Jesus’ Birth in Bethlehem - Part 1

Luke 2:1-7

I would invite you to turn with us to the Word of God, Luke, the gospel of Luke and chapter 2. We’ve finally arrived at this familiar and wonderful chapter that describes the birth of the Lord Jesus Christ. Surely this chapter is the most widely known chapter in the Bible because it tells the story of Christmas. This chapter, this story, of course, has been the source of songs and carols and cards and celebrations and gifts and books and dramas and pageants since it occurred, very familiar story. And yet I think we’re going to be seeing it in some profound and rich and perhaps unfamiliar ways as we come to grips with its great truth.

Two thousand years ago the creator of the universe, the eternal God, entered human society as a baby. The creator of the universe put on humanity. The Lord of heaven came to live on earth. On a night like every other night in Israel with no fanfare, no celebration by anybody, a child was born. It was a night like any other night but it wasn’t a child like any other child. This child was the Lord Jesus Christ, God and man fused together in indivisible oneness. This birth was so monumental that it became the high point of history, the peak, the apex. All history before this birth is BC, Before Christ. All history since is AD

Today, I’m going to take off my theologian’s hat and put on my historian’s hat and I hope you’ll enjoy the lesson this morning. I am doing something similar to what I did last Christmas where I proved the virgin birth of Christ through the Scriptures and proved historically that He is the only Christ that will ever exist in all of eternity.

The birth of God in human form then is the most important moment in all of history. Let me read to you the first seven verses of chapter 2, which in plain and simple and clear language describe this great event.

Luke 2:1-7 (NIV)

1In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2(This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3And everyone went to his own town to register. 4So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. 5He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.

These are very familiar words. Behind these simple, straightforward, unembellished words of narrative offered with delicacy and reserve, unmistakable meaning and significance there is the profoundest event in the history of the world. But as I said, the story of Jesus is generally familiar to anybody who knows anything about Christianity and many people who know very little about Christianity. Sadly the worldwide celebration of the birth of Christ, which is called Christmas, has become so cluttered and so confused with paganism and personal indulgences as to obscure the simple clear reality of the birth of God in human form. The world celebrates the birth of Jesus in December for all the wrong reasons for the expression of self-indulgence, materialism, partying, social events of all kinds. But the world largely misses the point, as we know. The real significance of the birth of God in human form is overlooked, treated trivially, overshadowed by everything else that’s going on.

For the moment, in Luke’s history the curtain has fallen on the story of John. The curtain fell on the story of John momentarily in verse 80 at the end of chapter 1. Speaking of John who was just born, just circumcised, the child continued to grow to become strong in spirit, he grew physically, he grew spiritually, he lived in the deserts or the wilderness, the Judean wilderness in the south of the land of Israel. He lived there until the day of his public appearance to Israel. But we don’t know anything about what happened from the eighth day when he was circumcised until he began his ministry in Luke 1:80. All the rest is contained in one verse.

So the curtain falls at the end of chapter 1 on John and the curtain rises in chapter 2 with the birth of Jesus Christ. 

Now Luke does a wonderful thing here, simple, straightforward, unembellished language, that’s important, it’s uncluttered, it’s marvelous and it’s clear. And as clear as it is and as simple as the language is, what’s going on here is profound and far-reaching. Now everybody in Israel knew some things about Messiah. Everybody in Israel knew the Messiah would come and be King; that He would come and He would be in the line of David and He would reign on the throne in Jerusalem and He would establish the glorious kingdom for Israel. They knew that He would come with a rod of iron. They knew some things about Messiah. And the prophet Micah recorded one thing that was absolutely explicit about Messiah:

Micah 5:2 (NIV)

2“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.”

Originally in Genesis 35, Bethlehem was called Ephratah but came to be known as Bethlehem, which means “house of bread.” The Jews all knew that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, at least that’s what the Old Testament said.

Well Luke in writing this passage never quotes Micah. He doesn’t refer to Micah. But he shows us how God orchestrated the birth of Messiah in Bethlehem in explicit fulfillment of that prophecy in what really was an amazing work of God. Because if things had just gone on normally, Jesus never would have been born in Bethlehem. He had to be born in Bethlehem to establish the veracity of the Word of the Bible, but God did some mighty working, as we’ll see, to make it happen and exactly and precisely on time. Joseph and Mary were only in Bethlehem for a matter of days. It had to be exactly the days when that child was born. Luke makes us understand this without ever quoting Micah because he knows his readers know that passage. He gives us here some profound insight into the fulfillment of Micah 5:2 that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.

Now as we come to these seven verses, and I’m only going to give you the first of it today, he gives us three settings here. He gives us a world setting. He gives us a national setting with Israel. And he gives us a personal setting. And all three of these are very important in identifying the nature of Messiah, in identifying the fulfillment of prophecy and identifying His role to the world. He is to be the Savior of the world and it’s important to understand the setting in the world when He comes. He is coming as the Messiah to Israel, it’s important to understand the prophetic scriptures that relate it to Israel. And He is coming as the Savior of every individual who puts their trust in Him and it’s therefore important to understand something of the personal circumstances of Joseph and Mary. So we’re going to see the setting for the birth of Christ. 

The world setting is in verses 1, 2 and 3. “1 In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2(This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3And everyone went to his own town to register.” It is critical that everyone go to his own city. Critical that Joseph and Mary go to Bethlehem which was their own city so that they would be there when the Messiah was born so the prophecy of Micah would come to pass, absolutely critical. Little did Caesar Augustus know that he was being moved by the Spirit of God to do exactly what he did on time, on schedule to effect exactly the result God wanted. There were a few days in which Joseph and Mary had to be in Bethlehem, right at the very time of the birth of the child God knew exactly when that moment was, exactly when that day was. He knew when they had to be there and He had planned for that to happen under the authority and the power of a Caesar who was far removed from the little village Bethlehem and utterly removed from the purposes of God and utterly ignorant of the Word of God. But nonetheless he was a main player in bringing the prophecy to pass that shows the mighty, incomprehensible, providential work of Almighty God.

Verse 1 says, “In those days.” What days? Well, the days just spoken of, the days of chapter 1. Go back to chapter 1 verse 5, “In the days of Herod king of Judea,” in those days. Herod, by the way, was still on the throne and he was on the throne when Jesus was born and for a little while afterwards. We know a little about him, don’t we? We know about how he slaughtered all the babies in that region hoping that he would kill a rival king who had been born. It was in those same days when Gabriel came to Zacharias and Elizabeth, the same days when Gabriel came to Mary, same days when John was born, the days of Herod. Herod is still alive though he died very soon after the birth of Jesus.

These were the days though of Roman occupation in Israel. These were the days not only of Roman occupation but that dreaded Roman taxation. Those two things really bothered the Jews greatly. They hated Rome and occupation because Romans were Gentiles. They didn’t like Gentiles. They felt that Gentiles were outside the covenant. They felt that Gentiles were unclean. The Romans brought their idols in on the banners that they wave, on the suits of armor and they had the image of Caesar on a coin and they believe Caesar to be a god, so they saw the coinage of Rome as idols. They hated those expressions of idolatry in Gentile disbelief in the true God.

And secondly, they despised Roman taxation. They didn’t think the Romans had any right to be in their land, they certainly didn’t think they had any right to exact taxes from them. And mostly they hated more severely the Jews who bought franchises to collect taxes for Rome, they were the ultimate outcasts, the ultimate defectors, the ultimate traitors, people like Matthew and Zaccheus, you meet them in the New Testament. When somebody really wanted to call you an outcast, he would call you a tax collector. 

So they hated Roman taxation. They hated Roman occupation.

Now the best we can do in dating the birth of Christ is this, “In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world.” Now here he’s not very specific. He just says, “In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree.”

 Now let’s look at the decree. This decree that came out of Rome went out from the reigning Caesar of the day, Caesar Augustus. Neither of those is his name. Caesar is a title like king, or emperor, or pharaoh, it is not a name. Augustus is not a name. Augustus is an adjective to describe somebody. Augustus means revered, highly esteemed, highly regarded and honored. So this decree came out from one of the Caesars who was called Augustus because he was given that name as an indication of how they honored him.

Who is this Caesar Augustus? This versatile, able ruler of the Roman Empire was born September 23 of 63 BC His name when he was born was Gaius Octavius and he was the grand-nephew to Julius Caesar. And for whatever reasons Julius Caesar took a tremendous affinity to this boy. He adored little Gaius Octavius. He lavished him with gifts and he honored him.

Gaius Octavius had reached the age of twenty. Julius Caesar at that point adopted him as his own son and declared him to be the heir to the throne of the Roman Empire. One year later, Julius Caesar was murdered and when he was murdered at that point Gaius Octavius learned of his choice as Julius Caesar’s heir. At that point he changed his name to Gaius Julius Caesar in honor of his adopted father. Caesar, you remember, was murdered by his friends, namely the familiar Brutus. One of Octavius’ sisters married Mark Antony. Mark Antony is a very, very dominant figure in Roman history as you know. 

So here he was, the grand-nephew of Julius Caesar, adopted as a son and heir. His sister married to Mark Antony who was a powerful person. At the death of Julius Caesar, three people actually ruled Rome. There was Lepodus, there was Octavian and there was Mark Antony, three men who ruled Rome. It wasn’t long until Lepodus fell out and the rule of Rome was left with Octavian and with Mark Antony. They ruled together for a while until Mark Antony began to do things that bothered Octavian. First thing he did was he left his wife and his wife, as I told you, was the sister of Octavian. He didn’t like that. He left his wife because he became infatuated with Cleopatra, queen of Egypt who really is legendary as to her powers of seduction and ability to bewitch. Well she seduced Mark Antony successfully. 

Eventually, Mark Antony began to show more concern for Egypt, more concern for the successes of Cleopatra, more concern for her personally and her own welfare than he did for Rome. And so the irritation to Octavian began to escalate. After all, he had divorced his sister and now he was turning his heart away from Rome. The result of all of this was tremendous conflict between Mark Antony and Octavian which ultimately brought them to a great battle, a battle in which the Egyptian navy tried to fight the great Roman nave and was soundly defeated, it was called the battle of Actium in 31 BC. This battle destroyed the power of Mark Antony and Cleopatra and Octavian became sole ruler of the Roman Empire, 31 BC is when that occurred. Both Mark Antony and Cleopatra committed suicide together soon after that battle.

Officially then, Octavian’s rule ran to 14 A.D, .45 years this remarkable man was the absolute monarch to the Roman Empire. Great military skill, great political skill, great social skill, he put an end to all civil wars, literally extended the Roman Empire from the west of Europe deep into the Middle East, as far east as the desert region of Iraq today, vastly dominating the entire inhabited known world at that time, at least known to those people. 

He brought in the amazing Roman Peace. He literally not only conquered the world, as it were, but he brought peace to that entire realm by the skill that he had as a leader. This Roman Peace literally made soft borders everywhere. Then he built massive Roman roads and affected transportation systems in all directions for the extent of this great power of Rome in the world. And as a result, it facilitated the easy spread, the rapid spread of the gospel of Jesus Christ. It was perfect timing. And because Rome controlled it all, there were no borders, there were no points to stop, there was just fluidity and facility and the gospel spread rapidly and fast and it went largely along Roman roads and Roman trade routes by sea and by land. The Roman Peace brought an unheard of period of peace at the hand of this great, great leader. In 14 AD he died and was succeeded by Caesar Tiberius.

Now in the year 27 BC the Roman Senate gave Octavian the title of Augustus that means, as I said, majestic one, highly honored one. From then on he became known as the Caesar who was called Augustus, thus Caesar Augustus. Caesar Augustus was actually a term reserved for the gods. He was viewed as if he were a god. But it was after that 27 BC titling of Caesar Augustus that the idea that the Caesar was a god really took root.

At this time, Herodotus, a famous Greek writer wrote that there was an inscription referring to Caesar Augustus and it says, “Caesar Augustus, savior of the world.” At the very time a false savior of the world was riding high on the throne of his own glory, the true Savior of the world was born in obscurity. The false savior was on the world stage. He dominated it in full honor and privilege. The true Savior was born without honor, without privilege in humble obscurity. The false savior was sitting on the highest pinnacle of the highest throne in the dominant city of Rome. The true Savior was born in the humble non-descript village of Bethlehem. The false savior made it clear who he was. The true Savior couldn’t even speak.

But this man, Caesar Augustus, was a remarkable man. He literally created the world that facilitated the spread of the gospel. Not only did he do that in general but also in specific he made an edict that caused Joseph and Mary to have to go by a certain date to Bethlehem where they would have their baby and fulfill prophecy.

Although he did pass a law that made adultery a crime, his own personal life really did undermine the sanctity of marriage. He had a wife by the name of Scrubonia who didn’t produce a son. That was a bad thing in ancient times. She did give birth to a daughter, so he had a daughter named Julia the feminine for Julius. But he divorced Scrubonia because she couldn’t give him a son, and he married Lybia, some lady he supposedly had fallen in love with. And Lybia already had a son by a former marriage. Her son’s name was Tiberius. So he forced Tiberius to marry his daughter Julia and therefore Tiberius sort of became a son-in-law and passed to him the right to become the next Caesar. Tiberius, by the way, was married at the time so he had him divorce his wife to marry his daughter. Soap operas are not new, folks, and they’ve always existed in courts of royalty.

Let’s look at his edict. He made an edict and this was the edict. The census was to be taken of all the inhabited earth. All the inhabited earth would be another way to say the entire known world that would be all the Roman Empire that covered the known world in that area. This was done for two reasons. It was done to draw people into the military service, to find out who all the military-age young men were. But the Jews had been exempted from that. The census on this occasion was not for that, we know what it was for because Joseph and Mary were involved in it. It was for the registration of a census for the purpose of taxation, taxation. This was the other reason they took a census. And they were to go and register their name, their occupation, their property, their family, enter it into the Rome IRS agency for the purpose of taxation. This was to happen everywhere in the entire Roman world.

Now I want to give you some history on this, very important. This census is called “the first census” in verse 2, the first census. Now that’s important because Caesar Augustus didn’t just call for one census, he called for a series of censuses apparently at 14-year intervals, but this is the first one.

Well Rome then passed this edict on that everybody had to go and register because of the census. The Jews hated this. It was alien to them. It was a pagan thing. But God was at work. Just like He had been at work in the case of Nebuchadnezzar who ended up doing exactly what God wanted him to do for His own purposes. God takes pagan kings, pagan rulers and uses them as His own servants for His own purposes. Don’t you think for one minute that God isn’t sovereign in all the palaces of the world, He is. And He was in the palace of Caesar Augustus.

Verse 2 says this was the first census, the first of the cycle of 14-year censuses that Caesar Augustus had set in motion. Now we get a further input here. When was the first one? Well it was taken while a man named Quirinius was governor of Syria. Syria again is that large area in which Judea would exist. And over that area this man, Quirinius, had some responsibility. Let me take the word “governor” for a minute, it’s a non-technical word. It doesn’t mean he was the number-one man. Governor is a generic name for leader. So this was the first census taken and it was taken at a time while Quirinius was governor of Syria.

Now the reason Luke is telling us this, to help us pinpoint the time of the birth of Christ. This is a historical event. This isn’t a figment of somebody’s imagination. It was in that first census that occurred under the authority of Caesar Augustus and it occurred at the time that there was a ruler in Syria by the name of Quirinius. This helps us get a little closer to when this happened.

And by the way, I want to tell you something. The people who read Luke in Luke’s day would know exactly when it was. We don’t anymore because so much time has passed, very hard for us to be precise about this. Quirinius was known to have governed Syria, listen carefully, AD 6 to 9. A well-known census was taken in Palestine in AD 6. Josephus, the great Jewish historian, records that it sparked a violent Jewish revolt. It’s also mentioned by Luke in Acts 5:37. So Luke even refers to this census that provoked a revolt that occurred in AD 6. Quirinius was responsible for administering that census. He also paid a major role in quelling the subsequent rebellion. However, listen very carefully, that census can’t be the census Luke has in mind here because it occurred about a decade after the death of Herod. I have a note on that in Matthew 2:1. It’s much too late to fit here.

So we know there was a census in AD 6. We know that Quirinius at that point was a leader in Syria. But here you have a little indication that that was not that one, verse 2, “this is the first census.” So if that one occurred in 6 AD and they were normally at 14-year intervals, all we need to do to find the first one is back up how many years? Fourteen years, that would take us to 8 B.C, 8 BC Now in my note I say in light of Luke’s meticulous care as a historian, it would be unreasonable to charge him with an obvious inaccurnism(?) or an error. Indeed archeology has vindicated Luke. A fragment of stone discovered at Tivoli, which is near Rome, in AD 1764, a fragment of stone discovered, it contains an inscription in honor of a Roman official who it states was twice governor of Syria and Phoenicia during the reign of Augustus. Now we’re starting to make sense. Somebody was governor twice. That could be just what we need. Once in AD 6 to 9 and another time previously back in the BC time when that first census took place as what Luke says. The name of the official is not given on that fragment, but among his accomplishments are listed details that as far as is known can fit no one other than Quirinius, and we do have some historical records about him.

Isn’t that wonderful? We had to wait until 1764 to have the Bible verified. The Bible is true. Whenever there is something found like that, it always verifies it. Thus he must have served as governor of Syria twice. He may have been a military ruler or leader at the same time. With regard to the dating of the census taking it a step further, some ancient records found in Egypt mention a worldwide census ordered in 8 BC That would be exactly right. Now we’ve got Egyptian material saying there was one in 8 BC that fits the fourteen-year pattern exactly.

That has some problems though because when you put all the chronology of the book of Christ together, you can’t have it any earlier than 6 BC and probably even 4 BC is better. How do you solve that problem? Pretty simple really. Augustus probably made the decree in 8 BC but Judea didn’t comply with it until two to four years later and that’s what I put in the note. It was actually carried out in Palestine two to four years later, most likely because of political difficulties between Rome and Herod and conflicts.

Now let me tell you something else. Why else would Joseph and Mary go down to Bethlehem in the dead of winter, sometime in the late part of the year any way, when it could be cold, when it could be rainy, when it could be snowy, why would she nine months pregnant be bumping on a mule or walking 85 or 90 miles from the north down, really upward to Bethlehem because it’s ascent in terms of terrain? Why would she do that at the very end of her pregnancy unless there had been a deadline dropped like April 15? It must have gotten to the place where perhaps non-compliance on the part of Israel had reached its limit and Caesar had said, that’s it, this is the deadline and you have to be there by then. Otherwise it would seem reasonable that they would have waited until the child was born at some later time, Joseph could have gone on his own and taken care of the matter. It may be an indication that there was some extremity that had been perpetuated by the reluctance of Israel to comply. And after all, Judea was a faraway land from Rome and certainly loved to exercise its independence. Therefore the precise year of Christ’s birth can’t be known with certainty. We don’t know. The people who read Luke originally probably had a good idea, may have known exactly. It was probably no earlier than 6 BC and certainly no later than 4 BC by our dating. As I said, Luke’s readers would have known.

So this is the best we can do at setting the time by our calendar, somewhere by what we call, they didn’t call it dating that we do cause that came later when we dated BC and A.D, but somewhere in what we call 4 to 6 to 4 BC this birth of Christ took place. It says in verse 3, and here’s the point, “And all were proceeding to register for the census, everyone to his own city.” That sets the scene, that sets the scene. There’s no other reason they’re going to travel at a time like this.

Now the Romans would normally register people in their own place of residence. They didn’t make them go back to some initial homeland. That must have been a Jewish custom or something that Herod required. And the Jews we know where big on ancestry. You remember when they came in to the land of Canaan, the whole land of Canaan, you remember, was divided into tribal areas and every tribe had their own area. And within those tribal areas there were towns and villages that belonged to certain families. And through the years those families were connected to those villages and they owned the land. You remember every seven years the land would go back to the original owner so that genealogies were very, very important. They kept very careful, very detailed records of families. And so they would go back to their tribal area, back to their family home area, back to their father’s village, that’s where they went to register. And that sets the scene perfectly to put Joseph and Mary in Bethlehem where the baby is born in specific fulfillment of Micah 5:2, this by virtue of a decree from a pagan, godless monarch who had no idea of any word of any Hebrew prophet or any of its significance.

This was the world setting. This was how God was controlling the world events crucial to the birth of Christ. It set everything in motion for what for that little couple must have been a miserable trip physically, distressing her to go far from home, far from her mother, far from her family, far from everybody who knew her and loved her and cared about her to have a baby on the road, as it were, in an obscure place. And remember, she was thirteen, or fourteen and her husband was fifteen. But it was essential and they must have gone because they didn’t have a choice.

There are no accidental occurrences, folks, in the realm of the Holy Spirit. Had the Emperor Augustus made his decision three months earlier, or three months later, or one month earlier or one month later, or maybe one week earlier, or one week later, Jesus wouldn’t have been born in Bethlehem. But He was. God knew how long it would take to get the registration machinery in place. God knew how long Herod would resist it. God knew how long it would take for that little couple to trek those 85 to 90 miles in the winter. God knew exactly how long it would take so that they would be there for just a few days, but in those days the baby would be born. Every single detail was in the hand of Almighty God. And God still directs history and He still holds every king, every monarch, every ruler in His hand for His own purposes. 

So there’s the world setting. It sets the scene for the coming of Messiah. Next time we’re going to look at the national setting in Israel and the personal setting with Joseph and Mary.

Pray
Father, we acknowledge that You are the omnipotent, sovereign God who rules all the affairs of men and accomplishes His purposes no matter what. We know that You can move the mind of the king who doesn’t know You and doesn’t know about You to do Your will. Even Satan is Your servant and all men are subject to Your sovereign providence and power. O Father, how we see Your hand in this immense, immense event, a baby born, God in human flesh. How You moved to make history set the scene. We give You praise and glory that You, the God of creation, the God the sovereign of history are the sovereign God of our hearts whom we know and love through Jesus Christ. We thank You that we have come to know You personally, that You are our personal God, You live in us, You love us, You bless us, You forgive us, You fill us with peace and hope and joy. You have given to us the promise of eternal bliss in heaven with You. God, we are in awe of Your greatness and of Your grace. Help us, Lord, to worship You, the God of sovereign power, the God of history. We thank You for this most monumental of all moments in history when Your Son and our Savior was born, Jesus who would save His people from their sins. In His name we pray. Amen. 
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