The Date of Jesus' Birth

The miracle of the birth of Jesus Christ born to a virgin mother is a testimony that he is the Saviour and Redeemer of mankind. The birth was heralded by Angelic and mortal witnesses and recorded in scripture.  
The date of that birth is insignificant in comparison to the events surrounding it. Nevertheless there are various opinions and possible misunderstandings when that birth took place. This brief study examines some of those opinions. You are free to make your own judgement. 

Latter Day Saints Opinions

Some Latter Day Saints believe that they know the exact date Jesus was born - April 6th. This date mostly comes from James E. Talmage's book, "Jesus the Christ" and from an interpretation from Doctrine and Covenants section 20.
Jeffrey R. Chadwick, an associate professor of church history and doctrine at BYU, published an article in an issue of BYU Studies that challenges that popularly accepted date. 

The Real Date of Jesus' Birth
By Michael De Groote Mormon Times (Deseret News) Published: Friday, Dec. 24, 2010

“Since the early 20th century, many Mormons have thought they knew the exact date of the first Christmas. Elder James E. Talmage, an apostle of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, published a book in 1915 titled "Jesus the Christ," in which he wrote, "We believe that Jesus Christ was born in Bethlehem of Judea, April 6, B.C. 1."

Elder Talmage didn't just randomly make up this date. He took it from Section 20 of the Doctrine and Covenants — a collection of revelations mostly through the Mormon founding prophet, Joseph Smith Jr. Since his book, Mormons — from church leaders to children — have accepted April 6 as the real date of Jesus' birth. But not every member of the LDS Church agreed with Elder Talmage's interpretation of Doctrine and Covenants 20.

Jeffrey R. Chadwick, an associate professor of church history and doctrine at BYU, published an article in the latest issue of BYU Studies on "Dating the Birth of Jesus Christ" that challenges the popular, but not universal, Mormon dating of Jesus' birth to April 6. And he is in good company.

In 1954, President J. Reuben Clark Jr., a counsellor in the First Presidency of the LDS Church, wrote that Christ's birth was in December of 5 B.C. or early 4 B.C. In 1979, Elder Bruce R. McConkie, also an apostle, favoured December 5 B.C. as well as alternative dates in 4 B.C.


The date of April 6 comes from the date that the LDS Church was originally organized on April 6, 1830. D&C 20 begins with this introductory verse: "The rise of The Church of Christ in these last days, being one thousand eight hundred and thirty years since the coming of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ in the flesh, it (the church) being regularly organized and established agreeable to the laws of our country, by the will and commandments of God, in the fourth month, and on the sixth day of the month which is called April."

Steven C. Harper, a BYU assistant professor of church history and a volume editor of the Joseph Smith Papers, said in a phone interview that some people, including Elder Talmage, have read this verse as if it is the Lord speaking and revealing precisely that Christ was born 1,830 years before that day and that the revelation was given on April 6, 1830.

The recent discovery of the Book of Commandments and Revelations manuscript of D&C 20, however, showed that the verse was actually an introductory head note written by early church historian and scribe John Whitmer — something he did for many of the revelations, Harper said. "So those are separate from the texts that Joseph produces by revelation."

The manuscript, published as part of the Joseph Smith Papers, also shows that the revelation was given on April 10 — not April 6. So although it references the organization of the church a few days earlier, the revelation — which topically has nothing to do with the birth date of Christ — and its introductory verses "shouldn't be read as if it is a revelation of the birth date of Jesus Christ," Harper said. "The interpretation that has been most popular over time is very much subject to question, that's all I'm saying."

And this wasn't the only time that John Whitmer would identify a date with similar language. Another time he wrote, "It is now June the twelfth, one thousand eight hundred and thirty-one years, since the coming of our Lord and Savior in the flesh." In other words, this type of language was merely a fancy 19th-century way of saying the date.
When was Jesus Born?
If a person accepts Chadwick, Harper, Elder McConkie and President Clark's interpretation of the verse in D&C 20, when was Jesus born?  Chadwick's article goes into great detail on the various clues the Bible and the Book of Mormon give for the date of Jesus' birth.
The biggest clue, by far, appears to be the death of King Herod the Great. 
The Bible has Jesus born before Herod's death. Chadwick wrote that the historical record places Herod's death at the end of March or beginning of April in 4 B.C. This date is confirmed by both the mention of a lunar eclipse before Herod's death and the date his son was deposed by Caesar Augustus. Both those fixed events fit together to confirm Herod's death. Needless to say, if Herod was dead in 4 B.C., a 1 B.C. birthday of Christ is impossible.

So if Jesus had to be born before April 4 B.C., can the time be narrowed further? Chadwick's article in BYU Studies goes on for pages using fixed dates to extrapolate other dates. He looked closely at the time of Jesus' death, for example, tied it to the length of Jesus' life given in the Book of Mormon, added such things as time for Jesus' circumcision eight days after his birth, Mary's 40 days of ritual purification, the visit of wise men from the east and a two-week journey to Egypt. All those events show that "at a minimum, Jesus would have to have been born eight weeks prior to Herod's death at the beginning of April (4 B.C.)."

Chadwick then looks at the Annunciation to Mary that she would have a son named Jesus. Luke 1:26 placed this event in the sixth month — which at the time was from mid-to-late February to mid-to-late March. March of 5 B.C. Add nine months. "When all is said and done," Chadwick wrote, "the facts from the New Testament, the Book of Mormon, and the history of Josephus, combined with input from archaeological and astronomical research, all point to a day in December of 5 B.C. (late in the Jewish month of Kislev) for the date of Jesus' birth." This means that the real date of Christmas may have, indeed, been on Dec. 25. "It is just as possible that Jesus was born on the calendar date we call Dec. 25 as on any other date in the few weeks preceding it or following it," Chadwick wrote. "His birth occurred within those December weeks that we now commonly refer to as the Christmas season." END
Additional Notes:
Note: https://www.fairmormon.org/answers/Jesus_Christ/Date_of_birth
The Joseph Smith Papers Project has demonstrated that D&C 20:1 is not part of the original wording of D&C 20, but was rather added at a later date—probably by John Whitmer, the Church's first historian—to reflect the date the Church was organized. It is thus probably inappropriate to regard it as some type of revealed dating of Jesus' birth.

Most scholars accept that Jesus’ birth year was somewhere between 6 and 4 B.C. (2 B.C. is too late for Matthew's account of Herod the Great and the magi; Herod died in 4 B.C.)
D&C 20:1's "one thousand eight hundred and thirty years" is probably just an elaborate or formal way of referring to the year 1830 A.D. without being intended as an actual count of years.
Was Jesus Born in December After All? (What Prophets and Apostles have said} by Jeffrey R. Chadwick, Adapted from "Dating the Birth of Christ"
19th Century Prophets and Apostles
“During the 19th century, latter-day prophets from Joseph Smith to Lorenzo Snow evidently made no specific comments on the date of Jesus’s birth. Never did Joseph interpret the wording of Doctrine and Covenants 20:1 to suggest that April 6 should be regarded as the Savior’s birth date, although he said that it was “by the spirit of prophecy and revelation” that April 6 was pointed out to him as the precise day on which he “should proceed to organize” the Church of Jesus Christ in this dispensation. Similarly, as far as I have been able to ascertain, Brigham Young, John Taylor, Wilford Woodruff, and Lorenzo Snow recorded no comments on the subject of Christ’s birth either.
One LDS apostle in the 1800s did offer a proposal for Jesus’s birth date that was different from the traditional Christian date of December 25. Elder Orson Pratt proposed the date of April 11 in the year 4 B.C. as the Savior’s birthday, based on his own calculation of the number of days between the signs of Jesus’s birth and death as described in the Book of Mormon. But Elder Pratt’s suggestion of April 11 never captured the imagination of the LDS public in his day and has been largely forgotten.
Elder B. H. Roberts, however, felt that the passage in Doctrine and Covenants 20:1 did support the year 1 B.C. as the year of Jesus’s birth. And the notion of Jesus having been born in the spring season was not uncommon among the Latter-day Saints in the late 1800s. In a 1901 Christmas message from the First Presidency, President Anthon H. Lund mentioned April as the month he preferred for the birth of the Savior.
20th Century Prophets and Apostles
During the 20th century, three different LDS apostles published major studies on the life and ministry of Jesus Christ and in them offered models for the date of Jesus’s birth. The diversity of opinion in these three studies is of particular interest.
Elder James E. Talmage: The first, as already mentioned, was Jesus the Christ by Elder James E. Talmage. This book was commissioned by the First Presidency, written in the Salt Lake Temple, and officially published by the Church, becoming the first systematic commentary on the life of Christ prepared by a Latter-day Saint authority. Talmage based his statement about Jesus’s birth date on the idea that D&C 20:1—which names Tuesday, April 6, 1830, as the date of the organization of the latter-day Church—means that exactly 1,830 years had passed (to the day) since the Savior’s birth. President Joseph F. Smith immediately endorsed Talmage’s book, while Elder Hyrum M. Smith of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, in his 1919 commentary on the Doctrine and Covenants, expressed the view that D&C 20:1 only “means to say . . . that the Church was organized in the year commonly accepted as 1830, A.D.”A significant number of later general authorities, including Church Presidents Harold B. Lee, Spencer W. Kimball, and Gordon B. Hinckley have commented on the April 6 date warmly and acceptingly but without explanation or greater specificity.
Elder Talmage had stated his position in words perhaps implying that this view or belief was obligatory on the entire membership of the Church: “We believe that Jesus Christ was born in Bethlehem of Judea, April 6, B.C. 1.”
This statement notwithstanding, the two highest-ranking general authorities who subsequently published their writings on Jesus’s life and ministry took positions different from Elder Talmage’s. One of them was President J. Reuben Clark, who served as both First and Second Counsellor in the First Presidency and published Our Lord of the Gospels in 1954. This book was reprinted as an official publication of the Church when it was released as a Melchizedek Priesthood manual for 1958.
In Our Lord of the Gospels, Clark pointed to the traditional early winter time frame for the date of Jesus’s birth. He explained: “I am not proposing any date as the true date. But in order to be as helpful to students as I could, I have taken as the date of the Savior’s birth the date now accepted by many scholars,—late 5 B.C. or early 4 B.C.” In the timetables he employed in his book, Clark listed his preferred time range for Jesus’s nativity as December of 5 B.C., and the time range of the Annunciation to Mary as nine months earlier in March of 5 B.C. While not insisting on a specific date (such as December 25), President Clark noted the historical strength of the early winter tradition.
Elder Bruce R. McConkie was the third general authority to prepare a systematic study of the life of Christ. Deseret Book Company published the four-volume series, The Mortal Messiah, beginning in 1979. In a lengthy study note appended to chapter 20 of the first volume (on the Savior’s nativity), McConkie discussed several models for dating the birth of Jesus. In contrast to Talmage, McConkie stated: “We do not believe it is possible with the present state of our knowledge—including that which is known both in and out of the Church—to state with finality when the natal day of the Lord Jesus actually occurred.” McConkie then reviewed the positions and reasoning of both Talmage and Clark with regard to Jesus’s birth date and stated that he would follow Clark’s course.
It seems clear from the different approaches presented in these three studies that there is no authoritative agreement or position on the issue of the birth date of Christ that must be regarded as binding on the membership of the Church.
But in the last century, much new information has come to light about the New Testament, and new data from archaeological and historical sources, combined with a re-examination of the scriptural accounts involved, suggest that the April 6 dating should be reconsidered.”
Blog Comments on the Above Article
1: The New Testament confirms that Jesus was crucified on a Passover Friday when an eclipse was visible. The only day that fits those conditions is Friday April 1, AD 33. The Book of Mormon confirms that Jesus lived for exactly 12048 days which equates to 5 days less than 33 of our years. Counting back 12048 days from Friday April 1, AD 33 takes you exactly to April 6, 1BC.

2: I have several reasons for preferring the April date. I agree with the fact that the shepherds would be in their fields during the lambing season. There are two of these, Fall and Spring. The exact date of the great census conducted for the Romans is, however a more telling date. In a client state, one should reasonably expect there to be trouble-makers and rebels (to that group, today we would add "terrorists"). Having people move around the territory in large numbers would create a greater risk of these undesirables being able to move about too. The census required that people return to their ancestral homes, and in the case of Joseph and Mary, that meant Bethlehem. 
The one time of every year when folks would be making such a trip would be at the time of the Passover 0 a Spring event. They were going "home" anyway, so take advantage of the fact to conduct the census. The 5 BC and 4 BC dates are derived from the date of the death of Herod "the Great" -- in 4 BC. This date is independently confirmed by Roman histories and others. However Herod was one of a family, and after his death, Herod Antipas assumed the principal leadership position. For this reason, the death of Herod the Great is not a solid point of reference for establishing the year of the birth of Jesus. I lean towards one of the years numbered "1" at the meridian of time.
3:  I wrote the original screenplay for the theatrical documentary "In Search of Historic Jesus", produced in 1980. The best part of the job was that I got to spend several months in full-time research on the life of our Savior and get paid for it! Now that doesn't make me an expert, but I learned a few things that may help the discussion. Correct me if I'm wrong, but it's my understanding that Luke recorded the shepherds were out in their fields by night with the flocks. I believe the only time they did that was during the lambing season, which was typically in the spring.
Some of our LDS scholars have also tied the Passover date to many important events in Earth's spiritual history, including the birth of Christ. Passover (which is in the spring) foreshadowed the sacrifice of the Lamb of God who would also be called Wonderful, Counselor, the Mighty God, the Prince of Peace. It kind of fits for me, so I'll go with April 6. But I also celebrate Dec. 25 and I'm delighted that the secular world around us does so as well.
4: You are wrong. In Israel sheep are out in the fields year-round, including December. Also, read the Chadwick article, especially note 12, which explains in detail why April 6 is not the revealed birthday of Jesus. In a nutshell, that little titbit was likely written by John Whitmer as an intro to what is now section 20. It was just a flowery way of saying it was.

the year 1830 when Joseph dictated section 20. Whitmer used the exact same language in his history, but attached it to the date June 12. So there is nothing in the revelations that says when Jesus was born. Read section 20. It's still quite clear that this isn't the Lord announcing his birthday. The whole thing is written in third person, not first person. It's in Joseph's voice, even though it's called a "revelation." It's not the same as others that purport to be in the voice of the Savior. April 6 really doesn't have a leg to stand on.
5: Thanks for your insights.  You obviously have studied a lot on this and many other issues as I see from looking at your numerous replies here. As my friend who was born and raised in Israel tells me, yes the flocks are out in the fields year-round, but not the shepherds who care for them. They are in bed asleep at night except during the lambing season, as I said.
Wikipedia: 
Year of Christ’s Birth
“The date of birth of Jesus is not stated in the gospel or in any historical reference, but most biblical scholars assume a year of birth between 6 and 4 BC. The historical evidence is too incomplete to allow a definitive dating, but the year is estimated through three different approaches: (A) by analysing references to known historical events mentioned in the nativity accounts in the Gospels of Luke and Matthew, (B) by working backward from the estimation of the start of the ministry of Jesus,[3][4] and (C) astrological or astronomical alignments.[5] The day or season has been estimated by various methods, including the description of shepherds watching over their sheep.[6]”

See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Date_of_birth_of_Jesus for more details on the day and season. 

Day and Season

“Despite the modern celebration of Christmas in December, neither the Gospel of Luke nor Gospel of Matthew mention a season for Jesus' birth. Scholarly arguments have been made regarding whether shepherds would have been grazing their flock during the winter, with some scholars challenging a winter birth for Jesus and some defending the idea by citing the mildness of winters in Judea and rabbinic rules regarding sheep near Bethlehem before February. Support for the December date also comes from the fact that the most common breed of sheep in the area are the Awassi. When Awassi rams and ewes are raised together, lambing occurs in nearly 85 percent of the ewes between mid-September and mid-March, but mostly in January.” 

“Alexander Murray of History Today argues that the celebration of Christmas as the birth day of Jesus is based on a date of a pagan feast rather than historical analysis…….. Alternatively, 25 December may have been selected owing to its proximity to the winter solstice because of its symbolic theological significance. After the solstice, the days begin to lengthen with longer hours of sunlight, which Christians see as representing the Light of Christ entering the world.”

The earliest source stating 25 December as the date of birth of Jesus is likely a book by Hippolytus of Rome, written in the early 3rd century.  He based his view on the assumption that the conception of Jesus took place at the Spring equinox which Hippolytus placed on 25 March, and then added nine months to calculate the date of birth. That date was then used for the Christmas celebration.”

“Lastly, 25 December might be a reference to the date of the Feast of Dedication, which occurs on 25 Kislev of the Jewish calendar. This would require that early Christians simply translated Kislev directly to December”   
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