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Luke, and last time I got within 1 verse of finishing chapter 1. So I need to take 2 or 3
minutes this time to say a few words about verse 80, and then we’ll dive into chapter 2.
READ v. 1:80 With this verse Zacharias and Elisabeth leave the narrative for good; they
are never mentioned again after chapter 1. We don’t know what happened to them after this.
We do know that Zacharias and Elisabeth were old when they had John, so many people
think they died while John was still young and therefore left him an orphan, and that would
be why John ended up out in the desert. That’s a guess: scripture doesn’t tell us anything
about their deaths. However he got there, John ending up in the wilderness fulfills several
prophecies concerning John. In particular, Isaiah 40:3 says, “The voice of him that crieth in
the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for
our God.” That’s John’s ministry of preparation for the Messiah, so it’s important for that
reason. Also, to survive out in the wilderness, especially as a child, he would need the help
and protection of God. One of my colleagues a couple of years ago asked me, “when you go
hiking out by yourself what do you have for security?” I answered, “the presence of God.”
That’s all any of us really have, although a knife or gun can be useful at times too. So this
experience in the wilderness is another fulfillment of the angel’s prophecy in verse 15 that
he would be “filled with the Holy Ghost, even from his mother’s womb.” And so he remains
until we see John again in chapter 3 in the midst of his preparation ministry. That’s the end
of chapter 1.

So with that dispatched, let’s move on to chapter 2. I don’t think we’ll finish chapter 2 before
I leave for California next month, but we’ll get started and see how far we get. Luke 2 starts
with a description of Jesus’ birth, which takes up the first 20 verses. I know we won’t get that
far today, so let’s READ Luke 2:1-7. I have the challenge this week and also next week of
doing an exposition on a text that I am sure all of you are already very familiar with. When
you go to teach Bible to young kids, typically within a year you end up here, in particular
when Christmas comes. So for the next 2 Sundays it’s going to be Christmas in May. I have
a line item on my budget I call Christmas in May: it’s discretionary spending to celebrate the
end of the academic year. Sorry, but I didn’t bring you any presents to celebrate Christmas
in May. The cat left another dead bird on my doorstep Friday morning. I guess I could have
brought that, but I didn’t; it was covered in flies when I found it. Anyway, if you’re familiar
with one block of text in the Gospel of Luke, it will be this one. Last Sunday Brother Jack
read this text when he was preaching about Mary. Last Wednesday night Brother Tom read
this text when he was talking about the tribute coin. And I thought I was the one doing
Luke! But there’s still plenty of things to say about this text that hasn’t been said yet, and
I hope to say some of them this morning.

Transition: HAND OUT OUTLINES. First, we have...
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I. The Taxing/Census The structure of the first few verses start with references that have
a global scope and then narrows the focus specifically to Mary and Joseph, so that’s the
approach we will take. First is the....

IA. Global Setting READ v. 1-3 There are two people referenced in these verses who
were political leaders on the global stage at this time: Caesar Augustus in verse 1 and
Cyrenius, Governor of Syria, in verse 2. It’s important to understand that Caesar was not
Augustus’ first name: it was his title. Today we have President Obama. President is not
his first name; it’s his title. Augustus ruled from 31 B.C. to 14 A.D., and he is generally
regarded to be the best Caesar in the history of the Roman Empire. He ushered in an era
Tom mentioned a couple of weeks ago called the pax romana, or Roman peace, and he did
it be conquering every major threat to the empire. If you defeat all of your enemies and
nobody dares rise up against you, then you have peace. That’s kind of like what Jesus will
do during the Millenial Reign: defeat all of the worldly powers so that there will be peace.
The people who ruled under the Caesar had titles such as governor (Cyrenius here in verse
2) and King (such as King Herod of Judea we encountered back in chapter 1). So the Caesar
was literally a king of kings. As a side note, one of the titles given to Jesus in Revelation
chapter 17 is “THE King of Kings.” It’s not an accident He’s given a Caesar-like title. Not
only is He going to defeat all of His enemies like Caesar Augustus did, but if you study
Revelation in an historical Roman Empire context, there are a lot of political allusions and
statements in Revelation. There are a lot of things in there driven by the Roman Empire of
that day. Do you want to study Revelation next? We have a lot of Luke to do still.

The man mentioned in verse 2, Cyrenius or Quirinius as it’s sometimes pronounced, had
two reigns over Syria: one from 6-4 B.C. and another from 6-9 A.D. We know from our
study in chapter 1 that 6-9 A.D. is way too late for these events because King Herod’s reign
referenced in chapter 1 ended in 4 B.C. So this particular taxing or census must have taken
place between 6 and 4 B.C. At this time, if you look down to verse 5, Mary is said to be
“great with child,” meaning she is about to give birth to Jesus. So, as I’ve mentioned before,
Jesus was almost certainly not born in year 0. He was probably born in 4 or 5 B.C. Luke’s
Gospel is right; our calendars are off by a few years.

According to the Roman reckoning at this time, the promised land was part of the province
of Syria. Therefore, when Cyrenius ordered the entire province to be taxed, that would
have included Mary, Joseph, and everyone in Israel. As Tom mentioned on Wednesday, this
taxing was really more of a census. It was used for taxation purposes. At this time, the
tax was a head tax, so when you registered in the census, you had to sign up to pay your
tax. If you didn’t, of course you were in violation of Roman law, and you really didn’t want
to go against the Roman government. That would have caused bad things to happen to
you. In general, the census was also used for conscription for military service, though the
Jews were exempt from Roman military service, so it wasn’t used for that purpose for them.
The practice of having everyone go to their “own city,” that is, the city of their ancestry, is
interesting. We don’t know if that was a common practice in the region or if it was specific
to the Jews. We know from reading the geneologies in the Old Testament that the Jews
placed a lot of value on ancestry. Maybe it had something to do with that.
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Transition: Regardless, the census serves to get Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem. That
leads to...

IB. Particular People READ v. 4-5 Verse 3 told us that everyone had to go to their
“own city” for the census. Verse 4 tells us that, in the particular case of Mary and Joseph,
their own city was the “City of David, which is called Bethlehem.” Bethlehem is called
the City of David because King David was from Bethlehem; I Sam. 16:1 tells us that. For
Mary and Joseph, that was their “own city” because they both were from the line of David:
Luke 1:27 tells us that. Getting Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem in time for Jesus’ birth was
important to fulfill prophecies, in particular Micah 5:2, which as I figure you all know says
that the Messiah will come out of Bethlehem. So having this census decree come from Caesar
Augustus at exactly the right time was part of God’s plan all along. If you think about it
from Augustus’ perspective, he probably had no idea that his taxing decree was going to be
used by God to ensure prophecy was fulfilled. Most rulers at that time did not regard God
or anyone else as sovereign but themselves. In fact, most rulers viewed themselves as gods.
So we have an example here of a pagan godless ruler who does not know or regard God
being used by God to execute God’s plan. This reminds us that, whether it is recognized or
not, everything happens according to God’s plan. Nothing ever surprises God. The spiritual
mess we are in in this country right now did not surprise God: He knew it was coming and
He planned for it. How it will end, I do not know, but God does: He’s already planned it
out. Everything happens according to God’s plan whether the participants recognize it as
such or, like Augustus, they don’t. Of course we will see events better if we recognize it as
such, but it’s part of God’s plan whether we recognize it or not.

A couple of other points here. Verse 5 tells us that Joseph went to be taxed with Mary, his
espoused wife. Roman law at the time required women 12 years old or older to register in
the Roman census. So if she has to go to Bethlehem to register also, then she must have
been at least 12 years old. I’ve said before I think she was 13 or 14 at this point. Brother
Jack said last week he thinks she was 17 or 18. So I told him after his sermon last week,
“let’s settle this once and for all. Let’s take an average and say she was 15.5.” That’s the
mathematician coming out in me. More importantly, we are told again here that at this
point Mary and Joseph were only espoused. This is another subtle reminder that Mary was
still a virgin when Jesus was born. Luke tells us blatantly and precisely that she was a virgin
3 times in chapter 1, and then it came up subtly again in chapter 1 verse 56 when it says
Mary went “to her own house,” and that would be as opposed to her and Joseph’s house
because they weren’t yet married. So we see the virgin birth affirmed over and over and over
again in this narrative, at first blatantly, and now and in the future several more times more
subtly.

Transition: So that gets us to the right place for the main event, and that’s...
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II. The Birth READ v. 6-7 When we read the description of the setting for Jesus’ birth
in these verses through the lens our culture, they seem extreme, harsh, and even barbaric.
In fact, the events described here amount to a typical birth in a peasant family in this era.
What the King James translates “swaddling clothes” are strips of cloth. For a peasant family,
that would be the normal thing to wrap a new-born infant in. They didn’t have Pampers in
those days. You don’t want to leave him naked; he would get too cold. So you took strips
of cloth and wrapped him up. A manger is a feeding trough used to feed animals. Peasant
families did not have cribs in those days, so if you wanted to lay the newborn infant down to
sleep, it was either lay him on the floor or lay him in a feeding trough. So Mary would have
been very glad to have that feeding trough to lay her baby in. Back in those days it was not
that unusual for a peasant family to sleep with animals in the house. Animals would sleep
on a lower level, while the people would sleep on an upper level. I sometimes sleep with
an animal: the neighbor’s cat. She meowed at my window this morning, so I let her in. I
sat down, kicked the leg rest up, and she jumped up and laid down between my legs. That
happens frequently. She likes to lay there and nap while I nap, although this morning we
laid for about 20 minutes before she jumped up. She couldn’t stand my snoreing I suspect.
Anyway, the conditions we read about here seem extreme and harsh to us, but in fact they
were normal for a peasant family in those days.

Similarly, the word translated “inn” in verse 7 is probably not a commercial inn like we have
today. The same Greek word is translated “guestchamber” in Luke 22:11. The setting there
is Jesus and His disciples are searching for a place to observe the Passover. Jesus told His
disciples in Luke 22:10-12, “Behold, when ye are entered into the city, there shall a man
meet you, bearing a pitcher of water; follow him into the house where he entereth in. 11
And ye shall say unto the goodman of the house, The Master saith unto thee, Where is
the guestchamber, where I shall eat the passover with my disciples? 12 And he shall shew
you a large upper room furnished: there make ready.” So the inn here in verse 7 is not a
commercial inn like the Holiday Inn, Red Roof Inn, or the Bulldog Inn (my favorite place to
stay in Athens). Bethlehem was a small town on no major roads, so there probably were no
commerical inns in Bethlehem. It’s probably a guestchamber of someone’s house. We don’t
know whose house; scripture doesn’t tell us. Maybe they had some relatives in Bethlehem.
We know they had some relatives in Judea, namely Zacharias and Elisabeth. Maybe it was
a Jewish stranger. We don’t know. In any case, the phrase “there was no room at the
inn” means that the guestchamber was already filled, we would presume from the context
by other travelers coming to Bethlehem to register and be taxed. So if there is no room for
them in the guestchamber, they would have done the normal thing for a peasant family to
do: go sleep with the animals. You would think that if the owner of the house had realized
the significance of this baby that is about to be born they would have kicked somebody else
out with the animals and let Mary and Joseph stay in the guestchamber, but that’s not what
happens.
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My point is: there is nothing remarkable or unusual about the birth events described here. It
was really just a normal birth in a normal setting for a peasant family. What is remarkable
and unusual is who is being born. I mentioned last week that everything in chapter 1
ultimately points to Jesus, and now here He is. At home I have an old fashioned probably
antique manger scene. I thought about bringing it in, but it’s too big, and it’s in some
box of Christmas decorations somewhere in my house. It’s just me these days, so I don’t
decorate for only myself. The stable structure is made of real wood, not cut or processed
wood either but sticks nailed together. The roof is made of real wood and straw. The figures
are glass and porcelein, not plastic. It has match-stick style sheep covered in real wool. It
has little strips of cloth to cover the baby. As a kid I would play around with the manger
scene, rearrange all of the pieces. So I would put the bull or something else at the center,
unwrap baby Jesus and stand him up on the side. My parents would always put the scene
back the way it should be with Jesus wrapped up at the center because the important thing
is not the manger or the inn or the animals or the swaddling clothes but who was born.

There are a couple of other things I want you to notice along that line. First, the phrase in
verse 6 “the days were accomplished that she should be delivered” has a double meaning.
Obviously it refers to her pregnancy: the approximately 270 days during which she carried
Jesus were almost up. More subtlely, it also refers to biblical prophecies concerning the
Messiah, both from the Old Testament and more recently from the angel Gabriel. Galatians
uses the phrase “the fulness of time had come” to mean this same thing. When we studied
the birth of John two weeks ago I made the point that it happened exactly as scripture had
predicted. Now, it’s happening again, exactly how and exactly when scripture had predicted.
Everything is happening right on God’s schedule and right according to God’s plan.

Second, notice the specificity at the beginning of verse 7: “And she brought forth her firstborn
son.” Under Jewish law the firstborn son had special rights called the birthrights with regards
to the family’s inheritance. The reference I gave you there in Deuteronomy talks about the
inheritance of the firstborn. We were told earlier that Mary and Joseph were both from the
line of David; that’s actually the only thing we are told about Joseph so far, that and he
was espoused to Mary. The line of David was the kingly line, so being the firstborn gives
Jesus legal tie to the throne.

Conclusion

As a final thought, when we read this text we often get caught up in the manger, swaddling
clothes, no room at the inn, the journey to Bethlehem and the taxing, when none of that is
really that unusual. The remarkable thing about these 7 verses is who is being born. Don’t
move the pieces in the manger set around, like I did as a kid. Keep Jesus at the center,
where He belongs. That brings us to the shepherds and the angels, and if you want to hear
about them, you’ll have to come back next week.
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