
Matthew 2:1-12 

Rough and somewhat literal translation 

 

(2:1) Jesus having been born (or when Jesus had been born) in Bethlehem of Judea 

in (the) days of Herod the king look! MagiA from (the) East came to Jerusalem (2) 

saying “Where is the (one who) was born king of the Jews (or Judeans)? We saw 

his star in the East (or at its rising)B and came to worship him (or pay him 

homage)”C (3) And when King Herod heard (this) he was shakenD – and all 

Jerusalem with him – (4) and bringing together all the chief priests and scribes of 

the people he asked them where the Christ (or Messiah or Anointed One) is (to be) 

born. (5) And they said to him “In Bethlehem of Judea. For thus it has been written 

through the prophet, 

(6) And you Bethlehem of (the) land of Judea are by no means least 

among the rulersE of Judah. 

For from you will come one who rulesF 

Who (is) to shepherd my people Israel. 

                                                           
A Greek magoi often translated “wise men” or simply transliterated as “magi”. Probably Persian 

sages who specialized in astrology and dream interpretation. And possibly of the Zoroastrian 

religion. Why do people assume they are kings? And why do we usually interpret the story to 

mean there were three of them? Yes there are reasons. But the story does not specifically say (1) 

three or (2) kings. 
B This is difficult to understand. They are from the East. And they travel West. Having seen the 

star in the East??? Astronomers have struggled to understand exactly what they saw and where. 

It helps to remember that the sun and stars rise in the East. Although what they saw was in the 

Western part of the sky. One of the more persuasive interpretations of the “star of Bethlehem” – 

proposed by astronomer Michael Molnar - is when the moon passed in front of Jupiter in the 

constellation Aries in the year 6 BC. And Jupiter would have been a morning star – a star one 

could see before sunrise. See Gordon Govier “O subtle star of Bethlehem” in Christianity Today 

(December 2014): 19. Although Matthew 2 seems to describe the “star” as more of a 

supernatural event – stopping over the place where the child was??? In 2014 I heard LSU 

professor Brad Schaeffer give a presentation on this topic during a seminar in the Physics and 

Astronomy Department. Right before traveling to Europe for an international conference on this 

issue. 
C Greek prokyneo which can express everything from “show reverence” to “prostrate before 

someone in worship”. 
D Greek etarachthe “shaken together, stirred up, disturbed, unsettled, thrown into confusion”. 

Hard to capture with a simple English word. 
E Greek hegemosin – basically whoever is in charge, rules as governor, and so on. Used also in 

Luke 2 to set the historical context in which Mary conceived.  
F Greek hegoumenos a participial form. I tried to translate the noun (hegemosin) and the 

participle similarly to help you the reader understand that the Greek text is using the same root 

when telling the story. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mt%202%3A1-12&version=NRSV;SBLGNT
https://www.amazon.com/Star-Bethlehem-Legacy-Magi/dp/0813564719/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1546278220&sr=8-1&keywords=michael+molnar
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2014/december/o-subtle-star-of-bethlehem.html


(7) Then Herod secretly calling the magi ascertained from them the time of the 

star’s appearing. (8) And sending them to Bethlehem he said “Proceeding (or 

proceed and) inquire carefully regarding the child. And as soon as you find him 

report to me so I also will go and worship him (or pay him homage).G (9) And 

having heard the king they proceeded (or set out). And look! The star which they 

saw in the East (or at its rising) was going before them.H Until it wentI (and) it 

stopped (or stood) above where the child was. (10) And seeing the star they 

rejoiced with great joy. (11) And entering the house they saw the child with Mary 

his mother.J And falling (down) (or kneeling down) they worshiped him (or paid 

him homage). And opening their (treasure) chests they offered him gifts – gold and 

frankincense and myrrh. (12) And being warned by a dreamK not to return to Herod 

they returned to their own country by another road. 

                                                           
G This is important. Herod uses the same word the magi use in verse 2. 
H As notes above Bible scholars and astronomers have to work a little to understand a “star” can 

“go before” them. Its position in the sky moves? Slowly moves from East to West right? 
I The syntax (grammar) of this sentence is awkward and hard to capture in smooth English. 
J An odd detail. Where is Joseph? Because whereas Luke focuses on Mary the gospel according 

to Matthew focuses more on Joseph. 
K I find this interesting. God speaks to human beings in many different ways. Often by dreams in 

the books of Luke and Acts. And yet here in the gospel according to Matthew God 

communicates to the magi by a dream. Why? 


