Jesus’ Birth in Bethlehem - Part 2

Luke 2:1-7
This is probably the most familiar story in all of Christianity because it is the story of the birth of Jesus Christ, and the most familiar of all holidays is Christmas that, of course focuses on the birth of Christ. So a lot of folks know about Christmas, a lot of folks know something about the birth of Christ. Most people don’t know all of the rich detail that Luke provides for us here. And you can move through this rather rapidly and it seems pretty simple and straightforward, but if you slow down a little bit, as we are going to do today, and dig in a little deeper you find some profound things that are going on behind the scenes. Luke is a remarkable, remarkable historian. His selectivity under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit is rich and profound and we are being enriched as we go along.

Luke chapter 2, Luke is one of the four gospel writers, one of the four writers who tell the story of Jesus Christ. This is what he says in chapter 2, the first seven verses.

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.
Pray
That last statement, “there was no room for them at the inn,” has become a very familiar part of Christmas lore. And it really is not legend, it is fact as that text indicates. We’ve all seen “no vacancy” signs posted outside motels and sometimes, I suppose, we’ve seen “no vacancy” signs when we didn’t want to see them and there was a certain level of desperation that was very late, the kids were in need of a place to sleep and the town was crowded and the “no vacancy” sign spelled for us a very serious potential situation. Well as far as Joseph and Mary were concerned, their circumstances made the “no vacancy” sign in Bethlehem all the more severe since Mary was about to deliver a baby. This young couple, Joseph probably being 14 or 15, Mary 13 or 14 years of age, the two of them had journeyed about 85 to 90 miles from their home in Nazareth. 

And when they came to Bethlehem, it says in verse 7, there was no room for them. Nine months pregnant, in a matter of a few days to deliver a baby, and no place to stay. No relatives awaiting with a warm home. It was late fall or perhaps early winter. There was nobody to care for this little couple, no room for them. And that note certainly is symbolic of the future for Jesus. It seems to me that as far as Jesus is concerned there’s still a “no vacancy” sign hanging on the world. 

Before we look, however, at the young couple, let me go back in the text a little bit because there’s so much more here that we need to understand. Reviewing briefly, a startling event happened back in chapter 1 verse 26.

Luke 1:26-28 (NIV)

26In the sixth month <of the pregnancy of Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist>, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee <Galilee is the northern part of the land of Israel>, 27to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” 29Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. <Nobody had seen an angel in literally 400-plus years, perhaps 500 years, until an angel appeared to Zacharias and Elizabeth, and this is the same angel, Gabriel, who’s appearing again. She is afraid> 30But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. <That’s the announcement from God to you, you’re going to have a baby and your baby will be Jesus. Jesus means savior and He will save His people from their sins, as Matthew records it. Further, the baby is described in verse 32> 32He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 33and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.” <It will have no limit, it will have no end. And, of course, this young girl, Mary, said to the angel> 34“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” <This is impossible> 35The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. <In other words, it’s going to be a miraculous conception. God is going to plant life in you without a man> 36Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. 37For nothing is impossible with God.”
When Mary appeared soon after this to be pregnant and Joseph to whom she was engaged found out about it, he was shocked, he was stunned because there was no explanation for her pregnancy humanly then that she had had a relationship with someone else. Joseph knew her to be a godly young girl, a righteous young girl. He was shaken by the fact that she was pregnant and was trying to decide what to do, whether to divorce her, whether to break the engagement covenant or whether to stone her to death for this sin, when an angel appeared to him in a dream and said to him:

Matthew 1:20-21 (NIV)

20… “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 22All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23“The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” - which means, “God with us.”

And Joseph got the message from the angel that she was with child by the Holy Spirit to bring into the world the King, the Savior, God in human flesh.

Now when you come to Luke 2, the prophecy has come to pass. Nine months have passed since Gabriel’s announcement. And Mary is full term and she in this passage gives birth to the baby Jesus. Now as Luke tells us the story of the birth, which is very simply told, the beginning of verse 7, “And she gave birth.” That’s it. Another one of those classic understatements, And she gave birth. Nothing particular about that birth of note. It was like any other and every other birth. The child was not like any other child, the birth was like every other birth. And we’ll look at that in a moment.

First of all, the world setting, and I gave it to you last week, we’ll just mention it, is in verses 1 to 3, “In those days,” that is the days when Herod was reigning as king in Israel, the days when Gabriel came to Elizabeth and Zacharias, the days when John the prophet and forerunner of Messiah was born, those very same days, “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.”

It’s amazing how God orchestrates everything. Whether He has willing or unwilling subject, whether He has a knowing or unknowing subject, part of God bringing together the details and all the components of the birth of Messiah, right time, right place, was to move on the mind of a pagan, godless Caesar who knew nothing about the Old Testament, nothing about the coming of Messiah, nothing about God whatsoever. He was in every sense a pagan and yet he paid a critical role in the fulfillment of prophecy at the birth of the God/Man, the Messiah, Jesus Christ. And it was because he made a decree.

His name was Caesar Augustus, that’s how we know him in the New Testament. His actual name was Gaius Octavius - that was his given name. “Caesar” is a term like king, or emperor, or Pharaoh. It’s simply a title. “Augustus” is an adjective meaning revered one, or honored one, or majestic one. And it was a title given to him in 27 B.C. by the Roman Senate. His actual name Gaius Octavius, he is known as Octavian Caesar but became known as Caesar Augustus because the Roman Senate honored him with that description.

He ruled the Roman Empire for 45 years, from 30 B.C. to 14 A.D. He was a brilliant man. He was a formidable ruler. He created the Roman Peace that stretched over the whole Roman Empire. He was a gifted, gifted ruler and leader. He was such a remarkable man that he was called, and it’s inscribed in stone, “the savior of the world.” That’s how highly he was revered. He was worshiped as a god and as a deity.

Verse 3, everybody had to register for the census and it says, “And everyone went to his own town to register.” Now that was not a Roman stipulation as far as we know. The Romans would have been happy for people to register in the town they lived in. So it’s most likely that the fact that they went back to the city of their ancestry that there was a Jewish stipulation, either by Herod or by some stipulation.

The Jews decided that everybody should go back to the place where the records were kept. You remember from the book of Joshua when the children of Israel came to the land of Canaan the whole land was divided into sections and tribes were given sections. And in those tribal sections families were given areas and among those families there would be certain areas they would live in and certain villages their ancestors would have settled in. And that’s where they would go. They were particular about keeping genealogical records. By the way, the Romans in 70 A.D. when they destroyed Jerusalem, they destroyed all the Jewish records, all of them. But at the time that the census was taken, the records would have been carefully kept by scribes in all the local areas. And so I’m sure by Jewish demand they were to go back to the place of their original ancestry.

That was all very, very critical to the purposes of God so that the Messiah would be born in the place that God had determined. Had Caesar Augustus made his decree earlier or later, had Herod resisted shorter or longer, the child would have been born in Nazareth and not have fulfilled prophecy and we could conclude that God couldn’t control circumstances. But that didn’t happen and never happens because God controls everything. God literally writes history as His story.

Let’s turn to the second setting, the national setting. Luke is concerned now to move from the world scene to the land of Israel itself. And so in verses 4 and 5 he says, “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.
Now this gets us into the context of the land of Israel. We’re out of the Roman Empire. We’re away from Quirinius and Caesar Augustus, we’re now talking about Galilee, Nazareth, Judea and the city of David, Bethlehem, etc. We’re now looking at the nation Israel. And the nation Israel is connected to Scripture. God gave to the Jews the Scripture. And the Scripture was very, very specific about where the Messiah was to be born. 

There was a prophet by the name of Micah and in his prophecy:

Micah 5:2 (NIV)

2“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah <or too little to be among the clans of Judah. In other words, it’s insignificant, you’re really a nothing place but then he says>, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.” <You’re going to give birth to a ruler. It can’t be David that he’s talking about, even though David was born there, because David had been born 300 years before this. This has to be talking of the Messiah because it talks of one whose origins are from of old, from ancient times. He is an eternal being. There will be a ruler born in Bethlehem who has been alive forever>
So Luke wants us to understand this. He never, interestingly enough, he never mentions the prophecy of Micah. Luke never refers to the prophecy of Micah. Doesn’t say anything about it. But every Jew who was waiting for the Messiah knew the prophecy of Micah. It was an unmistakable prophecy, unmistakable. And Matthew does mention it.

Matthew 2:5-6 (NIV)

5“In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: 6“‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.’”

They knew that Bethlehem would be the place of Messiah, they who knew their Old Testament and waited for the redemption of Israel. Luke doesn’t need to mention it, it was crystal clear. Besides Matthew specifically mentions it. But it becomes very important because when Caesar Augustus put the census in motion, the end result of that was this young couple were going to be in Bethlehem and because of the date established, they were going to be there at the very moment when that child was born. They went there in the ninth month of her pregnancy.

So, Joseph went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth to Judea. By the way, going up, you look at a map, you see Galilee up here, you see Judea down here, you think that’s up. Well it’s up on the page on the map, but the elevation of Galilee is lower than Bethlehem. You would a slow climb of about 734 feet or so to where Bethlehem is, almost on the same hill as Jerusalem. So that’s why it says he went up.

Verse 5 says they went to register for the census, along with Mary who was engaged to him and was with child. Really a fearful thing for a 15-year old and a 13-year old or so to take such a trip under such circumstances.

Now historians have struggled over this issue of “along with Mary.” Was it required that she go there to register? Wouldn’t it have been enough for a father to register for his, his wife and his family? We really don’t know the answer to that. But we do know this, that upon being pregnant she knew there was only one person in the world who would understand her condition, and that was Joseph. It must have been difficult to explain to her mother and her father how all of a sudden a 13 year old girl appears pregnant and she’s never had a relationship with a man. And everybody is suspicious that she is lying. It would have been hard enough for her parents to understand that, let alone strangers and outsiders. One can only imagine the gossip that must have gone on, a certain amount of shame that she must have had to bear. 

We also know that she perhaps went to visit Elizabeth for those three months as a way not only to connect to somebody who would understand a conception miracle because she had been allowed to conceive John in her old age, but to get her out of that environment where she was exposed to so much potential shame because she was pregnant. If in fact she had gone to be with Elizabeth for the three months and now she was so obviously pregnant and having arrived in her ninth month she would have been exposed to more gossip, more scorn, I don’t think there’s any way in the world that Joseph who had to make the trip to register would ever have gone without her. I mean, it was a way for him to take her out of that environment which was very difficult for her and it’s also for certain that he wanted to be there when that little life came into the world. 

Joseph knew what was going on. He knew she was pregnant with the Son of God. He wasn’t about to say, You know, I’ve got a business trip, you might have the Son of God while I’m gone, I don’t think so. I think this is one you don’t want to miss. He knew. He knew this was Jesus to save His people from their sins because the angel told him that. I can imagine when Jospeh first found out that Mary was pregnant and she said, Well it’s like this, Joseph, Gabriel came and told me I was going to be impregnated by God. Sure. How many times did she have to tell him that? Well probably a lot of times until the angel finally appeared to him and told him the story and now he knew exactly what was going on. They had to go, worldly conditions pressed them to go. There wasn’t any way he was going without her.

So a forced journey to Bethlehem was necessary for the Word of God to be fulfilled. Bethlehem was the place because that was their lineage; that was the place they needed to be cause that was the home of David the great king. And that again would insure by virtue of Scripture not only the decree of Caesar but by virtue of Scripture God moved them there to fulfill the clear statement of the prophet Micah.

Now a little note here. It says Mary was pledged to be married to him. That’s interesting because:

Matthew 1:24-25 (NIV)

24When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. <Here it says that they were married> 25But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.
What this indicates is there was a marriage ceremony. It think he actually married her at that point, it’s pretty clear in that text. That would have been the right thing to do. That would have quelled a lot of questions, at least you could introduce her as your wife and not, well, this is my betrothed who is with child. He covered her in kindness by going ahead with the ceremony. So there actually was a ceremony, there actually was a wedding, I believe a marriage did legally take place.

But what Luke tells us here is quite interesting and it’s very carefully put together where you have the marriage indicated in Matthew and yet here it says in Luke 2:5, “who was pledged to be married to him.” And what Luke is telling us by backing off from that marriage and there was a fine, there was really only a thin line between being betrothed and being married. The betrothal was a binding contract. Luke is telling us, yes, there was a ceremony but they were conducting themselves as though they were only engaged. And it says in Matthew 1:25, “But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son.”

So both Matthew who identifies the ceremony which would have been the right thing to do because she did have a child in her womb and Luke who tells us that they were in a relationship that in effect was a betrothal or an engagement, give us both sides so that we can understand the situation. She was with child.

So the world setting and the national setting. All fitting in with Roman strategy and Old Testament prophecy. Now we come to the personal setting, and this is where the charm of the story comes. Luke’s focus now is not on the world scene, it’s not on the national scene, it’s on the personal circumstances that are so interesting. “While they were there, the time came. <Stop>” Okay, where? Bethlehem. Where in Bethlehem? We have no idea. We have no idea, they were just there. We don’t know how long they were there. They were there days because the days were completed for her to give birth. For how long we don’t know. Some days, maybe three, maybe four, maybe six, maybe seven, I don’t know, maybe eight. I, we don’t know. They were there.

It doesn’t tell us where they were. But it does tell us at the end of verse 7, “There was no room for them in the inn.” And I’ll tell you this, if there had been room in an inn for the prior days, nobody in their right mind would have kicked them out when she was about to deliver the baby. The fact of the matter is wherever they were when the baby was born was where they had been the whole time they were there. They just were there for an unstated time in an undesignated place.

They were the homeless couple. There were certain shelters, as there are today, provided for people who were homeless. Public shelters. And probably, when you think of an inn you think of some kind of three-story motel. No such thing existed.

So they were there and the days were completed for her to give birth. Nine months were up. Absolutely nothing is said about the details. And verse 7, she gave birth. That’s all it says. I just wish there was more than that. Joseph perhaps smoothing her forehead with a cooling cloth. Perhaps speaking sweet comfort to his dear young wife as she spent hours in labor in a place that offered no comforts, no doctors, no nurses. Every girl would want her mother there but she had no family, just a 13 year old and a 15 year old. There were probably hours of labor, just a teen-aged husband to help. And finally she at the culmination of the labor, at the glorious moment pushes one more time and pushes out the Son of God. And He cried the cry of life. 

In the fullness of time God sent forth His Son born of a woman, Immanuel, the God of eternity stepped in to time and space. The Lord of immensity, the Lord of omnipresence was confined to a body about ten pounds in weight and under two feet in length. That little life came out into the arms of that young father. And neither of them could fathom what was going on of what had been told them by an angel. And everybody around them had absolutely no idea.

Luke is careful to tell us that she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. Luke does not use the Greek terms for “only son.” The Roman Catholic Church would have you believe she had only one child and she was a perpetual virgin till her death. This is not true. She had many sons and daughters. It says, I read you a little bit ago in Matthew 1:24 and 25 that he kept her a virgin until Jesus was born. After that Joseph and Mary had normal relationships as any other husband and wife would and they had boys and they had girls.

Matthew 13:55-56 (NIV)

55“Isn’t this the carpenter’s son? Isn’t his mother’s name Mary, and aren’t his brothers James, Joseph, Simon and Judas? 56Aren’t all his sisters with us? Where then did this man get all these things?”

And, you see, that’s very important because not only is He the firstborn which means that she was a virgin but He is the firstborn which means that He has the right to the inheritance. Jesus had the primary right to the family inheritance. Frankly, Joseph didn’t have a lot to leave Him, he was a tradesman, he was a carpenter. Mary didn’t have any great estate, as far as we know, to leave Him. But what He did have was the right to the throne of Israel.

And then some simple details that I find amazing. “She wrapped him in cloths.” You ever ask, ‘Why is that there?’ Because that was normal, that was routine. This is just a birth like every other birth. And a Jewish mother did this typically. You can find this in all the indications in history about babies that are born, they would wrap them in cloths. The Greek word is “She swaddled Him.” That’s why we talk about swaddling cloths. Swaddling is an Old English word to describe wrapping. And here’s what they would do. The custom was, take long strips of cloth and wrap the arms and wrap the legs and then wrap the little body tightly. This was for warmth. This was for security. I mean, that little baby in the womb is in there all cuddled and nestled tightly in there and all of a sudden comes out into this stark hospital room, nothing touching it, his little extremities flailing in every way. No wonder they’re screaming. This is a violent experience.

They would just take that little baby immediately and they also believed that wrapping up those limbs and wrapping up that little body protected that little child. Also believed that it helped to keep their bones straight when they grew in early life.

The point is that she treated the baby like any other baby. This is just a normal little baby. This is just a baby like other babies. Physically looked like any other child. Physically treated like any other child. No royal robes, no fancy clothing, didn’t come out with a little halo over His head. He came out like everybody else comes out, same exact way. No doubt kissing that little boy as she wrapped him tightly and warmly and caressed Him, nursed Him.

And then it says, most interestingly, “and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.” Manger is the word in the Greek meaning a feeding trough. By the way, it never says in the Bible Jesus was born in a stable. It’s not in there, so if you’ve been looking for it you won’t find it. It doesn’t say He was born in a stable, doesn’t use the word “stable.” All it does say is He was laid in a manger and from that we can deduce that it was a stable because that’s an animal feeding trough and it says there was no room for them in the inn. And that indicates that they couldn’t get in to the facility for people and so in every facility for people in ancient times there was an adjacent facility for the animals that they had with them when they traveled. You see a motel and immediately outside a motel what do you see? A parking lot. Well the means of transportation in ancient times was animals and so they carried goods on their animals. If you were a traveling salesman, you had a beast of burden to carry your goods. That’s how it was. If you were a traveling family, you had a beast of burden to carry the women and children. So there would be adjacent to every place to stay, a place for the animals and a feed trough as well. The indication was there was no room for them in the guest house and they were outside and the little one was laid in a feeding trough.

When Jesus came into the world then He came in the most comfortless conditions, smelly, filthy, this is the wonder of grace though, isn’t it? And this is part of the story that when God came down, He came all the way down. He thought His equality with God not something to be held on to but He gave it up and humbled Himself and He humbled Himself all the way down, not just to a stinking stable but to become a substitute for stinking sinners and bear the stench of our guilt in His own body. He came down to the poor and the lowly and the humble and the base and the wicked. He came down to the common people to bring His glorious salvation. It was fitting, in a sense, then that He was born in a stinking, smelly stable because what was smelled far worse to the nostrils of God than the odor of animals is the odor of sinners. He sent the Savior all the way down into the lives of the lowly and the whole picture of that scene is a metaphor for the stench of sin that Jesus bore in His own body.

His little cloths wrapped and His little body must have collected the smell. It would have been the smell of animals, the stench of animals, the smell of fires burning there to keep people warm, the smell of the humanity that milled around in that place, the filthiest place imaginable. This is an unthinkable entrance into the world for God’s Son, sweat and pain and blood and coldness and manure and straw and odors, but He came all the way down to the stench of sin to bear in His own body our sins on the cross. And this was a picture of the condescension of God. He came all the way down, all the way down, all the way down to the smell of a stable, all the way down to the smell of a sinner like you and like me. They had no room for Him then, they still don’t have any room for Him.

John 1:10-11 (NIV)

10He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. 11He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.

But He came for sinners. He came all the way down to bear in His own body the wretched, wicked sin that belongs to us. The smelly stable was simply a picture for sin and its wretchedness. What a picture.

So we come from the world’s setting to the national setting and the fulfillment of a Hebrew prophet’s statement that He would be born in Bethlehem, all the way down to the circumstances of His birth that speak of His lowliness. God controls the great kings of the world. He fulfills the prophecies of Scripture and He comes all the way to the lowly sinner. Sovereign God, God of Scripture, God of the humble sinner coming all the way down from the gloriy of heaven to the stench of this earth.

Pray
Father, thank You for this wonderful, wonderful portion of Your great Word. We grieve that as the centuries have passed, the Savior has been treated pretty much in the same way. But we’re also glad, Lord, that He came all the way down, all the way down to the wretched, smell of a stable and even farther, far farther down to the wretched smell of a sinner. He came into the world, He came to the lowly and the humble and the base and the wicked, the vile to take our place on the cross and bear Your judgment on our sins. O what a wondrous scene it is. You control the great movements of history, You control the fulfillment of prophecy. You brought Your Son all the way down to touch the lives of wicked sinners. Thank You for this grace, this condescension, this salvation. I pray in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. In His name I pray, Amen.
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