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“Lift up your head and be of good cheer; for behold, the time is at hand, and on this night

shall the sign be given, and on the morrow come I into the world”
3 Nephi 1:1
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On December 25, Latter-day Saints join with many
other Christians around the world in celebrating the
birth of Jesus Christ, the Savior and Redeemer of all
mankind. Yet most scholars agree that the exact date
of Christ’s birth is uncertain. Even Latter-day Saints
and their General Authorities have expressed different
views on the matter.!

Birthdates were not as important in the ancient world as
they are today, and consequently the birthdays of most
major figures in ancient history are unknown. It was
not until the 2nd century that early Christians began
to discuss the timing of Christ’s birth, and already by
then there was disagreement.” Such disagreement con-
tinued even as the celebration of Christmas on Decem-
ber 25 began to be fixed in the late 3rd century AD,’
and it wasn’t until the 6th century that a calendar was
made attempting to calculate time based on the date of
Christ’s birth.*

Given the lack of interest in Christ’s birth early on, and
the uncertainty in later centuries, it is no wonder the
question remains unsettled today. Scholars employ a
wide range of sources, including the Gospel accounts,
ancient historical works, astronomy, and archaeology,
when trying to address this question. The year 4 BC is
considered the latest possible date because Herod the
Great died in the spring of that year, meaning the Savior
must have been born sometime before then (Matthew
2; Luke 1:5).°

An important factor to settling the timing of Christ’s
birth is determining the timing of His death in com-
bination with the duration of his life.* While there re-
mains some uncertainty, many scholars have concluded
“that the first weekend of April AD 30 is the most likely
time of the death of Jesus.””



Though scholars have scoured the gospel accounts for
clues, nothing in the New Testament provides definitive
answers as to the length of the Savior’s life.® Latter-day
Saints benefit from having another source on the dura-
tion of the Savior’ life: the Book of Mormon.

Since the Nephites began counting their years from the
time the sign of Christ’s birth was given (3 Nephi 2:8),
and since they recorded the exact day they received the
sign of His death in their calendar (3 Nephi 8:5), the
Book of Mormon provides a fairly precise duration of
the Savior’s life.” The sign of Christ’s death came “in the
thirty and fourth year, in the first month, on the fourth
day” (3 Nephi 8:5), so the Savior lived at least 33 years
and 4 days by the Nephites’ count.

Yet there remains some ambiguity. First, it is not certain
how the Nephites counted those 33 years. Did they start
counting from the very day the sign was given or did
they wait for the next new year’s day? Did they count
the year in which the sign was given as year one, or be-
gin the year after? There also remain questions about
the length of a Nephite “year” at that time, and whether
they were solar years (~365 days), lunar years (~354
days), or the tun years (360 days) used in Mesoamer-
ica.!?

With these considerations in mind, LDS scholars Lin-
coln H. Blumell and Thomas A. Wayment have rea-
soned that the Book of Mormon “indicates Jesus lived

between thirty-two and nearly thirty-four years™"

Combining the Book of Mormon with additional evi-
dence from archaeology, astronomy, history, and an-
cient Jewish and Mesoamerican calendars, various Lat-
ter-day Saint researchers—such as apostle Orson Pratt,
researcher Randall Spackman, New Testament scholar
Thomas Wayment, and archaeologist Jeffrey Chad-
wick—have reached different conclusions, ranging be-
tween spring in 5 BC to spring in 4 BC."
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While the Book of Mormon does not provide definitive
evidence on the dating Jesus Christ’s birth, it does offer
important additional information, especially to schol-
ars within the Latter-day Saint tradition. Specifically, it
provides a limited range for the lifespan of Jesus which,
once anchored to a solid death date, limits the possible

time span within which the birth of Christ must have
occurred. If the proposed date of April AD 30 for the
death of Jesus is correct, then possible birthdates for
Christ are limited to sometime in 5 BC or in the early
months of 4 BC.

No doubt scholars in and out of the Church will con-
tinue to investigate and debate the timing of the Sav-
ior’s birth. While exploring this question, Latter-day
Saint scholars and lay persons alike should appreciate
and cherish this added resource on the Savior’s birth,
life, death, and teachings. The Book of Mormon truly is
another testament of Jesus Christ, bringing clarity and
understanding to every aspect of the Savior’s life and
teachings.

LDS archaeologist Jeffrey R. Chadwick reflected this at-
titude when he wrote:

As a Latter-day Saint, I am not only duty-bound but
personally grateful to accept and present data from
the Book of Mormon, the genuine historical reli-
ability of which I am both spiritually and materially
convinced, to corroborate the evidence of the New
Testament and the other avenues explored.”

In the end, knowing exactly when Jesus Christ was born
is not as important as knowing that He lived and that
He is the Savior of the world, that he was born as “the
light and the life of the world” (3 Nephi 11:11).

The Book of Mormon is absolutely clear on the over-
riding reality that the Lord Jesus did in fact condescend
to come and dwell as a mortal among mankind, and to
suffer and die, bringing to pass the resurrection and im-
mortality of all the sons and daughters of God. Just as
the sign announcing his birth brought light and deliver-
ance to the Nephites,'* He will bring light and deliver-
ance to all who come unto Him.
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