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The Holiday Seasons are just around the corner. Around this time of year, many from all around the globe
will celebrate the birth of Jesus of Nazareth. For a long time, that celebration has been held on Dec. 25th.
But does this mean that "Christmas Day" is actually "Jesus' Birthday?" When was Jesus born? When did he
die? How old was he? What can we say, historically speaking, about the chronology of the life of Christ?
What does the Bible actually say, if anything, about such issues? If you think you already know, take the
quiz here to test yourself. Or just keep reading while we dive into the details. 

The Birth of Jesus 
The Year of Jesus' Birth
One of the most common misconceptions about
Jesus is that he was born on "1" AD. Many an
apologetically minded pastor has explained
confidently to his parishioners that history divides
neatly into "before Jesus" and "after Jesus." And this
much is accurate. But that wasn't how time was
counted in that age. This counting is a creation of a
much later age of the church. In the sixth century the
monk Dionysius Exiguus calculated the dates that
would later be used in that system. But his
calculations were a little bit off. Harold Hoehner, in his careful and detailed study of the chronology of the
life of Jesus, explained;

In A.D. 525 Pope John I asked Dionysius, a Scythian monk, to prepare a standard calendar for the
Western Church. Dionysius modified the Alexandrian system of dating, which used as its base the
reign of Diocletian, for he did not want the years of history to be reckoned from the life of a
persecutor of the church, but from the incarnation of Christ. The commencement of the Christian era
was January 1, 754 A.U.C. (anno urbis conditae = from the foundation of the city [of Rome]) and
Christ’s birth was thought to have been on December 25th immediately preceding. So 754 A.U.C.
became A.D. 1 in the calendar of Dionysius. The years before this date are denoted by B.C. (before
Christ) and after by A.D. (anno Domini = in the year of the Lord) with no zero between 1 B.C. and A.D.
1. However, later research indicated that the latest year for Herod’s death was 750 A.U.C. and Christ’s
birth, according to Matthew, occurred before Herod’s death. Hence, today it is generally recognized
that the birth of Christ did not occur in A.D. 1 but some time before that.
(Hoehner, Harold W. Chronological Aspects of the Life of Christ, Kindle Locations 44-53.)

Both Matthew and Luke attest to the fact that Jesus was born during the reign of Herod the Great (Matt.
2:1; Luke 1:5). But Herod the Great died in 4 BC, the 34th year of his reign, between March 29 and April 11,
(by our modern reckoning - 750 anno urbis conditae on the Roman calendar). Josephus (a Jewish historian
roughly contemporary to the events) makes this clear at a number of points, speaking with a great deal of
historical precision;

"When he [Herod] had done those things, he died, the fifth day after he had caused Antipater to be
slain; having reigned, since he had procured Antigonus to be slain, thirty-four years; but since he had
been declared king by the Romans, thirty-seven" (Josephus, Flavius, Ant. 17.8.1).
"So Herod, having survived the slaughter of his son five days, died, having reigned thirty-four years,
since he had caused Antigonous to be slain, and obtained his kingdom; but thirty-seven years since
he had been made king by the Romans" (Josephus, Flavius,  J.W. 1.33.8).

 
Thus, Jesus must have been born sometime before 4 B.C., and likely almost two years before that, since
Herod slaughtered children two years of age to ensure he nabbed the Messiah, which would make most
sense if Jesus' birth had preceded Herod's death by several years. Mark Strauss concludes, "Most scholars
place Jesus’ birth sometime between 7 and 4 BC. There is little other evidence to establish a more precise
date" (Strauss, Mark L. Four Portraits, One Jesus: A Survey of Jesus and the Gospels, pg. 405). Craig
Blomberg likewise explains;

Paradoxical as it sounds, the date of Christ’s birth was probably somewhere between 6–4 BC. Our
division of the calendar into BC (before Christ) and AD (anno domini = in the year of the Lord) is, of
course, a Christian invention. It began to catch on as early as the ninth and tenth centuries but was
not formally adopted in Europe until the era of Pope Gregory XIII in the late 1500s. The oldest
recorded attempt to fix a date for the birth of Jesus was made in the early sixth century by Dionysus
Exiguus, who failed to take the evidence of Josephus into account. The date we call AD 1 eventually
became so well entrenched that changing the calendar proved impossible.
(Blomberg, Craig L. Jesus and the Gospels: An Introduction and Survey. 2nd Edition, pg. 222.)

"Contrary to what you might have thought, Jesus was not born in 1 AD.
He was already at least 4-5 years old by that date."

(Tweet This)

We should thus be very careful about using apologetic claims like, "Even history is divided into 'before Jesus
and after Jesus,'" since this division really wasn't implemented until the 1500's, was implemented by
Christians rather than a secular force, and is in fact off in its calculations by several years at best. Accuracy
and truth-telling is more important than scoring apologetic points in debate. While Christians began to
celebrate the day of Christ's resurrection the very first Sunday after it happened, which we see already in
the Gospels, the celebration of the day of the Birth of Christ didn't become widespread until the fourth
century. Köstenberger helps us see the uncertainties when he notes that, 

"Westerners in the twenty-first century tend to be concerned with times and dates. They frequently
glance at their phones or watches and set appointments weeks, months, and sometimes even years in
advance. Not surprisingly, they may be disappointed to find few references to precise dates in the NT.
They may be shocked to discover that Jesus was not born on December 25, AD 1, and that modern
scholars are not certain of the day, month, or even year of his birth. 
(Köstenberger, Andreas J.; Kellum, L. Scott; Quarles, Charles L. The Cradle, the Cross, and the Crown:
An Introduction to the New Testament, Kindle Locations 5547-5550).

The Month and Day of Jesus' Birth
If we can narrow the year of his birth down to only to 6-4 BC, how much validity is there to the common
month and day assigned to Christ's birth? Sad to say, our traditional "Christmas day" is quite possibly not
actually Christ's birthday. Craig Blomberg explains;

The day of Jesus’ birth is even more uncertain. At least by the third century, Christians in the Western
part of the Roman empire began to celebrate “Christmas” on December 25, a holiday for worshiping
Sol Invictus (“the unconquerable sun”—see above, p. 36); in the East, on January 6. Both dates also
coincided at times, in the ancient calendars, with the winter solstice. So it is doubtful if these dates
reflect any information about the actual day on which Jesus was born, just times that were already
Roman holidays on which Christians could celebrate their festivals with comparative impunity. Some
historians point to the fact that shepherds would have watched their flocks at night (Luke 2:8)
primarily in the springtime when most lambs were born, so perhaps Jesus was born in the spring. Still,
we have no way of being sure. (Blomberg, pg. 222.)

 
He further explains the origins of the timing of our Christmas celebrations; "In post-New Testament times,
Mithraism, originally from Persia, amalgamated with the Roman worship of Sol Invictus (the
unconquerable sun), and a festival to Sol was celebrated every December 25. Christians took advantage of
this “day off” to protest against Mithraism by worshiping the birth of Jesus instead. After the Roman
empire became officially Christian in the fourth century, this date turned into the legal holiday we know
today as Christmas" (Blomberg, pg. 36).

Clement of Alexandria in the second century was the
first we have record of who calculated a date, noting
that some calculated May 20, and some April 20-21
in his day. In 386, St. Chrysostom mentioned in a
sermon that Dec. 25th had been for some 10 years
celebrated as the official day of the brith of Jesus in
the West. The Western Church had decided around
330 that Dec. 25 would be recognized as the
date. He urged the adoption of this festival dating in
the East, and the East and West have since then
celebrated Christmas on that day (the East had
celebrated Jan. 6th prior to that). Some have pointed
out that Luke 2:8 speaks of the shepherds watching
their flocks in pasture at night, which would not have
been as likely in December. "The closest thing to
biblical evidence is the reference to the shepherds
watching over their flocks at night in the open fields
(Lk 2:8). This would indicate a nighttime birth (hence
our Christmas Eve traditions). It would also seem to
indicate a birth between March and November, since
the sheep were usually kept in folds rather than in
open fields during the winter months, making our
December date of the observance suspect" (Polhill, John B., “The Time of Jesus’ Birth,” Holman Christian
Standard Bible: Harmony of the Gospels). But others have pointed out that it was possible for shepherds
to pasture sheep at night even in December. Dec. 25th has become the traditional date. But it is little
more than a historical guess, and there's as much evidence for a spring-time birth as there is for a winter
birth. We can, quite happily, celebrate the birth of Jesus on Christmas Day. But we should not make
anything of that date as saying anything at all about the actual historical day or month when Christ was
born. 

There have been a number of attempts to determine the date more precisely by exploring various
astronomical phenomena (a supernova, a comet, an alignment of planets, etc.) that might be identified as
the "star" that directed the Magi to Christ (Matt. 2:1-12). "Attempts to link the star of Bethlehem (2:2, 9–
10) with an unusual conjunction of planets (7 and 6 BC) or the appearance of a comet or supernova (5
BC) have produced more precise suggestions, but if this “star” was a fully supernatural phenomenon, then
it cannot be used to further our quest of a date for Jesus’ birth" (Blomberg, pg. 222). To try to date the
events on the basis of the occurrence of an astronomical event is to patently assume that what is
described by Matthew as a "star" was actually a naturally occurring cosmological event, rather than the
supernatural sign that Matthew seems to present it as (Matt. 2:9). All such claims ultimately prove
unconvincing.

The Start and Length of Jesus' Ministry 
Luke 3:1-3 makes it clear that John the Baptist began his ministry in the fifteenth year of Tiberius. Luke
gives us the most specific chronological notation in the New Testament when he notes that, 

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod
being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and
Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene, 2 during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God
came to John the son of Zechariah in the wilderness.
(Luke 3:1-2, ESV)

 
Jesus would have begun his ministry shortly thereafter. There are two different ways of reckoning this date,
thus, "using either one of these calendars, the fifteenth year of Tiberius would have occurred sometime
between August 19, a.d. 28, and December 31, a.d. 29" (Hoehner, H. W., and J. K. Brown. “Chronology.”
In Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, Second Edition 2013, pg. 135.). But how long did this ministry last?
If one reads only the synoptics, he is left with the impression that the ministry was just over a year long.
And some have advocated for this chronology. But if we take into account John's Gospel, the duration
must be much longer. The Synoptics only mention one passover, but John mentions three passovers (John
2:13; 6:4; and 12:1), making it clear that the ministry of Jesus lasted longer. And if John 4:35 is taken as a
literal statement of the season at that time, then there are four passovers during Jesus' ministry in
John. Hoehner is right to conclude, "If this is historically rooted, then Jesus’ ministry would have been over
three years in length." (Hoehner, H. W. “Chronology.” In Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, Second
Edition 2013, pg. 135.) Things are slightly more complex than a simple conclusion might lead us to believe.
Craig Blomberg spells out five pieces of data that must be considered;

1. (1) According to Luke 3:1, John the Baptist was preaching in the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar.
Tiberius’ rule began in AD 14, suggesting a date of either 28 or 29 for the ministry of John. But
in 12, Augustus gave Tiberius joint rule in the Eastern provinces, so it is possible, though
probably less likely, that Luke calculated from this date, which would yield the year 26 or 27 for
John’s preaching.

2. (2) In Luke 3:23, Jesus is said to be “about thirty years old when he began his ministry.” This is
clearly a rough estimate that would fit any of the above dates, though it is closer to the exact
mark if we accept the earlier date.

3. (3) In John 8:57, Jesus’ opponents comment that he is not yet fifty, but this is clearly a round
number to stress how few years have elapsed in his life compared to the time since Abraham.

4. (4) In John 2:20, “the Jews” protest to Jesus that “it has taken forty-six years to build this temple,
and you are going to raise it in three days?” According to Josephus, rebuilding of the temple
began in Herod’s eighteenth year, which, counting from 37 BC, would give a date of 20 or 19 BC
for the beginning of the project. Adding on forty-six more years (and remembering that there
was no year “zero”) would then yield either AD 27 or 28 for the first Passover of Christ’s
ministry.

5. (5) The choice of date for the outset of Christ’s ministry is also affected by the number of years
one assigns to that ministry and by the date one comes up with for the crucifixion (see below).
But for now 27 or 28 seems to be the most probable date for the beginning of John’s and Jesus’
ministries. How long John ministered before Jesus was baptized we do not know. Most scholars
allow for at least a few months; some for up to a year. (Blomberg, Craig L. Jesus and the Gospels:
An Introduction and Survey, pg. 223. See his "Stages of Jesus' Ministry" below.)

 
Mark Strauss notes, "Luke identifies Jesus’ age at the beginning of his ministry as “about thirty years old”
(3:23), an approximation which would fit either earlier or later dates. If Jesus was born between 7 and 4
BC, he would have been from 33–36 years old in AD 30, or 30–33 years old in AD 27. While either date
works, a slight edge may be given to the latter, with a public ministry beginning about AD 27" (Strauss, pg.
407. See his suggested timeline in the chart above on the right).
 

The Date of Jesus' Death
The Year He Died
There are two possibilities for the date of Jesus'
death. We know he was crucified on a Friday of
Passover week, during the Jewish month of Nissan,
under the the reigns of the prefect Pilate (AD 26–
36), the high priest Caiaphas (AD 18–36), and the
tetrarch Antipas (4 BC–AD 37). This yields us two
possible dates that Jesus could have died. D.A.
Carson explains;
 

We know that Jesus was crucified on Friday (“the
Preparation Day” [Mark 15:42 par.]) in the Jewish
month of Nisan. The beginning of that month
was fixed at the time when the new moon was
sighted. Thus, if we knew the date of the
crucifixion, we could use astronomical
calculations to determine the years during which
that date would have fallen on a Friday.
Unfortunately, the date of Jesus’ death
continues to be a matter of considerable debate,
Nisan 14 and 15 being the main possibilities. The
uncertainty arises from apparently conflicting
data from the Synoptic Gospels and from John. The Synoptics appear to make the Last Supper a
Passover meal (see, e.g., Mark 14:12), making Friday Nisan 15. But on one reading of the fourth gospel,
John implies that the Passover meal had not yet been eaten at the time of Jesus’ trial (18:28), which
suggests that the day of Jesus’ death was Nisan 14. Numerous harmonization attempts have been
offered, the two most likely being that the synoptic evangelists and John were utilizing different
calendars in use in first-century Palestine, or that John in 18:28 does not really intend to suggest that
the official Passover meal was still to be eaten. In any case, we must remain uncertain about the day
of the month on which Jesus died. Nisan 14 probably occurred on a Friday in A.D. 30, and almost
certainly did in 33; Nisan 15 may have occurred on a Friday in A.D. 30, and possibly also in
31. However, since the calculation of the beginning of Nisan depended on human observation, with
many possibilities for uncertainty, we must not depend too strongly on the results. Nevertheless, the
two most likely candidates are Nisan 14 (= April 3), A.D. 33, and Nisan 14 or 15 (= April 6 or 7), A.D.
30.
(Carson, D. A.; Moo, Douglas J., An Introduction to the New Testament, Kindle Locations 2508-2521.)

He goes on to note that the AD 30 date is slightly more preferable, and more scholars have landed at the
AD 30 date than have at the AD 33 date (though Hoehner, Köstenberger, and some others have argued
cogently for the AD 33 date). At the time Raymond Brown wrote his massive two-volume treatment on
the death of Christ, he noted one count that would suggests that, roughly 2-1, more scholars would prefer
the AD 30 date. Craig Blomberg likewise explains;

Choosing between these dates is extremely difficult. If one equates the cosmic disruptions in Mark
15:33 and Acts 2:19–20 with a lunar eclipse, then the year must be 33. Yet if the darkness is a wholly
supernatural phenomenon, then this information is of no help. If the earliest plausible date for the
beginning of Christ’s ministry is 28, and if it could be as late as 29, and if one is convinced that he
had about a four-year ministry, then it is natural again to opt for 33. But with all the uncertainties
noted above, it is not at all impossible that Jesus’ ministry lasted only two years or a little more and
that the bulk of it occurred during 28–30. If Sejanus’ demise (AD 31) put Pilate in a more awkward
position, which would account for his behavior at Jesus’ trial (see above, p. 23), then once more 33
emerges as the winner. Still, none of this can be demonstrated very conclusively. Also relevant is the
dating of the events in the book of Acts and the life of Paul. It is somewhat easier to fit all of those
details into a period beginning with AD 30; things are a much tighter squeeze if one waits until 33.
Among commentators who take the Gospel data seriously enough to reconstruct any kind of a
chronology, 30 thus emerges as the more common favorite. Fortunately, little of great exegetical
significance rests on these exact dates.
(Blomberg, pg. 225. See his probable timeline in chart above.)

 
Raymond Brown concludes that we are left with, "...two possibilities for the 14th of Nisan as
[Friday], namely (translated into the Julian calendar), April 7, 30 or April 3, 33. In general there has been a
tendency to reject 33 as implying too old a Jesus and too long a ministry, since he would have been almost
40 when he died and have had a public ministry of some 4 years. If he died in 30, he would have been
about 36 and have had a ministry of somewhat less than two years" (Brown, Raymond E. The Death of the
Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave, a Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels.
Vol. 1.) Thus, we cannot say for sure, but Jesus was most likely crucified either on April 7, AD 30, or April 3,
AD 33, with the first date being slightly more probable. He was placed on the cross around 9:00 am (Mark
15:25), and some six hours later, he breathed his last breath around 3:00 pm (Matt. 27:45-50) on that
fateful Good Friday.

"Jesus likely died around 3:00 in the afternoon either on
Friday, April 7, AD 30, or Friday, April 3, AD 33."

The Day of the Week that He Died
There is a virtual consensus in Jesus scholarship that Jesus died on Friday (which in Jewish reckoning began
Thursday night). The Synoptic Gospels in particular state this quite clearly. While this suggestion has had a
small handful of challengers, (most notably Bishop B.F. Westcott), almost no scholar today would defend
any other day of the week for Jesus' death than Friday, and those that might would have to do so by
assuming the Synoptic Gospels to be in error, a starting point that is more acceptable to some others than
to myself. But for those occasional challengers, I have set out the primary source data from the Gospels in
great detail on that point here and here. It matters little to me if some wish to challenge the consensus
here, but I do ask that they do so with the appropriate humility, rather than the arrogant and ironically
condescending tone that often accompanies claims that Jesus "couldn't have died on a Friday."

(Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, pg. 138)

How Old Was Jesus?
It is a common assumption that Jesus was 30 years old when he started preaching, and that he preached
for exactly 3 years, and died at 33 years of age. In fact, in some circles over the years, much has been made
over these supposed numbers (a sub-group of the Anabaptists for example would baptize only those who
were 30 years of age, because they thought that was how old Jesus was when he was baptized). But this is
based on rather unwarranted assumptions. Luke doesn't say that Jesus was 30 when he started preaching,
he says he was, "about 30 years of age" (Luke 3:23), which is an idiom that can describe anyone
between 25-35-ish. It's not a precise marker of time. In John 8:57, others comment that he "is not yet fifty,"
which some have taken to mean he was in his forties (since they didn't say, "not yet forty.). But as we've
seen, Jesus must have been born by 4 BC at the latest (and quite possibly as early as 7 BC, with a range of
6-4 BC being most likely.) Assuming the earliest date of birth and latest date for the crucifixion, (7 BC, 33
AD) this would mean that Jesus was around 36 when he started his ministry, making him almost 40 when
he died. Assuming a 4 BC date of birth, and a 30 AD crucifixion, he would have been around 34 (various
other data factor in here that we won't consider at the moment). And the whole range in between is
possible, with Jesus dying and rising at around 36 years of age perhaps being slightly the more common
age accepted. 

"It's more likely that Jesus was around 36 years old
when he was crucified than that he was exactly 33."

(Tweet This)

The Chronology of Passion Week
The Gospels devote more space to the last week or so of Jesus' ministry
than all their other material combined. They each recognized, and
communicated, that these seven or so days holds monumental
importance for all Christians. While we won't deal with each element in
detail at this point in time, a brief summary might be a helpful way to
end this post. Crossway Publishers, in conjunction with their, "The Final
Days Of Jesus," has very helpfully put together a devotional treatment of each of the days of that final
week (working with an AD 33 date for the crucifixion, and producing a harmonization that not all would
accept) here, starting with Palm Sunday. You can start through it via the video on the right, or take a
detailed course through the chronology here. Mark Strauss has helpfully laid out the chronology of the
events of that week in a chart as follows;

Hopefully, this simple data can be a help to you if you're trying to wrap your mind around the Chronology
of our Risen Savior. While the most important thing about the events of the Gospel is that they happened,
rather than precisely when, Christianity is an undeniably historical religion. It's history matters, and that
history is worth getting right. As Köstenberger noted, "developing a chronology of Jesus’s life is a worthy
exercise and an important step in the historical study of the Gospels" (Köstenberger, Kindle
Location 5553).
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