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THE NATIVITY 

THE SETTING (Lk. 2:1-3) 

The story of Jesus’ birth is an interweaving of three elements, prophecy, history, and symbolism. 
While Luke does not use 
Matthew’s characteristic 
phrase, “…this occurred 
to fulfill what the prophet 
said,” his description of 
the nativity in Bethlehem 
surely has in mind the 
prophecy in Micah 5:2 
about Bethlehem. His 
mention of the Galilean 
origins of Joseph and 
Mary may intentionally 
recall Isaiah 9:1, where 
the prophet said that God 
would honor Galilee.  

Luke  locates the narrative 
in the Roman world, 
which would have been 
important to his gentile 
readers. He names Caesar 
and the Syrian governor 
and cites the census that 
made necessary Joseph’s 
and Mary’s trip south to 
Judea (Lk. 2:1). Finally, the 
familiar story of “no room 
in the inn” has become a 
symbol challenging all 
men and women toward 
an acceptance of Christ, 
and it has often been 
celebrated in carol and 
proclaimed in sermon. 
Surely the symbolic value 
of the story was not 
missed by Luke, either. 

 

THE YEAR AND DAY OF JESUS’ BIRTH 

The year of Jesus’ birth has given rise to much scholarly debate, because 

details in Matthew and Luke do not agree with external history. That there 

was a census taken during the emperorship of Augustus (27 B.C. to 14 A.D.) 

is not in question. However, according to independent historical records of 

the period, the governorship of Quirinius in Syria and its associated census 

was in AD 6, a date that conflicts with Matthew’s record, which places the 

birth of Jesus prior to the death of Herod the Great (known to be in 4 BC). 

A common suggestion is that perhaps Quirinius was governor two times 

with an earlier tenure and a later one, but while possible, this apologetic 

has no historical verification, and what is known of Quirinius’ career leaves 

such a suggestion uncertain.. Another attempt at harmonizing the two 

gospels is based on an unusual translation of Lk. 2:2, “This was before that 

[census] when Quirinius was governor of Syria,” or, “This census took 

place before Quirinius was governor of Syria.” Unfortunately, this 

rendering, while not impossible, strains the grammar of the passage and we 

know of no earlier census. Finally, some suggest that Matthew’s “Herod” 

must be either symbolic, not historical, or else it refers to his son Herod 

Archelaus. The issue remains unresolved, and it seems best to suspend 

judgment. Here, we will accept Matthew’s dating of Jesus’ birth to the end 

of Herod’s reign, and since this date agrees with the other relevant data in 

the NT, most scholars estimate the date of Jesus’ birth at about 6-4 BC.  

Laypersons often assume that the birth of Jesus occurred at the dividing 

point between BC (= before Christ) and AD (= anno Domini, Latin for “in 

the year of the Lord”). To be sure, this was the intent of the calculations of 

Dionysius Exiguus, so as to reckon the beginning of the Christian era from 

the incarnation. Later research has discovered that these early calculations 

were flawed. 

If the year of Jesus’ birth is unknown, the day of his birth is equally 

uncertain. The traditional date, December 25th, can be traced back at least 

as far as Hippolytus (c. AD 165-235) and was reaffirmed by Chrysostom 

(AD 386). While this date cannot be verified, it is at least possible. The 

objection that sheep would not be kept outside in the elements at this time 

of year in Palestine is overthrown by the Mishnah (Shekalim VII.4), which 

states that Passover lambs were indeed kept outside all year in the vicinity 

of Bethlehem. That Christians celebrated the Lord’s birth on the same day 

as the Roman Feast of Saturnalia, a day when slaves were temporarily 

freed, should not be thought unusual. Many early Christian holidays 

coincided with pagan holidays inasmuch as Christians, particularly slaves, 

had a seven-day work week (weekends were not holidays in Rome) and were 

obliged to celebrate their holy days on the same days as the pagans. 
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THE BIRTH (Lk. 2:4-7) 

The journey of Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem was not to pay taxes per se, as might be inferred from 
the KJV rendering. Rather, they went to register their names on the roll which would be used for 
levying taxes. Why they felt obliged to return to their ancestral town of Bethlehem is unclear, for in 
a Roman census people were usually enrolled wherever they happened to be. However, if Joseph 
(or even Mary) owned property in Bethlehem, they might have had to travel south for that reason, 
and we know that in Syria women of even twelve years and upwards were liable to a poll tax. In any 
case, Joseph, along with the pregnant Mary, made the three-day journey to Bethlehem, David’s 
ancient birthplace.1 Whether the inn-keeper turned them away outright, or perhaps allowed them 
shelter with the animals, since there was no place else, is unclear. While there, Mary began her 
labor, and Jesus was born in the manger, a feeding trough for domestic animals. The birthing process 

was made doubly awkward 
by the fact that the young 
couple were away from their 
family and home, situated in 
far less than adequate 
lodgings. 

Many non-biblical traditions 
have arisen regarding the 
scene of the nativity. The 
usual assumption of animals 
being present is certainly 
possible, though not 
mentioned in the biblical 
text, while the popular 
imagery of an English barn is 
highly unlikely. Some 
interpreters have suggested 
that Jesus was born in the 
uncovered courtyard of a 
Near Eastern caravanserai (a 
sort of hostelry for travelers), 
though a second century 

tradition locates the birth of Jesus in a cave.2 That Jesus was wrapped in strips of cloth was no more 
than was customary for newborns among Palestinian women (cf. Eze. 16:4; Wis. of Sol. 7:4); 
however, the fact that Mary performed the action herself implies that she was without the help of 
a midwife. 

 
1 It may be noted that there are two Judean cities with the title “town of David,” Bethlehem and Jerusalem. Bethlehem 

is the “town of David” because it was the place of his birth and youth (1 Sa. 17:12, 58). Jerusalem is the “town of 

David” because it was the Jebusite stronghold that David captured and turned into the capital (2 Sa. 5:6-9). While the 

two towns are only some five miles apart, they should be distinguished. 
2 The Protoevangelium of James, 18, 19 and Justin Martyr’s “Dialogue with Trypho,” LXXVIII. 

The church of the Nativity in Bethlehem is built over the cave where 

early tradition says Jesus was born. It is reputed to be the oldest site 

where Christian worship has been conducted continuously and the 

oldest major church in the Holy Land, originally constructed in the 

4th century and then reconstructed in the 6th century. It is a World 

Heritage Site listed by UNESCO. 
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THE BETHLEHEM SHEPHERDS (Lk. 2:8-20)  

Jesus’ first worshipers, the Bethlehem shepherds, were typical of the common peasants who would 
later throng Jesus in his public ministry. As a social class, shepherds had a bad reputation. They 
frequently ignored ceremonial law, they were sometime thieves, and they were not trusted to give 
testimony in a court of law. If Jesus was born in a cave, as early tradition asserts, it may be that the 
shepherds owned or used the cave inasmuch as such caves near Palestinian villages often served as 
animal shelters, and the announcement by the angels that the infant would be found in a manger 
seems to have enabled the shepherds to find him without difficulty. It is not impossible that the 
shepherds were keeping sacrificial animals for the temple. Such flocks, according to the Jewish 
Mishnah, were kept in the surrounding desert. 

The annunciation of the birth of Jesus to the shepherds was by an unnamed angel of the Lord (2:8-
12). The angel calmed their fears, announced the birth, proclaimed the newborn’s titles, and gave 
to the shepherds a sign of verification. 

In retelling this story, Luke provided 
for his Greco-Roman readers what 
can only be termed as “loaded” 
vocabulary, that is, vocabulary which 
would immediately have created 
certain significant associations. The 
verb euangelizo in 2:10 (= to 
announce good news) is the verbal 
form of the noun euangelion (= good 
news, gospel), and the latter was a 
familiar word used in official 
proclamations to announce the 
birthday of Caesar, his coming of age, 
his enthronement, and his various 
speeches, decrees, and acts which 

were alleged to bring joy (cf. 2:10) and peace (cf. 2:13) into the empire. The title “Savior” also carries 
overtones related to the official role of political benefactors, and Caesar was given the title Savior of 
the World. The designation Kyrios (= Lord) was widely used in the pagan world, both as a title of 
respect for the Roman emperor, who was considered to be divine, and as a title for other pagan 
deities. Luke, it seems, deliberately used words and concepts familiar to the pagan world in order to 
proclaim that Jesus is truly the divine ruler. His words also carry overtones from the ancient faith of 
Israel. The title “Lord” is the familiar LXX designation for Yahweh, while the title “Savior” is also a 
familiar address by Isaiah for God in the LXX and corresponds to the Hebrew yeshu’ah and its 
cognates (Is. 12:2; 25:9; 45:15, 21; 62:11). Even the verb euangelizo (= to announce good news) 
draws upon the LXX announcements of salvation to the captives in exile (Is. 40:9; 52:7; 60:6; 61:1). 

In addition, Luke has also used another important title from the Hebrew background, namely, 
Christos (= Messiah or Christ). The title Christ corresponds to the Hebrew mashiah, the ancient title 
for the kings of David’s dynasty who ruled in Jerusalem (Ps. 2:2; 18:50; 20:6). Not until the 
intertestamental period did this title come to be understood as a designation for the end-time 
mediator of salvation. However, by the time of the birth of Jesus, the term “messiah” had come to 

A shepherd near Bethlehem 
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represent the Jewish hope for the future, and in spite of the fact that there was at that time no fixed 
concept of what or who the messiah would be, there was a general hope in an anointed figure with 
Jewish and nationalistic characteristics. The coupling of the titles Lord and Christ (Kyrios Christos) 
seems to be favored by Luke (cf. 2:26; Ac. 2:36; 11:17; 15:11, 26; 16:31; 20:21; 28:31). 

Immediately following the annunciation to the shepherds, there appeared a great company of 
angels proclaiming (traditionally singing) the glory of God (2:13-14). The words in the Latin Vulgate, 
gloria in excelsis Deo (= glory in the highest degree to God), have passed down to us traditionally in 
liturgy and music. The company of angels is called a “host of heaven,” once again a Hebrew concept 
coming from the OT. The terms tsaba (Hb.) and stratia (Gk.) quite literally mean “army.” In the OT 
the term “host” could refer to the earthly army of Israel, to the array or “army” of the stars, and/or 
to the angelic company which could be dispatched by God to do his bidding. Some 279 times in the 
OT God is himself called Yahweh Tsabaoth (= LORD of Armies; frequently rendered God Almighty 
and LORD Almighty in the English Versions). Here, of course, it is the angelic company itself that is 
described. Just as the “morning stars sang together, and the angels shouted for joy” when God “laid 
the cornerstone” of the earth (Job 38:7), now the angelic chorus assembles to celebrate the 
beginning of this new act in salvation-history. 

The angels’ message of peace, unlike the external and transient pax Romana (= Roman peace), 
would come from God, not from a political source. The celebrated pax Romana was a peace 
inaugurated by war, a peace maintained by Caesar’s legions. Public and private morality in the 
empire had severely declined in the presence of new wealth and power, and it was at best an uneasy 
peace, and certainly not peace of mind. The peace of which the angels sang began in quite different 
circumstances with a humble peasant couple in a borrowed shelter. 

At the word of the angel, the shepherds quickly went to find the newborn, just as they had been 
told (2:15-20). They rehearsed to Mary and Joseph and to their friends in Bethlehem what had 
happened, and the result was amazement. This 
vocabulary of amazement seems to be Luke’s way of 
posing the question made famous in the Christmas carol, 
“What child is this?” It calls upon the reader to pause and 
ask, “Who was Jesus?” By the end of the Third Gospel, 
with its climax of passion and resurrection, the answer 
to the question would be obvious. Jesus was the Lord, 
the Christ, the Son of David, the Son of God, the divine 
Savior and Benefactor of the world! 

While the shepherds were amazed at what had 
happened, Mary deeply considered the convergence of 
all these wonderful reports and events within her own 
mind. She becomes a paradigm for the reader who also 
is called upon to deeply consider the testimony which 
has been given. Just as Mary herself became a believer, 
part of the community of faith (Ac. 1:14), so the reader 
is implicitly challenged to believe “the certainty of the 
things he has been taught” (Lk. 1:4) and the “convincing 
proofs” which undergird this faith (Ac. 1:3). 

LUKE’S VOCABULARY OF AMAZEMENT 

Luke employs a collection of verbs, 

nouns, and their cognates to describe 

the response of awe and wonderment 

which Jesus created in various people, 

such as, thaumazo = to wonder, be 

astonished, marvel (cf. 1:21, 63; 2:18, 

33; 4:22; 8:25; 11:14, 38; 20:26; 

24:12, 41), ekplesso = to be 

overwhelmed (2:48; 4:32; 9:43), 

existemi/ekstasis = to confuse, amaze, 

astound/astonishment, bewilderment 

(2:47; 5:26; 24:22/8:56), thambos = 

astonishment (4:36; 5:9) 

phobeo/phobos = to fear, reverence, 

stand in awe/fear, awe (2:9; 8:25, 35; 

9:34/1:65; 2:9; 5:26; 7:16; 8:37) and 

aporeo = to be perplexed (24:4). 


