipse or in the particularly prominent appearance of a single
bright star, such as Sirius, or a planet, such as Venus.

+ The Star might have been a conjunction of planets that
had special meaning to astrologers of the day.

+ It may have been a comet, with a tail seemingly pointing
the way to Bethlehem and the Messiah.

* Some theorists also argue that the Star of Bethlehem was
actually an unidentified flying object (UFO) sent by a super-
intelligent civilization from outer space.

Each of these interpretations has its advocates, and each
has something to commend it. But there are also some prob-
lems with all of these speculations. For example, if the Star re-
ally involved a generally visible happening in the heavens,
why does Matthew say in his Gospel, which is our only de-
scription of the event, that Herod had to ask the wise men
when the heavenly body appeared? Also, what kind of heav-
enly body would tend to appear, disappear and then reap-
pear, as the Star apparently did? And is there any record of a
star, meteor, comet or any other object in the skies that had a
directional and guided “beam” that would point out the spot
where the child Jesus lay? ‘

In the ensuing pages, welll examine each of the current
theories about the nature of the Star. Then, using this infor-
mation as a backdrop, well try to penetrate the true nature
and meaning of this startling event that happened so long ago,
yet still affects us profoundly today. For you see, the Star of
Bethlehem was not just an astronomical curiosity or a fantas-
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tic, alien-world phenomenon, but something much more seri-
ous. Far from being a one-time cosmological event, the so-
called Star that the Magi saw and followed was the first foray
in a cosmic chain of events that will make the intergalactic
confrontations in stories like Star Wars seem like child’s play.



CHAPTER TWO

GURUS
FROM THE EAST

The scene is a familiar one in films and pop art: One Cauca-
sian king rides on a litter borne by servants from a northern
kingdom, presumably somewhere in Europe. Another king,
with more Semitic features, journeys from some Oriental land
with enough armed escorts and other attendants to populate a
small nation. The third king, a majestic-looking black man, is
being fanned by slaves as he embarks on a long journey from
some African country.

The dress and entourage of each king are so opulent that
bystanders are awestruck as each of the processions passes by.
The three groups finally meet on a road just to the east of
Jerusalem, and they march together into the city with such an
impressive display that all activity seems to come to a stop.
During all this fanfare, of course, a huge star gleams in the

-heavens.

This is the picture that popular writers have given us of the
Magi, or “wise men,” of Matthew’s Gospel. Unfortunately,
these depictions are mostly unsubstantiated fiction. They con-
tradict not only the Bible but also much of the other known
historical evidence surrounding the Bethlehem Star.

If our search for the Star is to prove successful, we have to
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stick strictly to the facts. And the facts are that there may
have been three Magi; but the similarity to the above Cecil B.
de Mille scenario ends at that point.

Still, an understanding of the identity of the Magi is crucial
to any understanding of the Star. Precisely what sort of light
did they see in the heavens and why were they motivated to
follow it? That question can only be answered by first strip-
ping away the popular misconceptions and somewhat mysteri-
ous aura surrounding them. Here is the relevant passage from
the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 2, verses 1-16, which provides
the only known description of the Magi and the Star of Beth-
lehem:

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, dur-
ing the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came
to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has
been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the
east and have come to worship him.”

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

‘And 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 be the shepherd of my people Israel.’””

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found
out from them the exact time the star had appeared.
He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and make
a careful search for the child. As soon as you find
him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship
him.”

After they had heard the king, they went on their
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way, and the star they had seen in the east went
ahead of them until it stopped over the place where
the child was. When they saw the star, they were
overjoyed. On coming to the house, they saw the
child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down
and worshiped him. Then they opened their treas-
ures and presented him with gifts of gold and of in-
cense and of myrrh. And having been warned in a
dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to
their country by another route.

When they had gone, an angel of the Lord ap-
peared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up,” he said,
“take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt.
Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to
search for the child to kill him.”

So he got up, took the child and his mother during
the night and left for Egypt, where he stayed until
the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the
Lord had said through the prophet: “Out of Egypt
I called my son.”

When Herod realized that he had been outwitted
by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to
kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who
were two years old and under, in accordance with
the time he had learned from the Magi. (New Inter-
national Version)

The Magi, or wise men, as other translations of the Bible

call them, were the only recorded individuals who saw the
Star. It was their report that caused Herod to launch a mas-
sive search to locate and kill the Christ child. But who, ex-
actly, were these Magi? Where did they come from? And,
most important, what is the significance of their identity in our
search for the Star?

First of all, whoever these Magi were, they lived during a

period when there was a widespread sense of messianic expec-
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tation, or an anticipation that some great political and spirit-
ual deliverer was about to appear. The Roman historian Sue-
tonius wrote, “There had spread over all the Orient an old
and established belief, that it was fated at that time for men
coming from Judaea to rule the world.”

The Jewish literature of the time was filled with prophecies
and predictions about the coming of the Messiah. The book of
Daniel was a basic Old Testament messianic text; but there
was also a widespread dissemination of nonbiblical works
such as the Book of Enoch, the Jewish Sibylline books, and
the Apocalypse of Baruch, all of which dealt with the coming
of the Savior of the Jewish people. In fact, so intense was the
feeling that the time was ripe for the Messiah that no fewer
than three false messiahs arose during that general era. They
were “Judas the Galilean™ a former slave of Herod; and a
man named Athrongeus. Each wore a crown and aspired to
the throne of Judea, according to the ancient Jewish historian
Josephus.?

A similar kind of spiritual expectation gripped many in the
Parthian, or Persian, Empire, just to the east of Palestine in
what is now Iran. An important part of Persian religious be-
liefs was the idea that a great prophet or savior would appear
in the last days to save mankind from evil and hardship. And
life was certainly no bed of roses in Persia during the first
century B.C. King Phraates IV, who reigned there from 37 to 2
B.C., was one of the most cruel despots of the day. His rule
was marked by nearly constant war against Roman troops led
by Marc Antony and Augustus Caesar, and he also fought
against rebels in his own kingdom and nearby neighbors who
refused to put up with his terrible acts.

So in Judea as well as in surrounding lands, there was an in-
tense desire for some savior who would deliver the people
from their poverty and pain. The Magi were probably part of
this general milieu, and they would have shared the same
sense of messianic expectation.

But who were they and where did they come from?
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Matthew says only that they came from the “east,” and that
could mean any of a number of locations. There are argu-
ments that they were Arabians, Babylonians, Essenes, Indian
Buddhists and Persians. Here are some of the considerations
for each of these possibilities:

1. Arabians. If you had headed east from the ancient
land of Palestine (present-day Israel), you would have first
encountered the Syro-Arabian desert, then the land of Baby-
lon in Mesopotamia and finally Persia. The most ancient
sources say—and one of the most popular views today is—that
the Magi came from Arabia and that there’s no need to look
any farther east.

There are three basic reasons that are given for this conclu-
sion: First of all, the gifts that the Magi gave Jesus—gold, in-
cense (or frankincense) and myrrh—are said to be especially
characteristic of the Arabians. But that’s not entirely true.®
Gold, for example, was a life-giving, death-defying metal in
the view of the Egyptians. Frankincense, the resinous fluid
from certain Middle Eastern trees, was abundant not only in
southwest Arabia, but also in Abyssinia and India. The an-
cient Hebrews used it in worship, too. Myrrh, also a resinous
secretion from trees, was present not only in Arabia, but in
many other parts of the Middle East. The Jews, for example,
used it as a holy anointing oil and a cosmetic, and it was also
used as part of a drug offered to Christ on Calvary and as a
spice at His burial.

The second reason that Arabia is the favorite of many peo-
ple as the home of the Magi is the nearness of that land to
Jerusalem and Bethlehem. There is a tradition that the Star
accompanied Christ’s birth and that the visit of the Magi was
on the twelfth day after the nativity. If this dating is correct,
it would have taken much too long for travelers to reach
Bethlehem from Babylon or Persia. But there’s no hard evi-
dence that this tradition is anything more than unsubstan-
tiated legend. The Gospel of Matthew, our main source de-
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scribing the Magi and the Star, says nothing about any visit
on the twelfth day, nor do any other reliable early historical
sources.

The third argument favoring Arabia is that the language of
the Arabians and their customs were more similar to the tradi-
tions of ancient Palestine than to those of other countries. The
Arabians could have made themselves understood to the Ara-
maic-speaking Jews more easily than the Persians, for exam-
ple, who spoke stranger Indo-European dialects. Also, the ar-
gument goes, the Arabians would have been more likely to be
aware of the messianic prophecy of the Old Testament figure
Balaam, in Numbers 24:17: “a star will come out of Jacob, a
scepter will rise out of Israel. . . .7 (NIV)

But this is all rather weak evidence to make Arabia the
leading candidate for the home of the Magi. Intelligent peo-
ple of every age have been multilingual when circumstances
required—or at least they are adept at selecting an effective
interpreter. And passages from the Hebrew Scriptures would
have been known in many lands other than Arabia. So it’s nec-
essary to look farther east for the country of the wise men.

2. Babylonians. 'The Babylonians, or Chaldeans, as they
were also called, occupied the deserts between northern Ara-
bia and the Persian Gulf. They are much more likely candi-
dates for the Magi nationality because they were known as ex-
pert astronomers and ardent astrologers. If the Star of
Bethlehem was actually a star, a planet or some other heav-
enly body, the Babylonians would have been among the first
to discern its significance and head for Palestine.

Many of the peoples living at the time of the birth of Christ
believed that the birth and death of great individuals were
marked by unusual events in the sky, such as the appearance
of comets, new stars or conjunctions of certain key planets. In
fact, they assumed that everything on earth was just a reac-
tion to what took place in the heavens. So an understanding of
the stars was essential for those who wanted to predict the fu-
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ture and discern the true meaning of life, including the will of
their key god or pantheon of gods.

The astrologers of those days, who assumed an especially
important role in times of hardship or apocalyptic expectation,
believed that the planet Saturn represented earthly kings. Ju-
piter was also a heavenly body associated with royalty. So
when a conjunction, or drawing together, of Jupiter and Sat-
urn occurred in 7 B.c,, those in the stargazing professions
could be expected to have become quite excited. And a num-
ber of Biblical scholars believe that 7 B.c. may well have been
the actual year in which Christ was born.

Babylonia, then, is definitely a front-runner among the na-
tions which may have been the homeland of the Magi. But
there are other considerations, as we'll shortly see, which may
place the wise men’s origins in a different location.

3. The Essenes. A few people believe that the wise men
of the nativity scene came from the Qumran community of
Jewish monks who lived in the caves on the western shores of
the Dead Sea. They were interested in trying to predict the
future and were fascinated about speculations on the “star of
Jacob,” which the Old Testament prophet Balaam mentioned
in his oracle in the Book of Numbers. They also practiced as-
tronomy, so they would have been aware of unusual events
that occurred in the Judean skies.

The problem with this view is that there is no solid histori-
cal evidence for it, either in the documents of the day or in
Matthew’s account. In fact, the clear implication in Matthew
is that the Magi came from another country, not another part
of Palestine. Also, they apparently had a much more deficient
knowledge of Hebrew Scripture prophecies and geography
than the Essenes would have had because the Magi had to
seek guidance from Herod in Jerusalem.

4. Indian Buddhists. Although such a faraway origin for
the Magi may at first glance seem farfetched, there is some






