Jesus' Birthday Party 

Where was Jesus born? The wise men came to Jerusalem seeking the newborn king of the Jews. They were convinced that a prince had been born because they saw a very unusual star in the sky. A prince would normally be born in the king's palace in the capital city.  

A Star

Why did they think the appearance of an unusual star signified the birth of a prince, and why in Jerusalem? If a strange or unusual star appeared in the sky today, astronomers would make a special study, but it is doubtful that they would conclude that a prince had been born somewhere in the world, especially in Jerusalem. 

The wise men were so certain that a prince was born in Jerusalem that they purchased expensive gifts and provisions for a 600-mile, three month journey! There were no airplanes or trains or cars in those days! They would have traveled in a caravan.

Travel

We lived 38 years in Europe. During that time, we visited many countries from Scotland in the North of Europe to Greece in the south. We spent 4 weeks in Greece in 1989 at the time the Iron Curtain and Berlin Wall were dismantled. We spent 2 weeks helping to build a church in Albania in 2000, soon after the Kosovo war when a million people fled and sought asylum there in 1999. In 2001, we were in Slovakia training youth leaders from nine nations. Just before returning to the US in 2002, we also spent 2 weeks in Turkey visiting many places mentioned in the Bible. We learned much about the times in which Jesus lived. 

We visited a large "Caravan Hotel" where the camel caravans that traveled across Europe would spend the night. The "hotels" provided shelter and food for people and animals, they had workshops for making minor repairs, stores where one could buy shoes or other supplies, and they often provided entertainment.  A camel caravan could consist of as few as 10-20 camels or as many as 2,000 camels. Caravans of 150 camels were common. Under good conditions, a camel could cover 30 - 40 miles per day, but loaded camels (250 lbs) traveled only 20-25 miles per day.  The visitors from Chaldea called "wise men" (there were definitely many more in the party than three just for safety reasons) probably needed at least a month to reach Jerusalem and another month to get home. They likely spent a couple of weeks in Israel.

Chaldean Prophets

The wise men were most likely Chaldean "star-gazers" from the region of Babylon and Nineveh. We would call them either astronomers or astrologers, depending on their particular profession.  The region of Babylon was largely arid desert. It got really hot during the days but cooled off at night. If you have a choice of studying sand in the heat of day or studying stars in the cool night, the choice would be easy to make! 

Astronomers studied the stars, constellations and movements, while the astrologers attempted to decipher the meanings of these calculations. The latter, sometimes called "sorcerers," were much like our fortune tellers today, but they were taken seriously and categorized by the accuracy of their predictions.  Because people only lived around 100 years, it was only possible to pass judgment on short-term prophecies. When many of these came to pass as predicted, the "seer" (another name for sorcerer) was given special honors and he could charge more for his services. 

A gigantic collection of more than 100,000 clay tablets was discovered by archeologists in the library of Nineveh. At least 30,000 of these clay tablets still exist, most of them in a British museum. Many of the tablets have to do with observations and predictions of sorcerers or seers based on the stars. I am certain that many recognized and famous seers in history would have been known to the wise men. In Numbers 22:6, a Seer named Baalam who lived in 1400 BC was said to have had a 100% accuracy rating. All of his predictions had come to pass as prophesied. But there was one prediction of Baalam that had not yet been fulfilled. Baalam  prophesied the appearance of an unusual star that would signal the birth of a great Jewish king.  This would come to pass in the distant future.   

There was another Chaldean "seer" or prophet who had the same reputation. His name was Beltshazzar (we know him by his Hebrew name, Daniel). The great King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon had elevated him to the number one place of power and honor in his world-wide kingdom because of the "excellent spirt" which was in him (Daniel 6:3). Daniel's predictions also got a 100% rating for accuracy, but several predictions of Daniel were also for a distant time and had not yet been fulfilled. Daniel lived and prophesied 800 years after Baalam and 600 years before the wise men saw that star. Daniel had given a timeline for the birth of that special Prince of Israel which was to come.  Can you imagine the excitement of the wise men when they discovered these two unfulfilled prophecies of their two most famous prophets coincided exactly?!

Excitement in Jerusalem

The wise men were not the only ones who were familiar with Old Testament prophecy. Jewish leaders and residents of Jerusalem, including the aged Simeon and Anna, expected the imminent arrival of the promised Messiah (Matthew 2:3; Luke 2:25-40). Joseph of Arimathaea expected the Messiah (Mark 15:43) and Luke 3:15 declares that the people of Israel were in general expectation of the Christ. Jewish leaders wondered if John the Baptist could be the promised Messiah and sent Levites and priests to Bethany near the Jordan River to investigate this possibility (compare Malachi 4:5; Matthew 11:14; 17:11- 13; John 1:19-21).

When the wise men told King Herod that they had seen “his” star (i.e. of the newborn prince) in the East, he took this news very seriously (“Even the devils believe and tremble!” - James 2:19). Herod called all the leading theologians into his palace for consultation. These well-educated Scribes and Rabbis  told him that the Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem (Micah 5:1).

Jesus' Birth was a Family Affair!

King Herod the Great was the political pawn of the Roman Emperor, whose kingdom reached around the then-known world. Caesar Augustus commanded that the entire kingdom should be taxed (census). He dreamed up a unique plan. Everyone in Israel was to go to the town or city of their forefather's birth to register. All the descendants of King David came to Bethlehem for the birth of the Messiah, but they were not aware of it! The most important Jewish Rabbi of the time was Gamaliel, who taught the Apostle Paul. He too was a descendant of David, so he must have gone to Bethlehem. I like to think that he slept in that stuffy old Inn while his donkey shared the stable with the King of Kings and Lord of Lords!

God's Detour Sign was A Star
The wise men departed for Bethlehem but the Bible tells us that the star they had seen in the east reappeared and led them to the house where Jesus lived with Joseph and Mary! They were most certainly in Nazareth by that time. Jesus was definitely over a year old. If he had still been in Bethlehem, Herod's henchmen would have killed him along with many other boys under two years of age.
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