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Unit 04 

The Early Years Of Jesus 

 

Chapter 01 

Introduction 
 

 

 

 

04.01.00.A. CHRIST IN THE GARDEN OF OLIVES by Eugene Delacroix, 

1827. Jesus, who existed from eternity past, came to earth for the salvation of 

mankind, to restore man’s image in the likeness of His creator. Jesus is shown in 

the Garden of Gethsemane prior to becoming the sacrifice for humanity, so 

mankind can live with Him into eternity future.  He was born for a destiny.  
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04.01.01 Introduction: The World Stage is Set; John’s Prologue  

John begins his gospel with the eternal nature of Jesus as the Creator who is the Light that brings 

salvation. The entire Bible is a story of God’s love and salvation for humanity.
1
  To that end, 

Galatians 4:4 states that in the fullness of time Jesus came. Yet the term “fullness” can be 

understood only within the cultural context of the first century and the significant people and 

events that preceded it. There were four major areas of preparation that had to be completed 

before “fullness” was achieved in preparing the world for coming of the “Anointed One.” They 

are,  

1. The Greeks: They provided a cultural milieu and language.
2 

 

2. The Romans: They provided elements of law and order throughout the empire and 

improved transport. This was a profound accomplishment as the previous two centuries 

were filled with violence, political and religious chaos, persecution, and assassinations. 

3. The people throughout the Roman Empire and in regions beyond were expecting a 

messianic figure or king of some kind. From the Roman senate to the common slave, 

there were expectations of the appearance of a very important person.
3
 

4. The Jewish people provided the religious background and foundation necessary for 

Jesus to come.  

The most important and anticipated life in history was born in Bethlehem some two thousand 

years ago. Yet John made a distinct point to demonstrate that the life of Jesus did not begin in a 

Bethlehem manger, but that He existed from eternity past. The theme of his gospel is the deity of 

Jesus, Who was “from the beginning” and set forth both the divine and human nature of the 

Messiah. The purpose of His coming was to teach men about the Kingdom of God, as well as to 

pay the high cost to redeem them from a lost eternity.  John’s point is that only God could have 

performed such a great task. 

 

For the first term Word, in the first sentence, John used the Greek word Logos that included the 

Greek concept of reason and speech.
4
 God created the world by means of His Logos.

5
 The term 

is the eternal order of all things that is in God, and Jesus is the incarnation of that Logos in 

                                                           
1. The divine plan of salvation of the Old and New Testament was taught by the Hebrew prophets, as outlined in 
Appendix 9.  
 
2. See 03.05.13. 
  
3. For a brief description of those who expressed this anticipation long before the advent of Jesus, see 03.05.15, 

03.05.24.  

4. Barclay, “John.” 1:7-9; Vine, “Word.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:683. 

5.  Hatch, The Influence of Greek Ideas and Usages. 261; Vine, “Matter, Matters.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:396. 
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history.
6
 The definition includes what is said, thought, reasoned, and motivated by Divine 

expression.
7  

John was not a Greek philosopher, but desired to express the concept that Jesus was 

the idea and expression of God in human form and was, in fact, God.
8 

 

 

04.01.02 Jn. 1:1-2 The Eternality of God (NIV 1984) 

 

A  In the beginning 

B  was the Word, 

C   and the Word was with God, 

C’   and the Word was God. 

B’  He was with God  

A’ in the beginning. 

 

 

04.01.03 Jn. 1:3-18 The Word of God Became the Person Jesus. (HCSB, continued)
9
 

 
3
All things were created through Him, and apart from Him not one thing was 

created that has been created. 
4 

Life was in Him, and that life was the light of men.   
5 

That light shines in the darkness, yet the darkness did not overcome it. 

 
 6 

There was a man named John who was sent from God. 
7 

He came as a witness to 

testify about the light, so that all might believe through him. 
8 

He was not the light, 

but he came to testify about the light. 
9 

The true light, who gives light to everyone, 

was coming into the world.  

 
10 

He was in the world, and the world was created through Him, yet the world did 

not recognize Him. 
11 

He came to His own, and His own people did not receive Him. 
12 

But to all who did receive Him, He gave them the right to be children of God, to 

those who believe in His name, 
13 

who were born, not of blood, or of the will of the 

flesh, or of the will of man, but of God. 

 
14 

The Word became flesh and took up residence among us. We observed His glory,  

the glory as the One and Only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth. 
15 

(John 

testified concerning Him and exclaimed, “This was the One of whom I said, ‘The 

One coming after me has surpassed me, because He existed before me.’”) 
16 

Indeed, 

                                                           
6. Lee, The Galilean Jewishness of Jesus, 115.  
  
7. Brunn, One Bible, Many Versions. 78. Dave Brunn is an excellent resource on developing the skills of Bible translation.  

8. See Appendix 8 on the Two Natures (human and divine) of Jesus.  
 
9. See also Hebrews 1:1-14.  
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we have all received grace after grace from His fullness, 
17 

for the law was given 

through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 
18 

No one has ever seen 

God. The One and Only Son—the One who is at the Father’s side — He has 

revealed Him. 

  

Literary style 

John’s gospel was written for a Gentile audience, yet it is in typical Hebraic style, a/k/a “chiastic 

literary structure,”
10 

of poetry that echoes the first sentence of Genesis.  It is a poem of 

complimenting, repeating, or contrasting ideas, rather than rhyming words. Verses 1 and 2 

describe the eternal aspects of Jesus “from the beginning” (lines A and A’) of time with the focus 

on the Word (of God who was Jesus) being the eternal Deity (line C). In fact, the New Testament 

repeatedly states divinity of Jesus.
11

 The first lines were written with repeating or contrasting 

ideas, as noted by the similarities between lines A and A’, B and B’, etc.  The focus of this short 

Hebraic poem is the center line – line C and C’, being Jesus – in human form was God on earth. 

 

“Witness to testify.”  When the New Testament writers used terms such as “testimony,” “bore 

witness,” or “I have seen and testify,” these are statements of legal terminology. These 

statements were common in Roman, Greek, and Jewish cultures whereby the author placed 

himself under an oath concerning the truthfulness of the statement made.
12

 

 

“In the beginning.”  This phrase in the original language did not have the definite article “the.”  

In essence, the gospel writer is saying that “in beginning” there never was a beginning point, but 

there was an eternity past (cf. Jn. 17:5; Col. 1:17). This is a paradox to modern thinking, but 

understood by his first century audience. Hence, John reflected upon two writings of Moses in 

Genesis and in Psalm 90.
13

   

 

After the summary account of creation, John discusses the condition of man.  Man, who was and 

is the supreme creation in the image of God (Gen. 1:26), who fell into sin and is now offered 

salvation by God through Christ Jesus.  It was Adam who was defeated by Satan in the beautiful 

Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:8), but Jesus came and had victory over the evil one.  Because of Jesus’ 

sinless life, sacrificial death, and resurrection, eternal life is now available to all men by the One 

Who existed “in beginning.” While the sacrifices of the Old Covenant covered sin, the work of 

                                                           
10. See “Chiastic literary structure” in Appendix 26. 
  
11. Jn. 1:1; 10:30; 17:5; Phil.2:6; Col. 1:15; 2:9.  
 
12. Bookman, When God Wore Sandals. CD Trac 5. 

13. Moses authored Psalm 90 - 116. 
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Christ removed sin.
14 

The New Covenant is the fulfillment of the old one and completed the way 

of salvation for mankind. 

 

Video Insert    >      

04.01.03.V Jesus in the Old Testament and Eternity Past. Professor John Metzger 

discusses the Deity of Jesus in the Old Testament and in eternity past. Click here if 

Internet connection is available. 

 

 

The climax of this gospel is the only true response one can give to Jesus:  “My Lord and my 

God” (Jn. 20:28).  Since Jesus was with the Father throughout eternity past
15

 and was the Creator 

of all things,
16

 He is both the Light and the Life of humanity
17

 and the darkness of this world 

could not extinguish Him. The gospel begins and ends with life.  In fact, the word life is one of 

John’s key words.  The pre-existence of “God” as Creator is also found in a Dead Sea Scroll 

document known as the Manual of Discipline.
18

 The ancient Essene writer understood this and 

said,    

 

For judgment is God’s and 

from His hand is the way of blamelessness 

From His design everything received its origin, 

and from His design 

Everything that exists was prepared 

without Him nothing was made. 

 

Dead Sea Scroll Fragment, 1QS XI:10
19

 

All that is and ever was 

comes from the God of knowledge, 

                                                           
14. See Appendix 6 concerning Old Testament sacrifices and Jesus. For the New Testament plan of salvation revealed in 
the Old Testament, see Appendix 9. 
    
15. Prov. 8:22-31; Jn. 17:5, 24. 
  
16. Col. 1:16-17; Eph. 3:9; Heb. 1:2. 
  
17. Jn. 5:26, 8:12, 9:5, 12:35, 46; I Jn. 5:11. 
  
18. See 02.02 Biblical And Extra-Biblical Writings for more information.  

19. Santala, The Messiah in the New Testament. 65-66. 
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Before things came into existence 

He determined a plan for them, 

And when they fulfilled their appointed roles 

it is in accordance with His glorious design, 

That they discharge their functions 

Nothing can be changed. 

 

Dead Sea Scroll Fragment, 1QS 3:30
20

 

 

“The Word.” John did not speak of a “word” or “words” as spoken by Jesus, but rather, he 

spoke of “the Word” as being the essence of Jesus - the essential inner mind of Christ.
21

 And 

Christ (Heb. Masiah 4899) was the Anointed One
22

 who thousands of people throughout the 

ancient world expected to come. If the question were asked, “What is in the heart of hearts of 

Jesus?” the answer is “His Word.” In order to understand the mind of Jesus, one must understand 

His speech, actions, ministry, and life. John essentially gave two significant points about the 

Messiah: 

 

1. The Word was with God. 

 

2. The Word was God. 

 

Essentially said, calling Jesus “the Word” is a Jewish way of saying He is the God of Israel.
23

  

Knowing Jesus was not an either/or choice of these two points, but a combination of both.
24

 One 

cannot understand the Messiah’s Word without understanding His mind and heart.   With this 

comes the understanding of the essence of the mind of God the Father (Jn. 14:23-24).
25

  Other 

New Testament writers refer to the essential inner mind of Jesus as being the logos, which is 

Greek meaning Word, of God. Paul said in Ephesians 4:12 that it was sharper than a two-edged 

sword, meaning that it can cut to the soul to surgically expose sin. Luke, in his second writing, 

used it where the “Word” of God is understood to be the “Spirit” of God or the “revealed mind” 

                                                           
20. Santala, The Messiah in the New Testament. 65-66. 

21. While this eBook is not intended to be a study of theology, Jesus cannot be studied without the theological element.  
Christology is itself imperative rather than historical.  No history of the life of Jesus is possible without some expression 
of Christology – meaning who Jesus was as a human and as deity.   
  
22. Vine, “Messiah.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 1:150. 

23. Fischer, The Gospels in Their Jewish Context. (Lecture on CD/MP3). Week 6, Session 1. 

24. Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary. 154. 
 

25. Major, Manson, and Wright, The Mission and Message of Jesus. 679-80. 
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of God (Acts 13:48; 18:5).  John used logos again in his last work with the Word of God being 

Jesus Christ Himself (Rev. 19:13). In the Greek, the word logos is an it, but John’s use of the 

word Logos, which is rooted in his Jewish background and Aramaic language, is He.
26

  

 

In contrast to the Logos, there were the popular Gnosticism
27

 and Docetism
28

 heresies within the 

Gentile world that confronted the apostles and other church leaders. These were especially 

significant outside the Jewish homeland. These theories of knowledge and God confronted both 

Jews and Christians, and for that reason, the Apostle Paul made these two comments: 

 
16 

For everything was created by Him, in heaven and on earth, the visible and the 

invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things have 

been created through Him and for Him. 

 

Colossians 1:16 

 
6 

Yet for us there is one God, the Father. All things are from Him, and we exist for 

Him. And there is one Lord, Jesus Christ. All things are through Him and we exist 

through Him.  

 

1 Corinthians 8:6 

 

While the study of the influence of Gnosticism and various cultic beliefs is beyond the scope of 

this study, it must be stated that John’s gospel is a brief apologetic document that refutes these 

pagan ideas. 

 

The phrase “No one has ever seen God,” means that no one has ever seen the ultimate glory, 

majesty, and nature of God. According to Moses, God said “You cannot see my face, for no one 

can see me and live” (Ex. 33:20).  This is due to mankind’s sinfulness. Yet according to the 

Hebrew Bible (Tanakh), God (Adonai or Elohim) has made Himself known to selected 

individuals in a limited manner.  Examples are:  

 

1. To Abraham (Gen. 18) 

 

2. To Jacob (Gen. 32:25-33) 

 

                                                           
26. Fruchtenbaum, The Jewish Foundation of the Life of Messiah: Instructor’s Manual. Class 2, page 6.   

27. See “Gnosticism” in Appendix 26.   

28. See “Docetism” in Appendix 26.   
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3. To Moses (Ex. 3) 

 

4. To Joshua (Jos. 5:13-6:5) 

 

5. To the people (ten tribes) of Israel (Jg. 2:1-5) 

 

6. To Gideon (Jg. 6:11-24) 

 

7. To the parents of Samson (Jg. 13:2-23) 

 

8. To Isaiah (Isa. 6:1) 

 

No one in the ancient world ever questioned the existence of God or gods.  To the Greek mind, 

the universe and the world with all its peoples and gods have always existed.  The Jews, 

however, had a radically different concept, one in which the earth had a specific beginning point.  

John’s purpose is to convince both Jews and Gentiles that Jesus was the expected Anointed One 

(Jn. 20:31), the predicted Messiah of the Hebrew prophecies, who has always existed.     

   

 
 

While the term “the Word” or “Word of the Lord” is not found in the Old Testament, it 

certainly was not new to the Jews of the first century. The term is found in the Targums
29

 that 

were recited in every synagogue service throughout the Inter-Testamental Period. Such phrases 

refer to God’s utter holiness in His creation. For example, the biblical narrative of Genesis 1:27 

reads as follows: 

 

“God created man in His own image” 

 

Genesis 1:27 

 

Furthermore, from the thousands of fragments found among the Dead Sea Scrolls is the Targum 

Fragment of Genesis 1:27 that reads,  

 

                                                           
29. See 02.02.28 “Targum.” 
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“And the Word of the Lord created Adam in His own image.” 

 

Targum Fragment Genesis 1:27
30

 

 

This is one of many Targum examples that clearly reveal the fact that the Jewish people were 

familiar with New Testament terms not found in their Hebrew Bible. 

 

 

 
 

“With God.”  Throughout history, there have been a few who incorrectly taught that the original 

law read “with a god” and, thereby they denied the deity of Jesus. This theological discussion is 

beyond the scope of this work, yet is so significant that the reader is encouraged to study the 

Granville Sharp Rule
31

 concerning this erroneous interpretation. In addition, for an excellent 

article on the humanity and deity of Jesus, see Bruce A. Ware.
32

 

 

“That light that shines in the darkness.”  The term light (Gk. phos 5457)
33

  was associated 

with the knowledge of God, while the term darkness (Gk. skotos 4655)
34

 was associated with 

ignorance (Gk. agnosia 56)
35

 or rejection of God.  The phrases associated with light and 

darkness, such as “sons of light,” and “sons of darkness,” were popularized during the 

Maccabean Revolt and preserved by the Essenes who authored the Dead Sea Scrolls many 

decades before Jesus was born. Hence, they were in common usage when Jesus came to bring 

light to all mankind.   

                                                           
 

30. Cited by Fischer, The Gospels in Their Jewish Context. (Lecture on CD/MP3). Week 6, Session 1. 

31. Wallace, Greek Grammar. 270-90, 633, 735. The Granville Sharp Rule has become foundational in biblical studies and 

may also be found in systematic theology textbooks; See also Stanley E. Porter “Granville Sharp’s Rule: A Response to 

Dan Wallace, Or Why a Critical Book Review Should Be Left Alone.” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society. March, 

2013. 56:1. 93-100; Daniel Wallace, “Granville Sharp’s Rule: A Rejoinder to Stan Porter.” Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society. March, 2013.101-106. 

32. For an excellent article on the humanity of Jesus, see Bruce A. Ware, in, “The Man Christ Jesus” page 5. 

33. Barclay, “Light.” Jesus. 264. 
 
34. Barclay, “Darkness.” Jesus. 264. 
 
35. Barclay, “Ignorance.” Jesus. 264. 
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“The true light.” The Greek word for true is alethes, which is closely related to alethinos, 

meaning genuine or real. Jesus alone can bring light to mankind in a world of questionable 

shadows and illusions.
36

 John’s gospel is a proclamation of the messiahship of Jesus, but also a 

defense against Gnosticism which stated that matter is essentially evil and anything spiritual is 

essentially good.  

 

“He gave them the right to be children of God.”  While the Old Testament states that one day 

the Gentiles would become saved, some Jewish leaders rejected that idea. John, however, placed 

all humanity on an equal plain before the Almighty God.  This was stunning to the Jews, who felt 

they were selected because they were God’s Chosen People. 

 

“To those who believe in His name.”  The Greek present participle means believing, that is a 

continuous activity of faith and obedience.
37

 To believe is not to merely believe in His historical 

life or to consider Him to have been an outstanding moral teacher. Even the demons believe that.  

But to believe is to accept Jesus as Savior, Teacher, and Lord and to voluntarily be obedient to 

Him and live according to the instructions within His Word. To believe includes times of prayer 

and the entire scope of righteous living.
38

 

  

“The law was given through Moses.” A certain measure of grace accompanied the Law of 

Moses or else no man could have been saved under it. Yet the proper office of the law itself was 

not grace, but restraint and conviction of sin (Rom. 3:20; Gal. 3:19).  On an important side note, 

the Church has adopted a Roman view of Law, in that it means restriction and, is therefore, bad, 

while the Hebrew Bible views Law as instruction and freedom, and therefore good.  

 

“Grace after grace.”  This phrase literally means that New Testament grace has been added to 

Old Testament grace (2 Pet. 1:5). The traditional teaching that Old Testament law was replaced 

by New Testament grace is wrong; grace is woven throughout the Old Testament and Hebrews 

11 is the faith chapter of the Bible that upholds that viewpoint.  

 

“The Word became flesh and took up residence among us.” This statement is rather 

meaningless today, but in the first century it was a powerful statement because a heresy known 

as Docetism challenged the church. The word Docetism originates from the root word dokein, 

meaning to seem.
39

 Docetism states that Jesus was not a human being, but He only seemed to be 

human.  For that reason, John said that the Word became flesh (Jn. 1:14).  In his letter to the 

Colossian church Paul said that the entire fullness of God’s nature, or the Godhead, as some 

                                                           
36. Barclay, “John.” 1:7-9; 54. 
 
37. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 2:49.   
 
38. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 2:49-50.   
 
39. Barclay, “John.” 1:13, 65. 
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translations say, was in the physical body of Jesus (Col. 2:9). Jesus never surrendered His full 

deity while among men. John then underscored this fact by saying that anyone who denies that 

Jesus came in the flesh is of the Antichrist (1 Jn. 4:3).
40  

It was a frontal attack against Docetism. 

 

However, there is another aspect to this statement: Greek poets and philosophers never ever 

considered that the word of any god could become human.  To them, the human body was a 

place in which the soul was trapped and confined. The idea that the Word of God became human 

in the form of Jesus, that He entered the human race as a child, lived as a mortal man, taught and 

performed miracles so mankind could see into the eyes of God, was stunning and unbelievable, 

yet believable to the Gentiles. Therefore, the very idea posed by critics who say that the essence 

of John 1 was borrowed from the Greeks is totally absurd – impossible! 

         

 
 

“We observed His glory.”  The phrase glory is not the ultimate glory of the eternal Word, but 

the term is reflective upon the glory of God as it was manifested several times in the Old 

Testament. The nature of the glory is often defined by what follows an event, as in these 

examples:
41

 

 

1. Divine glory in the desert wilderness (Ex. 16:10; 24:16, etc.) 

 

2. Glory of God in the temple (1 Kgs. 8:11) 

 

3. Glory to the prophets (Isaiah 6:3; Ezekiel 1:28) 

 

4. In the transfiguration of Jesus (Lk. 9:31 cf 2 Pet. 1:16-17) 

 

5. Divine glory shown in His miracles (Jn. 2:11; 9:4, 40) 

 

6. Divine glory as demonstrated in His perfect life and character, and 

 

7. Divine glory in the fulfillment of the absolute idea of manhood 

                                                           
40. See Docetism in Appendix 26.   

41. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 2:52-54.   
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8. Divine glory shown in the fulfillment of every prophecy concerning His first coming. 

 

 

04.01.03.Q1 Was/is Jesus God (Jn. 1:1-18)? 

 

The most important question in life pertains to the identity of Jesus. It was the question posed by 

Jesus when He took His band of disciples to Caesarea Philippi – to the most pagan place in the 

ancient Middle East – and asked them, “Who do you say that I am?”
42 

While this is obviously a 

theological question, brief biblical identity of Jesus must be given. 

1. God and the Lamb (Jesus) are worshiped (Rev. 5:8-17) 

 

2. God and the Lamb (Jesus) are the Temple (Rev. 21:22) 

 

3. Jesus was worshiped on earth (Mt. 2:11; 8:2; Mk. 5:6; etc.) 

 

4. Jesus was worshiped after the resurrection (Mt. 28:9, 17) 

 

5. Jesus was worshiped during the Ascension (Mt. 28:9, 17) 

 

6. Angels worship Jesus (Heb. 1:6) 

 

7. Multitudes worship God and the Lamb in heaven (Rev. 7:9-10) 

Clearly, there are some challenges to understanding the dual nature of Jesus, due primarily to the 

limited human capacity to understand God. In Luke 4:8 Jesus told the devil to worship the Lord 

God only. In addition, the first commandment says to have no other god before God. While Jesus 

is the Son of God and submitted to the Father, the Word was God and became human flesh (Jn. 

1:1, 14). Jesus came from the bosom of the Father (Jn. 1:18) to reveal God the Father to 

humanity.
43  

  

  

04.01.03.Q2 How can it be said that no one has ever seen God (Jn. 1:18) when other 

passages (Ex. 33:11, 19-20; Ezek. 1:26-28) clearly indicate otherwise? 

 

This question is obviously in response to the statement, “No one has ever seen God,” which 

appears in direct conflict with other biblical passages. For example, Moses and the leaders of the 

Israelite children “saw God, and they ate and drank” (Ex. 24:11b).  While this verse affirms a 

                                                           
42. 10.01.29; Matthew 16:15. 
  

43. See also Appendix 8 “The Two Natures of Jesus.”  
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visual appearance, it is in the context of Exodus 33:19-20.  They may have seen God, but not His 

face.  Yet Exodus 33:11 states that “the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face,” but in verse 

18, Moses asked God to “show me your glory.” At first God refused, but then conceded and 

made His “goodness to pass” in front of him (Ex. 33:19), because “you cannot see my face, for 

no one can see my face and live” (v. 20).  But verse 20 redefines the meaning of the phrase “face 

to face,” and it obviously was not in the sense of modern interpretation. Therefore, there is no 

conflict with John 1:18. 

  

Centuries later Ezekiel was granted the unusual opportunity to get a glimpse that was only a 

vision in which he saw a form on a throne, not a clear image (Ezek. 1:26-28). Therefore, the Old 

Testament references that seem to conflict with John are, in fact, clarified by Moses.  

 

Elsewhere, Isaiah saw God high and lifted up upon a throne (Isa. 6:1) and the seventy elders of 

Israel saw God (Ex. 24:9-11). Yet as stated above, Exodus 33:20 reads that no one can see God 

and live. This passage and John 1:18 mean that the ultimate glory and nature of God are hidden 

from sinful humanity.  The word seeing in John’s passage is related to seeing the divine essence 

rather than the divine person, which also is indicated by the absence of the Greek article from 

Theos, meaning God.
44

 

 

Finally, God was the author of the human body and soul of Jesus Christ. In Him the divine and 

human natures were united, so that “the Word,” who “was in the beginning with God” and “was 

God,” “was made flesh and lived among us.” It was on both accounts that Jesus was called “the 

Son of God.” Therefore, He was also said to be “God manifested in the flesh” (1 Tim. 3:16). 

Technically, He is Jesus the Messiah, Son of God (Heb. Yeshua Meshiach, ben Elohim). 

 

04.01.04 Lk. 1:1-4 Introduction by Luke   

 
1 

Many have undertaken to compile a narrative about the events that have been 

fulfilled among us, 
2 

just as the original eyewitnesses and servants of the word 

handed them down to us. 
3 

It also seemed good to me, since I have carefully 

investigated everything from the very first, to write to you in an orderly sequence, 

most honorable Theophilus,   
4 

so that you may know the certainty of the things 

about which you have been instructed. 

 

The gospel of Luke and the book of Acts were addressed to the same individual by the name of 

Theophilos, whom scholars believe was a wealthy government official in Antioch – obviously an 

upper-class Greek.
45

 Josephus mentioned a Theophilos whose son was given the position of high 

                                                           
44. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 2:58-59.   
 

45. Fruchtenbaum, The Jewish Foundation of the Life of Messiah: Instructor’s Manual. Class 1, page 4.  
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priest in Jerusalem by King Agrippa.
46

 
 
The name apparently means love of God, and both books 

were written for an audience faithful to God.  However, this interpretation is a minority 

viewpoint, since individuals frequently had names that were in some way connected with a deity.   

 

“Original eyewitnesses and servants.” Luke assured his readers that his information was from 

reliable sources. He was by profession a physician and his medical training required him to be 

observant and dedicated to detail. He researched his material and his writing style reflects a 

sophisticated style of Greek that is uniquely different from other New Testament authors.  The 

same care that he would have given to his patients, he exercised in compiling and recording the 

historical events that pertained to Jesus.  He relied not only on personal interviews, but also on 

recorded events prepared by other writers (Lk. 1:1). Luke, a highly educated man of his time, 

wrote according to the highest scholarly standards of his era.  However, a recent observation is to 

be made, some scholars now believe that some words of Jesus may have been written during His 

lifetime in the form of notes, possibly on ostraca or pieces of papyrus.
47

  

 

Luke was a traveling companion of the Apostle Paul (Col. 4:14; Phm. 24) and referred to himself 

and Paul as the “we” statements in the book of Acts.  He met at least one of the original 

disciples, James, the half-brother of Jesus (Acts 21:18) and was a friend of Mark (Col. 4:10-14; 

Phm. 23ff) and Barnabas (Acts 4:36).  Luke was with Silas (Acts 15:22, 27, 32) and with Philip, 

the evangelist (Acts 21:8), with Agabus (Acts 21:10) and with an elderly disciple, Manson (Acts 

21:15ff).  Clearly, Luke had an abundance of resources from which to write his gospel, as well as 

the book of Acts.  

 

“I have carefully investigated.”  The introduction by Luke is the only place in the gospels 

where the writer identifies himself with the pronoun “I.”  This is similar to the, “I have made it 

evident” statement by Josephus, which he wrote in defense of his major work on the history of 

the Jewish people. Both writers underscored the detailed research they performed to insure 

accuracy for the readers. 

 

I suppose that, by my books of the Antiquities of the Jews, most excellent 

Epaphroditus, I have made it evident to those who peruse them that our Jewish 

nation is of very great antiquity. 

 

Josephus, Against Apion 1.1 (1a)   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

46. Josephus, Antiquities 20.9.7.  
 
47. Millard “Literacy in the Time of Jesus.” 37-45.  
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Luke said that he carefully (Gk. akribos, 199), meaning diligently,
48

 investigated his material 

prior to writing his two books (Luke and Acts). In fact, he used the term eight times of the 

thirteen times it is found in the New Testament. Attention should be given to the fact that Jesus 

had a half-brother named James (Mt. 13:55) who did not believe He was the Messiah until after 

the resurrection. Therefore, Luke, speaking with the once-skeptical James, understood the 

questions of skeptics that in turn motivated him to be extremely careful in his research.  

  

Greek and Roman authors recognized the importance of writing so their audiences clearly 

distinguished the differences between history and biographies. For example, Suetonius (c. A.D. 

69-140) wrote The Twelve Caesars, which is considered today as a primary source on Roman 

history. In it he explains his account of Augustus,  

 

Having given, as it were, a summary of his life, I shall not take up its various phases 

one by one, not in chronological order, but by classes (categories) to make the 

account clearer and more intelligible. 

 

Suetonius, The Life of Augustus 9
49

 

 

Suetonius was not the only writer whose literary works survived history. Lucius Mestrius 

Plutarch,
50

 was a Greek historian, biographer and essayist who wrote The Life of Alexander in 

A.D. 75. Like Luke, Plutarch gave a purpose and framework to his writing.   

 

It being my purpose to write the lives of Alexander the king, and of Caesar, by 

whom Pompey was destroyed, the multitude of their great actions affords so large a 

field that I were to blame if I should not by way of apology forewarn my reader that 

I have chosen rather to epitomize the most celebrated parts of their story, than to 

insist at large on every particular circumstance of it.  It must be borne in mind that 

my design is not to write histories, but lives. And the most glorious exploits do not 

always furnish us with the clearest discoveries of virtue or vice in men; sometimes a 

matter of less moment, an expression or a jest, informs us better of their characters 

and inclinations, than the most famous sieges, the greatest armaments, or the 

bloodiest battles whatsoever.  Therefore as portrait-painters are more exact in the 

                                                           
48. Vine, “Accurately.”Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:10. 

49. Clarification in parenthesis mine.  
 
50. Plutarch a/k/a Lucius Mestrius Plutarchus, (A.D. 45-120) was a Greek historian, essayist and biographer who is 

known for two books, Parallel Lives which included the Life of Alexander, and Moralia. His few surviving works appear to 

have been written in Koine Greek, the common Greek language of the first century. See Warmington, ed. Plutarch’s Lives: 

Demosthenes and Cicero, Alexander and Caesar, Vol 7. 
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lines and features of the face, in which the character is seen, than in the other parts 

of the body, so I must be allowed to give my more particular attention to the marks 

and indications of the souls of men, and while I endeavor by these to portray their 

lives, may be free to leave more weighty matters and great battles to be treated off 

by others. 

Plutarch, The Life of Alexander 1.2-3
51

 

“An orderly sequence.” Luke stated that it was his purpose to record an orderly account or 

sequence of the events that occurred during the life of Jesus.  As a trained medical physician, he 

not only focused on accuracy of detail, but also on the meaning of various events.  Furthermore, 

the definition of the Greek phrase orderly account (Gk. kathexes, 2517)
52

 includes a high degree 

of chronological accuracy. However, scholars have noted that some points of his gospel are not 

in perfect chronological order, yet the overall tenor of the book is without question very 

chronological.
53

 The reason for the variation is unknown.  But as such, Luke was different from 

other writers because, to them, it was generally acceptable to compromise on the chronology in 

order to obtain a deeper understanding and significance of a given message.      

 

 
 

The introduction by Luke was written to convey the high degree of expertise he used to gather 

information.  Furthermore, he followed the same research methodology used by other classical 

historians who have not been criticized by today’s critics. The books of Luke and Acts stand as 

monuments to excellence in ancient documentation and writing.  

 

Likewise, Mark was careful to convey the words and deeds of Jesus. In the second century the 

bishop of Hierapolis in Asia, Papias, wrote the following of the apostle:   

 

Mark, who was Peter’s interpreter, wrote down accurately what he remembered.  

He did not, however, report the sayings and deeds of the Lord in exact order.  For 

he had not heard the Lord …. Peter adapted his teaching to the needs [of his 

                                                           
51. Translated by John Dryden.   
 
52. Vine, “Order.”Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:450.  

53. Bock, Jesus According to Scripture. 54. 
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listeners] making no attempt to give a connected whole of the Lord’s sayings.  Thus, 

Mark did not act wrongly in writing certain things as he remembered them.  For he 

had one concern only: to omit nothing of what he had heard and writing nothing 

untrue. 

 

Eusebius, Church History 3:39, 15
54

 

   

                                                           
54. This quotation was preserved by Eusebius, a 4th century church historian who also said that Matthew wrote his 

gospel in the Hebrew language Ecclesiastical History. 3:39, 16. Cited by Bivin, New Light on the Difficult Words of Jesus, 35, 

37n4. 
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Unit 04 

The Early Years Of Jesus 

 

Chapter 02 

The Genealogies Of Jesus 

 

 
 

04.02.00.A. AN ANGEL VISITS THE VIRGIN MARY. Artwork by William 

Hole of the Royal Scottish Academy of Art, 1876.  Mary, who is accurately 

represented in ordinary attire of a Jewish peasant woman, is shown kneeling in 

prayer upon a mat or carpet, which also served as her bed.  
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04.02.01 Introduction 

The genealogies of the gospels are generally meaningless to Bible readers today, but it was 

extremely important for the Jews to know the ancestry of Jesus, because He had prophetic 

importance. The significance of the genealogies lies in the fact that God had given the 

Abrahamic Covenant to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and their descendants concerning the land (Gen. 

12:2-3, 7; 13:14-17) and One who would be sent to bless them (Gen. 15:18; 17:6-8).  This 

covenant was later reaffirmed to King David (2 Sam. 7:16; Ps. 89:1-4) and is known as the 

Davidic Covenant. Matthew, writing to a Jewish audience, emphasized that the promised Seed 

would come through Abraham, Isaac (Gen. 17:19; 26:1-5), Jacob (Gen. 28:10-5), Judah (Gen. 

49:10), and David (Ruth 4:17-22). The prophet Nathan established the unconditional Davidic 

covenant in 2 Samuel 7 in which he promised the descendent of David would be seated on the 

Davidic throne forever (2 Sam. 7:4-17). Therefore, the genealogical record is a logical starting 

point to document that the messiahship of Jesus is the fulfillment of both the Davidic and 

Abrahamic Covenants.
55 

The New Testament record of genealogies,
56

 were presented to prove to 

the Jewish people that Jesus fulfilled all of the covenant requirements and all the prophecies.  

As a general rule, genealogies were important as they provided evidence of a person’s social 

standing and status.
57

 Throughout history the Jews maintained genealogical records, as found in 

the book of Genesis and 1 Chronicles. While genealogical records were generally kept in the 

local synagogue and temple, church historian Eusebius noted that Julius Africanus said that some 

private families kept their own personal genealogical records.
58

 

All that said, it is incredible that neither Matthew nor Luke said or even implied that Joseph was 

the father of Jesus. Rather, both writers give a clear account that Jesus was born of a virgin, then 

they carefully turn around and provide the genealogical evidence that Joseph was the father. To 

understand the mystery, both genealogies must be carefully understood. 

 

04.02.02 Mt. 1:1-17 The Genealogy of Jesus as Recorded by Matthew 

1  
The historical record of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham: 

2 

Abraham fathered Isaac, 

Isaac fathered Jacob, 

                                                           
55. For the historical trail of the Davidic Covenant from David to Jesus, see the blue “Mystery Unveiled” boxes in 

03.02.01, 03.02.03, 03.02.06, 03.03.01, 04.02.02, and 13.04.05.   

56. Dalman, Jesus Christ in the Talmud. 31; Jerusalem Talmud, J’bamoth 49b.  
 
57. Bock, Jesus According to Scripture. 55. 

58. Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 1.7. 
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Jacob fathered Judah and his brothers,  
 3 

Judah fathered Perez and Zerah by Tamar, 

Perez fathered Hezron, 

Hezron fathered Aram,  
 4 

Aram fathered Amminadab, 

Amminadab fathered Nahshon, 

Nahshon fathered Salmon, 
 5 

Salmon fathered Boaz by Rahab, 

Boaz fathered Obed by Ruth, 

Obed fathered Jesse,  
 6 

and Jesse fathered King David. 

Then David fathered Solomon by Uriah’s wife,  
 7 

Solomon fathered Rehoboam, 

Rehoboam fathered Abijah, 

Abijah fathered Asa, 
 8 

Asa fathered Jehoshaphat, 

Jehoshaphat fathered Joram, 

Joram fathered Uzziah,  
 9 

Uzziah fathered Jotham, 

Jotham fathered Ahaz, 

Ahaz fathered Hezekiah, 
 10 

Hezekiah fathered Manasseh, 

Manasseh fathered Amon, 

Amon fathered Josiah,  
 11 

and Josiah fathered Jechoniah and his brothers 

at the time of the exile to Babylon. 

12 
Then after the exile to Babylon 

Jechoniah fathered Shealtiel, 

Shealtiel fathered Zerubbabel, 
 13 

Zerubbabel fathered Abiud, 

Abiud fathered Eliakim, 

Eliakim fathered Azor,  
 14 

Azor fathered Zadok, 

Zadok fathered Achim, 

Achim fathered Eliud, 
 15 

Eliud fathered Eleazar, 

Eleazar fathered Matthan, 

Matthan fathered Jacob, 
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 16 
and Jacob fathered Joseph the husband of Mary, 

who gave birth to Jesus who is called the Messiah.  

 17 
So all the generations from Abraham to David were fourteen generations; and 

from David until the exile to Babylon, fourteen generations; and from the exile to 

Babylon until the Messiah, fourteen generations.  

 

04.02.02.Q1 Concerning Matthew 1:9, was Uzziah really the father of Jotham? 

 

Matthew’s genealogical record has been somewhat challenging because Jotham’s father is 

known as Azariah,
59

 as well as Uzziah.
60

  The two names have been a favorite subject for critics.  

However, it is also known that people would occasionally change their name when there was a 

dramatic change in their life. There is no reason given for the name change or if the king 

maintained two names, but the fact that these refer to the same person has been well established. 

There are several other examples of name changes in both the Old and New Testaments, as well 

as in the surrounding cultures. Examples are as follows: 

 

1. When Gideon destroyed the Canaanite altar to Baal at Ophrah (Jg. 6:32, 7:1), his name 

was changed to Jerubbaal.   

 

2. Jehoahaz, who was the son of Josiah, had his name changed to Shallum.
61

   

 

3. When the famous Saul became the Apostle Paul, he went from a Hebrew name to a 

Greek name.   

 

4. Name changes were also common in other cultures, as exemplified by the Egyptian 

Pharaoh Necho, who changed the name of Eliakim to Jehoiakim (2 Kg. 23:34).
62

 

   

5. Evidently, a reason for the dual identity of Uzziah/Azariah was not considered 

significant by the biblical writers. 

                                                           
59. 2 Kg. 15:1-7, 1 Ch. 3:12. 
 
60. 2 Kg. 15:32, 34; 2 Ch. 26:1-23, 27:2; Isa. 1:1, 6:1; 7:1. 
 

61. 2 Kg. 23:21, 1 Ch. 3:15, Jer. 22:11. 
  

62. Pharaoh Necho is among fifty biblical names whose existence has been verified by archaeological studies in a 

published article by Lawrence Mykytiuk titled, “Archaeology Confirms 50 Real People in the Bible.” Biblical Archaeology 

Review. March/April, 2014 (40:2), pages 42-50, 68.  This archaeological evidence confirms the historical accuracy of the 

biblical timeline.  For further study, see the website for Associates for Biblical Research, as well as Grisanti, “Recent 

Archaeological Discoveries that Lend Credence to the Historicity of the Scriptures.” 475-98.   
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04.02.02.Q2 Is there a mistake in Matthew 1:11 concerning the name of Jeconiah? 

 

The phrase in question is, “Jeconiah and his brothers.”   The biblical record of Jeconiah (a/k/a 

Jehoiachin or Coniah)
63 

has given critics fuel for their arguments that the Bible contains errors.  

At issue is the verse where Matthew states that Salathiel (a/k/a Shealtiel) is the son of Jehoiachin 

while Luke ascribes him to be the son of Neria. Jeremiah 27:24-30 predicted that Jehoiachin 

would leave no heirs.  Yet, it is altogether possible for him to have adopted the seven sons of 

Neria, as implied in Zechariah 12:12. Matthew made a special note of Jeconiah and his brothers 

because the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar had all of them and their wives imprisoned.  But 

in April, 561 B.C., the Babylonians released them and gave Jehoiachin a lifetime pension.  As a 

result, the first century Jews were convinced that the Messiah would come through one of 

Jehoiachin’s descendants, which is precisely what happened.
64

    

 

“Mary, who gave birth to Jesus.”  The importance of this Greek phrase is that it is feminine, 

and obviously refers to Mary. The significance lies in the fact that in the Jewish culture, the birth 

of a child was always associated with the father.  However, in this case the gospel writer used a 

feminine relative pronoun to break the pattern of the genealogy to emphasize that Joseph was not 

the father and that Mary was indeed a virgin when Jesus was born. The gender is lost in English 

translations, but the writer underscored the importance of her genealogy.
65

   

 

 
 

“Who is called the Messiah.” The meaning of the word “Messiah” or “Christ” is “Anointed 

One” (Gk. Christos 5547).
66

 The lack of a definite Greek article suggests that the term “Christ” 

may have been used as a name rather than a title.  The phrase was later repeated by Pilate (Mt. 

                                                           
63. Franz, http://www.lifeandland.org/2009/02/the-angelic-proclamation-to-the-shepherds-luke-28-15/ Retrieved July 

22, 2015. 

64. Gilbrant, “Matthew.” 27. 

65. Wallace, Greek Grammar. 336-37; Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek. 76. 

66. Vine, “Christ.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:101. 

http://www.lifeandland.org/2009/02/the-angelic-proclamation-to-the-shepherds-luke-28-15/
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27:17, 22).
67

 Jesus was appointed and consecrated by God the Father to the anointed office of 

Redeemer, which in the Hebrew language took on the name “Messiah.”  In Jewish history, the 

term “Messiah” was applied to priests who were anointed with holy oil to perform their sacred 

duties (Lev. 4:3, 5, 16). 

 

 

04.02.02.Q3 Why did Matthew omit several names from his genealogical list (Mt. 1:1-17)? 

 

Matthew’s purpose was not to present every single name, but to present a general listing with an 

emphasis on King David that his Jewish audience clearly understood. But in modern thinking, 

why did he divide the list of names into three groups? 

 

This is a clear example of how written communication is at times beyond the common definition 

of words. In this case, there is a mystery of the term “fourteen generations.” In biblical times 

there was no standardized numerical system of numbers, but rather, alphabet letters also had 

numeric values.  For example, students today are familiar with the system of Roman numerals.  

In this system, I = one, V = five, X= ten, etc.  Letters are combined to create specific numbers, 

such as XXIV is 24.  Likewise, the Jews had their system. 

 

When Matthew presented his genealogy, he wrote it in a manner so the Jews would recognize the 

Hebrew numeric value of the most important king in their history, King David. The name 

“David” spelled with three consonant letters
68

 with their corresponding numeric values are as 

follows: daleth = 4, waw = 6, and daleth = 4. The name of “David” is a simple arithmetic 

problem of 4+6+4=14.
69

 Therefore, to see the written number 14 is also to see the name 

“David.”
70

 Messianic Jews and many other scholars agree on this point, including the fact that 

the last group has only 13 names, not 14. So why is the last group counted as 14? Jechoniah is 

named twice, rightly as the last member of the second group.
71 

Or perhaps Matthew counted 

“Jesus” (pre-resurrection name) as number 13 and “Christ” (post-resurrection name) as number 

14.
72

 It is a bit unnerving to modern readers when names are skipped as in a case like this.  Yet 

this was part of first century biblical hermeneutics and every Jew understood and accepted it. 

                                                           
67. Hagner, “Matthew 1-13.” 12. 

68. Hebrew does not have vowels. It is a consonantal language although vowel “points” were added to the language in 
the 9th or 10 century (A.D.), thus making it easier to read. 
 

69. See Appendix 14 for the Numerical Values of Hebrew letters. 
 

70. Johnson, “Matthew.” 7:252; Hagner, “Matthew 1-13.” 7. 
 
71. Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus. 294. 

72. Smith, Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament: Matthew. 33.    
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To Matthew, the expressed numeric value is of far greater importance than recording every 

name. In addition, Matthew had no problem skipping names, because a grandson or great-

grandson was also considered to be a “son.” No one in Western culture today would consider 

calling a grandson as a son, but this was typical in the biblical world.  Therefore, there are no 

mistakes in the genealogical record.  The Hebrew term for this alphanumeric system is 

gemetria.
73

  He omitted names in order to have three groups of “14” that spelled “David.” 

At this point it is also important to explain why there are three groups of names, not two or four 

groups. The most emphatic way to say anything in Hebrew was to repeat it three times. In this 

case, the numerical value of King David was underscored three times to emphasize its 

importance, and was also a convenient memory technique.  Two other examples are as follows: 

1. When the prophet Isaiah wanted to emphasize the holiness of the Lord, he repeated the 

word holy three times (Isa. 6:3). 

 

2. When the apostle John described the future horrible plagues, he said, “woe, woe, woe 

to the inhabitants of the earth” (Rev. 8:13).  

 

There simply was no other way for a Jew to express an idea in the most emphatic way possible 

but to repeat it three times.  Only a Jewish audience would have understood the numerical 

meaning of Matthew’s genealogy, and this literary device also implied “holiness” to Jesus.  

 

 
 

 

04.02.02.Q4  What was the purpose of a genealogical listing (Mt. 1:1-17; Lk. 3:23-28)? 

 

It was most important for Matthew and Luke to inform their audiences that Jesus was both a 

physical man and the fulfillment of many messianic prophecies.
74

 The genealogical records were 

important for these reasons:   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

73. Bock, Jesus According to Scripture. 56. 

74. See 04.02.01 “Introduction.”  
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1. From the earliest days as a nation, the Jewish people considered their ancestry 

important. Their promised land was divided into tribal areas. In the course of doing 

business, at times land was sold or mortgaged. Every fifty years the lands reverted to 

their original owners, so a record of genealogy was important.  

 

2. Genealogies gave a clear identity of ancestral and tribal origins,
75  

which led to another 

reason, 

 

3. Genealogies were critically important for certain religious or political offices. 

Amazingly, a priest gained his position by birth as proven by the records, but a rabbi 

owed his position to himself and dedicated study. 

 

4. The genealogical record demonstrates the divine purpose for the restoration of man 

from the beginning of Adam.   

 

The promise of the Davidic Covenant was fulfilled by Jesus. The common interpretation is that 

Jesus received His “blood right” to King David’s throne through Mary and His “legal right” to 

the throne through His adopted earthly father Joseph.
76

 The records of Matthew and Luke reflect 

not only their Jewishness, but also their commitment to convey information deemed important to 

Jewish audiences.  Other examples of genealogical records are as follows:   

1. The historian Josephus preserved his genealogy for posterity (Life 1.3).   

 

2. The Babylonian Talmud records that one rabbi, with a desire that his son would marry 

only into the right family, traced the genealogy of a prospective daughter-in-law to King 

David.
77

   

 

                                                           
75. David, Uzziah, Ahaz, Hezekiah and Manasseh are among fifty biblical names whose existence has been verified by 

archaeological studies in a published article by Lawrence Mykytiuk titled, “Archaeology Confirms 50 Real People in the 

Bible.” Biblical Archaeology Review. March/April, 2014 (40:2), pages 42-50, 68.  This archaeological evidence confirms the 

historical accuracy of the biblical timeline.  For further study, see the website for Associates for Biblical Research, as well 

as Grisanti, “Recent Archaeological Discoveries that Lend Credence to the Historicity of the Scriptures.” 475-98.  

76.  The messianic title “Son of David” appears in the following three groups of passages in the gospels where it is 

always reflective of the Davidic Covenant: 1) In various healings by Jesus – Mt. 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30-31; Mk. 10:47-

48; Lk. 18:38-39. 2) In connection of the harassment the religious leaders gave Jesus – Mt. 22:42-43, 45; Mk. 12:35, 37; 

Lk. 20:41, 44, and 3) The praise the crowds gave Jesus at His entry into Jerusalem – Mt. 21:9, 15; Mk. 11:10. See Rogers, 

“The Davidic Covenant in the Gospels,” Bibliotheca Sacra. Part 1 of 2. 158-78. 

77. Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot 62b.   
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3. There is a reference to genealogical records (presumably military enrollment lists) 

made in the time of King Jotham of Judah and King Jeroboam II of Israel.  This would 

have been about the year 745 B.C. 

 

4. In Jewish history, when the Jews returned from Babylon, three families, Hobaiah, 

Hakkoz and Barzillai, claimed to be of priestly stock, but Nehemiah denied them that 

privilege of service because no record was found of them (Ezra 2:61-62).  

 

5. At the time of Ezra, another group of 652 people — apparently Gentiles — wanted to 

“return” to Jerusalem, but could not prove they were descendants of Israel (Ezra 2:59).  

They were denied the opportunity because it was uncertain whether their families ever 

came from Jerusalem or if they were truly Jewish.  

 

6. The Apostle Paul reflected upon his genealogy when he claimed that he was of the 

tribe of Benjamin (Phil. 3:5).
78 

   

 

7. Of all people, even Herod the Great was concerned about his genealogical record, for 

since he had an Idumean father and Nabatean mother, he destroyed those records in the 

temple. But the account was preserved by Julius Africanus, whose writings were 

eventually also destroyed, but not until the church historian Eusebius copied some of 

them. According to the church historian, Julius wrote,  

 

But in the archives were still [to the time of Herod] inscribed [first] Hebrew 

families and [second] those descended from proselytes, such as Achior the 

Ammonite and Ruth the Moabitess, and people of mixed blood
79

 who came 

out of Egypt at the same time [as the Jews]. Herod who had no drop of 

Jewish blood in his veins, was stung by the consciousness of his base origin, 

and burnt the registers of these families, thinking to appear nobly born if no 

one else was able by reference to public documents to trace his line back to 

the patriarchs or [to proselytes and] to whose called [mixed blood].
80

 

 

Julius Africanus, Letter to Aristides
81

 

 

                                                           
78. Golub, In the Days. 41. 
 

79. Ex. 12:38; Num. 11:4. 
  
80. “Mixed blood” meaning “full proselyte.” LXX Ex. 12:19; Isa. 14:1. 
  
81. Quoted by Eusebius Ecclesiastical History. I 7.13; Bracketed inserts by Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus. 281.  
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The phrase, “A record of the genealogy,” could also be translated as reading, “the book of the 

generations of,” or “the book of origin,” and is similar to records found in Genesis 2:4, 5:1, 6:9, 

and 37:2.
82

 Priests and Levites always examined the genealogical records of a future spouse 

going back five generations, to insure that she met all the requirements of rabbinic purity 

concerning being a “true Israelite.”
83

 Elders and wealthy aristocrats also reviewed the 

genealogical records before a son or daughter got married. A bride-to-be had to be a virgin, 

preferably from a priestly or Levitical family, she could not have been a prostitute, divorced, or 

held captive by an enemy.
84

 Likewise, a future son-in-law had to be of “pure Israelite stock” 

without any proselytes for at least four generations.
85

 The Hebrew word kiddushin, means 

betrothals.
86

 

If a man would marry a woman of priestly stock, he must trace her family back 

through four mothers, which are, indeed, eight: her mother, mother’s mother, and 

mother’s father’s mother, and this one’s mother; also her father’s mother, and this 

one’s mother, her father’s father’s mother, and this one’s mother. [If he would 

marry] a woman of Levitic or Israelitish stock, he must trace the descent back to 

one mother more.  

 

Mishnah, Kiddushin 4.4
87

 

 

The traditions of the elders, as recorded above in the Mishnah, were essentially confirmed by 

Josephus in the following statement. 

 

For our forefathers did not only appoint the best of these priests, and those that 

attended upon the divine worship, for that design from the beginning, but made 

provision that the stock of the priests should continue unmixed and pure, for he who 

is a partaker of the priesthood must propagate of a wife of the same nation, without 

having any regard to money, or any other dignities; but he is to make a scrutiny, 

and take his wife’s genealogy from the ancient tables, and procure many witnesses 

                                                           
82. Gilbrant, “Matthew.” 19; Dalman, Jesus Christ in the Talmud. 31; Jerusalem Talmud, J’bamoth 49b. 

83. For further study on the marriage requirements, see the Mishnah, tractate Kiddushin; See also various chapters in 

Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus including pages 270-85.     

84. Lev. 21:13-15; Mishnah, Yebamoth 6.4. It was assumed that if she was held captive by an enemy, that she was no 

longer a virgin, but was raped by the enemy guards.     

85. Some Jewish writings list five generations. 
  

86. Danby, ed., Mishnah x. 
  

87. Brackets inserted by Danby, ed., Mishnah.  
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to it;  and this is our practice not only in Judea, but wheresoever any body of men of 

our nation live; and even there, an exact catalog of our priest’s marriages is kept. 

 

Josephus, Against Apion 1.7 (30-32)  

 

The Essenes were also interested in one’s genealogy.  Those who desired to be a member of their 

exclusive group were recorded according to their racial/ethnic heritage. 

 

They shall be written down by name, each man after his brother, the priests first, 

the Levites second, the children of Israel third, and the proselytes fourth. 

 

Dead Sea Scroll, Damascus Document 14.4 

 

And the priests and Levites were not the only ones who searched genealogical records. Scribes 

and those of wealth did likewise. The famed philosopher, historian, and theologian Philo, who 

lived in Egypt, made use of the genealogical library.  When he became interested in a certain 

future wife, he sent someone to the Hall of Pedigrees in the Jerusalem temple and had her 

genealogy examined.
88

 

One’s heritage was always important, not only in the Jewish world, but throughout all ancient 

cultures in this area.  Lineage was reckoned through the father from whom the son received his 

heritage.  It made no difference if a father was a biological father or a legal father through 

adoption or marriage. This is explained in the second century B.C. Apocrypha book of Ben 

Sirach. 

 

A covenant was also established with David, 

the son of Jesse, of the tribe of Judah: 

the heritage of the king is from son to son only; 

so the heritage of Aaron is for his descendants. 

 

Ben Sirach 45:25   

 

This ancient custom continues today among some Muslim leaders, who trace their record of 

ancestry from Muhammad. Likewise, the Samaritans claim to have their priestly genealogy 

recorded from Adam to the present day priests. Their genealogical record is known as the Adler 

Chronicle or Chronicle 7.
89

  Therefore, the genealogy presented by the gospel writers was 

perfectly in tune with the cultural requirements for anyone functioning in any religious office.   

                                                           
88. Mishnah, Hallah 4.10. 
  

89. Information obtained during a personal interview with Hosney Kohen, a Samaritan priest in August of 1999; See also 

Neusner and Green, eds., Dictionary of Judaism. 13. 
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The incredibly amazing feature is that while the genealogical record existed for the purpose of 

verifying Israelite purity for the priests and Levites, when Matthew wrote his gospel, he 

completely ignored the purity aspect.
90

 No priest or Levite would ever be considered worthy if 

there was a prostitute or other “impure” woman in his record.  Yet Matthew recorded four of 

them at a time when doing that would have eliminated Jesus from serious consideration because 

the son of David was expected to be of pure stock. At a time when skipping a name or two was 

acceptable, the he could have overlooked these questionable women and given Jesus a genealogy 

that would have “looked good” to his Jewish audience.  But rather, Matthew wanted to 

emphasize that Jesus had a “connection” with those whom the Jews despised and considered 

unworthy. 

 

 

04.02.02.Q5 Do some biblical genealogies suggest a hidden message? 

 

No, but a rare exception has been suggested.  For example, Genesis 4:17-18 has the names of six 

generations that followed Adam; a number that represents mankind.  Genesis 5 has the names of 

seven generations that followed Seth; a number that represents perfection and wholeness. Jewish 

readers would have been aware of both the names and what the meaning of the number of names 

implied.
91

 Genealogies were important to identify those who qualified for temple service, and 

that is all. 

  

 

04.02.02.Q6 Why did Matthew include four women of unfavorable character (Mt. 1:1-17)? 

 

Men’s opinions of women were not always very good. For example, Josephus and Nicholaus of 

Damascus seldom mention then names of women.
92

 Therefore, it is most unusual that Matthew 

violated the traditions of every culture in the ancient Middle East by including women. 

Furthermore, if he wanted to highlight the character of noble women, he could have chosen 

Sarah, Rebekah, or several other matriarchs. Instead, he chose four who were the shame of 

Judaism – women with an historic less-than-favorable reputation: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and 

                                                           
90. It should be noted that scholars have uncovered some falsification of genealogical records as found in some Jewish 

writings. Apparently, there were those who desired to hide some less-than-desirable forefathers for the purpose of 

acquiring a good spouse for a child or well-paying employment opportunity. See Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus. 

283-84, 290.       

91.  See footnote to Genesis 4:17-18 in the New International Version Study Bible.  
 

92.  For further study on the various opinions concerning the status and influence of women in the Second Temple 

Period, see the excellent work by Tal Ilan, Integrating Women into Second Temple History, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999. 

Take note of Chapter 3 on the discussions of two first century historians, Josephus and Nicholaus of Damascus, and 

their comments about women. 
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Bathsheba. Genealogies almost never contained the names of women, unless they were 

significant heroines. However, these women were anything but heroines. Note the brief 

description of each: 

 

1. Tamar, according to Jubilee 41:1 was Aramean and not Jewish.  After her first two 

Jewish husbands died, her father-in-law was supposed to provide a husband for her 

according to the Jewish law (Deut. 25:5-10).  However, he abandoned her to poverty. 

Consequently, she cleverly disguised herself as a prostitute and invited her father-in-law 

to sleep with her. She became pregnant and later delivered twins.  Her father-in-law 

eventually admitted to mistreating her. 

  

2. When Joshua sent two spies into Jericho prior to the Israelite invasion, Rahab, a 

Canaanite prostitute, provided protection for them. When her neighbors searched for 

them, she provided a means of their escape (Josh. 2).  

 

3. Ruth was a pagan Moabite, ancient enemy of Israel.  She slipped under the covers of a 

sleeping man named Boaz, who later married her. The Moabites eventually assimilated 

into the larger neighboring Arab tribes. But the great-grandson of Ruth was King David. 

According to the Law of Moses, no Ammonite or Moabite was permitted to enter the 

assembly of the Lord (Deut. 23:3), yet she was included in this list – amazing. 

 

4. Bathsheba committed adultery with King David. Since her deceased husband Uriah, 

was from the pagan Hittite tribe, there is good reason to believe that she was also of the 

same tribe. Later she gave birth to Solomon.
93 

 

 

The focus of Matthew’s gospel is to demonstrate that Jesus had the credentials to bring salvation 

to humanity and break down ancient cultural and religious barriers; barriers between Jew and 

Gentile and barriers between male and female. Scholars have concluded the following 

possibilities of concerning the motive of Matthew to include these women:  

 

1. These women became part of the written Hebrew Bible in spite of their actions or 

heritage. In that culture they most certainly suffered discrimination for what they did and 

who they were. So likewise, Mary, the mother of Jesus, suffered discrimination from her 

neighbors in Bethlehem and Nazareth for being pregnant while out of wedlock. Matthew 

demonstrated that Jesus came through and to the lowest, most despised people, as well as 

those of wealth and esteem.  Sexual sin and being a Gentile placed one on the bottom of 

the Jewish social ladder. The genealogy was a powerful statement of the forgiveness of 

God and revealed His messianic plans for the Jews and Gentiles.   

                                                           
93. Notice that Matthew refers to Bathsheba only as “the wife of Uriah,” and not by her name. He evidently had no 
appreciation for her, yet included her in the genealogy when writing his gospel. 
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2. As foreigners, these women were historic demonstrations of the love of God for the 

Gentile people. Rahab, Ruth, and possibly Tamar and Bathsheba were of Gentile 

ancestry.   

 

3. All these women were eventually vindicated, as would be Mary, the mother of Jesus.  

  

However, there is an amazing feature of this genealogy that challenges critics. If Matthew 

wanted to show the Jewish “purity” of Jesus, he would never have listed these women. In fact, he 

should not have chosen any women.  To the religious leaders of the time, nothing was more 

important than purity as it was a constant point of contention between them and Jesus. And to the 

subject of the messianic figure, the “impure bloodline” of Jesus would have been reason for 

condemnation. If he had to list women, at least he could have identified some Jewish heroines. 

Furthermore, men’s opinions of even good women were not always very good. For example, 

Josephus and Nicholaus (Nicholas) of Damascus seldom mention the names of any women.
94

 

But Matthew recorded four women of poor reputation. Only God could have created a literary 

document as this gospel. 

    

04.02.03 Lk. 3:23-38  The Genealogy of Jesus as Recorded by Luke 

   

23 
As He began His ministry, Jesus was about 30 years old and was thought to be the 

son of Joseph, son of Heli, 
24 

son of Matthat, son of Levi, 

son of Melchi, son of Jannai, 

son of Joseph, 
25 

son of Mattathias, 

son of Amos, son of Nahum, 

son of Esli, son of Naggai, 
26 

son of Maath, son of Mattathias, 

son of Semein, son of Josech, 

son of Joda, 
27 

son of Joanan, 

son of Rhesa, son of Zerubbabel,  

son of Shealtiel, son of Neri, 
28 

son of Melchi, son of Addi, 

son of Cosam, son of Elmadam, 

son of Er, 
29 

son of Joshua, 

son of Eliezer, son of Jorim, 

                                                           
94.  For further study on the various opinions concerning the status and influence of women in the Second Temple 

Period, see the excellent work by Tal Ilan, Integrating Women into Second Temple History, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999. 

Take note of Chapter 3 on the discussions of two first century historians, Josephus and Nicholaus of Damascus, and 

their comments about women. 
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son of Matthat, son of Levi, 
30 

son of Simeon, son of Judah, 

son of Joseph, son of Jonam, 

son of Eliakim, 
31 

son of Melea, 

son of Menna, son of Mattatha, 

son of Nathan, son of David, 
32 

son of Jesse, son of Obed, 

son of Boaz, son of Salmon, 

son of Nahshon, 
33 

son of Amminadab, 

son of Ram,
[s]

 son of Hezron, 

son of Perez, son of Judah, 
34 

son of Jacob, son of Isaac, 

son of Abraham, son of Terah, 

son of Nahor, 
35 

son of Serug, 

son of Reu, son of Peleg, 

son of Eber, son of Shelah, 
36 

son of Cainan, son of Arphaxad, 

son of Shem, son of Noah,  

son of Lamech, 
37 

son of Methuselah, 

son of Enoch, son of Jared, 

son of Mahalaleel, son of Cainan, 
38 

son of Enos, son of Seth, 

son of Adam, son of God. 

“Jesus was about 30 years old.”  Throughout the Hebrew Bible it was always believed that the 

age of 30 was the age when a man was mature enough to take on the responsibilities of God’s 

calling.  Note the following examples: 

 

1. King David became king at age 30. 

 

2. Ezekiel wrote his prophecy at age 30. 

 

3. A man who was trained to become a rabbi was ordained at age 30. 

 

Jesus began His ministry when He was about the age of 30, although chronological studies 

indicate that He was probably about 32 or 34 years of age – clearly beyond the minimum age if 

anyone would ask. The reason is because He had to wait for John the Baptist to prepare the way 

for Him, and John had to wait until he was age 30.  Since the two were only six months apart, 

Jesus probably began His ministry at age 32 or 34. 

 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+3&version=HCSB#fen-HCSB-25059s
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“The son of Rhesa, the son of Zerubbabel.” The name Rhesa means “Prince” and is not a 

proper name.  Some scholars believe that it is highly doubtful that these two names represent two 

different generations, but that Zerubbabel was a prince.
95

 

 

The genealogical records, which were housed in the temple, would become more significant after 

A.D. 70 when it was destroyed.  Related to this is an interesting letter written about the year 200 

by Julius Africanus, a Christian from Emmaus.  He wrote to King Aristides at the house of 

Edessa
 
informing the monarch that the half-brothers of Jesus had descendants living in the 

villages of Nazara, Cochaba, and elsewhere.  Fortunately, while the original letter has long been 

lost, it did not escape the watchful eye of Eusebius (265-340), who was one of the most 

significant early church fathers and historians. Eusebius noted the significance of family 

genealogies and the fact that the foreign Jewish people of the Lord (diaspora or desposyni) were 

deported, possibly due to conflict with the Romans. 

 

A few however of the careful, either remembering the names, or having it in their 

power in some other way, by means of copies, to have private records of their own, 

gloried in the idea of preserving the memory of their noble extraction.  Of these 

were the above mentioned persons called desposyni (meaning Lord’s people)
96

 on 

account of their affinity to the family of our Savior.  These coming from Nazara and 

Cochaba, villages of Judea to the other parts of the world explained the aforesaid 

genealogy from the book of daily records as faithfully as possible.  

 

Eusebius, Church History 1.7.14    

 

Eusebius also mentioned “the book of daily records” which included genealogical records. 

Regardless of the argument, the entire New Testament abundantly reports the genealogical 

record.
97 

Furthermore, while some Christians may have argued the reliability of the genealogical 

record, at least one rabbi didn’t. Rabbi Ulla, of the third century identified Jesus as being from 

the lineage of David (“royal race”) and said,  

 

“Jesus was treated in an exceptional way, because he was of the royal race.”  

 

Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 43a
98

 

 

                                                           
95. Graham, A Guide to the Gospels. 505-09. 

 
96. Parenthesis mine; Definition found in Pixner, With Jesus through Galilee. 18. 

97. Mt. 1:1; Acts 2:30; Rom. 1:3; 2 Tim. 2:8; Heb. 7:14; John. 7:41-42; Rev. 5:5, 22:16. 
  
98. Geikie, The Life and Words. 1:555. Geikie claims this passage can be found in older unmutilated editions. 
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04.02.03.Q1 What are the three genealogical interpretations of Matthew 1:1-17 and Luke 

3:23-28)? 

 

Over the years scholars have adopted three views on these two genealogical records. As is at 

times the case, some opinions may contradict. Note the following which includes a recent fourth 

viewpoint:  

 

1. Both genealogies give the descent of Joseph: Matthew’s is real, and Luke’s is legal.  

 

2. Matthew gives Joseph’s legal descent as successor to the throne of David, and that 

Luke gives his real parentage, and finally,  

 

3. Matthew gives the real descent of Joseph and Luke gives the real descent of Mary.
99 

Matthew’s genealogical record is traced from David through Solomon, while Luke traced 

his record from David through Nathan. Both Mary and Joseph are descendants of the 

King David.
100

 Two centuries later Tertullian claimed that the Roman census records 

listed Mary as being a descendant of David.
101

  The common explanation that Matthew’s 

genealogy traces the lineage of Jesus through Joseph and Luke’s genealogy traces it 

through Mary, is said to have been originated by Annius of Viterbo in the year 1490.
102

  

 

4. However, a new interpretation has immerged that should be given serious 

consideration. The new suggestion is that both genealogies pertain to Joseph,
103

 and this 

writer believes it has the most viable possibilities.  Since it was common not to include a 

woman’s name in a legal document, Matthew’s genealogy is through Joseph’s maternal 

grandfather and Luke’s genealogy is through his mother whose name was not recorded, 

but her father was Jacob. The fact that four women were mentioned in Matthew’s gospel 

was the exception, not the standard.  Luke applied the standard practice of Jewish 

“purity.” 

  

                                                           
99. The interpretation that Luke’s genealogy is the real descent of Mary is not widely accepted today.  See note on Lk. 
3:23-38 in the ESV Study Bible. 
   
100. Graham, A Guide to the Gospels. 509. 

101. Tertullian, Against the Jews. 9.  
 
102. Nettelhorst. “The Genealogy of Jesus.” 170. 

103.  For further study, see Nettelhorst, R. P. “The Genealogy of Jesus.” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society. 31:2 

(June 1988) 169-72. 
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04.02.03.Q2 Why is Joseph’s father named Heli in Luke 3:23 but is named Jacob in 

Matthew 1:16? 

  

The issue of Joseph’s father, mainly – who was he – has been a joyful subject of critics. In 

Matthew 1:16 he is Jacob while in Luke 3:23 he is Heli. Could there have been more than one 

man in the life of Joseph?  Consider this:  According to the Levitical laws of Moses (Deut. 25:5 

ff.) if  a man died without children, his brother must, if he is free to do so, marry his widow and 

children will be considered a heirs of the deceased brother or of the second husband.  Some 

scholars have suggested that Joseph’s mother was married twice and that Joseph was the son of 

Heli (second husband) but legally he was the son of the first husband who passed away. To add 

to the mystery, Heli and Jacob may have had the same mother, but Heli’s father is a descendent 

of David through Nathan while Jacob’s father is a descendent through Solomon. There seems to 

be no end to the many attempts to understand this mystery.
104

   

 

 

 
 

                                                           
104. A. T. Robertson listed a number of interpretative possibilities in A Harmony of the Gospels. 261-263. 
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04.02.03.A GENEALOGICAL CHART OF MATTHEW AND LUKE. The 

two genealogies as shown are typical of the time. Sons were named “ben” or 

“bar,” meaning “son of” which was followed by the father’s name.  Courtesy of 

International Mapping and Dan Przywara. 

 

While scholars have made many attempts to reconcile the parental issue of Mary and Joseph, this 

writer has not found a single commentary that suggests that the mother of Joseph was unlisted, as 

was often the custom, and the name of the maternal grandfather was. This chart could reveal the 

solution.
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Unit 04 

The Early Years Of Jesus 

 

Chapter 03 

The Births Of John The Baptist And Jesus 
 

 
 

04.03.00.A. MARY VISITS ELIZABETH. Artwork by William Hole of the 

Royal Scottish Academy of Art, 1876.  The style of clothing worn by women in 

Jerusalem was distinctly different from those in Galilee. Mary (right) is shown in 

a holiday dress of a Nazarene while her cousin Elizabeth is shown in a common 

dress of Jerusalem and Bethlehem areas.  
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04.03.01 Lk. 1:5-17 (c. 6-4 B.C.) Zechariah in the Temple  

 

THE BIRTH OF JOHN FORETOLD    

 5 
In the days of King Herod of Judea, there was a priest of Abijah’s division named 

Zechariah. His wife was from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth.       
6 

Both were righteous in God’s sight, living without blame according to all the 

commands and requirements of the Lord. 
7 

But they had no children because 

Elizabeth could not conceive, and both of them were well along in years. 

 8 
When his division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 

9 
it 

happened that he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to 

enter the sanctuary of the Lord and burn incense. 
10  

At the hour of incense the 

whole assembly of the people was praying outside. 
11 

An angel of the Lord appeared 

to him, standing to the right of the altar of incense. 
12 

When Zechariah saw him, he 

was startled and overcome with fear. 
13 

But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, 

Zechariah, because your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a 

son, and you will name him John.  
14 

There will be joy and delight for you, and many 

will rejoice at his birth.   
15 

For he will be great in the sight of the Lord and will 

never drink wine or beer. He will be filled with the Holy Spirit while still in his 

mother’s womb. 
16 

He will turn many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their God. 
17 

And he will go before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of 

fathers to their children, and the disobedient to the understanding of the righteous, 

to make ready for the Lord a prepared people.”  

 

For more than four hundred years there was not a single voice from heaven; not by angel; not by 

prophet. Then an angel broke the silence and continued the sequence of Malachi 4:5-6. The sole 

purpose of John was the fulfillment of this passage.  A number of Old Testament prophets were 

born under difficult circumstances, such as to elderly parents because the woman was barren,
105

 

meaning infertile.
106

 In such cases the child was recognized as having a divine calling. It was a 

pattern repeated a number of times in Jewish history.  So the miraculous birth of John to an 

elderly couple was likewise seen as a clear indication their son would be a prophet.  People did 

not forget him and, therefore, as he approached the age of 30, an anxious audience was waiting 

to hear him speak.  

 

                                                           
105. Ryken, Wilhoit, and Longman, eds., “Barrenness.” Dictionary of Biblical Imagery. 75. 

106. There were four kinds of people that were considered as good as dead, and it was believed that in all four situations 

their situation was a divine judgment. They were the blind, the leper, the poor, and the childless.   
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John and his father Zachariah were descendants of Aaron.  Every male descendant of Aaron was 

automatically qualified to be a priest. The problem arose in that since fifteen centuries had 

passed from the time of Aaron, that there were too many qualified priests for temple service. 

Therefore, they were divided into twenty-four clans or groups, known as “courses,” of 

approximately five hundred men each,
107

 who took turns serving in the temple.  This also 

permitted them time to work at home in whatever careers or occupations they had. It has been 

estimated that about half the courses lived in Jericho,
108

 so they would have traveled the road of 

the Good Samaritan parable. 

 

John’s father Zachariah (a/k/a Zecharias)
109

 was a member of the course of Abijah (Neh. 12:12; 1 

Ch. 24:10).
110

 These courses were also known as “houses” or “families.”
111

  The name of the 

course, or group of men, that Zacharias belonged received its name from a priest who originally 

had it hundreds of years earlier, a descendant of Eleazar and of Aaron (1 Ch. 24:2-3).  This 

established John as a descendant of Aaron in the tribe of Levi.  His mother Elizabeth was also 

from the same tribe.  Clearly, John was of priestly stock and the miracle of his birth did not go 

unnoticed by the temple elite. In this cultural context, he was a speaking voice before he was 

born — saying that God was going to do something profound. They wondered what it could be. 

 

“In days of King Herod of Judah.”  Since there was no universal calendar at this time, it was 

common practice to index major events to the year of the reign of a king.  Luke made a general 

statement indicating that these events occurred during the reign of King Herod of Judah. 

 

Herod was given his title by the Roman senate in 40 B.C., but he had to fight a formidable Zealot 

revolt for three years before he could enjoy his throne. Hence, his reign is generally recognized 

as being from 37 to 4 B.C.  He remained a vassal of Rome, even though the title would imply he 

was an autonomous monarch.
112

 The phrase “the Great” was added in later years because of his 

incredible architectural construction achievements. Unfortunately, he was a tyrant whose evil 

reign created another dark and disastrous time in the history of the Jews as well as for his family. 

 

                                                           
107. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 1:99. 

108. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 3:9. 

109. The name Zechariah is sometimes spelled “Zacharias.” See Feinberg, “Zechariah.” 5:1043; Pentecost, The Words and 

Works of Jesus Christ. 40. 

110. The “Course of Abijah” had a tradition in Solomon’s Temple of which additional information is found in Josephus, 

Antiquities 7.14.7. 

111. Geikie, The Life and Words. 1:86; Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 3:10-11. 

112. De Vaux, Ancient Israel. 191. 
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“A priest of Abijah’s division.” As stated previously, the college of temple priests was divided 

into twenty-four courses (1 Ch. 24:7-18). Each group officiated in the temple twice a year, eight 

days at a time, from one Sabbath to another, every six months. On the Feasts of Passover, 

Pentecost, and Tabernacles, all twenty-four courses functioned together in the temple.
113

 One of 

the priestly duties was to praise God throughout the temple services.
114

  The course of Abijah 

(Gk. Abia)
115 

to which Zechariah belonged was the eighth course. This tradition originated with 

King David,
116

 and is an important clue in calculating the birth dates of John the Baptist and 

Jesus.  

 

Some critics have questioned the Jewish tradition of courses that ministered in the temple, in 

spite of overwhelming evidence in various Jewish writings.  Then on June 11, 2011, 

archaeologists uncovered the ossuary of Miriam who was connected to the family of Caiaphas 

and in the Ma’aziah priestly course.
117

    

 

“Zechariah ... Elizabeth.”  The name “Zechariah,” a/k/a Zacharias, means “the Lord 

remembers,” and “Elizabeth” means, “the oath or covenant of God.”
118

  Together their names 

announced, “The Lord remembers the covenant of God,” which was literally fulfilled in their son 

John.  They were righteous before God and, while unable to conceive a child, continued to 

demonstrate holy faith in their functions in life and in the temple. They continued to believe in 

the promises of God and when they were well into their old age, an angel appeared to them and 

said, “Your prayers have been heard” (Lk. 1:13). John, whose name means “the grace of God,” 

or “the Lord is merciful” was the answer to those prayers.
119

 

 

 

                                                           
113. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:254; When priests and Levites served in the temple, they stayed in 
rooms within the temple buildings.  Otherwise, they lived in communities throughout the countryside. Deut. 16:16; Ex. 
23:14-17; 34:20, 23-24; Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 1:93. 
 
114. Scholars believe the oldest extra-biblical description of temple worship is contained in Jesus ben Sirach’s praise of 

the high priest Simon the Just, who was probably the son of Onias II, in Ben Sirach 50:11-21.  

115. Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 1:95.  
 
116. Josephus, Antiquities 7.14.7. 
  
117. The term “course” refers to a group of priests who served in the temple twice a year for two weeks each time. 
During the spring Passover and fall Tabernacles festivals all twenty-four courses, or groups, of priests were in service. 
Deut. 16:16; Ex. 23:14-17; 34:20, 23-24. 
  
118. Pentecost, The Words and Works of Jesus Christ. 40; Geldenhuys, “Luke.” 3:107. 

119. Pentecost, The Words and Works of Jesus Christ. 42. 
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04.03.01.A. THE BURIAL OSSUARY OF MIRIAM.  An ossuary, or bone 

box, discovered in 2011, has the inscription that identified the deceased as 

“Miriam daughter of Yeshua son of Caiapha.”  It also identified Caiaphas family 

as belonging to the Ma’aziah priestly family who lived in the village of Beth Imri.  

Associated Press Photo.  

 

The significance of this ossuary is that it is the first reference to the Ma’aziah course in an 

epigraphic find from the Second Temple Period, which was the last of the priestly courses that 

served in the first temple.
120

  The list of courses was formulated during King David’s reign and 

appears in I Chronicles 24:18. Zechariah not only served in the temple, but did so with some 

characters of less than favorable reputation. 

 

“He was chosen by lot.”  There were four lots drawn every day to determine who would 

minister that day and what they would do.  These drawings are as follows:
121

 

 

1. Before sunrise a lot was drawn that would designate the priests who were to clean the 

altar and prepare the fire. 

 

                                                           
120. See http://www.jpost.com/VideoArticles/Video/Article.aspx?id=227184. Michelle Morris. “2,000 Year Old 
Ossuary Authentic, Say Researchers.” Jerusalem Post. June 29, 2011.  
 
121. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:254.   
 

http://www.jpost.com/VideoArticles/Video/Article.aspx?id=227184
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2. The second lot was for the priest who was to offer the sacrifice, clean the menorah 

(sometimes called a candlestick), and clean the altar of incense. 

 

3. The third lot was drawn to determine which priest would burn the incense. Zechariah 

had drawn the third lot and entered the sanctuary of the Lord to burn the incense. 

 

4. The final lot was drawn appointing those who were to place the sacrifice and meat-

offering upon the altar.  This priest would also pour out the drink-offering. 

 

Since there were an estimated 20,000 priests who were divided into the twenty-four courses, it is 

highly doubtful that any priest had his name drawn by lot more than once.
122

    

 

Scholars have asked an interesting question concerning this family: How old was Zechariah at 

this time?  The issue is because the Bible suggests that Zechariah and Elizabeth were elderly 

parents to John the Baptist.  However, priests served in the temple for only a twenty year period 

– from the age of thirty to fifty. Others say that at the age of fifty they were still rendered fit to 

serve unless there was a physical defect, such as defect in the voice.
123  

However, just as Annas 

was referred to as the “High Priest” after he officially retired, so Zechariah and other priests 

could have been called “priest” after they retired. 

 

“To enter the sanctuary of the Lord and burn incense.” All services in the temple were 

performed according to a precise plan.  Step by step, everything was in order and on time.  The 

ritual was as follows:
124

 

 

1. The priest, in this case, Zechariah, and his assistants, the Levites, first went to the altar 

of burnt-offering. 

 

2. He took some coals from that altar to be carried to the altar of incense. 

 

3. As they marched from the altar of burnt offering and went into the court from the Holy 

Place, they struck a large instrument known as the Magrephah. This summoned all the 

ministers to their assigned places. 

 

4. He ascended the steps into the Holy Place to pray and to drop incense on the hot coals.  

 

                                                           
122. The figure of 20,000 priests appears to be realistic although the population estimates given by Josephus appear to 
be highly exaggerated according to most scholars. 
  
123. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 3:22-23; Bemidbar Rab. 222.3. 

124. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:255; Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 1:98. 
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5. At the same time a signal was given from another priest to the people who withdrew 

from the inner court and knelt down before the Lord.  

 

6. The burning incense created a fine aroma of smoke. There was complete silence and 

reverence as the clouds of incense rose.  

 

7. It was probably at this time that an angel came to Zechariah and informed him that the 

Lord had heard his prayer.  

 

To be chosen by lot was the culmination of excitement in the life of a priest; a day every priest 

prayed for. Many waited and waited all their lives to be chosen, but since there were so many of 

them, most never had the opportunity to serve in this honored capacity. Twice a day, morning 

and evening a lamb was sacrificed along with a meal offering of flour and olive oil and a drink 

offering of wine.
125

  Before the first sacrifice and after the evening sacrifice, incense was burned 

so that the sacrifices might ascend to God engulfed in a sweet aroma. This is what Zechariah was 

doing when he encountered an incredible heavenly creature. 

 

“He was startled and overcome with fear.” It would seem reasonable that one would be 

startled and fearful at the unexpected sight of an angel.  The moment fear gripped him; he no 

doubt thought he was ceremonially unclean for the most honored duty of his lifetime. He was 

near the Holy of Holies
126

 making an incense offering, and he remembered that when the sons of 

Aaron
127 

made an improper offering, they were instantly killed (Lev. 10:1-3).  There was also a 

common belief that prior to the death of a priest, an angel would appear at his right side.  To say 

that Zechariah was startled and gripped with fear is an incredible understatement – for a moment 

he was probably emotionally paralyzed!  Some translations read, “He thought he was about to 

die!” Little wonder then, that he was startled and most certainly, somewhat troubled, thinking 

that his day of death had arrived.
128

 

 

“Your prayer has been heard.” Twice a day, morning and afternoon, eighteen prayers were 

prayed in the temple. These prayers were called in Hebrew Amidah which means standing 

                                                           
125. Scott, Jr. Jewish Backgrounds of the New Testament. 151. 
 
126. Only the high priest was permitted to enter the Holy of Holies, and that was only once a year. During the first 
temple period, the Ark of the Covenant was in the Holy of Holies, but it was removed when that temple was destroyed 
in 586 B.C. In the second temple, Josephus said it was completely empty (Wars 5.5.5) but the Mishnah (Yoma 5.2) says 
there was a stone in its place.    
 
127. According to the Torah, all the sons of Levi were to be workers in the temple but only the sons of Aaron were to 
function as priests, ministering in the Levitical rituals.  
 
128. Fruchtenbaum, Life of the Messiah. Tape 2, Side A; Fruchtenbaum, The Jewish Foundation of the Life of Messiah: Instructor’s 

Manual. Class 3, page 2; Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 2:3.  
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because they were prayed while the worshiper was standing.
129 

One of those prayers was that 

Elijah would come as prophesied in Malachi 4:5. Since Zechariah was to be the father of John 

the Baptist, a type of Elijah, scholars believe that the angel told Zechariah his prayer had been 

heard, meaning Elijah was about to come.
130

 Little did Zechariah know that this “Elijah” would 

be his own son. Finally, in the technical aspects of Greek grammar, the aorist of heard suggests 

that past prayers were also heard, not only the one prayed that day.
131

 

 

It should be noted, however, that not all scholars believe Zechariah prayed the “eighteen 

prayers.”
132

 Some believe Zechariah, like many other priests, prayed for the “Consolation of 

Israel” and “looked for Redemption.”
133 

 In essence, they prayed for the long-awaited “Hope of 

Israel,” the messiah foretold by the prophets. Many of these older priests and Levites had seen 

the civil war of Hasmonean brothers, Aristobulus and Hyrcanus; the invasion of the Romans; 

three years of turmoil with the rise of Herod the Great to power; the Parthian invasion; and 

numerous Zealot riots and rebellions. Not only were they waiting for the messiah, but so were 

the Samaritans, the Romans, and many others.
134

 Everyone was completely exhausted by the 

violence and impoverished living conditions. 

 

“He will be great in the sight of the Lord.”   The word “great” was associated only with the 

Lord (YHWH).  Now an angel spoke to Zechariah and told him that his son would be “great.” 

This had a profound effect upon the elderly priest.  The life of the Baptist was already measured 

in terms of the greatness of the Lord.  Note that in Luke 1:32 Jesus is called “great.”  

  

“Will never drink wine or beer.”  Some other translations read that John the Baptizer was 

never to drink wine or any other fermented drink; a phrase that implies that he took the Nazarite 

vow.  A person taking this vow was not to partake of any alcoholic beverages, cut his hair, or 

touch a dead animal or person. The restrictions of this lifelong covenant is a reflection of the 

lifestyle and message of three significant Old Testament prophets, who had taken the same vow 

centuries earlier: Samson (Jg.13:4-7; 16:17), Jeremiah (Jer. 1:5), and Samuel (I Sam. 1:11).  It 

was Samuel, the first major prophet, who anointed the first king and John the Baptist who was 

the last prophet and baptized the eternal King. 

 

                                                           
129. Bailey, Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes. 94; See the Eighteen Benedictions in Appendix 18. Some scholars believe 

that righteous priests prayed for the “consolation of Israel” (Lk. 2:25) and the “redemption of Israel” (Lk. 2:38).   

130. Chumney, The Seven Festivals of the Messiah. 178-79. 

 
131. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:255.   
 
132. Appendix 18. 

133. Vine, “Comfort, Comforter, Comfortless.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:110. 

134. Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 1:100.  
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04.03.01.B. A TEMPLE INCENSE VESSEL.  This replica of a second temple 

incense vessel that may be similar to what Zechariah used when he had an angelic 

encounter. The incense was representative of the prayers of the people.  Photo 

courtesy of the Temple Treasures, Jerusalem. 

 

The uncut hair was, without question, the most visible sign of the sacred and committed 

surrender to Jehovah; the untouched locks of hair symbolized the consecration of the reason and 

higher powers of God. His lifestyle, primitive garments and hair most certainly captured the 

attention of those who saw him and recognized a “holy man” in Nazarite dress. Since the 

institution of the vow had all but disappeared, John’s vow heightened everyone’s attention to his 

message. That said, there were two important aspects to the ministry of John that God had 

prepared beforehand.  

 

1. Several rabbis had given such predictive warnings of divine judgments during the 

Inter-Testamental Period, but they had not taken the Nazarite vow nor were they born of 

an unusual birth (late in the life of parents).  So when John preached similar sermons 

predicting divine judgments upon a rebellious nation, his words were by no means new to 

the people.  He caught the attention of everyone, even the historian Josephus.
135

 

 

                                                           
135. Josephus, Antiquities 18.5.2.  
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2. The rabbis said that the messiah would not come until all Israel would repent for a 

single day. That proclamation is still made among orthodox and ultra-orthodox Jews 

today. So when John called the people to repent, the rabbis listened.
136

 

 

“In the spirit and power of Elijah.” John lived and functioned as did the prophet Elijah, who 

preached repentance and holy living centuries earlier.  As such, he was the fulfillment of the 

prophetic words of Malachi (4:5-6; cf. Mt.17:10-13).  He gave strong allusions of being the 

prophet by his clothing, his diet, and declaring that he would “make ready a people prepared for 

the Lord.”
137  

 

Finally, on an interesting side note, because Mary and Elizabeth were cousins, Jesus and John the 

Baptist were second cousins. Family ties can be interesting.  Even among the disciples there 

were three pairs of brothers.
138

 

 

04.03.02 Lk. 1:18-25 

 

ZECHARIAH MADE SPEECHLESS 

 18 
“How can I know this?” Zechariah asked the angel. “For I am an old man, and 

my wife is well along in years.” 

 19 
The angel answered him, “I am Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God, and I 

was sent to speak to you and tell you this good news. 
20 

Now listen! You will become 

silent and unable to speak until the day these things take place, because you did not 

believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their proper time.” 

 21 
Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah, amazed that he stayed so long 

in the sanctuary. 
22 

When he did come out, he could not speak to them. Then they 

realized that he had seen a vision in the sanctuary. He kept making signs to them 

and remained speechless. 
23 

When the days of his ministry were completed, he went 

back home. 

 24 
After these days his wife Elizabeth conceived and kept herself in seclusion for five 

months. She said, 
25 

“The Lord has done this for me. He has looked with favor in 

these days to take away my disgrace among the people.” 

                                                           
136. Jerusalem Talmud, Tannith 64.1; Midrash on Song of Solomon 7.4; Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 1:393, 405. 
  
137. See the similarities between John the Baptist and Elijah as well as those of Jezebel and Herodias in 10.01.11 

“Wanted to kill him.”  

138. See 07.03.03.A for a listing of the disciples and the related comments.  
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When Luke wrote this gospel, he placed verses 6-25 in a chiastic outline that is “theme oriented” 

or better known as a thematic outline.
139 

 The section above is a portion of that outline. Just as 

every course had the opportunity to be in charge of the service once every six months, the head 

of every priestly family had the opportunity once in his life to enter the Holy Place of the temple. 

It was there where the altar of incense stood before the veil that concealed the Holy of Holies.  

As previously stated, this event was highly anticipated by every priest and was considered to be 

the ultimate sacred event of his life.
140

  It was when Zechariah entered the Holy Place that he 

personally met an angel with whom he conversed.  The news of this encounter, underscored by 

the loss of his speech, sent shock waves throughout the temple.  

 

“How can I know this?”  Zechariah was not the only one in biblical history to ask this question.  

Abraham (Gen. 15:8), Gideon (Jg. 6:17), and Hezekiah (2 Kg. 20:8) had similar questions.  

However, in this passage, Zechariah was punished for his doubt. Yet later Mary would ask the 

question, “How will this be?” but would not be punished.  Why the difference?  The answer is 

that Zachariah had prayed for a son (Lk. 1:13) but doubted when God answered him.  He had 

little or no faith associated with his prayers.  Mary, on the other hand, was faithful and did not 

doubt God. She merely questioned how it would happen, not if it would happen. The sign 

Zechariah requested was more than what he had expected.  He was stricken with the inability to 

speak; this authenticated the message and executed judgment upon him.  

 

In the Old Testament several significant men were born under unusual circumstances and only 

by the intervention of God Himself.  They are Isaac (Gen. 21:1), Jacob and Esau (Gen. 25:21), 

Reuben (Gen. 29:31), Issachar (Gen. 30:17-18), Joseph (Gen. 30:22-24), Samuel (I Sam. 1:19), 

and Samson (Jg. 13:1-2).  Then, after four centuries of prophetic silence came the birth of John 

the Baptist (Lk. 1:57), but these simply built up to a crescendo of the astounding virgin birth of 

Jesus (Lk. 2:7). 

 

“You will become silent and unable to speak.” For his lack of faith, Zechariah was struck with 

the temporary disability of muteness. Notice that the angel said it was for a limited time.  

Otherwise he probably would have fallen into a depression believing that he was under a 

permanent damnation of God. People must have thought a number of things, such as entering his 

service defiled.  But the message was very specific. Since he could not speak, from that time 

onward, he could not perform any priestly duties in the temple until his speech returned. 

 

“The people were waiting…amazed.”  The temple rituals were performed in a systematic 

manner.  It was the custom for the people to wait for their Aaronic blessing (Num. 6:24-26) 

which the priest would grant them at his exit. Since the performance of his work took longer than 

                                                           
139. This is illustrated in Appendix 11.  

140. Tenney, New Testament Times. 139. 
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expected, the people probably wondered if he was dead, reflecting upon the story of the sons of 

Aaron when they erred in the performance of their priestly duties (Lev. 10:1-3). There was a 

belief that if the priest was unworthy or had committed a transgression, he could be killed. If this 

Talmudic tradition is true, it is understandable that the people waiting for Zechariah were not 

only worried, but were amazed when he did come.
141

 

 

“To take away my disgrace among the people.” Infertility was considered to be a curse of 

God, a disgrace. It was commonly believed that if a woman could not give birth to children, 

divine  judgment was upon her. Some rabbis went so far as to say that a childless couple was to 

be lamented as one would lament the dead. The significance of being childless in old age cannot 

be understood or comprehended in the modern age. It is why Rachel said, “Give me children, or 

else I will die” (Gen. 30:1). The birth of a child removed reproach and the perceived divine 

curse. Furthermore, children were considered security for parents in their old age. This is still 

true in many Middle Eastern cultures today.   

 

04.03.03 Lk. 1:26-38 Angelic Encounter in Nazareth 

 

MARY TOLD OF CONCEPTION 

 26 
In the sixth month, the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called 

Nazareth, 
27 

to a virgin engaged to a man named Joseph, of the house of David. The 

virgin’s name was Mary. 
28 

And the angel came to her and said, “Rejoice, favored 

woman! The Lord is with you.” 
29 

But she was deeply troubled by this statement, 

wondering what kind of greeting this could be. 
30 

Then the angel told her: 

“Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. 
 31 

Now listen: You will 

conceive and give birth to a son, and you will call His name Jesus.  
 32 

He will be 

great 

and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give Him the 

throne of His father David. 
 33 

He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and His 

kingdom will have no end.  

 34 
Mary asked the angel, “How can this be, since I have not been intimate with a 

man?” 

                                                           
141. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:257. This writer questions if this belief was true at the time of Jesus, or 
if it is a later belief imposed upon first century temple history by Talmudic writers. The reason is that if God killed any 
priest who was impure, had committed a transgression, then how could the high priests Annas and Caiaphas have 
survived as long as they did. This writer believes that the people were amazed simply because Zechariah was in there for 
as long as he was, and that the belief of God killing an unworthy priest did not exist at this time. A similar legend says 
that the priest had a rope tied to his ankle so that if he would be struck down, other priests could pull his body out of 
the Holy Place.  There is no evidence of this in any Jewish writings.   
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 35 
The angel replied to her: 

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will 

overshadow you. Therefore, the Holy One to be born will be called the Son of God.  

 36 
And consider your relative Elizabeth — even she has conceived a son in her old 

age, and this is the sixth month for her who was called childless. 
37 

For nothing will 

be impossible with God.”  

 38 
“I am the Lord’s slave,” said Mary. “May it be done to me according to your 

word.” Then the angel left her. 

    

“In the sixth month.” This was the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, a key point in 

determining the date when Jesus was born as is further described below.
142

 

 

“The angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth.” The gospel 

writers never recorded where Gabriel met Mary, yet at least one extra-biblical book indicates that 

she went to fill a pitcher with water, which would have been at the village well.   

 

And Mary took the pitcher and went forth to fill it with water: and a voice saying 

“hail, you that are highly favored, the Lord is with you, blessed are you among 

women.” 

 

Protoevangelium of James 11:1
143

 

 

Water wells were often the community meeting places and Nazareth had only one well. A similar 

setting is found in John 4 where Jesus met the Samaritan woman at the village well.  The 

patriarch Jacob met his wife Rachel at a village well. In Genesis 16:7, the angel found Hagar by 

a spring.  The apocryphal Gospel of Mary, also states that the angel met Mary by the well.
144

     

 

“A virgin engaged to a man named Joseph.” To have been engaged or pledged to be married 

meant that a written legal contract was signed by the bride and groom.
145 

 Such an agreement was 

known as a katuvah, or katubah and was almost always approved by both parents. Mary and 

                                                           
142. See 04.03.10.Q2 “When was Jesus born?”  
 
143. The reader is reminded that quotations from non-biblical sources are not to be understood as being of equal 
authority with the biblical narratives.  See 01.02.04. 
  
144. Achen, The Holy Land. 12.  

145. The marital contract is further described in 04.03.03.A and 08.02.01.  
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Joseph would have had a katuvah, as it was the custom of the time that stated that they were 

committed to each other as much as a married couple would be, but they were not yet married. In 

fact, other cultures likewise had marital contracts. An example is as follows: 

  

 
 

04.03.03.A. A SECOND CENTURY KATUVAH.  Wrapped in burlap, this 

katuvah from the year A.D. 128 was found in one of the many Judean caves.  

 

According to the katuvah (above), the date has been reconciled to April 5, 128,
146

 a contract of 

marriage was written in Greek by a certain Yehudah, who… 

 

Gave into marriage his own daughter Shelamzion, virgin, to Yehudah, nicknamed 

Kimber, son of Hananiah [son of] Somalam, both of the village of En-gedi in Judea, 

dwelling there. 

 

The bridegroom Yehudah agreed to give to Shelamzion, as security when the contract was 

signed,  

 

All the property which he owns in the said village [En-gedi] as well as here and 

which he might acquire. 

 

Ketuvah Papyrus (2
nd

 Century A.D.) 

 

Unfortunately, so much of this katuvah had deteriorated over the centuries that the entire 

agreement could not be deciphered. 

 

“You will call His name Jesus.” It was the custom to name the first-born son after his 

grandfather,
147

 but this was not to be.  Rather, the common and shortened Hebrew name Yeshua, 

was to be given.  It was translated to Greek (Iesous 2424),
148 

 then to Latin, then to English to 

                                                           
146. The modern calendar did not exist at that time.  
 
147. Gilmour, “Luke.” 8:44. 

148. Vine, “Jesus.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:333. 
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what is today, Jesus.
149

 In Hebrew, it is Joshua, from a more fully developed name, Yehoshuah.  

Its meaning is savior or salvation, or the Lord saves, or Yeshua, meaning, Yahweh is salvation.
150

 

Joshua, the Old Testament counterpart, led the Israelites out of the desert and into a new life in 

the Promised Land. Likewise, Jesus came to save humanity and lead people out of the desert of 

sin and into new life in Him.
151

       

 

According to rabbinic tradition, it was understood that the name of the messiah was determined 

before the foundations of the world were laid.
152

  It should be noted that Luke took the verse, 

“She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus,” directly from the third 

century (B.C.) Septuagint
153

 translation of Isaiah 7:14.
154

  The reference to the messianic name of 

Immanuel in Isaiah 7:14 was never literally fulfilled until Jesus came.
155

 Immanuel means God 

with us (Mt. 1:23) or God Himself,
156

 which is precisely what Jesus was in human flesh. Since 

His death and resurrection, He has been correctly called “God with us.”
157

 

 

“He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High.” The phrase “He will be 

great,” must have stunned Mary. Greatness in the Old Testament was always a reference to 

God,
158 

never to a man.  It most certainly must have been perplexing to Mary and Joseph. The 

word “great” was associated only with the Lord (YHWH).  Previously the angel used the term 

when speaking to Zechariah (Lk. 1:15), and now Mary was also told her Son would be great.   

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

149. Mills and Michael, Messiah and His Hebrew Alphabet. 7.   

150. Hagner, “Matthew 1-13.” 19; Mills and Michael, Messiah and His Hebrew Alphabet. 7. 

151. Grant. “Jesus Christ.” 2:869; Pentecost, The Words and Works of Jesus Christ. 45. 

152. Babylonian Talmud, Pesah 54a. 

1182. Some two centuries before the birth of Jesus, the Jews in Egypt realized they needed to translate their Hebrew 

Scriptures into Greek, as they were losing their Hebrew tongue.  This translation became known as the Septuagint 

(designated as LXX) and is frequently quoted by New Testament writers. See 02.02.25. 

154. Hagner, “Matthew 1-13.” 19. 

155. See Appendix 32 and Evans, Praying through the Names of God. 165-66.  

156. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible. 409-10. 

157. Examples of other titles for Jesus are the chief cornerstone (Eph. 2:20; 1 Pet. 2:6); the head of the corner (Ps. 118:22; Lk. 

20:17; Acts 4:11; 1 Pet. 2:7); The head of the body (Col. 1:18; 2:19); the head of the church (Eph. 1:22; 5:23); the firstfruits (1 Cor. 

15:20); The firstborn from the dead (Col. 1:18); the captain of our salvation (Heb. 2:10); the first and the last (Rev. 1:17); the 

firstbegotten (Heb. 1:6); and the firstborn (Rom. 8:29; Heb. 12:23).   

158. Ps. 48:2, 86:10, 135:5, 145:3.  
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Critics of Scripture have long said that the phrases “Son of the Most High” and “Son of God” 

have Greek origins.  Although they had no literary evidence, they concluded that these phrases 

were second or third century theological developments by church leaders who inserted them into 

the Scripture.  However, with the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, archaeologists found a 

treasure of fifteen thousand literary fragments in Cave 4. Among them was Fragment 4Q246 that 

has an amazing parallel to Luke 1:32 and 35.  Since the fragmented papyrus is torn, it is not a 

complete reading.  There is, however, sufficient text to accurately reconstruct the original writing 

with the missing words in parentheses below: 

 

[He] shall be great upon the earth.  

O king, all [people] shall make [peace]
159

 

and all shall serve him. 

He shall be called the Son of the [G]reat God, 

and by his name shall he be hailed [as] the Son of God, 

and they shall call him Son of the Most High. 

 

Dead Sea Scroll Fragment, 4Q246
160

 

 

The discovery of Dead Sea Scroll 4Q246 clearly demonstrates that the phrases critics questioned 

were of common usage among even the most religious Jews and reinforces the literal 

interpretation of the biblical event.  It is additional evidence that eliminates the argument that 

narratives of the Scriptures were enhanced by later editors.
161

 Most noteworthy is the fact that the 

Essenes were a group of conservative Jews who passionately hated the Greek philosophy and 

culture.  They would have been the last people to take anything from the Greeks.  However, the 

mystery remains as to why the Essenes would have had a writing so close to Luke’s gospel when 

they considered themselves to be the most theologically and religiously pure.  

 

The term “Holy Spirit” must be understood in the Jewish context because the full Christian 

understanding of it did not occur until after the ascension. In Jewish thought and philosophy the 

Holy Spirit had two primary functions.
162

 

 

1. To reveal divine truth to men, and 

                                                           
159. The bracketed words were inserted for clarification by Hershel Shenks, “An Unpublished Dead Sea Scroll Text 

Parallels Luke’s Infancy Narrative.” 24-25. News of this fragment was published in the academic journal, Biblical 

Archaeological Review in 1990, nearly forty years after its discovery. Yet its official translation remains unpublished as it 

supposedly challenges the position of scholars who publish such documents. 

160. Shenks, “An Unpublished Dead Sea Scroll Text Parallels Luke’s Infancy Narrative.” 24.  

161. Shenks, “An Unpublished Dead Sea Scroll Text Parallels Luke’s Infancy Narrative.” 24.  

162. Barclay, “Mark.” 79-81. 
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2. To enable men to recognize and accept that truth. 

 

For that reason, the angel said to Mary that “the power of the Most High” would overshadow 

her – because what was about to happen was beyond her understanding of the Holy Spirit.  

  

“Your relative, Elizabeth.” The word “relative” in the Greek, sygenes (4773v), meaning, one in 

the same family, can also be translated as kinswoman,
163

 although the latter phrase is out of use in 

modern English.  The word cousin used in some translations is far too restrictive, although it is 

included in the broader framework of kinswoman.
164

 Mary’s family belonged to the tribe of 

Judah and Elizabeth’s to the tribe of Levi. Marriages between different tribes were customary.
165

  

 

“I am the Lord’s slave.” This phrase was a common saying among Jews and early Christians.  

The word slave can also be translated as servant.
166

 The English word slave or servant is derived 

from the Greek term doulos.
167

 A doulos was a common household slave, different from a 

prisoner in chains who was known as a desmios and forced into hard labor, such as an oarsman 

on a battleship. A slave or servant was the private property of another person who was free. 

Within the Jewish world, such captive people could participate in domestic worship and had to 

be treated humanely – a requirement of the Mosaic Law that greatly improved the life of a slave 

over what might have existed in neighboring cultures.
168

 A slave or servant was one who was 

expected to be fully dedicated to his master.  The phrase “I am the Lord’s slave,” is a profession 

of dedication, to voluntarily serve God with the identical commitment as a servant would his 

earthly master. However, a kind master would also protect his servants and slaves.  In Matthew 

20:26-27 Jesus spoke of a servant (diakonos) and slave (doulos) as the ideal example for those 

who would be great (megas) or first (protos) among His people.
169

 Therefore, by proclaiming 

that she is the Lord’s slave, she is also placing herself completely under His Divine protection 

because she knows she will face many accusations and possible threats. 

 

 

                                                           
163. Vine, “Cousin.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:135, and “Kin, Kinsfold, Kinsman, Kinswoman.” 2:342. 

164. Douglas, “Cousin.” 1:326; Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:260. 

165. Geikie, The Life and Words. 1:555. 
 
166. Zerwick and Grosvenor, A Grammatical Analysis of the Greek New Testament. 172. 

167. Link and Tuente. “Slave, Servant, Captive, Prisoner, Freeman.” 3:589-91.  

168. The Code of Hammurabi attempted to improve the lives of slaves by making certain humane provisions for them.  
But it has been questioned how well these were enforced.   
 
169. Smith, Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament: Matthew. 240-41.    



63 
 

04.03.04 Lk. 1:39-45 Village in Judah 

 

MARY VISITS ELIZABETH   

39 
In those days Mary set out and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judah 

40 

where she entered Zechariah’s house and greeted Elizabeth. 
41 

When Elizabeth 

heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leaped inside her, and Elizabeth was filled with the 

Holy Spirit. 
42 

Then she exclaimed with a loud cry: 

“You are the most blessed of women, 

and your child will be blessed! 

43 
How could this happen to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? 

44 

For you see, when the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby leaped for 

joy inside me! 
45 

She who has believed is blessed because what was spoken to her by 

the Lord will be fulfilled!” 

  

“You are the most blessed of women.”  This phrase could also be translated to read “of all the 

women most blessed are you.”
170

  To the early Church fathers prior to the advent of Mariology 

doctrines, Mary was seen as a Second Eve. Unlike the first Eve who said, “No” to God’s 

commandment of obedience, the second “Eve” said “Yes.”  Similarly, just as the first Adam 

failed the test of sin, the “second Adam,” meaning Jesus, passed the test of sin and was sinless.  

 

Mary, just as anyone else, had the freedom to obey or disobey God, and was herself in need of 

salvation (Rom. 3:23).
171

  There would have been no incarnation, if this young Jewish girl had 

not been obedient.  She was righteous, but not sinless.  Yet she is called “blessed” because she 

was chosen to carry the Christ-child.  God would never force His will upon anyone, for to do so 

would injure the image of God in which man was created.    

 

Finally, imagine the elderly mute and deaf Zechariah living with two women who were divinely 

pregnant. Aside from the humor that must have existed, everyone in the small community knew 

that God’s hand was in this matter. Word of these events most certainly spread throughout the 

temple circles through the gossip grapevine.  The lives of the parents and the two small infant 

boys would be carefully observed. No wonder that years later when John and Jesus began to 

preach, both had waiting audiences.  

                                                           
170. Zerwick, Analysis of the Greek New Testament. 173. 

171. Roman Catholics, Egyptian Coptics, and Greek Orthodox may hold different viewpoints on the significance of the 
Virgin Mary, but they all believe in the salvation message of Jesus.   
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04.03.04.Q1 Why was it important for Mary to visit Elizabeth? 

 

While the specific reason is not given, understanding the cultural values of the time can frame 

out a relatively accurate answer. Mary was single and pregnant, and that situation had serious 

social consequences. Before the town elders of Nazareth had opportunity to judge her at the town 

gate (Deut. 22:15), she went to the home of Zechariah and Elizabeth because their home 

provided her a protective environment. Since Zechariah was of a priestly line, his comments 

concerning her condition had greater authority than did her neighbors in Nazareth. Furthermore, 

his wife Elizabeth was also pregnant and, therefore, the three of them realized that God was 

about to do something incredibly profound.  Without the miraculous pregnancy of Elizabeth, 

Mary’s situation could have been dire.  She stayed for three months until John was born. 

 

 
 

 

04.03.05 Lk. 1:46-56 

 

MARY GIVES PRAISE TO GOD.   

46 
And Mary said: 

“My soul proclaims the greatness of
 
the Lord, (Ps. 34:3) 

47 
and my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior, (Ps. 35:9; 1 Sam. 2:1) 

48 
because He has looked with favor 

on the humble condition of His slave. 

Surely, from now on all generations 

will call me blessed, (Gen. 30:13) 
49 

because the Mighty One  

has done great things for me, (Ps. 71:19; 126:2-3) 

and His name is holy.  (Ps. 111:9) 
50 

His mercy is from generation to generation  

on those who fear Him.  (Ps. 103:17) 
51 

He has done a mighty deed with His arm; (Ps. 98:1; 89:10; 118:15-16) 

He has scattered the proud 

because of the thoughts of their hearts; (Ex. 15:16; 1 Sam. 2:4) 
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52 
He has toppled the mighty from their thrones 

and exalted the lowly. (1 Sam. 2:8; Ps. 113:7) 
53 

He has satisfied the hungry with good things (1 Sam. 2:6) 

and sent the rich away empty. 
54 

He has helped His servant Israel, (Ps. 41:8) 

mindful of His mercy, (Ps. 30:4; 97:12)                                                                            
55 

just as He spoke to our ancestors, (Micah 7:20) 

to Abraham and his descendants forever.” 

56 
And Mary stayed with her about three months; then she returned to her home. 

“My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord.”  The phrase in Latin is my soul megalyne, the 

Lord. It means to enlarge or to tell out.
172

 The entire passage is known as The Song of Mary, or 

The Magnificat. Her words begin with a quiet mood and build to a crescendo.  She expresses her 

deepest thoughts and her heartfelt joy to God for selecting her to bring forth the Christ child.  

Her words are reflective of twelve Old Testament passages and Hannah’s prayer of 1 Samuel 

2:1-10.  This work has four strophes:
173 

 

 

1. Her joy and gratitude,  

 

2. The gracious mercy of God to all who honor and love him,  

 

3. His special work for the peasants of this world, and  

 

4. His mercy to Israel.
174

   

 

Her words were quite insightful, powerful, and characterized the nationalistic tenor and language 

of Psalms of Solomon 17-18 where a royal national political deliverer is anticipated. She 

reflected the national attitude of the expected messiah, not one who would suffer for the sins of 

humanity. Verses 46-55 have been recited throughout Church history by those who believed they 

were called to the ministry of prayer and intercession. Mary and Joseph were poor in economic 

terms, but were rich in the knowledge of God.   

 

Finally, it is amazing that some scholars believe that girls were not educated in the Galilee 

region. When Mary praised God with her Magnificat, she referred to no less than twenty Old 

                                                           
172. Liefeld, “Luke.” 8:35. 

173. See “Strophe” in Appendix 26. 
  
174. Liefeld, “Luke.” 8:835; Ellis, “Magnificat.” 2:936; Pentecost, The Words and Works of Jesus Christ. 46-49. 
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Testament references.
175 

This is a clear demonstration that she knew her Bible, and leaves 

modern scholars wonder how much more she knew at her young age.
176

 

 

 
 

“He has done a mighty deed with his arm.”  How are the love, mercy, and majesty of God 

described?  The Jews ascribed to God positive human passions and physical actions.
177

  

 

04.03.06 Lk. 1:57-66 

 

JOHN THE BAPTIST IS BORN AND NAMED   

 
57 

Now the time had come for Elizabeth to give birth, and she had a son. 
58 

Then her 

neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her His great mercy, and 

they rejoiced with her. 

59 
When they came to circumcise the child on the eighth day, they were going to 

name him Zechariah, after his father. 
60 

But his mother responded, “No! He will be 

called John.”  

61 
Then they said to her, “None of your relatives has that name.” 

62 
So they motioned 

to his father to find out what he wanted him to be called. 
63 

He asked for a writing 

tablet and wrote: HIS NAME IS JOHN. 

And they were all amazed. 
64 

Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue set 

free, and he began to speak, praising God. 
65 

Fear came on all those who lived 

around them, and all these things were being talked about throughout the hill 

country of Judea. 
66 

All who heard about him took it to heart, saying, “What then 

will this child become?” For, indeed, the Lord’s hand was with him. 

                                                           
175. It is doubtful that many seminary students today could do this without a computer or concordance. Mary was a 
well-educated teenaged girl. 
  
176. See also the comments by the first century sage Ben Azzai, in 02.03.04 “Education” who encouraged education for 
all girls.  
 
177. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible. 877, 894. 
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“They rejoiced with her.”  The ancients believed leprosy and childlessness were curses from 

God. Those who had lived with either one had a heavy load of guilt, condemnation, social 

ridicule, and received neither compassion nor mercy from the religious establishment.  

Consequently, there was immense joy.  Not only was a son born by a miracle, but the curse was 

lifted.  

 

“They were going to name him.” Jewish boys were more likely to be named after a grandfather 

than their father.
178

  Obviously, there was great surprise when Elizabeth and Zechariah indicated 

the child’s name would be John. It was a breach of tradition, as no one in either Zechariah’s or 

Elizabeth’s families had that name.  

 

Parents named their boys on the eighth day during the rite of circumcision. If he was also given a 

Greek or common name, that name was used in daily conversation. However, for all religious 

activities, only the Hebrew name was used. For example, if a young man’s name was Moshe, 

then his common name would be Moses or Philip.
179

 Infant girls were given their names when 

they were weaned from their mother.
180

 

 

Often there were more boys in a family than there were grandfathers after which to name them.  

In such cases, boys were often named after heroes of the Bible or Maccabean Revolt. An 

example is Simon Peter: His father probably named him in honor of the high priest Simon who 

sacrificed his life during the Maccabean Revolt. But Zechariah did not follow that popular trend 

either, and therefore, those present were all the more astonished when he said, “He will be 

called John.” The name John is derived from Jehohanan, which means Jehovah’s gift or God is 

gracious.
181

 John, the gospel writer never refers to the Baptist as John the Baptist as do the other 

gospel writers, but only as John. 

 

“They motioned to his father.” Zechariah became both mute and deaf as evidence by their 

motions. Priests served between the ages of thirty and fifty and could retire.  But some scholars 

believe that some priests may have served longer unless they had a physical defect, such as a 

defect in the voice.
182  

Most certainly this physical condition would have limited his temple 

service in some manner.  Evidently the people made signs to him because he also had lost his 

hearing. In the phrase “unable to speak” the Greek word kophos is used for speak but it could 

                                                           
178. Gilmour, “Luke.” 8:44. 

179. Geikie, The Life and Words. 1:553. 
 
180. Geikie, The Life and Words. 1:560. 
 
181. Barclay, “Luke.” 17. 
 
182. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 3:22-23; Bemidbar Rab. 222.3. 
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also be translated to as deaf.
183

 When Zechariah wrote on a tablet that the child’s name would be 

John, he was obedient to God and the judgment that had fallen upon him some nine months 

earlier was lifted.  

 

Common writing tables consisted of a wooden board, approximately 8 by 10 inches or somewhat 

larger, that was coated with wax.  The board had a small frame — like a picture frame – so when 

new hot wax was poured upon it, it would be confined to the wooden surface. After it cooled, 

students could write on the wax-coated board with a sharp stylus (an instrument similar to a large 

nail). When the message was no longer needed, the wax was melted and, when it again hardened, 

it was ready for another message.
184 

 

 
 

04.03.06.A. A COMMON WRITING TABLET. Tablets were constructed of 

a piece of wood and coated with wax. Writing was accomplished by scratching 

letters onto the wax surface with a stylus.  Photo courtesy of the Temple Institute, 

Jerusalem.  

 

 

 

                                                           
183. Liefeld, “Luke.” 835. 

184. Millard, “Writing Tablets: Notepaper of the Roman World.” 40. 
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04.03.06.Q1  When was John the Baptist born and why is this date significant to the birth 

of Jesus (Lk. 1:57-66)? 

 

Knowing the date of birth for John the Baptist provides the only significant clue in determining 

when Jesus was born.  According to Luke 1:5, Zechariah belonged to the priestly division of 

Abijah. In a tradition established by King David (1 Ch. 23:1-2 ff.), who divided the land into 

twenty-four divisions, each division sent a delegation to the temple to minister to the Lord and to 

the people. As previously stated, every division served for a one-week period, twice a year, but 

all divisions were required to come to Jerusalem for the Feasts of Passover, Pentecost, and 

Tabernacles.
185

   

 

The divisions served in chronological order according to the weeks of the religious calendar.  

The first division was that of Jehoiarib (1 Ch. 24:7a) who served in the first week of the first 

month (Nisan), the second division of Jedaiah (1 Ch. 24:7b) served in the second week, etc. 

Nisan is the first month of the religious calendar year, as established by God in Exodus 12:2 

(while Tishrei is the first month of the secular calendar). Zachariah belonged to the division of 

Abijah, which was the eighth division in accordance to David’s directive (1 Ch. 24:10b).  

Allowing for the weeks when all twenty-four divisions served, Zechariah and his division of 

Abijah would have served in the tenth week.  Calculating time for the elderly priest to return 

home, the two weeks of required separation (Lev. 12:5; 15:19, 24-25), and counting forward nine 

months would have placed the birth of John the Baptist during the Passover festival.  The 

significance of this timing lies in the fact that during the Passover ritual, each Jewish family had, 

as is done today, an empty seat at the table waiting for the coming of Elijah.
186

  Since all seven 

Jewish festivals (technically, these are festivals of God, not the Jews) and in some manner each 

one points to an aspect of the life and ministry of Jesus. This calculation makes logical sense.  

 

 
 

 

 

                                                           
185. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:254; When priests and Levites served in the temple, they stayed in 
rooms within the temple buildings.  Otherwise, they lived in communities throughout the countryside. Deut. 16:16; Ex. 
23:14-17; 34:20, 23-24; Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 1:93. 
 
186. Chumney, The Seven Festivals of the Messiah. 178-81. 

 



70 
 

04.03.07 Lk. 1:67-80 

 

ZECHARIAH PROPHESIES OF JOHN’S MINISTRY 

  

67 
Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied:  

68 
Praise the Lord, the God of Israel, because He has visited and provided 

redemption for His people.  

69 
He has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of His servant David,        

70 
just as He spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets in ancient times; 

71 
salvation 

from our enemies and from the clutches of those who hate us. 
72 

He has dealt 

mercifully with our fathers and remembered His holy covenant — 
73 

the oath that 

He swore to our father Abraham. He has given us the privilege, 
74 

since we have 

been rescued from our enemies’ clutches, to serve Him without fear 
75 

in holiness 

and righteousness in His presence all our days. 
76 

And child, you will be called a 

prophet of the Most High, for you will go before the Lord to prepare His ways, 
77 

to 

give His people knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins.  

78 
Because of our God’s merciful compassion, the Dawn from on high will visit us 

79 
to shine on those who live in darkness and the shadow of death, to guide our feet 

into the way of peace. 
80 

The child grew up and became spiritually strong, and he 

was in the wilderness until the day of his public appearance to Israel. 

The blessing or “Benedictus” of Zechariah (Lk. 1:67-69) had all six elements of the priestly 

blessing of Numbers 6:24-26. He realized that his infant son had a prophetic calling, the first in 

four centuries. His psalm, or “Benedictus” (Lk. 1:68-79) is a praise of God and consists primarily 

of a string of Old Testament phrases, followed by his poetic words.   

 

Vs. 68  Psalm 41:13; 119:19 

 

Vs. 69  Psalm 132:17  

 

Vs. 70  His own words  

 

Vs. 71  Psalm 106:10  

 

Vs. 72-73 Micah 7:20; Psalm 106:45; 105:8-9  

 

Vs. 74-79 His own words 
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But carefully woven into Zechariah’s blessing are references to the three most important 

covenants of the Bible.   

 

1. The Covenant of David is mentioned in Luke 1:69. 

 

2. The Covenant of Abraham is mentioned in Luke 1:73. 

 

3. The essence of the New Covenant is mentioned in Luke 1:78-79. 

 

Zechariah then concluded with his own words
187

 saying that his son would be the forerunner of 

Christ (Isa. 10:3; Mt. 11:10) by preaching repentance and salvation (Jn. 1:29; Lk. 3:3). His son 

would then introduce Jesus to the world (Num. 24:17; Mal 4:2), but it would take three decades 

before the evangelist would begin to fulfill Old Testament prophecies in his ministry throughout 

the desert and Jordan River Valley. Due to their advanced ages, Zechariah and Elizabeth 

probably never saw those prophecies fulfilled. 

 

“Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit.”   This event obviously occurred during the Old 

Covenant /Old Testament Period. The Pentecost experience was more than three decades into the 

future.  Even though the gospels are a part of the New Testament book, all events prior to the 

resurrection of Jesus are within the Old Covenant Period.  Under this covenant, the Holy Spirit 

came upon selected individuals for specific ministries and for specific seasons. Other examples 

are Miriam (Ex. 15:20), Huldah (2 Kg. 22:14), John the Baptist (Lk. 1:15), Mary, the mother of 

Jesus (Lk. 1:35), Elizabeth (Lk. 1:41-42), Simeon (Lk. 2:25-26), and Anna the prophetess (Lk. 

2:36-38).  Since the Day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit is within all those who chose to place their 

faith in Christ Jesus and be obedient to Him.  

  

“A horn of salvation.” A horn, such as a ram’s horn, was a universal symbol of supreme 

strength and authority for both the Jews and their Gentile neighbors (cf. Ps.18:2; 2 Sam. 22:3). In 

this case, the term salvation is derived from the Greek, soteris which means deliverance from 

enemies.
188

 This is exemplified by the four horns on the temple altar upon which sacrifices were 

offered up to God.  However, in this context, holiness and power can refer only to Christ.
189

 

  

                                                           
187. Martin, Worship in the Early Church. 44. 

188. See also Lk. 1:71; Acts 7:25; Jund 25; Barclay, A New Testament Wordbook. 30-32. 

189. See Appendix 6 concerning Old Testament sacrifices and Jesus.   
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“The Dawn from high.” Some translators have this passage read, “The rising sun.”  It is a 

phrase that refers to the Messiah in the Old Testament
190

 who would be sent by God in heaven. 

Therefore, the word “Dawn” is capitalized.  

 

 

04.03.07.Q1 Was there a connection between the family of John the Baptist and the Essene 

Community (re: Lk. 1:67-80)? 

 

This question has been a subject of considerable debate among scholars. Zechariah, along with 

many other orthodox Jews, was opposed to the Sadducean corruption in the temple, yet 

performed his obligations to the best of his abilities.  Zechariah was of the clan of Abijah of the 

priestly Zadok family.  It was the Zadok forefathers of Zechariah and John the Baptist, who more 

than a century earlier, had established the separatist Essene movement with enclaves in the desert 

wilderness outside Damascus, in Qumran by the Dead Sea, and in a small section in western 

Jerusalem. Those living in Qumran are now credited for having written the world-famous Dead 

Sea Scrolls.  

 

It would have been only natural for Zechariah’s extended family to care for young John when his 

elderly parents died, especially since the Essenes were known to take in orphans.  As the son of a 

priest, John was destined to become a priest and, as such, he learned of all the temple services, 

rituals, as well as the depth of corruption. He could have enjoyed life with flattering respect and 

envy along with a life of modest plenty.  But from birth he was on a mission and determined to 

fulfill it.  

 

John’s strong childhood training in the Torah was reflected in his later years when he was 

preaching. He rejected the Essene theology of strong and legalistic ritual observances but 

preached a message of salvation and repentance.  Zechariah was most certainly looking for the 

coming of the messiah.  A careful examination of John’s words reveals that he was, in fact, 

looking forward to the coming of the political-messiah who would deliver the Jewish people 

from Roman oppression. His understanding of who the messiah would be and what he would do 

was very typical of the common Jew. Nonetheless, even though there is a historical and 

genealogical connection between John and the Essenes, as well as a mutual disgust for the 

temple leadership, there is no other known relationship between John and those who wrote the 

Dead Sea Scrolls.   

 

 

 

                                                           
190. Num. 24:17; Isa. 9:2; 60:1; Mal. 4:2; For more information on Jesus in the Old Testament, see the exhaustive studies 

by John Metzger, The Tri-Unity of God is Jewish and God in Eclipse. 
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04.03.08 Mt. 1:18-25 

 

JOSEPH IS TOLD OF MARY’S CONCEPTION 

 

18 
The birth of Jesus Christ came about this way: After His mother Mary had been 

engaged to Joseph, it was discovered before they came together that she was 

pregnant by the Holy Spirit. 
19 

So her husband Joseph, being a righteous man, and 

not wanting to disgrace her publicly, decided to divorce her secretly.  

20 
But after he had considered these things, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared 

to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, don’t be afraid to take Mary as 

your wife, because what has been conceived in her is by the Holy Spirit. 
21 

She will 

give birth to a son, and you are to name Him Jesus, because He will save His people 

from their sins.”  

22 
Now all this took place to fulfill what was spoken by the Lord through the 

prophet:   
23 

“See, the virgin will become pregnant and give birth to a son, and they 

will name Him Immanuel, which is translated ‘God is with us.’ ”  

24 
When Joseph got up from sleeping, he did as the Lord’s angel had commanded 

him. He married her 
25 

but did not know her intimately until she gave birth to a son. 

And he named Him Jesus.  

Words cannot express to the Western mind the trial and tribulation Joseph experienced when he 

discovered Mary was pregnant. Therefore, it was only fitting that God spoke to him in a dream, 

and did so several times. Furthermore, the general expectation of a messiah that everyone was 

talking about, and the incredible news that the elderly Elizabeth was pregnant, certainly added to 

the affirmation that God was about to do something significant. But a virgin birth was beyond 

anyone’s wildest expectation. 

 

“Mary had been engaged to Joseph.” As previously stated, a pledge of marriage meant that a 

marriage contract was signed by the bride and bridegroom. The contract was known as a 

katuvah, and no respectable couple would have been pledged without one.  

 

Marriages were generally arranged by fathers, but sometimes the bride was selected by the 

bridegroom, and on rare occasions the matchmaker was the groomsman (Shoshebhin).  A 

marriage began with a betrothal when the katuvah
191

 was signed, which was followed by the 

                                                           
191. See “Katuvah” in Appendix 26.  
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wedding a year later.   The betrothal period was to test the bride’s fidelity, and the time needed 

for the bridegroom to build a home for his bride and prepare for the coming household.   

 

“Not wanting to disgrace her publicly.” Another translation reads that Joseph did “not want to 

expose her to public disgrace.” It is often human nature to assume guilt when one is accused of a 

crime. In first century Judea, a pregnancy outside of marriage was a monumental disgrace and, 

with the exception of rape, the woman was always considered guilty by her family and 

community. If judicial action would be taken to enforce the terms of the katuvah, the disgrace 

would be compounded.    

 

“He had considered.”  Most English translations use the word “considered” which fails to do 

justice to describe the emotions of Joseph. The original word is enthymeomai which has two 

definitions.  

 

1. The first definition is the one generally used in English translations – to ponder or to 

consider.  

 

2. The other meaning is to become very angry or to become very upset.
192

 

 

To say that Joseph “pondered” or “considered” the situation is to say that he was not affected 

emotionally by Mary’s pregnancy. That obviously does not make sense – most certainly he and 

his family were incredibly upset.  One cannot imagine how angry he must have been. Yet he 

chose not to permit his anger lead him to a decision he would regret.  In spite of his emotional 

turmoil, he was just and kind in the decision he made, which is why the early church fathers 

referred to him as “Joseph the Just.”  

 

“Joseph son of David.”  The term son in this phrase has a broader meaning than does its English 

translation. In this case it means any male descendant of David.  The humble Joseph of Nazareth 

was one of hundreds, if not thousands, of the descendants of King David.  Archaeological 

discoveries confirm the presence of Davidic families living in Jerusalem in the first century B.C.  

An ossuary, or bone box, was discovered in 1971 with an inscription identifying the bones inside 

as a member of the royal Davidic lineage.
193

 This demonstrates that the phrase “son of David” 

was a matter of pride and influence in first-century Judaism.  

 

                                                           
192. Bailey, Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes. 44-45.     
 
193. Barag and Flusser, “The Ossuary of Yehohanah.” 39-44. 
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However, the phrase “son of David” also was a threatening term to the Romans who crushed the 

revolts of many messianic pretenders.
194

 For that reason, decades after Jesus, Emperor Vespasian 

(reigned A.D. 69-79) searched for descendants of Jesus with the thought of killing all those who 

might continue the messianic ideals that gave birth to Christianity.  As a result, he found some 

children of Jesus’ half-brothers and, upon questioning them and seeing the roughness of their 

hands, realized these men were no threat and released them.
195

 Not many years later, Emperors 

Domitian
196

 and Trajan
197

 were also concerned about the possible rise of a messianic figure from 

descendants of Mary and Joseph. 

  

“Don’t be afraid to take Mary as your wife.”  The news of the pregnancy was shocking to 

Joseph and his family.  In a small village, such news was unheard of and was considered a curse 

upon a family for decades to come.  Joseph had the right to keep the dowry she brought into the 

relationship, and he also could make one of the following three choices:  

 

1. Marry her quickly and have everyone assume the child was an early delivery – except 

that would have broken the traditional one-year waiting period between betrothal and 

marriage, so the gossip would never end;  

 

2. Make a public confession of the pregnancy which would NOT have resulted in the 

bride being stoned to death (a Mosaic law that was seldom observed) because that would 

have caused the death of an unborn child. Or,  

 

3. Have a quiet divorce and send Mary into another village or city to have the child.
198

 

After all, one of the two most popular rabbis, Rabbi Hillel, had made divorce easier to 

obtain with the modern equivalent of “no-fault” divorce (the cause of later discussions by 

Jesus).
199

  

4. However, it was not until the angel of the Lord spoke to Joseph that he realized that he 

was to exercise a fourth choice – to marry her and be the legal father of the boy-child 

who would be known as “Immanuel” (fulfillment of Isa. 7:14).   

 

                                                           
194. A partial listing of an estimated 60 messianic pretenders is found in Appendix 25 “False Prophets, Rebels, 
Significant Events, And Rebellions That Impacted The First Century Jewish World.”  
 
195. Eusebius 3.12., (Cruse 81). 

196. Eusebius 3.19-20, (Cruse 84-85). 

197. Eusebius 3:32, (Cruse 97-98). 

198. For related divorce issues, see Josephus, Antiquities. 4.8.23; 15.8,10 and 18.9.6. 

199. See 08.02.01-05, Marriage, Divorce, Oaths And Forgiveness.  
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Joseph had to choose between God’s mercy and his legal rights.  He chose God’s mercy and no 

doubt was frequently challenged later by the out-of-wedlock birth, even in distant Bethlehem.  

While the consummation of a marriage typically occurred during the wedding feast, in this case, 

Mary and Joseph were married before Jesus was born, but the marriage was not consummated 

until after His birth (Mt. 1:24-25).
200

 No doubt they reflected upon the pregnancy in light of a 

biblical prophecy concerning the Anointed One who was to be born in Bethlehem, not 

Nazareth.
201

 

 

“All this took place to fulfill.”  The Jews were expecting a military-messiah who would deliver 

them from Roman oppression, but they needed to understand that Jesus was the Messiah who 

would deliver them from the oppression of sin.  Therefore, everyone naturally questioned 

whether Jesus was the one they were expecting.  For that reason, Matthew went to great lengths 

to explain that Jesus was the Messiah and the fulfillment of all Hebrew prophecies.
202

  Hence, 

this passage is the first of twelve in which he used the word fulfill which means to give complete 

meaning to.
203

 

 

“The virgin will become pregnant.”  The virgin birth, or more correctly, the virgin conception 

of Jesus, and its reflection upon Isaiah 7:14 has been the subject of considerable debate.  More 

specifically, the issue has been whether the Hebrew word almah means virgin or a young maiden 

of marriageable age,
204

 and the latter translation is used several times in the Old Testament.
205  

At the time of Isaiah and at the time of Jesus, a young maiden who was of marriageable age was 

also a virgin; the two phrases, virgin and young maiden, are synonymous. Those who insist on 

the virgin only definition fail to recognize the synonym within its cultural context. Therefore, 

Isaiah would not have been troubled by the use of either definition in his text. However, it was 

distinctively different from the Western culture of today where virginity is not always found in 

young unmarried men and women.
206 

  

                                                           
200. Poor families had a one or two-day wedding feast, while wealthy families always had a seven-day feast. Mary and 

Joseph probably had a very quiet one or two day wedding feast. 

201. Matthews, Manners and Customs. 225; Trutza, “Marriage.” 4:94-96; Maier, In the Fullness of Time. 21; See also Micah 5 

and Gal. 4. 

202. Matthew mentions the fulfillment of prophecies in 2:15, 17, 23; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35; 21:4; 26:56; 27:9 many of which 

were prophesied in Psalm 2, 16, 22, 110, 118; Isaiah 7 9, 11, 53; Micah 5; and Zechariah 4, 6, 9, 14. 

203. New International Version Study Bible footnote on Mt. 1:22. 

204. Niessen. “The Virginity of Almah in Isaiah 7:14.” 134-35, 147. 

205. Niessen. “The Virginity of Almah in Isaiah 7:14.” 141. 

206. Vine, “Virgin.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 1:276-77; 2:661. 
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It should be noted, however, that some 250 years earlier when Egyptian Jews translated their 

Bible into Greek, the word virgin of Isaiah 7:14 was translated into parthenos.
207

 The apostle 

John used the same word, parthenos in reference to the celibate men of Revelation 14:4
208

 which 

obviously could not refer to young women.  

 

When Isaiah wrote this passage in 735 B.C., when Aram (Syria) and the ten tribes of Israel were 

united to defeat Ahaz, the king of Judah. The Lord God told Ahaz to ask for a sign (Isa. 7:11).  

The sign was to be a confirmation that the pending invasion of the two kings would not occur (v. 

7).  However, Ahaz did not want to test the Lord (v. 12), so God gave him a sign that a virgin 

would give birth to a child and his name would be “Immanuel” (v. 14).  Isaiah continued to be 

descriptive about the child and identified him as Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz (Isa. 8:1).  Within a 

short period, the prophecy was fulfilled. A young woman, who was a virgin when the prophecy 

was given, later married and gave birth to a son who was the subject of the prophecy and Ahaz 

was not defeated. Hence, Isaiah’s prophecy was fulfilled twice.
209

 

 

By the first century, however, this prophetic narrative was no doubt forgotten and of no futuristic 

value, until Jesus was born.  Matthew then referenced Isaiah 14:7 as a Messianic prophecy and 

awakened the Jews to the words “virgin” and “Immanuel.”  Suddenly, they could see in this 

passage the hidden meaning, because in the divine plan of God, Jesus would be born of a virgin 

to break the chain of sin in humanity.
210

  Matthew understood the phrase, “The  virgin  shall 

be  with child,” to be a typological anticipation of Jesus in the same manner as the  birth  of 

Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz was a sign  that God (Isa. 8:1, 3) would  be  with  his people (which is 

the meaning of Immanuel) in  the  days of Isaiah. When Matthew wrote his gospel several 

decades after the crucifixion, he said that Jesus was with his people.  Therefore, the term “virgin” 

as used in Isaiah 7:14 clearly meant a “young woman of marriageable age.”
211

   

 

Matthew chose his words carefully to create an escalation of a theme.
212

 He made specific use of 

the word “fulfillment” of the virgin birth with a reflection on the miraculous births of other great 

prophets.  In essence, he said that what had occurred previously was a seemingly insignificant 

                                                           
207. Johnson, “Matthew.” 7:255. 

208. Bruce, Defense. 39. 

209. Niessen. “The Virginity of Almah in Isaiah 7:14.” 134-41. 

210. For an exhaustive study on the subject, see Almah - Virgin or Young Woman by George L. Lawlor.  His work includes 

a detailed review of the seven passages where the word almah is used in Gen. 24:43; Ex. 2:8; 1 Chron. 15:20; Ps. 46:1; 

68:25; Prov. 30:19; Song of Sol. 1:3; 6:8; and Isa. 7:14. 

211. Pentecost, The Words and Works of Jesus Christ. 54-55. 

212. Bock, Jesus According to Scripture. 65. 
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“type and shadow”
213 

of a greater event to come.  He also used this literary tool in referring to the 

sign of a boy child to Ahaz with reference to the protection of God.  However, the escalation of a 

future climax was that Mary, a literal virgin, gave birth to Jesus, who was personally “God with 

us.” This was equally significant to Jesus, who affirmed Himself as the “Immanuel” when He 

said in his Great Commission that He would “be with you always” (Mt. 28:20).
214

 

“They will name him Immanuel.” The name Immanuel, or Emmanuel, meaning God with us, is 

not found in the New Testament.
215

  Yet Jesus was God on earth and was with His people, or, 

with us. The fact that Immanuel does not appear in Scripture does not mean that there is an error. 

In ancient thinking there was no difference between a name, a word, or its definition. (See also 

“The virgin will become pregnant” above.)   

 

“He married her but did not know her intimately until she gave birth to a son.” In Matthew 

1:24-25 the word until indicates that only after the birth of Jesus did Mary and Joseph have a 

normal marital relationship. This opposes the late third century doctrine of the perpetual virginity 

of Mary.
216

 That doctrine states that the first wife of Joseph died and the children of that 

marriage became the step-siblings to Jesus. Various old church records have different names for 

her, including Melcha, Escha, and Salome – and are obviously not in agreement with each 

other.
217

 
 
Furthermore, Matthew 13:55-56 and Mark 6:3 suggest that the brothers and sisters did 

originate from the marriage of Mary and Joseph.
218

   

 

 

04.03.08.Q1 What wedding customs in Galilee shaped the betrothal of Mary and Joseph?   

 

In the Old Testament era of the judges and kings, parents frequently played the role of match-

maker. By the first century, those who were getting married had a greater role in the decision. 

Customs varied from area to area, even the ritual in Galilee were different from those in 

Jerusalem. But some basics remained the same.  

                                                           
213. See “type and shadow” in Appendix 26. 
  
214. Franz. “Who is Immanuel?” 113-115. 

 
215. Pentecost, The Words and Works of Jesus Christ. 55; Green, Interlinear Greek-English New Testament; Berry, Interlinear 

Literal Translation of the Greek New Testament.  

216. The Apocryphal book titled the History of Joseph the Carpenter indicates in Ch. 11 that Joseph had four older sons and 

several daughters by a previous marriage.  This text is significant to the Roman Catholic doctrine of the perpetual 

virginity of Mary. See also Farrar, Life of Christ. 44. 

217. Miller, The Jesus of the Bible. 42; This is evidence that some church records, especially after the age of Constantine, are 
at times unreliable. 
 
218. Johnson, “Matthew.” 7:254.      
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The minimum age for betrothal was twelve for girls and thirteen for boys, although the mid-teens 

were preferred for girls and eighteen for boys.  The formality began when the young man came 

to the girl’s family and presented them with a formal, legally binding contract known as a 

katuvah.  This covenant contract stated the marriage proposal and the sum of money or other 

valuables he would pay to her parents to have her as his wife.  This payment was known as the 

“bride price.”
219

 The purpose was to compensate the father for the loss of a worker in the family.  

But more importantly, the “price” was to assure that his wife was costly and, therefore, she was 

to be cherished.
220

 The katuvah also stated that the young man promised to honor, love, support, 

and care for her, providing all the necessities of life. If the terms of the contract were accepted by 

both families, it was signed and the couple celebrated by sharing a cup of wine together.  Only 

then was the covenant sealed and the couple considered betrothed.
221

 Thereafter the bride wore a 

veil whenever in public which signified to any possible suitors that she had made a marriage 

commitment.  While in the ancient world women were often considered to be mere property, 

Judaism elevated them to a higher status.   

 

Because a katuvah was a legal contract, a termination resulted by one spouse receiving a 

certificate of divorce from the other and each party was permitted to re-enter another betrothal.
222

 

The Talmud stated that, the bond, created by God is so strong that, after betrothal, a woman 

requires a divorce before she can marry another man.
223

  If there was a divorce or death, the 

tragic event was recorded in the genealogical records in the temple.  

 

During the betrothal time, the bridegroom would “prepare a place for her” while the bride 

prepared herself for her bridegroom and new home. The new home was simply another room 

added onto the existing home of the groom’s family home.  Seldom did a young bridegroom 

build a single-family dwelling on a building lot away from his family.  While the young 

bridegroom constructed the room, there was plenty of help from family and friends and his father 

eventually declared its completion.   

 

                                                           
219. Lash, The Ancient Jewish Wedding. 6. 

220. Roman, Jesus of Galilee. 246-47. 

221. Matthews, Manners and Customs. 225; Trutza, “Marriage.” 4:94-96; Maier, In the Fullness of Time. 21; Lash, The Ancient 
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223. For further study, see the third division of the Mishnah is titled Nashim, (Women). The chapters include instruction 

pertaining the Ketuboth (Marriage Deeds), Nadarim (Vows), Gittin (Bills of Divorce), and Kiddushin (Betrothals). 
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Jesus was born during the one-year period of Mary’s betrothal. After Jesus was born they had 

their wedding ceremony, after which the couple had a very short honeymoon. Then they 

returned, and with family and friends, they celebrated with a feast.
224

 

 

The Jews were not alone in this practice; it was the cultural norm among many people groups in 

the ancient Middle East.  Centuries earlier the code of Hammurabi stated in Acts 159-160
225

 that 

if a bridegroom broke the betrothal, the bride’s father retained the bride’s price (gift).  However, 

if the future father-in-law broke the covenant, he would have to pay double the bride price to the 

bridegroom. The legal codes of Lipit-Ishtar (No. 29) and Eshnunna (No. 25) had similar 

requirements.
226

 These are mentioned because to the modern student, the cultural and religious 

norms tend to blend together at times.  One is not always certain if a belief or action is for 

religious or cultural reasons. Many of the daily activities of the average Jew were similar to those 

of Gentiles.  The important difference, of course, was the religious element and whatever 

influences that would have had upon daily life. 

 

During the betrothal period the couple was considered to be husband and wife, although the 

wedding was still in the future. If either one died prior to the wedding the surviving partner 

would have been considered a virgin and as a widow or widower, and would be free to marry 

someone else.
227

   

 

 

04.03.08.Q2 Why could Joseph not have stoned Mary to death (Deut. 22:23-24; Mt. 1:18-

25)? 

 

The Mosaic Law requires the stoning of an unfaithful man and woman (Deut. 22:23-24) and, as 

stated previously, but by the first century this punishment was seldom enforced among Jews.
228

 

By this time Jewish leaders differentiated between two types of adulterous women – the married 

woman and engaged virgin. According to the Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 50a, the 

punishments were as follows: 

 

1. The adulterous married woman was sentenced to death by hanging 

 

                                                           
224. Lash, The Ancient Jewish Wedding. 9. 

225. Acts 159-160 is a reference to the legislative acts recorded in Hammurabi’s Code. 

226. Wright and Thompson, “Marriage” 2:955. 

227. Lash, The Ancient Jewish Wedding.  9-11. 

228. The practice of killing a woman suspected of sexual activity prior to marriage was practiced among some pagan 
tribes, and still is practiced in many Muslim communities who call it “honor killing.” 
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2. The adulterous betrothed virgin was sentenced to death by stoning. 

 

Granted, in either case the punishment was death. It was simply a matter of how the execution 

was to be performed. However, the Romans removed the authority for the Sanhedrin to exercise 

capital punishment in Judea.  The Babylonian comment could have been written for two reasons: 

 

1. For Jews living in the Diaspora who were not under the authority of the laws of Judea. 

 

2. To reflect the ideals of Judaism, not for the actual intended punishment. 

 

Either way, if she was found guilty by the rabbinic court, the end was the same. Nonetheless, 

being unfaithful was one thing, but being pregnant and unfaithful was another. Joseph could not, 

would not, have stoned Mary for four reasons:   

 

1. As previously stated, the custom of stoning an adulterous woman was completely out 

of use by the first century in most areas where Jews lived. At a later time the scribes 

and Pharisees brought before Jesus a woman they accused of adultery. But that was 

only a hypothetical question, which leads to the second reason.  

 

2.  Capital punishment was eliminated by the Romans under the reign of Herod the Great 

with the exception of Gentiles who entered restricted areas of the temple. Herod’s domain 

included the district of Galilee, but the legal authority of the Sanhedrin was limited to 

Judea. 

 

3. The stoning could not have been committed by Joseph, because the couple’s wedding 

had not yet taken place. Cultural rules required her father or older brother to carry out the 

death sentence.  The same is true today among orthodox Muslims, where the family 

execution is known as an “honor killing” and is supported by Sharia Law. However, such 

an execution would have only occurred after a judicial action, not by a family in 

revenge.
229

   

 

4. But the most important reason is the fact that since Mary was pregnant, stoning her 

would have resulted in the death to an innocent child, which would have made the 

executioner guilty of the child’s murder.   

 

                                                           
229. This subject is explained in further detail in  08.02.07.Q1 “Did Moses quote Hammurabi, and if so, how does this 

affect the words of Jesus in Matthew 5:18?”   
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Therefore, a divorce was Joseph’s only option until an angel directed him to do otherwise.
230

 But 

a quiet divorce was an expensive option for Joseph because he would have been obligated to 

support her.  His decision to consider this, illustrates the fact that for Mary’s sake, he would take 

the expensive route rather than the honorable and economically affordable one.   

 

 
 

And this is why: during the previous two centuries, the Pharisees attempted to bring the people 

back to basic Torah instruction by emphasizing the kindness of God rather than legalistic 

attitudes. This was obviously contradictory to many of their other rules and contrary to what 

many students of the Bible learn today.  One of the reforms they instituted was that a husband 

had to pay support for the wife he divorced.
231  

Not all Pharisees agreed as there were many 

religious sects under the Pharisee umbrella. Amazingly, while they are justly criticized for their 

legalistic harshness, they should also be noted for some of their kind and responsible landmark 

decisions.
232 

 

 

If Joseph had accused Mary of adultery, a public divorce based on adultery would have cost him 

nothing. He would have saved his family’s honor, and kept her dowry. A quiet divorce would 

have cost him alimony payments. But then he received a message from an angel and he chose to 

follow the difficult road of life that God had chosen for them. 

 

 

04.03.08.Q3 Why do the gospels fail to call Jesus the “Prince of Peace?” as predicted in 

Isaiah 9:6 (see Mt. 1:18-25)? 

 

Isaiah 9:6 refers to the Messiah as the “Prince of Peace,” yet nowhere is the title found in the 

gospels or in the New Testament. Jesus is, however, referred to as “the Prince of Life” (Acts 

3:15), “a Prince and Savior” (Acts 5:31), and “Prince of the kings of the earth” (Rev. 1:5).  The 

book of Isaiah is sometimes referred to as the “Gospel of the Old Testament,” because it contains 

so many prophecies of His first coming as well as His second. When Jesus was on earth He came 

                                                           
230. If the betrothal of a young girl was terminated, then she and her father received the bill of divorce. Mishnah, Gittin 

6.2.  

231. Moseley, Yeshua: A Guide to the Real Jesus and the Original Church. 134-35. 

232. See “Pharisees” 02.01.14. 
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as a servant and teacher.  When He returns He will rule the nations of the earth for a thousand 

years and, as such, then He will be the Prince of Peace. 

 

In His first coming, Jesus taught the principles of the Kingdom of God, whereby men’s hearts 

can be changed and, consequently, they can obtain an inner peace that is beyond all human 

understanding. In His second coming, Jesus will rule this earth and institute international peace. 

He may not have received the official title of “Prince of Peace” by any New Testament writers, 

but those who accepted Him and allowed Him to transform their lives, certainly know Him as 

such. In Bible times, the definition of a word, phrase, or title was no different than the word, 

phrase, or title itself.  

 

 

04.03.08.Q4 Can the concept of the virgin birth be supported historically (Mt. 1:18-25)? 

 

Throughout Church history there has been unanimous agreement on this biblical subject.  Only 

on rare occasion did anyone challenge this basic doctrine, and those individuals were identified 

as heretics and quickly removed from Church. Only in modern times has it been controversial, 

and in some circles, popular, to challenge it. Yet, there are a number of non-Christian witnesses 

to the event. One of them is the Qu’ran, which reads as follows: 

 

Jesus was of virgin birth and performed many miracles.  But those to whom he 

came as a Prophet rejected him, and plotted for his death.  Their plots failed for 

God’s plan is above man’s plots. 

 

Qu’ran, Sura 3:35
233 

 

The virgin birth is also evidenced by the number of hostile witnesses who wrote against it.  If the 

birth was a myth, then the witnesses would have been dismissed as such. But so many believed 

it, so that about the year A.D. 180, Celsus, a Greek philosopher, vigorously attacked all aspects 

of Christianity and espoused the virtues of classical paganism in a writing titled On the True 

Doctrine.  He claimed that Jesus was not born of a virgin, but had a father by the name of 

Panthera.
234

  

 

In the Greek, this name sounds nearly the same as the same word for “virgin” and, therefore, it 

was an insulting pun.  While his work has been lost in history, portions of it were preserved 

through the literary work of church father, Origen of Alexandria. In the year A.D. 248, Origen 

                                                           
233. Muhammad founded Islam in the 7th century A.D. and the Qu’ran (Koran) was compiled a century or two later. 
The more distant a literary work is from the time of its subject, the less reliable it is.  Nonetheless, the Koranic quotation 
is included anyway for the benefit of Muslim readers. 
 

234. Barclay, “John.” 2:28.    
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wrote a rebuttal entitled, Against (or Contra) Celsus. It is from this academic discussion that 

historians know that Celsus promoted philosophical hatred against the Christian faith.   

 

Let us imagine what a Jew - let alone a philosopher - might put to Jesus: “Is it not 

true, good sir, that you fabricated the story of your birth from a virgin to quiet 

rumors about the true and unsavory circumstances of your origins? Is it not the case 

that far from being born in royal David’s city of Bethlehem, you were born in a 

poor country town and of a woman who earned her living by spinning?  Is it not the 

case that her deceit was discovered, that she was pregnant by a Roman soldier 

named Panthera she was driven away by her husband, the carpenter, and convicted 

of adultery?  Indeed, is it not so that in her disgrace, wandering far from home she 

gave birth to a male child in silence and humiliation? What more?  Is it not so that 

you hired yourself out as a workman in Egypt, learned magical crafts and gained 

something of a name for yourself which now you flaunt among your kinsmen?” 

 

 Celsus, quoted by Origen in Contra Celsus 1.28-34
235

 

 

Celsus claimed that there was an error by the gospel writers in writing the Greek word panthenos 

(meaning virgin), and what was meant was Parthera, a masculine name. His theory may have 

come from Jewish sources who also opposed the Christian movement because it was emptying 

synagogues and converting others into churches. Like Celsus, Jewish critics claimed that Jesus 

was not born of a virgin, but His mother was a prostitute and His true father was a Roman soldier 

known as Pandira or Parthera.
236

 

 

Yet while the Jewish leadership looked upon Jesus with great disdain, some admired His ability 

to perform miracles. This is evidenced by two interesting accounts that happened later – possibly 

in the second or early third century.  In both stories someone was sick and someone else offered 

to pray in the name of Jesus, but it is a prayer in the name of Jesus, the son of Pandira, a/k/a the 

son of Parthera. These are examples of the unique healing power of Jesus – one is accepted, the 

other, denied.
237

 

 

1. Rabbi Joshua ben Levi had an ill grandchild with a life-threatening disease in the 

throat. Someone came and mumbled a prayer “In the name of Jesus, the son of Pandira” 

and the child was healed.  

 

                                                           
235. Stein, R. Jesus the Messiah. 33. 

236. See 04.03.08.Q4 Can the concept of the virgin birth be supported historically?  
 
237. Adapted from Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 3:150. 
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2. A certain Rabbi Eliezer ben Damah was bitten by a poisonous snake and a Jacobus 

Capharsamensis came to visit him. Jacobus offered to pray a prayer of healing in the 

name of Jesus the son of Pandira, but Rabbi Ishmael denied the offer of prayer. 

Consequently, he died.  

 

While these accounts occurred long after the resurrection of Jesus, they reflect three important 

insights: 

 

1. The power that was in the name of Jesus, even if He was incorrectly identified (“son of 

Pandira”).    

 

2. The power associated with the name of Jesus and how rabbis reacted to it. 

 

3. The on-going struggle the Jewish people had with the identity of Jesus.   

 

The core issue was that the rabbis did not want to admit who Jesus was; certainly not that He was 

born of a virgin, even though He had demonstrated all the signs and wonders predicted in the 

Bible.   

   

In the Babylonian Talmud, Jesus is described as a Balaam, one who deceived the Jewish people.  

While the Talmud does not give proper names, it does record a story of a woman who “played 

harlot with carpenters.”
238

  The context of the account obviously reflects upon Mary and Joseph.  

By stating this, the Talmud does provide witness of the dynamic impact Jesus had upon the 

Jewish community and their rejection of Him throughout history.
239

  On a side note, to use a 

name dignified someone, to speak of them without a name added insult.  

 

In the Greek culture, with its cultural passion of sexual desires, the Athenians named their city’s 

patron goddess Athene, He Parthenos meaning “the Virgin.”
240

  Even within the pagan culture, 

the word was commonly understood to mean “virgin.”   While some critics have suggested that 

the virgin birth was invented by the Church, there are three distinct reasons that, when taken 

together, suggest otherwise and support the biblical account.  

 

1. The first century church believed in the historical virgin birth;  

  

                                                           
238. Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 106 a-b. 
 
239. Stein, R. Jesus the Messiah. 33, 67. 

240. Bruce, Answers to Questions. 39. 
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2. There was no pre-Christian speculation that the Messiah would have been born as a 

virgin. Isaiah 7:14 was not recognized as a prophecy until after Jesus was born.241  

 

3. Since the messiah would be a son of David it was thought he would have to be 

naturally conceived.  The idea of a virgin birth was a radically new concept within the 

Jewish community. No one writing a fictitious account would deliberately create an issue 

that would have caused criticism. Therefore, for church leaders to invent the idea of a 

virgin birth would have been an invitation for criticism.
242

   

 

By the fifth or sixth century a Jewish writer picked up the heresy of Celsus and placed it in an 

anti-Christian book titled Toledot-Yeshu meaning Generations of Yeshua that was obviously 

written for a Jewish audience. The writer identified the Roman soldier as Yosef ben-Pandera 

(Jewish name?) and the factitious account became part of the Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 104b, 

and Sanhedrin 67a, as well as the Tosefta Chullin 2:22-23.
243

  

 

04.03.08.Q5 What is the significance of the virgin birth (Mt. 1:18-25)? 

 

This is a theological question that is beyond the scope of this paper, but three brief answers are 

as follows: 

 

1. Throughout the Old Testament Period, the miraculous birth of a child to elderly parents 

was a well-established pattern that God used to announce that a special person was born – 

usually a prophet. The virgin birth of Jesus was the culmination of all the miraculous 

births recorded throughout Jewish history. 

 

2. The virgin birth is critical in that it broke the generational curse of sin that has plagued 

humanity since Adam and Eve succumbed to the temptations of Satan.
244

 The basic 

understanding of sin is critical in order to comprehend the significance of what Jesus 

saved us from, as well as what He saved us to.
245

  The absolute purity and holiness of 

Jesus could begin only with a virgin birth. Thus He did not receive the curse that had 

                                                           
241. See an interesting parallel account in Shepherd, Massey H. “An Unpublished Dead Sea Scroll Text Parallels Luke’s 

Infancy Narrative.” Biblical Archaeology Review 16:2 (Mar/April, 1990). 24-26.  

242. For further study, see 04.03.08.Q7 “How does one explain other so-called virgin births in history?”   

243. Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary. 113. See also Herford, Christianity in Talmud and Midrash.  
 

244. Critics have posed four questions: 1) Was Jesus born of a virgin? 2) Was Jesus the Son of God? 3) Is the Bible the 

Inspired Word of God? 4) Did He rise from the grave? To affirm negatively to one of more of these questions reflects a 

loss of faith and denial of who Jesus was in the first century and who He is today.  

245. Marino, “The Origin, Nature, and Consequences of Sin.” 255-58. 
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been transmitted from generation to generation since Adam.  The life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus were nothing less than a continuance of that purity and holiness.
246

   

 

3. Another reason for the virgin birth, one that is often overlooked, arises in Jeremiah 

22:24-30. This passage pertains to the curse of Jechoniah, who is in the line of Joseph. 

Joseph could not have been the biological father of Jesus, because of two issues 

(mankind’s sin and the curse of Jechoniah), but he became the legal adopted father, or 

step-father of Jesus. According to rabbinic writings, Mary is referred to as “Miriam, the 

daughter of Heli” meaning the genealogy of Jesus was recognized as being through Mary 

and not Joseph.
247

 

 

By a gracious and merciful God, we have Christ Jesus who bore our sins (past, present, and 

future) on the cross.  The parallel between Adam and Jesus in Romans 5:12-21, and to a lesser 

extent, in 1 Corinthians 15:21-22 are important.  Every person who has ever lived has inherited a 

sin nature from Adam. But Jesus, born of a virgin, did not have that sin nature, although He had 

the opportunity and temptations to sin.  Yet He chose not to sin. By His sinless life, death, and 

resurrection, He not only brought salvation by which man would be saved from the consequences 

of sin, but also be saved to salvation with Himself.  This incredible gift of eternal life is available 

to anyone who accepts Jesus as Lord and Savior and commits their life to Him. Acceptance of 

the virgin birth as a historical fact is foundational in understanding who Jesus is and the 

development of one’s relationship with Him. It was through Eve, a virgin in the Garden of Eden, 

that death entered into the world.  Now through Mary, a virgin, life would enter into the world.  

 

 
 

Finally, there is a teaching that the blood of the unborn child comes from the father and, 

therefore, the transfer of sin was broken by the virgin birth.  However, modern science has 

proven this blood theory to be wrong.  As previously stated, Roman Catholics also grappled with 

the problem of the transfer of sin from the Virgin Mary to Christ Jesus.  They resolved the issue 

with the belief that she too was born of a virgin, so she too was pure and holy.  Protestants 

disagree because this does not reconcile with Scripture as Psalm 51:5 suggests states that the 

                                                           
246. See a King James Version or New American Standard Version of the Bible. 

247. Fruchtenbaum, The Jewish Foundation of the Life of Messiah: Instructor’s Manual. Class 2, page 12.   
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sinful nature is generational, passing from one generation to another at time of conception. The 

complete answer remains a divine mystery.  However, the miracle of Jesus is that He not only 

was born of a virgin, but He also received His human nature from His sanctified mother and, 

hence, her sinful nature did not enter Him.
248

 Holiness is a work of the Holy Spirit, not the 

absence of a male sperm.  

  

  

04.03.08.Q6 How does one explain other so-called virgin births in history?   

 

Critics have long stated that the claim of a virgin birth was typical of the day; the early Church 

simply mimicked what existed in the neighboring pagan cultures.  The Egyptian pharaohs 

claimed it, as did Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, and Augustus Caesar even claimed to 

have walked on water.  Virgin births were associated with deity, meaning that those who claimed 

to have been born without an earthly father were, in fact, gods. However, when the so-called 

pagan virgin births are compared to the biblical account, the differences are profound. It leads 

the reader to conclude that critics simply cannot relate the birth of Jesus to any historical figure. 

 

No pagan account credits the Holy Spirit, or any other spirit, for the conception. Rather, various 

kings and emperors claimed their virgin act was generally the result of the sexual action of a 

serpent. Because snakes shed their skin annually, they were symbolic of renewed life, rather than 

representative of Satan and death, which is a later Christian interpretation. Therefore, it was only 

natural that the ancients created a myth in which the symbol of renewed life was also the 

explanation of a new life conceived by a “virgin birth.”  

 

For example, in the second century (A.D.), the Roman historian Suetonius wrote The Lives of the 

Caesars: the Deified Augustus in which he described the so-called virgin birth of Octavian, later 

known as Caesar Augustus. Suetonius said that he acquired his information from Asclepius of 

Mendes, who authored Theologumena (Discourse about the Gods).
249

 Note the words of 

Octavian’s mother Attia: 

 

Then a serpent glided up to her and shortly went away.  When she awoke she 

purified herself, as after the embraces of her husband, and at once there appeared 

on her body the mark in colors like a serpent, and she could never get rid of it; so 

that presently she ceased ever to go to the public baths.  In the tenth month after 

that Augustus was born and was therefore regarded as the son of Apollo.    

 

                                                           
248. Lawlor, Almah. 25-35. 
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Suetonius, The Deified Augustus 94.4 

 

Alexander the Great also claimed to have been born of a “virgin.” Whether his mother was a 

virgin at the time of her conception, or if she, after a normal marital relationship, conceived him 

by non-human means is unknown. Nonetheless, according to one myth, Alexander was 

conceived by a divine snake and another myth claimed the conception was by a lightning bolt. 

The Greek historian Plutarch
250 said the following of Alexander,  

 

[2] ... It is said that his father Philip fell in love with Olympias, Alexander's mother, 

at the time when they were both initiated into the mysteries at Samothrace…. On 

the night before the marriage was consummated, the bride dreamed that there was 

a crash of thunder, that her womb was struck by a thunderbolt, and that there 

followed a blinding flash from which a great sheet of flame blazed up and spread far 

and wide before it finally died away …. [The soothsayer] Aristander of Telmessus … 

declared that the woman must be pregnant.  At another time a serpent was seen 

stretched out at Olympias' side as she slept, and it was this more than anything else, 

we are told, which weakened Philip's passion and cooled his affection for her, so 

that from that time on he seldom came to sleep with her. The reason for this may 

either have been that he was afraid she would cast some evil spell or charm upon 

him or else that he recoiled from her embrace because he believed that she was the 

consort of some higher being. 

 

[3] ... According to Eratosthenes, Olympias, when she sent Alexander on his way to 

lead his great expedition to the East, confided to him and to him alone the secret of 

his conception and urged him to show himself worthy of his divine parentage …. 

  

Plutarch, Life of Alexander, Selections from Chapters 2 - 3
251

 

 

History is filled with religious and political figures who claimed to have been born of a mortal 

woman and divine father. One critic stated how stupid other people’s myths are, implying that 

Christians are likewise as foolish for their belief.
252

 Yet he fails to recognize that the biblical 

account is radically different from other accounts. Those who claim that the church fathers 

                                                           
250. Plutarch a/k/a Lucius Mestrius Plutarchus, (A.D. 45-120) was a Greek historian, essayist and biographer who is 

known for two books, Parallel Lives which included the Life of Alexander, and Moralia. His few surviving works appear to 

have been written in Koine Greek, the common Greek language of the first century. See Warmington, ed. Plutarch’s Lives: 

Demosthenes and Cicero, Alexander and Caesar, Vol 7. 

251. http://www.medmalexperts.com/POCM/pagan_ideas_virgin_birth.html Retrieved July 8, 2011. See Warmington, 

ed. Plutarch’s Lives: Demosthenes and Cicero, Alexander and Caesar, Vol 7. 

252. http://www.medmalexperts.com/POCM/pagan_ideas_virgin_birth.html. Retrieved July 8, 2011. 
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copied the virgin birth concept cannot explain the huge difference between the gospel account 

and pagan accounts. Therefore, it could not have been a “copycat” version.
253

  

 

 

04.03.08.Q7 Could the idea of a virgin birth have been borrowed from pagan sources as 

critics claim (Mt. 1:18-25)?  

 

Impossible! While this question has been answered to some degree in the preceding 

paragraphs,
254

 the following is to be noted: Pagan mythologies, primarily those of the 

Babylonians, Greeks and Romans, were extremely hostile to Judaism. Therefore, no respectable 

Jew would ever have considered taking an element from a pagan religion, especially one as 

radical as a virgin birth. The concept of stealing such an idea would have caused riots in the 

synagogues.  Yet the Jews were known to acknowledge miraculous births to elderly parents, but 

a virgin birth was too close to paganism for them.  Another observation is that the gospels were 

written in a Jewish context, which included the firm belief that no mere human could be a god or 

be transformed into a god.  The Greeks, however, believed that certain individuals could be 

deified.  

There are some noteworthy observations that have been made of legendary figures.  For 

example, concerning Alexander the Great, none of the legends and myths about him existed 

during or shortly after his life. Plutarch, who authored Life of Alexander, (see quotation above) 

lived some four centuries after the world conqueror died – which was more than sufficient time 

for fanciful stories to become touted as truth.  No ancient manuscripts written by eyewitnesses 

have been uncovered, whereas the gospels, which were written within three or four decades after 

Jesus, report numerous eyewitnesses  – a time far too short for any legends or myths to develop.  

Furthermore, all but one of the apostles died a martyr’s death.  Would anyone die an agonizing 

death for a fanciful myth?  Their commitment to the truth until their dying day is a profound 

testimony to the accuracy of the four gospels.  

Finally, it was common among non-Jewish cultures to freely borrow ideas and philosophies from 

each other.  Jewish people who did likewise became known as “Hellenized Jews” and were 

severely frowned upon by orthodox Jews who maintained the biblical command to “be a separate 

people.”   Later, the Apostle Paul gave similar instructions in Colossians 2:6-8 and 1 Timothy 

6:20.  The suggestion that the church fathers borrowed pagan ideas and inserted them into the 

New Testament demonstrates gross ignorance of the first century Jewish culture and the passion 

for which the apostles lived and died.
255
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04.03.08.Q8 If Jesus was born of a virgin, why did the Apostle Paul refer to it only once (1 

Cor. 15:8)? 

 

He hardly mentioned it because it was an assumed historical fact. Everybody understood this to 

have occurred and there was no need to question it.  Even the pagans who lived in the Bethlehem 

area admitted the occurrence of the event.  The fact that the apostle was silent on the matter 

simply means that he had more important issues to discuss.  But an argument from silence is 

always a weak argument, especially in this case, when some of the original apostles were still 

alive. 

 

Yet the Apostle Paul made a number of comments.  

1. He affirmed the Jesus connection to Abraham (Gal. 3:16) 

2. He affirmed the genealogy of David to Jesus (Rom. 1:3) 

3. He affirmed the true humanity and life of Jesus under the Law (Gal. 4:4) 

4. He affirmed many discussions of inter-personal issues, such as divorce (1 Cor. 7:10), 

made by Jesus. 

5. He affirmed the events of the Last Supper, (1 Cor. 11:23-26), and His death, burial, 

resurrection, and appearances after the resurrection (1 Cor. 15:3-8). In light of all that the 

apostle said and his purpose of writing, it is easy to understand why there was no need to 

discuss the birth of Jesus or anything else about His human paternity. 

6. However, Paul did make an interesting reference to the miraculous birth when he 

mentioned “one abnormally born” (see 1 Cor. 15:8 below).   

In his second letter to the Corinthian church he recited a four-line hymn of the early church 

(15:3b-5), after which he added additional witnesses of the resurrected Jesus. In verse 8 he 

mentioned the unusual birth, an obvious reference to Jesus.  
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3a
 For I passed on to you as most important what I also received: 

 

   
3b

 That Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 

   
4
 that He was buried,  

   that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 

   
5
 And that He appeared to Cephas, then to the Twelve. 

 
6
 The He appeared to over 500 brothers at one time; most of them are still alive, 

But some have fallen asleep. 
7
 Then He appeared to James, 

then to all the apostles. 
8
 Last of all, as to one abnormally born, He also appeared to me. 

 

   1 Corinthians 15:3-8 

  

04.03.09 Lk 2:1-3 Bethlehem (c. 6-5 B.C.) 

 

THE REGISTRATION (or Census)    

 
1 

In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that the whole empire 

should be registered. 
2 

This first registration took place while Quirinius was 

governing Syria. 
    3 

So everyone went to be registered, each to his own town. 

 

“In those days … Caesar Augustus.” Luke linked the birth of Christ to both the reign of 

Caesar,
256

 and the governor-general Cyrenius (spelled Quirinius in Latin) of Damascus, as well 

as to several historical events in Rome. This method of dating was common in the ancient world, 

as the modern calendar had not yet been developed. According to today’s calendar, Augustus 

was born in 63 B.C. and he reigned from 31 B.C. to A.D. 14.  He was the first Roman emperor 

who held sole power and, as such, expanded the empire to encircle the Mediterranean Sea.  He 

developed the Golden Age for literature, architecture, and military accomplishments.  He is 

credited with Pax Romana, meaning peace by the Roman military might, during which there 

were no major international conflicts for nearly a century although Jewish rebellions seemed to 

occur regularly. However, between the years 7 and 5 B.C., there was peace. But, to say that 

Roman peace existed in Judea and Galilee during the lifetime of Jesus – that is completely 

incorrect. Israel was the eastern frontier that faced the Parthians, and while the expanding 

Parthians were considered a threat to Roman security, the heavy military presence in Judea and 

                                                           
256. The name “Caesar” was originally the family name of the Julian family. However, in short time it became equivalent 
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Galilee deterred any potential military conflicts.  Augustus also streamlined the functions of 

government that gave local vassal rulers, such as Herod the Great, greater autonomy and 

provided procedures for provincials to claim redress of abuses by their rulers.  The Romans 

essentially had two goals: to collect taxes and maintain peace.  As long as their vassal kings 

accomplished these two goals, they were pleased.
257

 However, the common people living under 

Roman rule became economic slaves.  Their huge tax contributions supported the military 

machine and the affluent lifestyle of the wealthy bureaucrats in Rome and in the provincial 

capitals. To insure the maximum taxation potential, a census was taken every fourteen years or 

more frequently when a new governor demanded it.  

 

A census generally required two years to complete after a decree was issued.  All men between 

the ages of 15 and 60 were required to register at their ancestral village.
258  

However, one of the 

lingering mysteries is why the Jews had to return to their city of origin.  The Romans could not 

have cared less about the Jewish people or their history. The population count could have been 

taken wherever the Jewish people were residing permanently, rather than making them return to 

the tribal areas that were allotted to them some 1,500 years earlier.     

 

The Jews always looked upon a census with fearful reservations. They remembered the census 

ordered by King David and the fatal results that followed (2 Sam. 24). They concluded, 

therefore, that another census could invoke the wrath of God upon the Roman Empire and they 

would be included in the divine wrath because they participated in it.
259

 

 

The term “the whole empire” has been a point of debate. It literally means the inhabited land. 

The phrase originated with the Greeks meaning the entire region that they occupied. Later, the 

Romans adopted the same interpretation.  Some translations have the phrase the world or the 

whole world. These phrases do not mean the entire globe, but the entire Roman Empire which 

the Romans considered to be the world.
260

 The phrase all the world, or orbis Romanus,
261 

was a 

well-known phrase that meant the entire region under Roman domination.
262

 Some scholars 

believe such a census did not take several years, but several decades.
263

 It is amazing that, in 
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secular academic circles, no one challenges the fact that there is not one shred of evidence 

concerning the census decree that Tiberius made. But in religious academia, the thought that 

Quirinius functioned as an unofficial governor when Jesus was born, is highly criticized even in 

light of the stone inscription.
264 

 

The Greek present tense of the wording of the phrase the whole empire, allows a census to have 

taken place throughout the empire, but not necessarily as a single census. Historians agree that 

there never was a single census that covered the entire empire. Residents were counted in several 

districts but not necessarily at the same time, followed by several other districts.
265

  Therefore, 

the census in question most certainly was not a single empire-wide counting of millions of 

people. It should be noted, that Tacitus twice said that during the entire reign of Tiberius, there 

was never a single census conducted throughout every district of the empire at the same time.  

Rather, various sections were counted and, eventually, the “whole” empire was recorded.
266

 

Therefore, the conclusion to be made is that at the time of Emperor Augustus,  

 

1. Valuation censuses had been made in many provinces and  

 

2. These censuses took several years to complete.  

 

It should also be noted that the first census appears to have been only in Judea, whereas the 

second included all three Jewish provinces. Even though these censuses were about a dozen 

years apart, in Roman thinking, these could have been part of the bigger valuation of counting 

the entire empire. 

  

 
 

Finally, it must be noted that Herod the Great was still the ruler of the Holy Land, but Quirinius 

was his superior officer. Therefore, the census was probably taken as directed by Quirinius who 
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may have authorized Herod to take the actual census.  However, on the other hand, when 

considering the wide spread corruption by Roman authorities, Quirinius may not have trusted 

him to count accurately or honestly.  

 

 

04.03.09.Q1  What is the significance of Luke’s term, the “first registration” in Luke 2:2? 

 

As stated above, critics have long pointed to Luke’s account as proof of error in Scripture. Luke 

carefully said it was the first registration or census while Quirinius was “governor,” which 

obviously implies a second census.
267

 It is an important point because he took a second census 

about eleven years later in A.D. 6-9.
268  

It is easy to examine the second census and assume it was 

his only one.  If that were so, then there would not have been a need to identify the first one as 

the “first registration.” 

 

 
 

04.03.09.A. A RELIEF STONE CARVING OF A ROMAN CENSUS.  There 

was hardly anything that the Romans did that caused deeper resentment than a 

census. In this relief carving, Jews line up under the watchful eye of Roman 

soldiers and officials. The population count was used to determine tax potential 

and the size of the Roman military needed in the event of a rebellion.  
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But there is an interesting point to consider: It was this same Publius Quirinius Varus, a/k/a 

Quirinius, not Herod the Great, who probably appointed Annas in A.D. 6, as the temple high 

priest – the same Annas who would later clash with Jesus.
269

 As to Quirinius, his life was near an 

end. In A.D. 9, he was transferred to Europe as the Imperial Legate in Germany.  He crossed the 

Rhine River with three legions into Germania Magna, which had been occupied by Roman 

soldiers for the previous twenty years.  He was enticed by German tribesmen to enter the 

Teutoburgian Forest where he and the entire Roman regiment were slaughtered.
270

 Only a few 

survivors returned to Rome to report of the legendary defeat. 

 

 
 

04.03.09.B. ROMAN CENSUS EDICT IN EGYPT (Papyrus 904). 

Archaeologists have uncovered several ancient documents that refer to a census.  

Shown here is an example of such a decree. It was issued in A.D. 104 in the 

village of Bacchias in Egypt. Photograph courtesy of the Trustees of the British 

Museum Library. 

  

A portion of the census edict above reads as follows:  

 

Gaius Vibius Maximus, Praefect of Egypt, states: “The enrollment by household 

being held, it is necessary to notify all who, for any cause whatsoever, are outside 
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their homes to return to their domestic hearths, that they may also accomplish the 

customary dispensation of enrollment and continue steadfastly in husbandry that 

belongs to them.”
271

      

 

Roman Census Edict in Egypt (Papyrus 904) 

  

This public announcement, whose ending was lost, made specific reference to citizens returning 

to their village for the purpose of a customary dispensation census. While it requires people to 

return to their homes, it does not suggest the return to one’s ancient tribal home. That poses a 

problem for some scholars who believe that the Romans required the Jews to return to their own 

homes because they were sensitive to the Jewish faith.  There are two questions to be noted here: 

 

1. How or why would such a decree demonstrate sensitivity, when the Jews have a 

history of hating a census? 

 

2. Why did the Romans require the Egyptians to return to their homes?  They certainly 

were not Jewish. 

 

It must be noted that the Oxyrhynchus Papyrus and some 270 other documents found in Egypt 

indicate that a census was taken every fourteen years from 5/6 B.C. to A.D. 258.
272

  Fragments of 

various announcements discovered elsewhere also indicate the Roman custom of population 

counts at fourteen year intervals, although no discoveries have been made for the years A.D. 76 

and 90.
273

 The historian Suetonius noted that censuses in the years 28 B.C., 8 B.C. and A.D. 14 

included Roman citizens.
274

 On occasion, a census required women be counted with their 

husbands or fathers.   

  

The combined taxes of its many provinces allowed the Roman emperors to give their people in 

Italy free “bread and circuses,” on a grand scale never seen before or since.  Nearly all 

construction projects were built by thousands of slaves from captured lands and the materials 

paid for by foreign tax revenue.
275
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When a decision was made to have a census taken, the public announcement was generally made 

in the month of Epeiph (late June) and the subjects had a year to be counted.  However, some 

historians believe it may have taken as long as three years to count the entire population of a 

given province or country. Those who failed to register could have up to a fourth of their 

possessions confiscated as a fine.  If they failed for two consecutive censuses, then they could 

lose up to half of their property.
276

 

 

The census included a brief description of the husband, the age of his wife, and an inventory of 

their possessions, such as the number of flat-tailed sheep and camels, and their house. It had to 

be signed, under oath, by the individual submitting the document.  Likewise, a notice was given 

that punishment was to be meted out for those who provided false information.  The oath was 

especially offensive to an orthodox Jew, such as Joseph, as it contained wording whereby he had 

to swear to his truthfulness and allegiance to the Roman emperor or deity.
277

 An example of an 

enrollment was found in Egypt that was written by a small Egyptian farmer.  The sworn letter 

was signed on July 24, A.D. 66, in which he said, 

 

To Papiscus, former cosmetes of the city and now strategus of the Oxyrhynchite 

nome, and Ptolemaeus, royal scribe, and the writers of the nome, from Harmitsis, 

the son of Petosiris (the son of Petosiris), his mother being Didyme, the daughter of 

Diogenes, of the men of the village of Phthochis which is in the eastern toparchy.
278

  

I enrolled in the present 12
th

 year of Nero Claudius Augustus Germanicus 

Imperator, nigh unto that same Phthochis, of the young of the sheep that I have, 

twelve lambs. And now I enroll those that since have been born, for the present 

second enrollment; of the young of those same sheep seven lambs – there are seven 

lambs. And I swear by Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus Imperator that 

I have kept nothing back.  Farewell.
279 

 

 

When Quirinius ordered a second census in A.D. 6, it generated a major controversy. There can 

be little question that paying taxes to a foreign pagan power and the requirement of swearing 

upon a pagan emperor or deity were major reasons why Judas of Galilee and his nationalistic 

followers revolted. This suggests that the special census that predated the birth of Jesus 
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significantly increased social tensions – tensions that exploded into conflict during the second 

census.
280

   

 

  

04.03.09.Q2 Did Luke make an error concerning Quirinius (Lk. 2:1-7)? 

 

Luke said that the birth of Jesus occurred when Augustus was emperor and Quirinius was 

governing Syria (Lk. 2:1-7).   However, the problem is the lack of evidence that Quirinius (46 

B.C. – A.D. 9) was governor when Jesus was born (7-5 B.C.).  Critics have a legitimate reason to 

question this matter, but it can be addressed by examining the official of the office as well as one 

who functions temporarily without the official title.  

 

According to two ancient historians, he was a special legate (diplomatic representative with 

military authority) charged by the Roman Senate to quell the Homonadensian Revolt in the 

Taurus Mountains in Asia Minor (now southeastern modern Turkey) which then was a part of 

Syria.
281

  In fact, Tertullian said that Sentius Saturninus ruled from 9-6 B.C. and Quinctilius 

Varus ruled from 7-4 B.C. (note the one-year overlap), so there is obviously doubt if Quintilius 

was the “official” governor at all.
282

 

 

To add additional confusion, Josephus recorded Varus as reigning in A.D. 6.  The fact remains 

that Quirinius was not in the official position of governor, but functioned as governor as he was 

in charge of Syria’s defense and foreign policy under Varus. Since Galilee, Perea, and Judea 

were within Syria’s administrative district, Quirinius would have supervised the census and 

accompanying registration. Yet critics claim Luke make an error when he wrote the biblical 

account.  Amazingly, “the stones cried out” the truth concerning this issue.  

 

In 1764, a fragmented stone inscription was discovered near Tivoli, twenty miles east of Rome. 

It is known as the Tibur Inscription or the Lapis Tiburtinus (CIL XIV 3613) and is now in the 

Vatican Museum.  This stone monument honored an official who had twice taken control of the 

affairs of Syria as the personal representative of Caesar Augustus.
283

  Due to the fact that only 

part of the entire inscription was found, the honored official cannot be identified. Many scholars 

believe this individual was Quirinius.  Then, in 1880, the other missing part of the Tibur 

Inscription was discovered as part of a tomb, but the name of the official remains unclear. 

Scholars believe that the inscription of both pieces reads as follows: 
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At Quirinius’s command I carried out a census in Apamea, a city of 117,000 

inhabitants. Also at Quirinius’s command I marched against the Ituraeans and 

captured their fortress on the mountains of Lebanon.  

 

Tibur Inscription
284

 

 

Therefore, from archaeological discoveries, inscriptions written in stone begin to clarify the 

status of Quirinius at the time when Jesus was born. Luke did not make an error in his report, but 

that leads to the next question (04.03.09.Q3). 

 

  

04.03.09.Q3  Why did Joseph have to return to Bethlehem for a Roman census? 

 

When the Romans conducted a census, they cared little for the family or tribal affiliations of 

their subjects, but they did want peace. They were essentially interested in the tax potential and 

required military in the event of an uprising.  The question is of particular interest because, 

according to history, the Romans almost never required anyone to return to “each to his own 

town.”  There is no record of a Roman census anywhere else that required residents to return to 

their ancient tribal lands, except in Egypt (see 04.03.09.B). They could not have cared less about 

Jewish ancestral tribes or lands, yet Joseph had to return to his ancient home. However, if this 

was a Jewish census, then the question would be understandable since all Jews inherited land 

from the distribution during the days of Joshua. The following suggestions have been presented 

to explain his trip to Bethlehem. 

  

1. The Jews have always looked upon a census with disdain. When King David took a 

census, the wrath of God fell upon the nation. Neither Rome nor the Jewish leaders 

wanted another rebellion, so some scholars believe that the Sadducees, who were friends 

with the Romans, suggested that if everyone was required to return to their original tribal 

area, then a rebellion would be less likely.  

 

2. Another suggestion is that the census was for the purpose of taxing land products. 

Since Joseph’s family came from the tribe that settled in Bethlehem, he may have had 

vested interest in the land. Therefore, he would have been required to return to his 

hometown for the tax census.
285
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While the answer may never be fully known, what is known is that there was peace at the time of 

this census. But when Quirinius instituted another census in A.D. 6, it appears that he levied two 

kinds of taxes.
286

 

 

1. A property tax, or tributum soli or agri. This was a tax on agricultural or other products 

and could be paid in kind or in cash. 

 

2. A poll tax, or tributum capitis. This tax was an equal amount, that varied from region 

to region, that had to be paid by every qualified person – only children and old men were 

excluded (no mention of old women). 

 

 
 

Since the second census appears to have been more extensive registration than the first, the result 

was a rebellion and discussions of it extended throughout the first century. The rebellion of the 

second census is well known, for even Luke wrote of in in Acts 5:37, “in the days of the census.” 

The obvious question then arises as to why he didn’t follow the advice of Jews as he had done 

previously? The mystery remains veiled.  Whether Quirinius was governor when Jesus was born 

is a moot point; he evidently was in a position of authority at the time. There are two concluding 

points to be considered:
287

 

 

1. At the command of Quirinius of Syria, the first census was taken while Herod the 

Great was still king.  Rome knew all too well of Herod’s health issues, that he was a 

brutal dictator, and there was always imminent danger of a rebellion. They were not 

about to take any chances in this volatile part of the world. The death of Herod the Great 

and the rivalry of his sons that followed provided ample opportunity for another Jewish 

revolt.
288

 

2. The first census was taken before the more well-known census which was also issued 

by the same Quirinius.  
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3. Augustus may have wanted the census to be taken gradually as not to stir an uprising.    

 

 

04.03.09.Q4   Why was Quirinius appointed to the rulership position of the Roman district 

of Syria? 

   

The specific reasons for the appointment have been lost in history, but enough is known to 

reconstruct three reasons with a high degree of accuracy.  

 

1. The corruption in Syria was well established 

 

2. Rome was losing tax revenue from this area 

 

3. There were constant rumors of pending Jewish rebellions.
289

 Impoverished Jews who 

could not pay their taxes had mortgaged their land to the tax collectors.
290

 For this reason, 

Jesus alluded to the debtor, creditor and the prison in his teachings.
291

  For example, a 

steward owes the king and the servant owes the steward (Lk. 7:41; Mt. 18:23).  

 

Historians agree that the problems in Syria at the time go back to at least 57 B.C. when Gabinius 

was appointed to the office of governor-general or proconsul. Under his leadership (57-55 B.C.) 

corruption became paramount and did not dissipate upon his departure. Therefore, when 

Quirinius was installed as governor-general of Syria, corruption of the highest order was well 

established. For this reason, the Roman historian Marcus Tullius Cicero (106 – 43 B.C.), said,  

 

Gabinius extorted, daily, an incalculable weight of gold from the well-stocked and 

rich treasures of Syria, and made war on the peaceful [people] that he might cast 

their ancient and hitherto untouched riches into the bottomless gulf of his own lusts. 

 

Cicero, Pro Sestion, 100.43   

 

Elsewhere Cicero said,  

 

In Syria his one employment was to make corrupt agreements with tyrant’s 

interested decisions, robberies, pillages, and massacres. 
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Cicero, De Provinciis Consularibus, 100.4     

 

While Gabinius ruled five decades before Quirinius Varus and the birth of Jesus, his actions 

reflect the corrupted standard of government operation in Syria, of which the Jewish Promised 

Land was a district. The fact that the Persian Empire was a threat on the eastern front coupled 

with the corruption was a primary concern to Rome. Therefore, Quirinius was installed as a 

temporary ruler to take a census and straighten out the mess.  

 

Justin Martyr said that Quirinius had been sent to Syria with the title of procurator at the time 

Jesus was born.
292

 Scholars maintain that he was an interim “governor” and that the census was 

made when he was ruling or administrating his duties in Syria.  According to Roman 

governmental procedures, each province had its equestrian procurator, who in the eyes of the 

provincials was almost as important as the governor himself. Therefore, the title of “governor” 

would have been applied by the common people.
293

 

  

It must be noted that while Quirinius’ command was the District of Syria, the three Jewish 

provinces within that district comprised only a small area of his responsibilities.  According to 

Tacitus, it was a common practice during the iron rule of Augustus that when a governor failed 

to perform as desired, a replacement was sent in to take a census and assume control.  Other 

provinces where Augustus exercised this action were in Gaul (27 B.C., 12 B.C.), Cyrene (7 

B.C.), and Egypt (30 B.C., 9 B.C.). It has been well documented that a census was taken every 

fourteen years thereafter until about A.D. 270.
294

 Therefore, many scholars believe that the 1764 

discovery reveals that he was the Quirinius mentioned in the gospels.  If Saturninus ruled from 9-

7 B.C., he did so inadequately and, therefore, Quirinius was ordered by Augustus to take 

temporary control. This theory is a very real possibility.
295 

 As previously stated, when a new 

governor took command, one of his first priorities was to take a census to improve the revenue 

flow to Rome.  This is precisely what Augustus did in 30 B.C. when he took control of Egypt 

and initiated the “first census” shortly thereafter.
296

   

 

In addition to the corruption issues in Syria, the domain of Herod the Great had its own unique 

set of problems. As previously stated, the Jewish land was subject to the Last Will and Testament 
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of Herod.  The Roman puppet made three changes to this document in his last few years of life 

and each change had to be approved by Rome. Augustus was aware of Herod’s health problems 

as well as his reputation of being a brutal tyrant and taskmaster. These were the ideal ingredients 

for a peasant uprising, a potential rebellion the Parthians also recognized.
297

 Therefore, a census 

in the Holy Land would inform Rome of the following: 

 

 

1. The number of men who could potentially rebel at the death of Herod – an important 

fact for any emperor to know. 

 

2. The tone of the political stability. This was not a numerical figure, but those taking the 

census could gage the feelings of the people in various communities concerning their 

hostility. This was as important as knowing the number of men who could potentially be 

in a revolt, especially, since by this time there were already a number of small revolts 

against the Romans.   

 

3. The potential maximum tax revenue of the region. Josephus said that the entire 

province of Judaea had to pay an annual tax of 600 talents.
298

 Since he received his 

information from Nicholas of Damascus, the personal historian for Herod the Great, his 

information can be deemed to be highly accurate.
299

 That was a huge amount and placed 

the Jewish people in economic slavery.
300

 

 

4. Since tax collectors not only cheated the peasant population, but also the government 

officials, a census could give an estimation of how honest they were. It was common 

knowledge among governors that at times the collectors had cheated them as well as 

merchants and peasants.
301

 

     

According to Josephus, Herod found himself in serious disfavor with Rome as well as with his 

political allies in Syria.
302

  Herod was a puppet king under the direct control of the Roman 

governor Damascus. When Herod died, his kingdom was divided into four sections, one of 
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which went to the acting Syrian governor. In this politically chaotic environment, scholars 

believe Quirinius established law and order – precisely what Rome needed.  This opinion has 

gained virtually total support by scholars when two other inscriptions were discovered in 

Pisidian Antioch, Syria, which stated a certain citizen served in the military under the reign of 

Quirinius at this time.  Both inscriptions honored the same citizen.
303

  Luke did not record the 

name of the official political governor of Syria, but rather, recorded the name of the acting 

governor who held temporary rulership.  He initiated the census and reported directly to the 

emperor himself. For this reason, Joseph had to take Mary and travel to his ancestral village of 

Bethlehem.
304

 

 

04.03.10 Lk. 2:4-7 Bethlehem 

 

THE BIRTH OF JESUS 

 
4 

And Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee, to Judea, to the city 

of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and family line of 

David, 
5 

to be registered along with Mary, who was engaged to him and was 

pregnant.   
6 

While they were there, the time came for her to give birth. 
7 

Then she 

gave birth to her firstborn Son, and she wrapped Him snugly in cloth and laid Him 

in a feeding trough — because there was no room for them at the lodging place. 

  

“Went up from the town of Nazareth.”  This phrase of geographical direction clearly 

illustrates one of the many differences between modern Western thought and ancient Middle 

Eastern thought.  When giving directions, most Western people today think going north as “up” 

and traveling south as “down.” Not in biblical times – they thought in terms of elevation.  While 

Nazareth is on a hill top, Bethlehem is on top of a higher ridge, almost as high as Jerusalem 

which is 2,800 feet above sea level. Another example of this terminology is found in the psalms 

when the song writer says they are going “up to Jerusalem,” regardless of the direction they are 

coming from. 

 

“The city of David, which is called Bethlehem.” Luke connected the birth of Jesus to King 

David.  Bethlehem was identified as being in Judea so as to distinguish it from another village of 

the same name seven miles northwest of Nazareth in the tribal land of Zebulon (Jos. 19:15).  If 

Jesus was the promised Messiah, then every prophecy about Him would be fulfilled in detail. 

                                                           
303. Harrison, A Short Life of Christ. 37. 

304. Connick, The Message and Meaning of the Bible. 112-24; Metzger, The New Testament. 30-32; Tenney, New Testament 

Times. 130-32. 
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This was important to Matthew. To say that Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea is a graphic 

way of saying that He is the “Son of David.”305 No Jew would have missed the point! 

  

The name of this small, seemingly insignificant village has an interesting history.  In the ancient 

Canaanite Period it was known as “Beth-Lahame,” meaning the house of Lah. Later, under 

Assyrian domination the name was slightly modified.  From the ancient Ugaritic (Assyrian) 

language is the borrowed word Lehem that honored the Assyrian god of war, Lakhmu, of the 

earlier Canaanite Period.
306

 A point of interest is that the Assyrians relocated the ten northern 

Israelite tribes to the east, but they did not relocate the two southern tribes of Benjamin and 

Judea where Bethlehem is located.
307

 In essence, the village of “Bethlehem,” eight centuries later 

was renamed Lehem, and became the place where the Prince of Peace was born.
308

   

 

The Hebrew name Bethlehem is a combination of two words:  Beth, which means, house or the 

house of, and lehem or lechem which means “bread.” Combined, that village name means the 

house of bread.  But, in a broad sense, the term also means food
309 

or all of man’s provisions.
310

  

It is Jesus, who is the Bread of Life and was born in a small obscure village named Bethlehem – 

of the same meaning.  Since the 7
th

 century Islamic invasion the historical name has been 

preserved in the Arabic Bayt Lahm, which is the equivalent of “Bethlehem.”
311

 The place names 

of many communities have been preserved for thousands of years.  

04.03.10.Q1 Where was Jesus born?   

 

The birthplace of Jesus was hardly the quaint stable frequently seen in Christmas cards and 

decorations.  Most of the mountains in central Judaea (modern Israel) are dry limestone, which 

developed caves. Westerners today tend to think of caves as wet, cold and having stalagmites 

and stalactites. But the caves of the Middle East are without these internal formations because 

the semi-arid climate conditions prevent their development.  Rather, caves tend to be small, 

barely large enough for homes or to stable livestock during cold winter nights and hot summer 

days.  If animals were kept indoors, they were in one of two possible places: 

 

                                                           
305. Smith, Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament: Matthew. 39.    

306. Payne, “Bethlehem.” 1:189. 
  
307. Significant to the research of place names is the fact is that ancient names of Jewish villages, rivers, and mountains 
remained unchanged, even after the Arab (Muslim) invasion. The new arrivals often modified Jewish place names with 
Arabic names and, therefore, researchers quickly identified biblical sites that had been abandoned for centuries. 
  
308. Pentecost,  The Words and Works of Jesus Christ. (Video, “B”). 

309. Cranefield, “Bread.” 37.    

310. Young, The Jewish Background. 24; Vine, “Bread.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:77. 

311. Tenney, ed., “Bethlehem.” 2:273-74.  
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1. Caves 

 

2. On the ground floor of homes
312

 

 

Barns as are common today did not exist in the first century. Herds of flat-tailed sheep were 

gathered at night in large outdoor pens, but not indoors. Since many hills consist of soft 

limestone, some caves were enlarged to serve as living quarters adjacent to homes.  Since the 

entire Middle East was filled with lions, bears, and other wild animals as well as thieves, animals 

of value such as an ox or donkey would have been placed in a cave or house to protect them. 

Likewise, sick or young animals were placed in homes for safekeeping and health 

maintenance.
313

   

 

Concerning the place where Jesus was born, there was a strange irony of history that occurred 

about a century after Jesus. After A.D. 135 when Hadrian destroyed Jerusalem, he was 

determined to destroy any evidence of Judaism and Christianity.  Therefore, when he found the 

cave of the Savior’s birth – the cave that had been used as a stable – he built a shrine on top of it 

to honor his pagan god Adonis
314

 and planted a grove of trees around it. 

 

Two centuries later the politics of Rome changed radically and Constantine became the first 

Christian emperor of Rome. To commemorate Christian sites, he sent his mother Queen Helena 

to the Holy Land to locate those that were significant to the life of Jesus and to build a church or 

basilica over each one.  She found the shrine of Adonis built by Hadrian which preserved the 

identity of the site, and in the year 326 she ordered the construction of a basilica which is known 

as the Church of the Nativity.
315

  

 

 
 

                                                           
312. The keeping of animals in caves or in a home was common practice throughout the entire ancient Middle East, and 
there have been numerous archaeological excavations that confirm this. 
  

313. Tenney, ed., “Bethlehem.” 2:273. 

314. Barclay, “Matthew.” 1:25. 
  
315. Duffield, Tourist’s Handbook. 59; Achen, The Holy Land. 20.  
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The structure was later partially destroyed, but in the sixth century, the Byzantine Emperor 

Justinian rebuilt it.  During the Crusader era, it was expanded to what is seen today. The location 

of our Savior’s birth has a solid legacy.   Similarly, his attempt to destroy the crucifixion site also 

became crucial to its preservation for the site identification and construction of the Church of the 

Holy Sepulchre.     

 

 

 
 

04.03.10.A. THE CHURCH OF THE NATIVITY.  The original Church of the 

Nativity was a basilica constructed by Queen Helena in the early fourth century 

and many additions and changes have been made since then.  The present church 

seen above was built by Justinian (c. 527-565) and expanded by the Crusaders.
316

  

The small doorway was constructed within a larger entrance by the Crusaders to 

prevent Arab horsemen from entering the house of worship.
317

 Photograph by the 

author. 

  

In the ancient Middle East, major historical events were the subjects of discussion long after the 

participating personalities had passed on.  Within two decades of Hadrian, the early Church 

father Justin Martyr (c. 110-165) wrote of the cave where Jesus was born. He was an ardent 

defender of the faith and opposed a leading skeptic of his time by the name of Trypho.  In a 

                                                           
316. Masterman, 1:472-73. 

317. Maier, In the Fullness of Time. 34. 
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written defense titled Dialogue with Trypho, Justin mentioned Bethlehem as the place of the 

birth of Jesus.  He wrote: 

 

The child was born in Bethlehem. Since Joseph could not find lodging in that village 

and while they were there Mary brought forth the Christ and placed Him in a 

manger and here the magi who came from Arabia, found him. 

 

Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 78
318

  

 

Another writer, Origen (c. 250), was a highly respected defender of the faith. In his apologetic 

writings titled Against Celsus, Origen said that Jesus was born in a stable in a cave. Such stables 

had troughs, or mangers, cut from cretaceous limestone in which water or grain (usually barley) 

was placed for the animals.
319

  His text reads, 

 

With respect to the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, if anyone desires, after the 

prophecy of Micah and after the history recorded in the Gospel by the disciples of 

Jesus, to have additional evidence from other sources, let him know that in 

conformity with the narrative in the Gospel regarding His birth, there is shown at 

Bethlehem the cave where he was born, and the manger in the cave where he was 

wrapped in swaddling clothes. And this site is greatly talked of in surrounding 

places. Even among the enemies of the faith, it being said that in this cave was born 

that Jesus who is worshiped and reverenced by the Christians. 

 

Origen, Against Celsus 1:51
320

   

 

Throughout Jewish history it was common for caves to be used for tombs, homes, stables, and 

temporary shelters.
321 

 

 

Homes generally had only two rooms, a family bedroom and another “family room,” which 

included a kitchen and was the only room in which guests were invited.
322

 A third or fourth room 

was indicative of financial prosperity.  The homes in which Jesus lived in Bethlehem, Nazareth, 

                                                           
318. Ante-Nicene Fathers, 1:237. 

319. Thompson, “Manger.” 2:944. 
 
320. Origin, Against Celsus 1:51; Also found in the Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325. 4:418. 

321. Cave where God spoke to Moses (Ex. 33:21-23); The cave of Lot (Gen. 19:30); Machpelah – Abraham’s tomb 

(Gen. 23:19); Makkedah – A hiding place of kings (Josh. 10:16-17); En Gedi – A hiding place for David (1 Sam. 22:1); 

Obadiah’s large cave where he hid 150 prophets (1 Kg. 18:4).  

322. Bailey, Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes. 263.    
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and Capernaum, were typical of the period; homes which were also shelters for valued domestic 

animals.
323

 An example is found in 1 Samuel 28 where King Saul went to see the witch 

(medium) of Endor.  She took a calf from “within her house” (v. 24), killed it, prepared it, and 

served the king and his servants. Jesus said in Matthew 5:14-15 that a lamp that has been lit will 

give light to the whole house.  That was because houses were of simple design and consisted of a 

large room and a smaller sleeping room.  The wall separating the two rooms often had square 

openings called “windows” through which fresh air flowed and allowed some light to shine in.   

  

Families, who lived in areas that were not subject to freezing, such as Nazareth, the Sea of 

Galilee, or southern desert areas, often had open courtyards.  At times four houses were 

constructed in such a manner that they enclosed a courtyard where children and livestock were 

safe. 

 

    

 

 
 

04.03.10.B. A MODERN CAVE STABLE.  Caves in hillsides are still used for 

stables and homes as they were in the first century.   Because of the semi-arid 

climate and the soil formation in the Middle East, caves are extremely dry, cool in 

the summer, and comfortable in the winter.  These also tend to be rather small 

when compared to those in other geographical areas, primarily because of the 

                                                           
323. Maintaining animals in or close to human living quarters was not limited to ancient times.  The author’s father and 
grandfather lived in Banfe, Germany, where in the 19th century, the barn and living quarters were adjacent to each other 
within the same building. 



111 
 

frequent earthquakes.  This one was photographed by the author in the hills 

overlooking the Jordan valley. Photograph by the author. 

  

One tradition, found in the New Testament Apocrypha book known as the Protoevangelium of 

James,
324

 says that Jesus was born late in the evening in a cave outside Bethlehem.
325

 In fact, the 

text confirms the tradition seven times.
326

 The fact that the narrative states Mary and Joseph were 

outside the village proper does not necessarily conflict with the biblical account, as a nearby cave 

would still be considered part of the community. An excerpt reads:
327

 

 

And he went to the place of the cave, and behold, a dark cloud overshadowed the 

cave. And the midwife said: “My soul is magnified today, for my eyes have seen 

wonderful things; for salvation is born to Israel.”  

 

Protoevangelium of James 19:2
328

 

 

Caution is expressed to the reader because church leaders throughout history have a justifiable 

reason to question this writing. The Protoevangelium of James is so fanciful that the story is 

borderline mystical. But since historical novels generally contain a degree of geographical 

accuracy, the quotation is included within this study.
329

  In all probability, Mary and Joseph gave 

birth in the stable area of the home because the guest room of the same house was already 

occupied. However, according to ancient Middle Eastern hospitality and protocol, it is amazing 

that the visitors in the guest room did not offer their room to Mary when she was in labor.   

 

                                                           
324. Schneemelcher, New Testament Apocrypha. 2:370-88. 

325. Bailey, Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes. 76. 

326. Protoevangelium of James 19:1, 2, 3; 20:4; 21:3.  The text makes use of the narratives familiar to us from Matthew and 

Luke, as well as the traditions of the time.  To this, the writer added a creative but false account of the so-called 

miraculous birth of Mary and her marriage to the so-called widower Joseph.  The reader must separate the creative 

writing from what is biblically and historically correct. The author of Protoevangelium was neither Jewish nor the disciple 

James. 

327. The reader is reminded that quotations from non-biblical sources are not to be understood as being of equal 
authority with the biblical narratives. See 01.02.04. 
  

328. Finally, the Protoevangelium of James, a popular apocryphal gospel written in the latter half of the second century 

records the story of the birth of both Mary and Jesus. Historians generally believe that factual events and places – such 

as the cave and the presence of a midwife – are probably true but the quotations are probably rather fanciful. See 

Protevangelium of James in Appendix 26.   

329. It is considered by the author to be “supportive evidence,” not “primary evidence” that supports the argument that 
Jesus was born in a cave or in a house with a cave.  See previous footnotes.     
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“The time came for her to give birth.”   The phrase clearly indicates that the child was not born 

the moment they arrived in the village; it could have been days or even weeks until Mary 

delivered the Christ child.  The text assumes a time lapse had occurred.  This would leave one to 

conclude that the cave was not a crude stable as is often thought, but rather, a part of a home that 

was acceptable for human occupation.
330

  This was not usual for the times.  Regardless of the 

culture and any hostilities of the time, when a woman was about to give birth, other women came 

to help her.
331

 

 

 
 

04.03.10.C. CLAY MODEL OF MOTHER IN CHILDBIRTH. A clay 

statuette from 8
th

 century B.C. Cyprus depicts woman giving birth as two other 

women assist. (cf. Ex. 1:16; Gen 30:3). The birthing stool the pregnant woman sat 

upon is hidden. Basic functions of life were generally the same in all ancient 

Middle Eastern cultures. Mary may have delivered Jesus in a similar manner, 

since the custom did not change until modern times.   

 

Modern readers of the infancy narratives often conclude that Mary and Joseph were alone in a 

barn when Mary gave birth.  This was hardly the case.  The idea that a woman who was about to 

give birth and did not have shelter or the assistance of other women in the village, was 

unthinkable in this culture.  The facilities may have been meager, but generous Eastern 

                                                           
330. Bailey, Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes. 74-79. 

331. Packer, Tenney, and White, eds., The Bible Almanac. 440-49. 
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hospitality is beyond Western imagination, especially in times of need. The classic example is 

found in Genesis 18 which records the encounter of Abraham and his guests.  

 

It is unknown whether the couple got married in Nazareth, which would have been the most 

likely place since their families were nearby, or in Bethlehem (cf. Mt. 1:24-25). Even those who 

would normally have chided Mary for being unmarried and pregnant would have come to offer 

assistance. Since Joseph was related to nearly everyone in Bethlehem, all he probably needed to 

say was, “I am Joseph, son of Heli, son of Matthat, son of ...” and they had an immediate 

welcome.   

 

“Her firstborn Son,” Matthew clearly states that Mary and Joseph had a normal marital 

relationship after the birth of Jesus (a wedding is assumed). The fact that Jesus was her firstborn 

Son (Gk. prototokos 4416; Mt. 1:25; Lk. 2:7)
332

 implies the subsequent birth of other children. 

These children were recorded to be with their mother
333

 and some of their names are recorded in 

Matthew 13:55-56. 

 

“Wrapped Him snugly in cloth.” This phrase has been used by some Bible translators to 

describe the clothing of the infant.  In oriental custom, “The oriental swaddling clothes consisted 

of a square cloth and two or more bandages.  The child was laid on the cloth diagonally and the 

corners were folded over the feet and body and under the head, the bandages then being tied so 

as to hold the cloth in position.”
334

 Not to have been wrapped in swaddling clothes was a sign of 

being destitute or lack of parental care (Ezek. 16:4). 

 

A Greek physician, Soranus, in Ephesus wrote a book titled On Midwifery and the Diseases of 

Women, in the A.D. 100s.
335

  He described the basic techniques of childbirth that were in 

common use in all Middle Eastern cultures, and included the following comments, 

 

1. Use of a birthing stool or chair. The expectant mother never laid down to give birth; 

sitting on a birthing stool permitted gravity to help bring forth the child.
336  

 

                                                           
332. Vine, “First-Begotten, Firstborn.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:240. 

333. Mt. 12:46; Mk. 3:32; Lk. 8:20.  
 
334. Garland, “Swaddling.” 4:670; Bailey, “The Manger and the Inn.” 99-106. 

335. Miller, The Jesus of the Bible. 55-57; See also http://www.afn.org/~afn32612/Childbirth.htm#15 Retrieved February 

14, 2012.  

336. Soranus as retrieved from http://www.afn.org/~afn32612/Childbirth.htm#15 Retrieved February 14, 2012; 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/428594/On-Midwifery-and-the-Diseases-of-Women. Retrieved 

September 21, 2013. 

http://www.afn.org/~afn32612/Childbirth.htm#15
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114 
 

2. A midwife was directly in front of the mother and another woman was behind her to 

aid in the birthing process.  

 

3. As soon as the child was born the midwife cut the umbilical cord four finger-widths 

from the child’s belly and tied it with woolen yarn.  

 

4. The child was then cleaned with powdered salt, washed with warm water, and olive oil 

was rubbed onto the skin. 

 

5. Drops of olive oil were also placed in the eyes to wash away any reside from the 

uterus.  

 

6. The child was wrapped tightly in strips of cloth known as “swaddling clothes” for the 

first six months of life.  This protected the child from eye injury that could be caused by 

fingers or finger nails. Hence, the child was wrapped in a manner that prevented arms and 

feet from moving. He was almost in a “mummy-wrap,” which also functioned as a 

diaper.
337

   

 

7. The child was then placed in a pillow filled with soft hay and laid in a feeding trough 

(manger). 

 

While Soranus is credited for being a pioneer in ancient medicine, he may have attained some of 

his ideas from common folklore.  For example, Ezekiel, speaking the word of the Lord to 

Jerusalem, said of that city,  

 

On the day you were born your cord was not cut, nor were you washed with water 

to make you clean, nor were you rubbed with salt or wrapped in cloths.
 

 

Ezekiel 16:4 

 

The prophet Ezekiel made the analogy of the Holy City to that of a newborn child. Clearly the 

child birthing practices mentioned by Soranus were common knowledge centuries earlier even in 

the Jewish culture. This custom was not only practiced by the Jews,
338  

but also by the Egyptians, 

Parthians, Arabs, and other people groups. One time when teaching a class of Arab pastors in 

Jordan, this author asked if they were familiar with this method of wrapping a new-born infant.  

                                                           
337.http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/428594/On-Midwifery-and-the-Diseases-of-Women Retrieved Feb. 
14, 2012. 

 

338. Concerning medical procedures available in the first century Israel, a number of good resources have been 
published by the University of Haifa, Hebrew University, and the Israel Museum. For further study, see the articles 
published in Michmanim, (English and Hebrew), Haifa, ISRAEL: University of Haifa (Vol. 13) May, 1999. 
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About half the students said that they had been wrapped in swaddling clothes when young.  

Today, however, disposable diapers are bringing this ancient tradition to an end. 

 

“Laid Him in a feeding trough.” The word manger is often used in this verse, but it is an old 

English word meaning feeding trough for domestic animals.  

 

 
 

04.03.10.D. A TYPICAL STONE MANGER (FEEDING TROUGH).  

Mangers were feed troughs carved from a large limestone block as this one, or 

carved into the side of a cave, but were seldom made of wood.  Animals, such as 

goats, donkeys, and oxen have a tendency to chew wooden objects and thereby 

destroy them. Jesus was most likely laid to rest on a bed of straw in a manger 

similar to this one found near Jerusalem. The newborn child would have been 

washed, gently rubbed with salt to prevent infection, and wrapped with a large 

soft cloth. This practice continued for several months.
339

 Photograph by the author 

at the Rockefeller Museum, Jerusalem.   

  

“Because there was no room for them at the lodging place.” Many English translations use 

the word inn, rather than lodging place, but both terms are misleading in terms of the cultural 

definition. The Greek word katalyma (2646)
 340 

meaning the guest room, as in the upper room of 

                                                           
339. Packer, Tenney, and White, eds., Nelson’s Illustrated Encyclopedia. 444-45; Thompson, “Manger.” 2:944. 

340. Vine, “Guest Chamber.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:285 and “Inn” 2:326. 
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a private home – not a commercial enterprise. The term is also found in Mark 14:14 and Luke 

22:11.
341

 However, the usual Greek word for a commercial inn or hotel is pandocheion (3829), 

as found in the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:36). More specifically, the first part of 

pandocheion means all and the second part is a verb meaning to receive; essentially to receive 

all.
342

 Luke stated that the guest room was already full, or occupied with other guests.  With that 

term clarified, there are two possible reasons for the lack of decent accommodations that must be 

considered.  

 

1. The first and primary is the literal interpretation that they tried to stay with someone in 

Joseph’s family, and there was no room in anyone’s guest room.  The custom of 

hospitality required that travelers be accommodated in private homes, as recorded 

throughout the Bible. Only in isolated places along major travel routes would there have 

been a commercial establishment that provided accommodation. Bethlehem was not 

along any significant travel route.  A guest room was a small room on the house roof and 

inside was a bed, chair, and table.  In 2 Kings 4:8-17 the Shunammite woman built an 

upper room or guest room for Elisha. The custom of a guest room is still prominent 

among some Arab villages today.   

 

2. In this culture, the birth of a child outside of marriage was considered shameful for the 

entire family and clan.  People valued their family honor and tribal ancestry to such an 

extent that modern Westerners cannot comprehend the importance related to childbirth 

inside marriage.  Therefore, if there was a question concerning Mary’s pregnancy prior to 

her wedding, it would have been natural for the extended family to reject the presence of 

Mary and Joseph and not take care of them.  There is the possibility that the phrase “no 

room in the inn,” was an excuse so the young couple would not bring shame to the 

relatives.  This strong sense of family honor and pride continues today. This 

interpretation, though, is a minority view.
343

  

 

Hospitality was a sacred duty in the ancient Middle East. Whenever a traveler entered a 

village, it was not his responsibility to find a place to stay, but it was the duty of the 

villagers to invite him in for the night. The kindest and most gracious gift of modern 

hospitality can hardly match that of the biblical period – a social dynamic that is difficult 

for Westerners today to comprehend.  

 

                                                           
341. For more information on a typical upper room, see video 04.07.01.V2; Cosby, Interpreting Biblical Literature. 10, 14. 
  
342. Bailey, Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes. 32; Vine, “Guest Chamber.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:285 and 

“Inn” 2:326. 

343. Willmington, Willmington’s Guide to the Bible. 18-19. 
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Some scholars have suggested that the English word inn was indeed a commercial resting area 

where camel caravan merchants could enjoy an inn and a bathhouse. (See the video 14.02.03.V 

where Dr. Heldt discusses the term “inn” as used in the infancy narratives and the term “upper 

room” of the Last Supper.)  Such a facility for camel caravans was known as a caravanserai, or 

by its shortened name, a khan.
344

 Khans were low one-story structures, built of rough stones or 

sunbaked bricks, and provided a safe enclosure for many camels. One large khan was discovered 

along the Sea of Galilee, and the ruins can still be seen at Khan Minyeh near Capernaum
345

 and 

another at the Good Samaritan Inn along the Jericho to Jerusalem road.
346 

 However, there are 

three reasons for declining this interpretation to Bethlehem: 

 

1. No Greek or Hebrew words suggest a caravanserai.  

 

2. Bethlehem was not on a major trade route and, therefore, would not have been visited 

by caravans. 

 

3. Neither secular ancient writing nor archaeological discoveries suggest the possibilities 

of a khan in Bethlehem.  

 

It has usually been assumed that Mary and Joseph could not find a place to stay because so many 

also traveled to Bethlehem for the census.  But this may not have been the reason for lack of 

accommodations. As indicated elsewhere, this writer provided evidence to show that Jesus was 

born during the Feast of Tabernacles fulfilling the prophecy that one day our Lord would 

“tabernacle” with His people (Ezek. 37:27). Severe lack of accommodations would have been 

more typical during the three pilgrimage feasts: Pesach (Passover), Shavuot (Pentecost), or 

Sukkot (Tabernacles, also known as Booths). During these times Jerusalem was so over-crowded 

that many of the surrounding villages, such as Bethlehem, hosted pilgrims who could not find 

accommodations in the Holy City. However, some scholars believe that since the first and last 

days of the feast were deemed to be “Second Sabbaths,” those staying outside of the Holy City 

had to be within a Sabbath’s Day walk of the city walls.  That distance is about 2,000 cubits, or 

3,000 feet, but Bethlehem was six or seven miles distant. 

 

                                                           
344. Farrar, The Life of Christ. 98. 
   
345. The ruins of Khan Minyet, also known as Khirbat al-Minya, were built by Muslims between 705 and 715. However, 
some scholars believe that since the international highway, the Via Maris, existed for more than a millennium before 
Christ, another caravanserai must have existed at or near Capernaum to serve the traveling caravans; See also Vincent, 
Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:268.       
 
346. The last structure on the site of the Good Samaritan Inn, prior to restoration by the state of Israel, was a khan, or 
camel caravan way station, built by the Sultan Ibrahim Pasha (1494-1536) of the Ottoman Empire. Archaeologists have 
demonstrated that the site had been a rest area for well over a millennia.  



118 
 

However, a question arises for which there is no answer: If there was no room in Bethlehem, 

why didn’t Joseph take Mary to the home of Elizabeth and Zechariah?  They lived much closer 

to Jerusalem.  A quick response might be that Jesus had to be born in Bethlehem to fulfill ancient 

prophecies. But did Joseph know that? How much knowledge of the prophecies related to Jesus 

did Mary and Joseph understand at this time? Based upon the conversation they had with Him 

twelve years later in Jerusalem, obviously it was limited. Did they know their child was Deity on 

earth? These assumed answers make one return to the original question as to why Joseph did not 

consider taking Mary to the home of Zechariah and Elizabeth until a better accommodation could 

be found. If they did, then after the birth, they could have traveled to Bethlehem to register for 

the census.  The answer may never be known. 

 

 
 

Finally, Matthew said that when the magi arrived they entered a house (Mt. 2:11). Evidently a 

sufficient amount of time had transpired following the birth to allow Joseph to move his family 

to better dwelling quarters.
347

 Jesus was born in a stable that evidently was not part of a house, 

and eventually the Holy Family moved into a simple house, typical of Middle Eastern homes.  

 

 

04.03.10.Q2  Why was Jesus born? 

 

This question is obviously of a theological nature.  However, to summarize, Jesus was born to 

reveal God the Father to mankind (Jn. 1:18), to redeem mankind from sin (Jn. 1:19; 3:16), to 

bring all people unto Himself, and to rule His kingdom (Mt. 3:2-3; Jn. 18:37). He was born, that 

He could die, that you could choose to live with Him forever. 

 

 

04.03.10.Q3  When was Jesus born?   

  

The answer is presented in two parts: 

 

1. What year was Jesus born? 

 

                                                           
347. Stein, R. Jesus the Messiah. 53; Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah. 145. 
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2. What time of year was Jesus born? 

 

The question has been often raised that … if Jesus was such an important figure in history, why 

doesn’t anyone remember His birthday? The answer lies in the fact that in the Hebraic culture, 

the date of one’s death was remembered and observed rather than the date of one’s birth. 

Nonetheless, a scholarly attempt has been made to calculate his date of birth, and while one 

cannot be dogmatic about the conclusion, there is a better than average probability that it is 

correct. 

 

1. The popular opinion today is that December 25 is the all-important birth date.  This 

date was promoted by Hippolytus (A.D. 165-235), and became official by Constantine 

the Great in his attempt to eradicate Christianity’s Jewish roots and because this date was 

already a pagan Roman holiday.  Likewise, Constantine separated the death and 

resurrection date of Jesus from Passover and renamed it “Easter” in honor of the 

Babylonian god Ishtar, and placed it on an earlier date for celebration.  

 

2. But not all agreed with Constantine.  For centuries the Eastern Orthodox Church 

celebrated the birth on January 6.  According to their tradition, it was on this same date 

two years later that the magi visited the Christ child.   

 

3. Another opinion was promoted by church father Clement of Alexandria in about A.D. 

200. In his book Stromata, he recorded that Jesus was born in the twenty-eighth year of 

the reign of Augustus and on the 25
th

 day of Pachon of the Egyptian calendar, which is 

reconciled to May 14, 6 B.C. on the modern Julian calendar.
348

  This may be farfetched, 

but it is a better estimate than December 25.  

 

Since Matthew mentions a star, there have been numerous attempts to calculate the date He was 

born with a celestial light. Halley’s Comet passed by in 11 B.C. and other comets were seen in 

44 B.C., 17 B.C., and A.D. 66. Supernovas have been calculated as well as alignments of planets. 

But, as will be shown, all these attempts have failed.  

 

But the secret to determining the date of His birth is not in the star, but with the ministry of 

Zechariah.  As will be shown, it is important to determine the date of the birth of John the Baptist 

(see 04.03.06.Q1), then count forward.  By the process of calculating parameters, a time window 

is established in which the birth occurred. Significant events that have been verified are 

delineated below which lead to an accurate estimated date. As various events are evaluated, by 

the process of elimination, the time window is narrowed.   

                                                           
348. Ante-Nicene Fathers 2:333.  See Appendix 1 for dates of reign. Franz, http://www.lifeandland.org/2009/02/the-

angelic-proclamation-to-the-shepherds-luke-28-15/ Retrieved June 15, 2010. 

http://www.lifeandland.org/2009/02/the-angelic-proclamation-to-the-shepherds-luke-28-15/
http://www.lifeandland.org/2009/02/the-angelic-proclamation-to-the-shepherds-luke-28-15/
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What year was Jesus born? 

  

1. Josephus said that Herod the Great reigned 37 years from the time of his appointment 

(in 40 B.C.) and 34 years after his conquest of Jerusalem.
349

 This clearly places his death 

exactly within the time frame of 4 B.C. 

 

2. Since the magi came to Herod’s Jerusalem palace, it is obvious that Herod was alive 

with no indication of any illness. His death has been calculated to March 4 B.C.; because 

Josephus recorded that there was an eclipse of the moon on March 13.
350

  This was 

shortly before Passover,
351

 so Jesus had to have been born prior to the eclipse in 4 B.C.
352 

 

3. It is a well-established historical fact that Herod’s three sons began their reigns in 4 

B.C.; each over a segment of land inherited from their father.  This also confirms that 

Jesus was born prior to 4 B.C.  

 

4. It is a well-established fact that Herod’s son Archelaus was removed from office by 

Caesar in A.D. 6, when he was in his tenth year of reign.
353  

Therefore, he began his rule 

at age 18 over Judea and Samaria in 4 B.C.  Furthermore, before he could begin his reign, 

the Roman senate had to approve his late father’s will and authorize his appointment to 

the throne. All this occurred in 4 B.C. 

 

5. According to Josephus, prior to his death, Herod lived in Jericho where he died of an 

excruciating disease. Scholars believe his stay there was approximately a year, possibly a 

little less. Since the magi visited him in Jerusalem, this would place the birth of Jesus 

prior to the year 5 B.C.
354 

  

 

6. The Census Decree of Quirinius was in 8 B.C.  Therefore, Jesus must have been born 

between the years 8 and 5 B.C., and in all probability, in 6 B.C. 

7. When the magi left Herod, Jesus was less than two years old. 

 

                                                           
349. Josephus, Antiquities 17.8.1 and Wars 1.33.8.  
 
350. Josephus, Antiquities 17.6.4-5.  

351. Josephus, Antiquities 17.9.3 and Wars 2.1.3. 
  
352. To add fuel to the debates there were four eclipses: September 15, 5 B.C., March 12-13, 4 B.C., January 10, 1 B.C, 

and December 29, 1 B.C. Since Herod’s death was just prior to Passover, only the March date can be taken seriously. 

353. Dio Cassius, Roman History 55.27.6; Josephus, Antiquities 17.13.2. 
  

354. Josephus, Antiquities 17.6.5. 
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8. The command by Herod to kill boys 2 years and younger suggests that the magi may 

have seen the star for two years. In biblical times mothers often nursed their infants until 

the age of two.355 Some ancients believed that when a king was to be born, strange events 

could be noticed in the night heavens. 

 

9. Therefore Jesus must have been born between the years 7-5 B.C. 

 

In addition to these parameters, scholars have also considered the following clues:  

 

1. Herod the Great began rebuilding the temple in 20/19 B.C. The Pharisees in John 2:13-

35 stated that it had been 46 years since reconstruction began.
356

 When adjusted to the 

modern calendar, that conversation took place in the year A.D. 27 or 28, in the 15
th

 year 

of the reign of Tiberius.
357

  

 

2. If Jesus was precisely thirty years old when He began His ministry in the year A.D. 

27/28, then His birth year had to have been in 3 or 4 B.C. or earlier.  However, this writer 

suggests that since the Bible says that He was “approximately” 30 years old, He was in 

fact, older.  Since John the Baptist could not begin his ministry until the age of 30, and he 

preached over a year before Jesus began, obviously Jesus was 31 years old or older. 

Josephus said that priests and Levites served between the ages of 30 and 50.
358

 

Remember, they were only 6 months apart. All that said these events place the year of 

His birth into the 7-5 B.C. time window.    

 

The pregnancy of Elizabeth is the most significant clue, which has been overlooked historically, 

and is again presented below.
359

 A growing number of scholars believe that Jesus was born in the 

autumn of the year. Carefully follow the outline of events to see why. 

 

What time of year was Jesus born? 

 

1. The father of John the Baptist, Zechariah, was a priest who served in the eighth 

rotation of Abijah (1 Ch. 24:10). There were twenty-four groups, called courses, of 

                                                           
355. Smith, Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament: Matthew. 43.    

356. The remodeling of Herod’s temple took more than 80 years. It was completed six years prior to its destruction in 
A.D. 70. 
  

357. Snodgrass, “The Temple Incident.” 447.   

358. Josephus, Antiquities 7.14.7 (363). 
  

359. See previous comments on 04.03.06.Q1 “When was John the Baptist Born?”  
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priests who served in the temple twice a year for one week. Josephus reported that each 

week consisted of two Sabbaths, in essence – an eight day week.
360

  

 

2. Jewish records indicate that the first course of priests served in the first half of the 

month of Nissan, the first month of the Jewish religious calendar.  Zechariah’s group was 

scheduled for service in the second half of the Hebrew month of Tammuz.   

 

3. After completing his tour of priestly duty at the temple, Zechariah came home and 

soon thereafter, his wife became pregnant (Lk. 1:23-24). The conception would have 

occurred approximately on the first day of the Hebrew month of Av.  

 

4. Six months into her pregnancy (Lk. 1:26, 36), her cousin Mary (Heb. Miriam) also 

became pregnant, which would have been in the first half of the month of Tevet. 

 

5. Mary quickly traveled to visit Elizabeth who was now pregnant after being barren all 

her life (Lk. 1:39). Mary stayed with Zechariah and Elizabeth for three months until 

Elizabeth gave birth to John (Lk. 1:56-57). 

 

6. Nine months after the month of Av, John was born in the month of Nissan, during the 

time of Passover.  Every year at the Feast of Passover a passage was read in the 

synagogues that said, “Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the 

coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord.”  

 

7. Therefore, Jesus was born six months later on the 15
th

 of the month of Tishri at the 

beginning of the Feast of Sukkot, also known as the Feast of Tabernacles.  The Feast 

commemorated the time when the Israelites lived in booths, also known as Tabernacles 

that were hastily constructed from palm branches and other vegetation, as they left the 

bondage of Egypt. Too often the focus has been on their hindsight, coming out of 

bondage, rather than foresight in that they were going to enter a new era living in the 

freedom of the land promised to them by Abraham.
361

  More importantly, the fall festival 

celebrated “God living with us” – the definition of Immanuel.  

 

There is further insight to support the theory of His birth on this festival.  While most scholars 

believe He ministered for three and a half years, there are others, including this writer, believe 

that four and a half years of ministry may be more accurate.  Regardless, everyone believes it 

                                                           
360. Josephus, Antiquities 7.14.7 (365); It should be noted, that of the original courses, only four returned from Babylon 
(Ezra 2:36-39). Therefore, the other courses were with the same names as previously used. For further study, see Geikie, 
The Life and Works of Christ. 1:86-87.  
 

361. Garr, Restoring Our Lost Legacy. 149.  
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was a certain number and a half years. Since Jesus was crucified on the spring festival of 

Passover, that one-half year difference would have placed His birth on or about the time of the 

Feast Tabernacles.   

 

The implication is strengthened in John 1:14 where the gospel writer recorded that Jesus dwelled 

or “tabernacled” among men. What better time for Jesus to have been born than when He 

“tabernacled” with His people? 

 

While the above calculation is based on historical and sequential logic, there are two other 

observations to support this conclusion.   

 

1. The Feast of Tabernacles, also known as Weeks or Sukkot, is a feast of joy.  There is a 

Hebrew wordplay in Scripture in that the angels told the shepherds that this was a season 

of great joy (Lk. 2:10).
362

 The “Season of Great Joy” is synonymous with the Feast of 

Tabernacles (Sept. - Oct).
363

  

 

2. Another point is that while the Israelites were wandering around in the desert for 40 

years, God was in the midst of them and His presence was in the tabernacle, a huge tent.  

The twelve tribes were camped round about the tabernacle. Just as God lived among men 

in the desert, Jesus came to live among men in the Promised Land during the Feast of 

Tabernacles.  

 

Therefore, according to those who study the Jewish roots of Christianity, the Christmas 

celebration of the birth of Jesus living among men should coincide with the Jewish Feast of 

Tabernacle celebration rather than with December 25. Just as God lived among men in the 

desert, Jesus came to live among men in the Promised Land during the Feast of Tabernacles.  

 

Finally, many scholars have attempted to determine the date of the birth of Jesus to a lunar 

eclipse,
364 

since Josephus said that an eclipse occurred near the time of death for Herod the 

                                                           
362. Barclay, “Matthew.” 1:13. 
 

363. See Appendix 5; Chumney, The Seven Festivals of the Messiah. 180-86. 
 

364. In an interesting side note, The New York Times reported in late November, 2014 of a mechanical device built by the 

Greeks around 205 B.C., that was able to predict eclipses. Researchers James Evans, professor of Physics at University 

of Puget Sound, and Christian Carman, history of science professor at University of Quilmes, Argentina, said the 

computer-like device made predictions on Babylonian arithmetical methods borrowed by the Greeks, not on Greek 

trigonometry. There are no enlightening comments on the star of Bethlehem or the darkness of Good Friday, but it did 

predict lunar and solar eclipses. Cited by Bullinger, Clyde, ed. “Clues to an Ancient Greek Riddle” Artifax. 30:1 (Winter, 

2014). 12, 14. 
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Great.
365

  Within the possible time frame there were four eclipses: September 15, 5 B.C., March 

12-13, 4 B.C., January 10, 1 B.C, and December 29, 1 B.C. Since his passing was just prior to 

Passover, only the March date can be taken seriously.  However, a few scholars have argued for 

a 1 B.C. date,
366

 but the arguments against this position are as follows. 

 

1. Since Herod the Great died shortly before Passover which is in the springtime,
367

  the 

lunar eclipse in March of 4 B.C. is a better candidate than any other month. 

 

2. The historian said that Herod reigned 37 years from the time of his appointment (in 40 

B.C.) and 34 years after his conquest of Jerusalem.
368

 This clearly places his death 

exactly within the time frame of 4 B.C. 

 

3. It is a well-established fact that Herod’s son Archelaus was removed from office by 

Caesar in A.D. 6, when he was in his tenth year of reign.
369  

Therefore, he began his rule 

at age 18 over Judea and Samaria in 4 B.C.  Furthermore, before he could begin his reign, 

the Roman senate had to approve his late father’s will and authorize his appointment to 

the throne. All this occurred in 4 B.C. 

 

04.03.11 Lk. 2:8-14 Bethlehem 

8 
In the same region, shepherds were staying out in the fields and keeping watch at 

night over their flock. 
9 

Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory 

of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 
10 

But the angel said to 

them, “Don’t be afraid, for look, I proclaim to you good news of great joy that will 

be for all the people: 
11 

Today a Savior, who is Messiah the Lord, was born for you 

in the city of David. 
12 

This will be the sign for you: You will find a baby wrapped 

snugly in cloth and lying in a feeding trough.” 

13 
Suddenly there was a multitude of the heavenly host with the angel, praising God 

and saying: 

14 
Glory to God in the highest heaven,  

and peace on earth to people He favors!  

                                                           
365. Josephus, Antiquities 17.6.4. 
 
366. Simmons, “The Origins of Christmas and the Date of Christ’s Birth.” 310-14, esp. 312.  

367. Josephus, Antiquities 17.9.3 and Wars 2.1.3. 
  
368. Josephus, Antiquities 17.8.1 and Wars 1.33.8.  
 
369. Dio Cassius, Roman History 55.27.6; Josephus, Antiquities 17.13.2. 
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Shepherding was not an occupation on the bottom of the social ladder, but it was a lowly one that 

included many menial tasks. Since it was a 7-day a week, shepherds could not observe all of the 

Mosaic commandments. It was above the three occupations for which a wife could divorce her 

husband – dung collector, leather tanner, and copper smelter.
370

 It was above the occupation of 

tax collectors who were often condemned by the rabbis as well as Jesus. But shepherding was 

close to camel drivers.
371

 A family said it was cursed if a son decided to enter this form of 

livelihood.   

 

However, since Bethlehem was a holding area for sheep to be sacrificed at the temple, the rabbis 

elevated the status of those shepherds. These temple shepherds were known as the Sanctified 

Shepherds of the Seed of Jacob.
372

 They were required to follow strict rabbinic rules as to how 

they cared for the sheep and herded them from Bethlehem to the temple. The grazing fields were 

also “sanctified.” The shepherds and their families also had to live according to strict rabbinic 

rules and regulations.
373

  It was an honor to be a shepherd of the sacrificial sheep, in spite of the 

degrading occupation. 

 

Jesus, God’s sacrifice for humanity, was born where sheep were raised for sacrifice in the 

temple. Just as angels guarded the Christ child,
 374 

 it was the shepherds who had guarded the 

sheep and who were the first to be invited to see the Messiah. For centuries, sheep were raised on 

these hills that would eventually sacrificially die for the sins of their shepherds (Ex. 12:1-13); 

now a shepherd was born here who would die for the sins of His sheep (Jn. 10:11). 

 

 
 

“Shepherds were staying out in the fields.” They had to protect their sheep from lions, bears, 

and of course, the ever present thieves. At times sheep were permitted to graze out in the fields at 

                                                           
370. Mishnah, Ketuboth 7.10.  
 
371. For further study on the despised trades, see Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus. Chapter 14. 

372. Geikie, The Life and Words of Christ. 1:123, 1:559, 1:573. 
 
373. Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah. 131-32. 

374. Guardian angels are first implied in Ps. 91:11 and in the Babylonian Talmud. Shabbath 119b.  See also Daniel 10:10-

14 and 1QSa 2.9-10. 
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night when it was cool and comfortable. While some of these unknown shepherds
375 

would be 

guarding them, another one would be in the watch tower scanning the hills for any signs of 

encroaching danger.
376

 As guardians of the flat-tailed sheep, they became known as “small cattle 

breeders.”
377

 The word flock in Greek is son (6629) meaning small cattle,
378

 which is why sheep 

are sometimes referred to as small cattle.
379

  Large cattle, of course, consisted of donkeys, cows 

and larger animals.
380

  Small cattle were raised on the nearby Judean hills and when mature, were 

herded to Bethlehem to be sacrificed.
381

 

 

The fields of the shepherds along with its tower, became known as the Tower of the Flocks (Mic. 

4:8), or Migdal Eder,
382

 which translated is the Tower of Eder, also meaning the Tower of the 

Shepherds.
383

 Scholars believe the fields were lands owned by the temple; meaning it was temple 

property.
384  

Concerning the shepherds and the village of Bethlehem, the prophet Micah clearly 

reflected upon the tower of the flock when he said,  

 

8 
And you, watchtower for the flock, 

fortified hill of Daughter Zion, 

the former rule will come to you, 

sovereignty will come to Daughter Jerusalem. 

                                                           
375. Scripture has not preserved their names, but if the Syrian Book of the Bee is true, their names were Asher, Zebulun, 
Justus, Nicodemus, Josephus, Barshabba, and Jose. See Jordan. Who’s Who in the Bible. 239. 
  
376. Sometimes the word for an agricultural “tower” or “watchtower” is translated as “booth,” “shack,” or “shelter,” as 

in Isaiah 1:8. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 1:235-38.  

377. Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus. 307.     

378. Vine, “Flock.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 1:84. 

379. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica.  1:212; Pilch, The Cultural Dictionary of the 

Bible. 137; Safrai, “The Jewish Cultural Nature of Galilee in the Frist Century.” 169. 

380. Mishnah, Baba Bathra 4:5. 

381. Geikie, The Life and Words. 1:123, 1:559, 1:573. 
 
382. Gen. 35:21; Mishnah, Shekalim 7.4; see photo at 12.03.10.B. 
  
383. An article by Charles R. Condor in the Quarterly Report of the Palestinian Exploration Fund Report dated April, 1875, 
said that “Migdol Eder”, also known as “the Tower of the Flock” is about a thousand paces from Bethlehem. 
Furthermore, it is located at the ruins of the Monastery of the Holy Shepherds; See also Vincent, Word Studies in the New 
Testament. 1:269.   
 
384. Dr. Paul Wright makes reference to this in video 05.05.04.V.  
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9 
Now, why are you shouting loudly? 

Is there no king with you? 

Has your counselor perished 

so that anguish grips you like a woman in labor? 

Micah 4:8-9 

 

Concerning this passage, near the tower was the village of Bethlehem that Micah said would be 

the place where the Kingdom of God would enter the earth.  The term “Daughter of Zion” or 

“Daughter Zion” is a reference to a small village near a major city; Bethlehem was the “daughter 

city” of Jerusalem.  The watchtower for the flock served two purposes. 

 

1. Some shepherds were stationed in the tower to look for thieves and wild predatory 

animals just as vineyard owners looked for thieves and wild boars. 

 

2. The tower served as a second home for those who tended to the flocks and crops. 

 

There was a constant movement of “small cattle,” as two lambs were sacrificed daily in morning 

and evening,
385 

and thousands more at Passover.
386

 The description of keeping sacrificial sheep at 

Bethlehem was preserved in the Mishnah.  Note that while sheep and goats are sometimes called 

“small cattle,” in the Mishnah they are referred to only as “cattle.” 

 

If cattle are found between Jerusalem and as far as Migdal Eder
387

 (Bethlehem)
388

 

or within the like distance in any direction, males must be deemed to be Whole-

offerings and females Peace-offerings.
389

 R. Judah says, If fitted to be Passover-

offerings, they must be deemed to be Passover-offerings [if they are found during] 

thirty days before the feast.
390

 
 

Mishnah, Shekalim 7:4  

 

                                                           
385. See Appendix 16 for clarification on the two daily evenings. 
  

386. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:271.   
 
387. Gen. 35:21. 
  
388. Insert by the author; Migdal Eder was an area adjacent to Bethlehem.  
 
389. Since Lev. 1:3, female sheep were not valid as Whole-offerings.  
 
390. Bracketed insert by Danby, ed., Mishnah.  
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Video Insert    > 

04.03.11.V1 Tower of the Flock. Dr. Bill Heinrich discusses the Tower of the Flock and the 

fields of the shepherds near Bethlehem. Click here if Internet connection is available. 

 

 

Migdal Eder evidently has a long history – all the way back to the book of Genesis.  

19 
So Rachel died and was buried on the way to Ephrath (that is, Bethlehem). 

20 
Over 

her tomb Jacob set up a pillar, and to this day that pillar marks Rachel’s tomb. 
21 

Israel moved on again and pitched his tent beyond Migdal Eder. 

Genesis 35:19-21 

Therefore, the tower of the flocks must have been nearly two thousand years old by the time 

Jesus was born. Considering it’s the close proximity to Bethlehem, one scholar has suggested 

that Jesus may have been born close to the shepherd’s fields.
391

 If so, that is not only symbolic of 

Jesus being the Lamb of God, but also may have reflective implications to the Abrahamic 

Covenant. 

This phrase, “The shepherds were staying out in the fields,” has been used as a proof-text to 

claim that Jesus was not born on December 25, because shepherds would not have been out in 

the cold nights.  However, the climate proves this interpretation wrong. Bethlehem lies on the 

edge of a semi-arid region where there is very little rain. The little that does come arrives 

between November and late April. By September the grassy fields are burned dry by the sun.  

Then the autumn rains come and by December the fields are lush and green.   

 

The Mishnah accounts appear to differ on the length of time throughout the year that flocks 

stayed outside. This might be because Israel has five distinct climate zones. The Babylonian 

Talmud suggests that the flocks stayed outside throughout the year (in Israel, not in Babylon).
392

  

Furthermore, sheep and goats have been known to lay outside with a coating of ice on their thick 

fur and with no regard to winter weather. 

 

                                                           
391. Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah. 186-87.  
 
392. Babylonian Talmud, Bezah 40a.  
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“The glory of the Lord shone” This was the Shekinah glory of God,
393  

that departed from the 

temple shortly before the Babylonians destroyed it in 587/6 B.C. (Ezek. 8-11). It had not been 

seen for nearly 580 years, and then it came to these shepherds.  The word Shekinah or Shechinah 

means that which dwells.
394 

The Glory of God frightened the shepherds, which was why the 

angels told them not to be fearful. The Glory did not come to the religious elite, but to the 

“Sanctified Shepherds of the Seed of Jacob.”  

 

The Shekinah Glory of God is also mentioned in the New Testament relative to the martyrdom of 

Stephen (Acts 7:55), the light that surrounds Jesus at His second coming (2 Thess. 1:9), and the 

radiant splendor of the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21:11, 23).  Josephus said that when Solomon’s 

temple was completed, the glory of God was so dense that one priest could not see another.
395

 

 

 
 

                                                           
393. The Shekinah Glory appeared four times in the life of Jesus: 1) to the shepherds (Lk. 2:8-9), 2) at His baptism (Mt. 
3:16), 3) at the transfiguration (Mt. 17:5) and, 4) at His ascension (Acts 1:9).  
 
394. Barclay, “John.” 1:69. 
  
395. Josephus, Antiquities 8.4.2.  
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04.03.11.A. AN ANCIENT WATCHTOWER. This watchtower in Samaria, 

more than a thousand years old, is typical of those of the biblical era. There was 

just enough room inside for two or three people to sleep while others were on the 

observation deck.  Photograph by the author. 

  

“But the angel said to them.” There was a single angel (verses 9, 10) who spoke to the 

shepherds. Later the term “heavenly hosts,” meaning angels, is mentioned in verse 13. But notice 

that they spoke, they did not sing.  It is also a point of interest that all the angels mentioned in 

Scripture are male.  Modern artists have often depicted angels as lovely female figures or small 

child-like figures with lovely feathers and no clothes that not at all descriptive of biblical angels. 

Rather, biblical angels are large and the word fire or judgement is often associated with them. 

But in this case, it was the good news of Jesus that they spoke of. Whether angels sing or to what 

gender they are referred to is hardly important.  However, this passage highlights how often 

preconceived ideas distort the reader to the truth.  

 

 
 

“Great joy.” Since the birth of Jesus occurred during the Feast of Tabernacles,
396

 this phrase 

was an appropriate play on words.  This Feast commemorated God living among men and was a 

time of great joy for everyone. Hence, the words of the angel were in due season.  

 

“And on earth peace to people He favors.”  The peace Luke spoke of was not in the political 

context, but rather, a peace of the heart. This peace is also conditional; it is to “whom His favor 

rests” or “people with whom He is pleased.”
397

 An alternate reading is “Peace among men of His 

good pleasure.”
 398

 Men and women do not earn God’s peace, but He gives it to them because He 

is pleased to do so.  The phrase is a technical term for the elect of Israel as noted in the Dead Sea 

Scrolls
399

 and is found also benediction 17 of the Eighteen Benedictions.
400 

 The favor of God 

rests only upon those who accept “Jesus’ peace” or the “peace of the Messiah.”   

                                                           
396. See also 04.03.10.Q2 “When was Jesus born (Lk. 2:1-7)?” 
 
397. Bock, Jesus According to Scripture. 67. 

398.  MacArthur, The Jesus Answer Book. 21.  

399.  Dead Sea Scroll 1QH 4.32-33 [=col. 12]; 11:9 [=col. 19] 
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             Unit 04 

The Early Years Of Jesus 

 

Chapter 04 

The Christ Child Is Honored And Consecrated 
 

 
  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
400. Bock, Jesus According to Scripture. 67. See also Appendix 18. 
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04.04.00.A. THE BIRTH OF JESUS IS ANNOUNCED BY AN ANGEL. 

Artwork by William Hole of the Royal Scottish Academy of Art, 1876. An 

angel announces the news of the birth of Jesus to shepherds who tended sheep that 

would soon be sacrificed in the temple.  Herding sheep was considered to be one 

of the most degrading occupations, except for “Sanctified Shepherds of the Seed 

of Jacob” who were sanctioned by the temple priesthood to tend to sacrificial 

sheep.   

 

04.04.01 Lk. 2:15-20 Bethlehem 

 

SHEPHERDS HONOR THE INFANT JESUS  

 

15 
When the angels had left them and returned to heaven, the shepherds said to one 

another, “Let’s go straight to Bethlehem and see what has happened, which the 

Lord has made known to us.” 

16 
They hurried off and found both Mary and Joseph, and the baby who was lying in 

the feeding trough. 
17 

After seeing them, they reported the message they were told 

about this child, 
18 

and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to 

them.        
19 

But Mary was treasuring up all these things in her heart and meditating 

on them.     
20 

The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had 

seen and heard, just as they had been told.  
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04.04.01.A. FIELD OF THE SHEPHERDS, EARLY SPRING.  A view of the 

Hills of the Shepherds that is alive with the vibrant colors of spring flowers and 

grass. Israel has more wild flowers than any other nation except Switzerland. 

Photograph by Paivi Heinrich.  

 

The rolling hills of Bethlehem remain unchanged after two millennia. Aside from the fact that 

Bethlehem has grown considerably in the past century, visitors can still see the rocky hills where 

shepherds grazed their sheep and goats for thousands of years. Amazingly, since the birth of 

Jesus, there have been more than sixty messianic pretenders who deceived many.
401

 Only one of 

them, Menahem ben Hezekiah, claimed to be a descendant of David,
402

 and he was not born in 

Bethlehem. Furthermore, since he was related to the son of Judah of Gamala,
403

 who was the son 

of Hezekiah, some scholars question his Davidic claim.  Only Jesus fulfilled every prophecy 

concerning the Messiah. 

 

 
04.04.01.B. FIELD OF THE SHEPHERDS, EARLY SUMMER.  The 

occupation of shepherding has changed little over the years. Shepherds today still 

                                                           
401. Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 2:114; See a partial listing in Appendix 25 “False Prophets, Rebels, Significant 
Events, And Rebellions That Impacted The First Century Jewish World.”  
  
402. Jerusalem Talmud, Berakhoth 2.4, 5a.18. Menahem ben Hezekiah was a major leader in the revolt of A.D. 66 
(Josephus, Wars 2.17.8). For more than a hundred years the Hezekiah family was involved in various revolts, and 
mutinies.  This has given credibility to some Jewish people that they were of royal lineage as claimed.  
  
403. See 03.06.14.  
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keep their sheep outside year round, although some provide tents during extreme 

hot and cold periods.  Bethlehem is situated on the edge of a semi-arid region and, 

therefore, there is a huge difference between winter-spring vegetation (previous 

photo) and what is available in the summer. Photograph by the author. 

 

“What has happened.” The phrase is sometimes translated as “this thing.” The term literally 

means word or reality as in a word from God.
404

 The shepherds immediately recognized it was 

some type of sign from heaven – this was in sharp contrast to the failure of the leading religious 

leaders to recognize the sign spoken of by the magi. 

 

04.04.02 Lk. 2:21 (See also Mt. 1:25b) 

 

JESUS CIRCUMCISED AND NAMED   

 
21 

When the eight days were completed for His circumcision, He was named Jesus —

the name given by the angel before He was conceived. 

 

“He was named Jesus.” Jesus received His circumcision (b’rit-milah) on the eighth day of life 

as prescribed by the Law of Moses (Gen. 17:10ff) and with the typical Jewish blessing recited by 

Joseph.
405 

 At this time that He was officially given His name of Jehoshua ben Yosef,
406

 meaning 

Jesus, son of Joseph
 407 

 but became known by the shortened form of Yeshua, which in Greek is 

Jesus. It originated with Joshua and means God saves, or the Lord God is salvation.
408

    

 

The rite of circumcision and the giving of a name would have been performed at the local 

synagogue in Bethlehem.  Circumcision was a sign of the eternal and unconditional covenant 

God had with Abraham and His people (Gen. 17:11). This made Jesus, as well as all the people 

of Israel, eligible to fulfill the promises God pledged to Abraham. The Apostle Paul referred to 

this in Galatians 3:16 concerning the promises to the patriarch and his “seed,” meaning Christ.  

In the Hebrew Bible, circumcision was proof of divine ownership and was required of all male 

                                                           
404.  MacArthur, The Jesus Answer Book. 22.  

405. Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary. 162-63. 
 

406. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:16.    

407. Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary. 162-63. 
 

408. Gundry, A Survey of the New Testament. 171; Mills and Michael, Messiah and His Hebrew Alphabet. 7.  
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children and male converts.
409

  Later in the New Testament era, Paul wrote that real circumcision 

is of the heart and is spiritual (Rom. 2:29; cf Phil. 3:3).    

 

However, while Moses prescribed circumcision on the eighth day, the rabbis permitted the rite to 

be performed on other days, if extenuating circumstances warranted it.  This is an example of 

how the Oral Law demonstrated grace and compassion, an attribute often overlooked. The 

following is an example: 

 

A child can be circumcised on the eighth, ninth, tenth, eleventh, or twelfth day, but 

never earlier and never later.  How is this?  The rule is that it should be done on the 

eighth day; but if the child is born at twilight the child is circumcised on the ninth 

day; if a Festival-day falls after the Sabbath, the child is circumcised on the eleventh 

day; and if the two Festival-days of the New Year fall after the Sabbath the child is 

circumcised on the twelfth day.  If a child is sick, it is not circumcised until it 

becomes well. 

 

Mishnah, Shabbath 19.5 

 

04.04.03 Lk. 2:22-24 Jerusalem 

 

JESUS IS PRESENTED IN THE TEMPLE        

 
22 

And when the days of their purification according to the Law of Moses were 

finished, they brought Him up to Jerusalem to present Him to the Lord 
23 

(just as it 

is written in the law of the Lord: Every firstborn male will be dedicated to the Lord) 
24 

and to offer a sacrifice (according to what is stated in the law of the Lord: a pair 

of turtledoves or two young pigeons). 

   

“Every firstborn male will be dedicated to the Lord.” In keeping with the Mosaic Law, Mary 

and Joseph dedicated Jesus to a lifetime of service to God. The obeyed a command that was as 

old as the dawn of Judaism.  

 

Give Me the firstborn of your sons. 

 

Exodus 22:29b
410

 

                                                           
409. Erickson, Christian Theology. 1036. 

410. See also Ex. 13:2, 12, 15; Num. 8:17.  
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Their obedience follows the pattern of Hannah who brought Samuel to the Lord in 1 Samuel 

1:24-28. The dedication service came forty-one days after the birth of the child (Lev. 12:1-6), 

calculated as follows:  

 

1. She was considered to be unclean for seven days (Lev. 12:2) 

 

2. Jesus was circumcised on the eighth day (Lev. 12:3),  

 

3. Mary waited another thirty-three days to complete her purification (Lev. 12:4).
411

  

 

4. Jewish custom permitted the rite of consecration at the temple to be delayed to any 

time thereafter.  In fact, they did not even need to be present, if traveling would have 

been burdensome for her.
412

   

 

5. When Jesus was dedicated, a payment of five shekels was given to the temple 

according to Numbers 18:15-16 and Exodus 13:2. 

 

At the time of the consecration, two doves or young pigeons
413

 were offered at the temple,
414

 

more specifically, at the east gate of the Court of the Israelites, called Nicanor’s Gate.
415

 This is a 

clear statement of Joseph’s financial condition: he was poor.  The offering also indicates that the 

generous gifts presented by the magi were received at a later time, otherwise, Mary and Joseph 

probably would have offered a bull (Lev. 12:2-6).   

  

                                                           
411. According to Leviticus 12:5, if a woman gave birth to a girl, she had to wait sixty-six days for her purification to be 
completed. No reason was given as to why the waiting time is longer when a girl is born than for the birth of a boy.   
 
412. Ebersheim, 136, n5. Ebersheim referenced his work to the Jerusalem Talmud, Sheqalim. 50b. 

413. Lk. 2:22-24; cf. Lev. 5:7, 11; 12:2-8; 14:22, 30; 15:14, 29.  
 
414. Zissu, “This Place is for the Birds.” 37. 

 

415. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 3:39; Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus. 

164;  Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 1:128-30. This was the same gate where women suspected of adultery were 

examined. 
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04.04.03.A. BOWL FRAGMENT WITH INSCRIBED “KORBAN” AND 

TWO BIRDS. In the 1960s Benjamin Maar excavated the ruins of some first 

century shops near the temple mount and found a bowl fragment with the 

inscribed word “Korban.” The word means sacrifice, and has two inscriptions of 

dead birds (shown upside-down). There is no question that the vessel was 

intended for a sacrificial offering at the temple. 

 

The presentation was a ceremony that consisted of a burnt offering of two turtledoves (pigeons) 

and two prayerful benedictions.  The first blessing was for the law of redemption and the second 

for the gift of the firstborn son. The burnt offering was a sin offering, which was followed by 

thankfulness to God for the child and for the restoration of communion with Him. It was also a 

symbolic expression of the love and protection of God over each family in Israel. At the 

conclusion of the blessings, the required second offering (redemption payment) of five shekels 

(Num. 18:15-16) was made.
416

  This passage provides strong evidence that Mary and Joseph, 

though poor, were dedicated and faithful to their orthodox Jewish faith.  This biblical tradition is 

the origin of the modern Christian practice of infant dedication to our Lord before the 

congregation. 

 

The five selas (shekels) due for the (firstborn) son should be paid in Tyrian coinage; 

the thirty due for the slave (that was gored by an ox)
417

 and fifty due from the.... 

                                                           
416. Ebersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah. 136-37. 

417. Exodus 21:32. 
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Mishnah, Berakoth 8.7 

 

The mikvaoth (plural for mikvah) on the southern steps of the temple is believed to have been 

the most likely place where Mary took her ritual immersion, as was the custom.  The mikvaoth 

and the Pool of Siloam were the only two locations where there was sufficient water for the mass 

immersions (baptisms) of three thousand people after the Day of Pentecost. Ritual cleansings 

were extremely important in Judaism, as is reflected in the confrontations the religious leaders 

had with Jesus on this subject. It is also one of the six sections of the Babylonian Talmud that is 

dedicated to this subject.  

 

 

    
 

04.04.03.B. A MIKVAH. A mikvah is an immersion reservoir carved in stone. 

This is one of forty-eight mikvaoth (plural) located at the southern steps of the 

temple.  To become ritually clean prior to entering the temple, one would step 

down into the reservoir, be completely immersed, and then exit.  Photograph by 

the author.  

  

The practice of immersion rituals in a mikvah was adapted from Numbers 31:21-23, where 

Moses said that metals had to be cleaned by immersion in water. The Pharisees, therefore, 

applied this principle to themselves. Every time one believed he became defiled, he had to 
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immerse himself in the mikvah.  This may be the reason the Apostle Paul said that Gentiles 

needed only one baptism in Acts 2:38, Romans 6:3-5, and Ephesians 4:5. This is a clear example 

that Mary and Joseph, although not Pharisees, obeyed the teachings of the Pharisees. This does 

not mean they were Pharisees, but the vast majority of orthodox Jewish people lived by the 

teachings of this sect.  Furthermore, they controlled the synagogues of the land. While the 

Essenes and several other religious sects practiced the ritual, the Pharisees were the largest and 

most popular of the religious sects. However, the Sadducees disagreed and mocked the 

practice.
418

   

 

 
 

 

04.04.03.C. MODEL OF TEMPLE SOUTHERN STEPS. This is a model of 

the southern steps of the temple showing a platform area. On the south side of the 

platform are seven entrances that led to the mikvaoth beneath it.  Several were 

designated for men only, while others were reserved only for women. Men, who 

were professional water carriers kept these mikvaoth filled with “living water.”  

Mary would have used one of these for her ritual bath of purification after the 

birth of Jesus. Photograph by the author. 

 

 

 

                                                           
418. Jerusalem Talmud, Yer. 3:8; Tosefta, Hagigah 3:35.  
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04.04.03.D. THE SOUTHERN STEPS AS SEEN TODAY. The steps are 

uniform with occasional different tread widths, causing the walker to notice and 

be careful in his or her ascent. This step pattern was purposeful so that those who 

come to worship do not do so out of habit. The mikvaoth are on the other side of 

the hand rail. Photograph by the author. 

  

04.04.04 Lk. 2:25-35 Jerusalem 

     

SIMEON EXPRESSES JOY OF THE BIRTH
419

 

 

25 
There was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon. This man was righteous 

and devout, looking forward to Israel’s consolation, and the Holy Spirit was on him. 
26 

It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before 

he saw the Lord’s Messiah. 
27 

Guided by the Spirit, he entered the temple complex. 

When the parents brought in the child Jesus to perform for Him what was 

customary under the law, 
28 

Simeon took Him up in his arms, praised God, and said: 

29 
Now, Master, 

You can dismiss Your slave in peace, 

                                                           
419. See also Hebrews 1:1-14.  
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as You promised. 
30 

For my eyes have seen Your salvation.  
31 

You have prepared it 

in the presence of all peoples— 
32 

a light for revelation to the Gentiles  

and glory to Your people Israel.  

33 
His father and mother were amazed at what was being said about Him. 

34 
Then 

Simeon blessed them and told His mother Mary: “Indeed, this child is destined to 

cause the fall and rise of many in Israel and to be a sign that will be opposed — 
35 

and a sword will pierce your own soul — that the thoughts of many hearts may be 

revealed.” 

  

Luke carefully wrote the poetic words of Simeon, noting that he praised God for the salvation 

that was come to all people.  His phrase echoed Isaiah 42:6, 49:6, 52:10, and Psalm 98:3. He did 

not say that he had seen the messiah, but rather, thanked God for the opportunity to see divine 

salvation come to Israel. He was one of many priests, but one who apparently was not among the 

leading Pharisees and certainly not a Sadducee. Many of the older priests like Simeon and 

Levites, had seen the civil war of the Hasmonean brothers, Aristobulus and Hyrcanus; the 

invasion of the Romans; experienced the three horrific years of turmoil with the rise of Herod the 

Great to power; the Parthian invasion; and numerous Zealot riots and rebellions. They had heard 

of the many rumors of messianic figures, and were in fact, expecting to meet Him. But when 

Simeon saw the infant Jesus, he immediately knew in his heart of hearts that this Babe was the 

Anticipated One.  This is evidenced by the words of Luke who described him in verse 25 as 

righteous, devout, and the Holy Spirit was upon him.   

 

So who was Simeon? Some scholars believe that he was the son of Hillel, as Hillel and his son 

may have been alive and in ministry at this time. Furthermore, when Hillel died, Rabban Simeon 

became the Sanhedrin president during the reign of Herod the Great.
420

 It is noteworthy to 

mention that Rabban Simeon had a son by the name of Gamaliel who was a staunch Pharisee, 

and scholars believe it was this Gamaliel who was the teacher of a Saul – later known as the 

                                                           
420. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 3:40, 46. It should be noted that Annas 

and his corrupt family, that included his son-in-law Caiaphas, occupied the position of presidency of the Sanhedrin from 

the years 6 through 43 (see Appendix 1). These men did not have the religious and moral values as did Rabbi Hillel and 

his sons. 
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Apostle Paul.
421

 Paul’s teacher, Gamaliel, died eighteen years before the destruction of the 

temple and his son, also named Simeon, perished in the destruction.
422

 

 

“For my eyes have seen your salvation.”  Simeon beheld the Holy Child and knew what he 

was about to say, even though it was a play on words.  The word salvation in Hebrew is yeshuah 

with a letter “h,” but as a personal name, the letter “h” is dropped. Hence, the name of Jesus in 

Hebrew is Yeshua. The play on words like this is called a mnemonic, which is a memory device 

for the listeners.
423

 In essence, Simeon had the same vision as Zechariah had – a vision to see the 

“Consolation of Israel,” the long awaited messiah. 

 

Simeon glorified God for he had seen the Lord’s salvation.  His blessing unquestionably stirred 

controversy in the rabbinic community. What could have gone through his mind knowing that it 

was inappropriate to give a blessing to a child born out of wedlock?  No decent priest or Levite 

would have done that.  Clearly this was a divine observation and inspiration.  

 

 
 

In the Old Testament era, when a saint died, his soul went to Paradise, a/k/a the Bosom of 

Abraham, but not to heaven.
424 

So when the elderly Simeon died, he most certainly told the 

ancient prophets and patriarchs in Abraham’s Bosom, “I saw Him. I saw the One whom you 

prophesied.”  There must have been great joy and excitement! 

 

“And a sword will pierce your own soul.”  What a marvelous gift God brought into the life of 

Mary and Joseph; what a privilege to have been the parents of the Christ child.  Yet these 

prophetic words pointed to the day Mary would stand at the foot of the cross and see in horror 

her beloved Son die an agonizing death. The emotional meaning of the phrase is intensified in 

                                                           
421. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 3:40, 196;  2:31; Tabory. “The Passover 

Eve Ceremony – An Historical Outline.” 39. 

422. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 1:35-36. 

423. Fruchtenbaum, Life of the Messiah. Tape 2, Side B; Barclay, “Matthew.” 1:13. 
 
424. When Jesus died, He went to the Bosom of Abraham and “took the captives captive.” Prior to the sacrifice of 
Jesus, the sins of the Old Testament saints were covered, but not removed.  They could not enter heaven with covered 
sins, but only after the sins were removed by the atoning sacrifice of Jesus. Some thirty three years later they would meet 
Jesus. 
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that the Greek word for sword is the large Thracian broadsword.
425  

At this point Simeon 

functioned as a prophet; he not only confirmed what was told to Mary previously but also 

prophesied that her child would be bring her great sorrow – which occurred at His crucifixion.  

 

Finally, whenever anyone wanted to present an offering or dedication to the Lord, they did so at 

the Nicanor Gate that was located between the Court of the Women and the Sanctuary. This is 

described in the video by Rev. Gary Byers. 

 

Video Insert    >      

04.04.04.V The Nicanor Gate of the Temple. Professor Gary Byers discusses two gospel 

events that occurred at the Nicanor Gate: the dedication of Jesus (04.04.04) and the 

presentation of the woman caught in adultery (11.02.16).  Click here if Internet 

connection is available. 

 

 

04.04.05 Lk. 2:36-38 The Temple 

 

ANNA, THE PROPHETESS OF ASHER  

 
36 

There was also a prophetess, Anna, a daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. 

She was well along in years, having lived with her husband seven years after her 

marriage, 
37

and was a widow for 84 years. She did not leave the temple complex, 

serving God night and day with fasting and prayers. 
38 

At that very moment, she 

came up and began to thank God and to speak about Him to all who were looking 

forward to the redemption of Jerusalem. 

  

“Anna.” Anna was from the tribe of Asher, one of the so-called ten lost tribes of northern Israel. 

These lost tribes resulted from the Assyrian invasion in 722/21 B.C. which relocated them 

hundreds of miles to the east in order to destroy their Jewish culture.  But by the first century, a 

number of Jews from all twelve tribes had returned to their land of promise.
426

  Her role in 

genealogy clearly identifies Jesus as the Messiah for all the Jewish people and demonstrates that 

                                                           
425. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:276.  A Thracian broadsword was an instrument of war developed 
around 400 B.C to cut and pierce, a/k/a a rhomphaia. 
 
426. While many of the Jews dispersed by the Assyrians and Babylonians never returned to their homeland, theologians 
of the Middle Ages labeled them as the “ten lost tribes” because they did not know where they were located. In recent 
years, however, many members of those tribes have returned to Israel, being identified by DNA testing and/or 
observation of religious rituals such as circumcision and Passover.   
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a remnant of those tribes remained faithful to God.  She functioned as a prophetess in the temple 

(Lk. 2:36), an interesting position for a woman in ministry.
427

   

 

The biblical Greek is unclear about her age, as to whether she had been a widow for eighty-four 

years or was eighty-four years old. The Jewish apocryphal book recorded that she lived to a ripe 

old age of 105,
428

 so it can obviously be assumed she was a widow of eighty-four years.  This 

was nearly twice the normal life expectancy of the first century.  As such, Anna had experienced 

many horrific events in her life time. She would have been married around the year 91 B.C. and 

mourned the loss of her husband only seven years later (84 B.C.). She experienced the wonderful 

rule of Salome, the queen of Judea and the squabbling of her two sons after her – squabbling that 

led to civil war and the invasion of the Romans in 63 B.C. At that time, General Pompey 

plundered the temple and entered the Holy of Holies. Eleven years later General Crassus also 

entered the temple and plundered it again.  Then came the Herodian dynasty and numerous 

revolts and disturbances that resulted in thousands of crucifixions.  In the meantime, people 

everywhere were talking of a soon-to-come messiah who would bring peace into their chaotic 

world. Anna, along with several others, prayed daily in the temple for that messiah.  It is 

believed that some women did perform acts of service at the gates of the temple, based upon 1 

Samuel 2:22, but what those services were is unknown.  Like many older priests and Levites, she 

had seen the civil war of Hasmonean brothers, Aristobulus and Hyrcanus; the invasion of the 

Romans; three years of turmoil with the rise of Herod the Great to power; the Parthian invasion; 

and numerous Zealot riots and rebellions. She too was praying for the “Consolation of Israel,” 

the Promised One who would bring purity to temple worship and peace in the land. 

 

“Night and day.”  This phrase did not mean a literal repetitive 24-hour day, but all of her 

waking time (cf. Acts 26:7).
429

  Furthermore, the temple was closed during the late night hours. It 

means that she fasted on the prescribed days and honored the obligation of prayer three times a 

day. 

 

04.04.06 Mt. 2:1-8 Jerusalem (c. 4-2 B.C.) 

 

THE MAGI SEEK JESUS   

 

1 
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of King Herod, wise men 

from the east arrived unexpectedly in Jerusalem, 
2 

saying, “Where is He who has 

                                                           
427. Several topics are listed in Appendix 33 for future study. A suggested study pertains to whatever ministries women 
may have had at this time.  
   
428. Book of Judith, 16:230. 
  
429. Gilbrant, “Luke.” 79. 



145 
 

been born King of the Jews? For we saw His star in the east and have come to 

worship Him.” 

3 
When King Herod heard this, he was deeply disturbed, and all Jerusalem with 

him.    
4 

So he assembled all the chief priests and scribes of the people and asked 

them where the Messiah would be born. 

5 
“In Bethlehem of Judea,” they told him, “because this is what was written by the 

prophet: 

6 
And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 

are by no means least among the leaders of Judah: 

because out of you will come a leader 

who will shepherd My people Israel.”  

7 
Then Herod secretly summoned the wise men and asked them the exact time the 

star appeared. 
8 

He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for 

the child. When you find Him, report back to me so that I too can go and worship 

Him.”  

 

Previously, the residents of Bethlehem must have been shell-shocked when the shepherds told 

them of what they had heard and seen.   A child born to unwed parents caused quite a stir, yet the 

reports from the “Sanctified Shepherds of the Seed of Jacob” made people stop and wonder what 

God might be doing. Only time would tell.  However, the Bethlehemites would be in for a 

second surprise – the visit by the Parthian magi and their escort of soldiers and servants. Not 

only were they wondering what was going on, but so did those in the Herod’s palace. Even 

though Herod was in the last stages of his life with a disease that was slowly and miserably 

rotting away in his bowels, he still feared that someone would challenge his throne.    

 

The political dynamics at this point were phenomenal and, therefore, a brief historical review is 

required. While the Roman Empire was expanding across the Mediterranean and into parts of 

Europe, the Parthian Empire was expanding in the East. Today’s Israel and parts of Jordan were 

the frontiers of these rival empires.  

 

In 63 B.C. the Romans came down from Damascus and took control of the Jewish lands. But in 

53 B.C.
430  

when the Romans attempted to expand eastward, they were soundly defeated (see 

03.05.18). In retaliation, the Parthians invaded Jerusalem and held it until Antipater, the father of 

                                                           
430. Some sources indicate 55 B.C. 
  



146 
 

Herod the Great, chased them out.
431  

A few years later, the Jews rebelled, but by then Herod was 

in command and he ruthlessly massacred thousands, quickly drove out the remaining Parthians, 

and restored order. Since he was somewhat of a psychopath, he was always fearful of an 

attempted overthrow of his kingdom and suffered fits of depression.   

 

Therefore, when the Parthian magi came, he most certainly reflected on events that occurred in 

the early years of his reign.  Herod’s lack of concern can only be attributed to the fact that he had 

a massive Roman army at his disposal and the magi and their protective escort and caravan could 

have been easily slaughtered if needed. While there is no mention of him sending out any spies 

to observe them, although his psychological profile and the recorded events of his life by 

Josephus suggest that he was aware of their actions and travels until they slipped out.   

 

 

04.04.06.Q1 How does the prophecy in Matthew 2:6 agree with Micah 5:2? 

 

The apparent conflict arises because part of Matthew's quotation is found in Micah but another 

part is found in 2 Samuel 5:2.  The answer lies in understanding how first century rabbis 

interpreted Scripture; a matter of first century hermeneutics.  

 

Video Insert    > 

04.04.06.V Insights into Selected Biblical Difficulties. Dr. Joe Wehrer discusses Jewish 

hermeneutics to clarify three so-called biblical conflicts in the gospels. Click here if Internet 

connection is available. 

 

Rabbis often took the liberty to cite quotations given by two prophets, but gave the credit to the 

better known prophet. Therefore, Matthew’s prophecy does agree with the Old Testament 

because he used the common method of quoting Scripture.  He presented a paraphrase of Micah 

5:2 with emphasis on the small village of Bethlehem as the fulfillment of prophetic words.
432

  

Matthew said that the smallest village of Judea was from where God’s greatest gift came in 

fulfillment of Micah’s prophecy. NOTE: Concerning Matthew 2:6 and Micah 5:2, please see the 

video “Insights into Selected Biblical Difficulties” 04.04.06.V. 

 

                                                           
431. Jayne, “Magi.” 4:31-34.     

432. Hagner, “Matthew 1-13.” 29; Archer, Encyclopedia of Biblical Difficulties. 318.  
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“Wise men from the east.” The phrase in Greek is magoi apo anatolon, which is where 

translators obtained the word magi. This phrase gives one of the most dynamic insights into the 

religious and political setting at the time of Christ. Few phrases in the New Testament have 

provided more fuel for debate than this one.  Hence, special attention is given to it here as 

scholars have often discussed the following question:  

 

 

04.04.06.Q2  Could the magi have come from Arabia, rather than from Parthia in the east? 

 

In Hebrew, the word east not only refers to a compass direction, but also means the rising, with 

an obvious reference to the rising of the sun.
433

 There are several points to consider in this study: 

 

1. If the Scripture verse had only that word – east – then the wise men could have 

originated anywhere east of the Jordan River.  

 

2. However, the word “magi” places the focus on the ancient Babylonian Empire.   

 

3. Consequently, the word east is limited to ancient Babylon, later known as Persia and 

Media (Ezek. 25:4; Isa. 2:6), but in the first century was part of the Parthian Empire — an 

enemy of the Rome.
434

 (Although some scholars have suggested that Isaiah 60:6 implies 

Arabia as the point of origin.)
435

 

Most scholars believe the magi traveled from Ur or Babylon northwest along the Euphrates 

River, the westward and southwest to Damascus and on to Jerusalem.  They most likely avoided 

the searing hot desert and traveled within the Fertile Crescent436
  along a road known as the Via 

Maris. 

 

                                                           
433. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:20.  

434. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible. 639.  
 
435. Bock, Jesus According to Scripture. 69. 

436. Packer, Tenney, and White, eds. The Bible Almanac.  187-91. 
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04.04.06.Z A MAP OF THE POPULAR ROUTE FROM UR AND 

BABYLON TO JERUSALEM.  The ancient road the magi followed was 

probably the same one in the Fertile Crescent that Abraham had used centuries 

earlier. It was the most feasible route to avoid the massive northern section of the 

Arabian Desert (today part of Jordan) that lies directly between Babylon and 

Jerusalem. Whether they came from Babylon, Ur, or elsewhere, they could not 

travel in a straight line from east to west because there were no sources of water 

in that area of the desert. Courtesy of International Mapping and Dan Przywara. 

 

However, there seems to be a different opinion concerning their origin among some historic 

sources. Justin Martyr said in his apologetic book that, 

 

The wise men from Arabia came to Bethlehem and worshiped the child and offered 

to him gifts [of], gold and frankincense and myrrh. 

 

Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 78
437

 

 

Apparently Justin Martyr was not the only one who held this opinion, Tertullian and Clement of 

Rome made similar comments and may have used Martyr as their source.
438

 However, this 

                                                           
437. Justin Martyr, Selections from Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho, a Jew.   
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priestly-kingly class of men did not function in Arabia.  Therefore, Arabia was probably not their 

home or point of origin, but part of their travel itinerary. Isaiah also gave prophetic evidence that 

the magi would come from Arabia, but again that does not mean they originate from there.  The 

passage reads as follows:     

 

Caravans of camels will cover your land — young camels of Midian and Ephah — 

all of them will come from Sheba. They will carry gold and frankincense and 

proclaim the praises of the LORD. 

 

Isaiah 60:6 

 

Notice that the passage indicates that young camels came from Midian and Ephah.  These were 

two Arab tribal areas in northern Arabia.  The narrative continues to say that people from Sheba 

would also come – Sheba is from the southern region of Arabia from where came the famous 

queen of Sheba with a huge amount of gold (1 Kgs. 10:2). Southern Arabia was known for its 

fine quality of frankincense.
439

  There are three noteworthy thoughts concerning this matter: 

 

1. If the magi came from Arabia, that would explain why Herod the Great was not very 

concerned about them, since he was an Idumean, a tribe that was closely related to the 

Arabs and eventually became part of the Arab nation. 

 

 
 

2. On the other hand, very little is known about the office and function of magi in the 

Arabian world. Some believe they hardly existed, if at all. There is no mention of them in 

the Qu’ran other than possibly a degrading comments about a religious group known as 

“Magians,” (Sura 22:17) which is coupled to the Jews, Christians, and a group known as 

the “Sebeites.”
 440

  If there ever were any magi in Arabia, they certainly did not have the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
438. Brown, Birth of the Messiah. 169-70.  
 
439. Isa. 60:6; Jer. 6:20.   

440. The religious group known as “Magians” is mentioned only once in the Qu’ran 22:17, the holy book of Islam that 
originated more than six centuries after Jesus. See http://corpus.quran.com/concept.jsp?id=magians. Retrieved 
December 2, 2012.  

http://corpus.quran.com/concept.jsp?id=magians
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status, power, wealth, or influence as did their counterparts in Parthia. If the magi did 

originate from Arabia, then why is there no evidence of such a kingly class of men? 

 

3. It has generally been assumed that the magi came from Parthia by way of the popular 

northern route – traveling along the Euphrates River, then turning westward toward 

Damascus, and then turning southwest toward Jerusalem (see map 04.04.06.Z).  

However, if they came from Parthia by way of a southern route through Arabia, it would 

be natural for Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and Clement of Rome to say that they came from 

Arabia even if that was not their point of origin.   

 

Finally, the magi are known to have visited at least one other monarch.  In the year A.D. 66 they 

traveled to Naples to honor Nero and, for an unknown reason, when they left, they traveled home 

by way of a different route.
441

  After this they departed from history.  There is no mention of 

them in Scripture, secular history, or apocryphal tradition.  It is generally believed they simply 

vanished because, in the course of time, the needs of kings changed. But their generosity created 

the tradition of a Christmas gift exchange that is well known throughout the Western world and 

beyond. 

 

Concerning Isaiah 60:6, only a few scholars believe Isaiah’s prophecy refers to the magi; most 

believe this passage refers to a future time and, therefore, cannot be connected with the magi of 

the first century.  So their origin remains a veiled mystery known only to God, but the 

probability is very high that they came from Babylon.  

 

“Where is He who has been born King of the Jews?”  The magi did not ask if the king had 

been born, but where he was born. This statement of confidence must have shocked Herod, yet 

he snubbed them and failed to personally pursue the report. His lack of courtesy was no doubt 

shocking, as the magi were official ambassadors of the Parthian government. 

 

The magi said they came “for we saw His star in the east.”  This phrase has been fuel for 

microanalysis, debates, and criticism. Several opinions of the “star” are presented in this study, 

followed by the opinion of this writer. But first notice the unique features of the star: 

  

 1. It moved erratically compared to other stars; east to west, then north to south 

  

2. It appeared and disappeared at least twice. 

 

3. It apparently was not visible to everyone 

 

4. It literally came close to a house in Bethlehem and hovered over it. 
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5. It was seen only be a selected few people 

 

6. This star is referred to a pronoun “His.” 

 

Obviously this was not a natural heavenly body commonly referred to as a “star.” While it was 

observed in the east and traveled westward, there were never any straight-line east-west roads.  

In fact, the terrain of the land would make such a road impossible and, furthermore, there were 

no rivers, wells, or other water sources in the vast Arabian Desert (as it was called then) directly 

east of Jerusalem.  Therefore, when the magi came from the east and traveled west, they most 

certainly followed a star that took them on the road that circumvented the desert.  Incidentally, it 

appears that only they – the magi – saw it.  It moved, stood still, changed direction, evidently 

was over the city of Jerusalem, changed direction from westbound to southward, hovered over a 

house, and still no one else noticed it. How strange!     

 

Yet scholars have often struggled to connect the star of Bethlehem with astronomical alignments. 

The most popular interpretation of the “star” is that it was a planetary alignment of Jupiter and 

Saturn, which occurs every 805 years. Since the Babylonians recorded major astrological and 

political events, they left writings of an interesting luminary event that were discovered in 1925.  

In that year, a German researcher, P. Schnabel, translated clay tablets from the School of 

Astrology in Sippar, Babylon.
442

  These tablets had a record of a unique five-month alignment of 

planets (Jupiter and Saturn) in the constellation Pisces, in a year that has been reckoned to 7 B.C.  

Modern science has confirmed that these two planets were closely, but not perfectly, aligned in 

May, October, and November of that year. However, the alignment was only for a few days and 

then the planets drifted apart.
443

 There never was a single bright light, even when the planet Mars 

joined this duet in the following year. To accomplish this feat, the planets would have left their 

natural orbit and led the magi for two months around the northern edge of what was then called 

the Arabian Desert (today’s modern Jordan). To add doubt to this interpretation, there is no 

evidence that the magi believed such astrological conjunctions was “a star,” meaning, they 

would not have called the planetary alignment “a star.”  Since then a number of astronomers 

have argued against any planetary alignment because Jupiter and Saturn were never close enough 

to be seen as a single light.
444 

    

 

                                                           
442. In pagan cultures, astronomy and astrology were a single discipline of study. Balaam was probably from the 

Babylonian School of Astronomy and Astrology (cf. Num. 24:17).  

443. Keller, W. The Bible as History. 364-65. 

444. Geikie, The Life and Words. 1:559; Geating. “The Star of Bethlehem.” 121. 
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Another possibility is the comet that appeared between March 9 and April 6 of the year 5 B.C. 

and lasted for more than seventy days.
445

   Matthew 2:7 indicates that the new star had just 

“appeared” and, therefore, was not a part of the celestial bodies that were normally observed.  Its 

speed of travel was different from other starry lights (Mt. 2:2, 9) and, in a rather unusual move, 

the star stopped “over the place where the child was” (Mt. 2:9).  At this point, a comment by a 

Roman historian may add to the understanding of the word “stopped.”   Dio Cassius described 

Haley’s comet in 12 B.C. by stating that “the star called comet stood for several days over the 

city (Rome).”
446

    

 

It is the opinion of this writer that the “star” of Bethlehem was not a literal star, but either a 

divine light or an angel.  Such luminary figures are not considered unique to the Scriptures and 

would have been seen only by those whose eyes were opened by the grace of God.  The Israelites 

were led out of Egypt by a “pillar of light” (Ex. 13:22) and the Apostle Paul encountered a “light 

from heaven” (Acts 9:3).  The movement pattern of the so-called star and its position over a 

specific house eliminate the possibility of a true physical star (although that is how it appeared) 

and permit for only two divine possibilities:   

 

. It was either an angel of light (cf. Num. 24:17; Job 38:17; Ps. 104:4; Heb. 1:7; 2 Pet. 

1:19; Jude 13; Rev. 1:20; 2:28; 9:1; 12:24), or  

 

2. It was the Shekinah glory of God to the Gentiles.   

 

 
 

This interpretation reconciles a problem (of changing movement and position) that other 

interpretations avoid, that is, the “star” traveled from Babylon in the east and went hundreds of 

miles westward to Jerusalem.  From there it turned about ninety degrees and went due south 

seven miles to Bethlehem.  No starry or planetary object is capable of traveling in this manner.  

The unusual light then came close enough to the earth so as to identify a specific house without 

incinerating it, the village, or the earth. This issue has also been avoided by those who attempt to 

identify a star, comet, or planetary combination. While God, who created the heavens, could 
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446. Dio Cassius, Roman History. 54.29.    
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certainly have changed the natural course of a single star, He probably had a different purpose in 

mind. The movement of the heavenly light is far more descriptive of an angel or the Shekinah 

glory of God rather than a celestial ball of fire, a/k/a star.   

 

As to how the magi became fascinated by the starry light, there are several influential facts to be 

considered.   

 

 

1. Centuries earlier, Balaam was also an astrologer from the Babylonian Court (Deut. 

23:4).  In his account, the star was identified as the scepter of kingship (Num. 24:17). 

 

2. The Israelites who were taken by the Assyrians eastward kept the messianic hope alive 

and told others about it. 

 

3. The prophet Daniel was from a priestly class in Jerusalem, but was taken captive to 

Babylon where King Nebuchadnezzar appointed him to be the head of the religious class.  

After his encounter in the lion’s den, everyone listened when he spoke. By the inspiration 

of God, Daniel predicted the number of years until the first coming of the Messiah (Dan. 

9:24-27), and his ability qualified him to be among the Babylonian astrologers.    

 

However, the magi of the Babylonian court (6
th

 century B.C.), who later held the same position 

in the Parthian Court (1
st
 century), did not have Micah’s prophecy concerning the birth of the 

Messiah in Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2).  Hence, when the magi were looking for the newborn king, 

they naturally went to the king’s palace in Jerusalem.  It was there where they learned of the 

passage in Micah and went a few miles south to the village of Bethlehem.   

 

Finally, the Greeks and Romans had always considered that significant events, as well as the 

births and deaths of great men, were symbolized by the appearance or disappearance of heavenly 

bodies—a custom that has transitioned to modern times. They had heard of the Balaam who said 

that a star would arise from the east, and this star would be significant to the coming ruler of the 

world. Amazingly, only a century after Jesus, the celebrated Rabbi Akiva (Akiba)
447

 gave a 

messianic pretender the name “Son of the Star.” That pretender, Simon bar Kokhba, in A.D. 132 

led a rebellion against the Romans, but the Romans defeated him.
448

 

   

                                                           
447. After the destruction of the temple, Rabbi Akiva ( A.D. 50-135) was the founder of a great learning center in Jaffa 

and today is considered to be the father of rabbinic Judaism. He was killed by the Romans for supporting the messianic 

figure Simon bak Kokhba. 

448. For further study, see Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History. 4:6; Dio Cassius, Roman History. 69:12-14.  
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“The prophet.” Matthew used the singular form (Gk. Prophetou) even though he made 

reference to the words spoken by the prophet Micah (5:2).
449

 The Jews in the Holy Land had 

access to Micah’s prophecy, but the Babylonian Jews did not.  

 

“As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.” What Herod 

was really saying, “as soon as you find him, report to me, so that I may go and kill him.” His 

reign includes a long history of murders of friends and various family members.
450

 

 

 

04.04.06.Q3 Who were the wise men/magi?   

 

The Greeks designated the Persian priests as “magi,” and the Persian state religion of Zoroaster 

as “magianism.”
451

 Their focus was to study the starry skies for the coming of a savior. It was 

Cyrus who first established magianism in Persia, and the powerful and influential group men 

were known as “magi.”
452

 The rabmag, or head of the magi, was first mentioned in the Bible in 

Jeremiah 39:3 and in Daniel 2:2 and 4:7.
453

 The magi (magoi) were the proverbial “wise men” 

from a royal court of the Parthian Empire, although other kingdoms such as China, India, and 

possibly Arabia, also had magi. They were wise men who were knowledgeable in mathematics, 

the sciences, astronomy as well as astrology.  However, over the centuries the definition of the 

name changed with an emphasis on astrology, or Oriental soothsayers (as in Acts 12:6). They 

were advisors to kings and held positions of educators and ambassadors. Kings ruled over the 

people but the magi directed the kings. No king went to war without first consulting them. The 

magi of the biblical text are believed to have been originally from Media and Persia, which was 

within the expanding Parthian Empire. So they clearly were no strangers to the Jewish people.   

 

One of their primary functions was to insure transition in government. They were responsible for 

educating the children of the royal court and. therefore, were called the king makers, but they 

were not kings.
454 

They also re-educated the nobility of conquered nations, which put them in 

direct contact with Daniel and his comrades.  They taught a wide range of subjects, including 

mathematics, astronomy, astrology, the sciences, divination, military skills, and magic, but 
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mainly religion.
455

 Their status of royalty was not only acknowledged by the early church, but 

was also predicted by the prophet Isaiah (60:3).  

 

The magi served their kings in various capacities from the cradle to the grave.  When a son was 

born into a royal home, whether at home or in a neighboring country, it was customary for the 

magi to honor that family. It was for this reason they traveled first to the home of Herod the 

Great, since this was obviously the most likely place where the son of a king would be born.
456

  

It is an interesting point of history that these magi, who studied the stars and were looking for a 

messiah, were led to the real Messiah by a star/angel of divine appointment. But the temple 

Sadducees, who supposedly represented the people before God, did not want to have anything to 

do with this infant born in Bethlehem, a paradox well documented throughout Matthew’s 

gospel.
457

 

 

The magi were hardly the men often depicted on modern Christmas displays. The usual image of 

the magi is three men dressed as kings or knights on camels who arrived alone, dressed in fine 

colorful clothing and having huge chests of gifts. They were of such a high order that they never 

rode camels, but only on horses, ideally the world-famous Arabian horses. Ordinary and wealthy 

people of the Babylonian, Persia, and later Parthia, rode donkeys, mules, and camels. Long 

distance haulers of merchandise used camel caravans. Note the following from Parthian history: 

 

1. When the Persian King Cyrus II (reigned 550-530) united the Persians and Medes to 

defeat the Babylonians in 539,
458

 his processional march into Babylon on a horse was 

quite typical for a victorious monarch.   

  

2. The Parthians had two types of cavalry: the heavy-armed and armored cataphracts
459

 

and the light brigades of archers who were skilled horsemen.
460

 

 

Horses were more common in the semi-arid deserts of antiquity than many believe. The magi 

were exclusive and unique.  Not only did they ride horses, but their clothing was entirely white. 

                                                           
455. The Babylonians, followed by the Persians, who in turn were followed by the Parthians, all had a reputation for 

predicting the future. Two ancient writers who made specific mention of this art among the Persians are Cicero, De 
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456. Masterman, 1:472.    

457. Matthew 3:9; 8:10-12; 15:28; 21:43; 22:5-10; 24:14; 28:19. 
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And they certainly did not arrive alone. Traveling in remote areas was always an invitation to be 

robbed or murdered, especially if the traveler appeared to be wealthy.  They were escorted with 

an entourage of soldiers, cavalry, food and water supplies, and comfortable sleeping tents. They 

were far too dignified to sleep out under the stars with commoners.
461 

  

 

Once they arrived in Jerusalem, they obviously displayed wealth, the power of a foreign 

government, and a degree of mysticism since they were following what they perceived to be a 

star.  What kind of effect did they have on those who saw them arrive in Herod’s palace in 

Jerusalem? It is unknown, but the mystery that remains is this: Since the Parthians invaded and 

controlled Jerusalem briefly in the year 40 B.C., why was Herod the Great apparently so 

complacent when they arrived? This question remains unanswered.
462 

 

Finally, the names of the magi have been lost in history. Yet it seems that every few years there 

is a “recent re-discovery” in the Western media which reveals their identities.  One report states 

that in the 12
th

 century, three skulls were “discovered” by Bishop Reinald in Cologne, Germany, 

that were identified as being Melchior, Caspar and Balthazar – the magi of the Bethlehem.
463

 

Unfortunately, church history is full of absurd traditions by fanciful writers.
464

 This matter is 

mentioned simply because there are no reliable ancient sources to verify the claim and, therefore, 

these names have no historical value.    

 

 

04.04.06.Q4 Why were the wise men/magi interested in a Jewish Messiah? 

 

By the first century the magi were very much aware of the prophecy recorded in Numbers 24:17 

because historically, the Babylonians were eager to learn from other cultures. In fact, the Persian 

state religion had priests who taught and studied “magianism,”
465

 the study of the skies they 

believed would signal the coming of a savior. Hence, they were looking for a messiah as much as 

                                                           
461. Stearman. “Those Mysterious Magi.” 9, 10.   
 
462. See 04.04.07.Q2? 
 

463. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:20; Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 1:153-54. 
    

464. Two examples are: 1) Ron Charles, who has gathered scores of fanciful legends and myths, mostly written between 
the sixth and sixteenth centuries, that pertain to the life of Christ in his book titled, The Search: A Historian’s Search for 
Historical Jesus. (Self-Published, 2007); and 2) Nicholas Notovich, whose book,  The Unknown Life of Jesus Christ. Trans. 
(Virchand R. Gandhi, Dover Pub.) is a so-called historical account of when Jesus went to Asia to study between the ages 
13 and 29.  
 
465. See Appendix 26; http://www.thefreedictionary.com/Magianism Retrieved June 26, 2015. 
  

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/Magianism%20Retrieved%20June%2026


157 
 

were the Jews. Without question there was a connection between the wise men (magi) of Daniel 

and the magi who came to honor Jesus.
466

  

However, there is another reason why these magi would have had a strong interest in the Jewish 

messiah.  Throughout the ancient Middle East at this time there was a growing frustration among 

the populous with local monarchs who were puppets of European dominance, first by the Greeks 

and later by the Romans.  These subjugated people were crying to their gods for someone who 

would deliver them.  Archaeologists discovered a fragment which provides evidence that the 

fourth century B.C. magi had a great disdain for Alexander the Great.
467

  And herein is another 

mystery – why would the agents of royalty – those who subjugate the common people, come to 

worship One who would free them?  Furthermore, when they arrived in Bethlehem, they broke 

the rules of royal protocol – they, the king makers and ambassadors of the Parthian Empire, knelt 

down before common Jewish peasants and worshiped an infant child.  Wealth and power 

prostrated itself at the feet of poverty.  

 

While no written documentation concerning their interest has survived the centuries, history 

reveals some clues that provide answers.  The historians, Tacitus, Suetonius, and Josephus, 

indicated that there was a prevailing belief throughout the ancient Middle East that a powerful 

monarch would arise from Judea. The relocation of the Jews by the Assyrians
468

  and 

Babylonians, as well as the Jews who decided on their own to relocate to foreign lands, all 

spread the idea that a global ruler would one day arise in the land of Israel. Note what these 

historians said, 

 

There had spread over all the Orient an old and established belief, that it was fated 

at that time for men coming from Judaea to rule the world. 

 

Suetonius Life of Vespasian 4:5 

 

There is a firm persuasion … that at this very time the East was to grow powerful, 

and rulers coming from Judaea were to acquire [a] universal empire. 

 

Tacitus, Histories 5:13 
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But now, what did most elevate them in undertaking this war, was an ambiguous 

oracle that was also found in their sacred writings, how, “about that time, one of 

their country should become governor of the habitable earth.”   

 

Josephus, Wars 6.5.4 (312)
469

 

 

Since the messianic expectation
470

  was well-known throughout the entire Mediterranean area, 

this may be the reason the Roman Emperor Augustus called himself the “savior of the world.”  In 

the meantime, another well-known figure, the poet Virgil (70-19 B.C.), wrote of the wonderful 

and prosperous golden age that was about to come in his fourth literary work known as the 

Fourth Eclogue (published between 42 and 38 B.C.),
471 

but also known as the Messianic 

Eclogue.
472

 In light of the common expectation of the time, it is amazing that Herod the Great 

appeared to be rather indifferent about the unexpected visit by the magi.    

 

Previously, in 605 B.C., the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar captured Jerusalem and relocated 

Jewish families of royalty and priests to Babylon.  These captives included a number of prophets, 

including Daniel. Because Daniel was of Jewish royalty and nobility (Dan. 1:3), he received 

three years of instruction by the Babylonian magi prior to his service to the court (Dan. 1:3-5).  

Eventually he became the chief of the magi (Dan. 2: 4, 10, 12, 48).  While in Babylon, he wrote 

the book that bears his name and includes several insights that pertain to the Babylonians. Some 

scholars have suggested that Persian historians recorded that Zoroaster, the founder of the 

Zoroastrianism religion, was a student of the prophet Daniel. Clearly, he had a high level of 

influence in the Babylonian and Persian halls of government. Some scholars believe that the 

ancient books of the Zoroaster predicted that the next prophet would be born of a virgin, 

although it does not indicate who or where that prophet would be born.
473

 

 

It does not indicate that he would be Jewish, and furthermore, John the Baptist was the next 

prophet, not Jesus.  It is interesting, however, to see that so many people groups had a concept of 

a messianic figure that was expected to perform great feats – even though those messianic 

figures were all sculptured within various cultural and religious frameworks.   

                                                           
469. The words of Josephus were specifically directed toward the Zealots fighting the Romans in the First Revolt (A.D. 
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Daniel 4 records that the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar had a horrific dream and none of his 

magi could give him the interpretation, even after being threatened with death.  But it was 

Daniel, the headmaster of the Babylonian school of astrology-astronomy (Dan. 4:9), who was 

given the interpretation by God.  When he explained the dream to the king, he saved not only his 

own life, but also those of the court magi.  Consequently, he was highly respected and 

appreciated, and others carefully listened to him.  

 

Furthermore, the event of Daniel in the lion’s den left a profound impact on the royal court and 

beyond – one that lasted for centuries.  Just as Balaam was a prophet whose reputation lasted for 

centuries (see 03.01.05.A), so likewise did Daniel’s reputation. In the ancient world there were 

many prophets and many aspiring prophets, but none stood the test of a den of lions. Therefore, 

when at a later time he spoke of and recorded the coming of the Messiah (Dan. 9:24-27), 

everyone listened.  Six hundred years later they were still watching and waiting for Daniel’s 

Messiah. The ancients believed that the gods controlled the events of life, which added emphasis 

to Daniel’s prophecies after his grand re-entry into the royal court.   

 

 
 

 

But interest in a Jewish messiah predates Daniel.  Even in the days of Moses there was a Balaam 

who blessed the Israelites when he was asked to curse them.  But was this pagan prophet 

important?  When considering that a shrine was built in the 8
th

 or 7
th

 century B.C., and that was 

centuries after he lived, then the only reasonable conclusion is that this man had god-like status 

in community.  Along with that, his words were equally important.  When he blessed the 

Israelites, everyone knew it and paid attention to the prophecy he gave about a future messiah.  

Now the obvious question is, did the magi know about it.  Well, if Balaam was so important, 

how could the magi not have known of him…or of Daniel? 

 

04.04.07 Mt 2:9-12 Bethlehem 

 

THE MAGI HONOR JESUS 

   
9 

After hearing the king, they went on their way. And there it was — the star they 

had seen in the east! It led them until it came and stopped above the place where the 
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child was. 
10 

When they saw the star, they were overjoyed beyond measure. 
11 

Entering the house, they saw the child with Mary His mother, and falling to their 

knees, they worshiped Him. Then they opened their treasures and presented Him 

with gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 
12 

And being warned in a dream not to go 

back to Herod, they returned to their own country by another route. 

 

“Entering the house.” This phrase suggests that the magi did not visit Jesus when he was in the 

stable manger. Evidently a sufficient amount of time had transpired following the birth to allow 

Joseph to take his wife and Son and move into better dwelling quarters.
474

 Jesus may have been 

born in a stable that was probably not part of a house, but by the time the magi arrived the Holy 

Family had moved into a house that probably belonged to someone in Joseph’s extended family.    

  

“Falling to their knees, they worshiped Him.” They came before the infant Jesus, knelt down 

on the floor, placed their foreheads on the floor, and worshiped Him. This was the method by 

which all honor and allegiance was offered to a king in ancient times. Such images are depicted 

in ancient Assyrian and Babylonian relief carvings, and the practice continues today by the 

Muslims in their prayers. 

“Presented him with gifts.”  These gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh were of great price 

and of prophetic significance for these reasons: 

 

1. Gold was the symbol of royalty.   

 

2. Frankincense was used for a number of products, including medicines, perfumes, and 

cosmetics.
475

 It was one of four ingredients used to make the incense in the tabernacle 

(Ex. 30:34) and temple.  It is a pungent, bitter yellow substance from the genus tree 

(Latin: boswellia), which, when burned, emitted a highly prized fragrance.  It was so 

valuable that it was carefully guarded along the trade routes where it was produced near 

the Red Sea and in Southern Arabia. Pliny said that in Alexandria, frankincense was so 

expensive, that when the spice workers left their places of employment, they had to 

remove all their clothes to prove that none of the valuable ointment was being stolen.
476

 It 

was the gift for the priest, which in Latin is pontifex, meaning bridge-builder; this Priest 

was to be the “Bridge-builder” between man and God.
477

   

 

                                                           
474. Stein, R. Jesus the Messiah. 53; Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah. 145. 

475. Dayagi-Mendels,  Perfumes and Cosmetics in the Ancient World. 116.  

476. Pliny, Natural History 12:59.  

477. Barclay, “Matthew.” 1:32. 
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3. Myrrh also has a pleasant fragrance and was made from the myrrh tree (Latin: 

balsamodendron myrrhae).  The tree sap could be dissolved in wine to make a bitter-

tasting but mild anesthetic (cf. Mk. 15:23).
478

  It was also used for burial, medicinal, and 

cosmetic purposes.
479

 It grew in South Arabia and North Somalia and shipped throughout 

the known world.
480

  The Greek historian Plutarch
481 said the Egyptians used it in their 

temples.
482

 The Hebrews used it as one of five ingredients needed to make anointing oil 

(Ex 30:2-24).  It was offered to Jesus as an analgesic when He was on the cross (Mk 

15:23) and placed on His body after He was laid in the tomb (Jn 19:39).
483

  Myrrh was 

used to embalm the dead; a gift given to One who was to die.
484

 

 

These gifts were fit for kings and queens (SS. 3:6). It should be noted that while gifts were 

presented to Jesus, there is no record that gifts were presented to the Edomite King Herod.  

 

Some scholars have suggested that since the frankincense and myrrh were produced in South 

Arabia, the magi must have come from that region.  However, international trade was well 

established long before Solomon’s day.  By the second century B.C., Romans succeeded in 

sailing directly to South Arabia and India for the sources of perfumes and spices, and the 

influence of the southern Arabian kingdoms began to decline.
485

 The Parthians likewise extended 

their international trade and influence. Therefore, the argument for the magi having originated in 

Arabia for that reason is diminished. Scholars believe that they could have originated in Parthia, 

traveled through Arabia where they purchased the myrrh and frankincense, and continued on to 

Jerusalem and Bethlehem. 

 

It has often been assumed that there were three magi, and rightly so.  The biblical narrative lists 

only three gifts and it would have been a supreme insult if a fourth magi came and did not 

present a gift. In other meetings of high-level dignitaries, such insults would have resulted in 

                                                           
478. Gilbrant, “Matthew.” 39; Lang, Know the Words of Jesus. 398; Pilch, The Cultural Dictionary of the Bible. 28-29. 
 
479. Origen, Contra Celsum 1.60; Carson, “Matthew.” 8:89. 

480. Dayagi-Mendels, Perfumes and Cosmetics in the Ancient World. 116-19. Pilch, The Cultural Dictionary of the Bible. 28  

481. Plutarch a/k/a Lucius Mestrius Plutarchus, (A.D. 45-120) was a Greek historian, essayist and biographer who is 
known for two books, Parallel Lives which included the Life of Alexander, and Moralia. His few surviving works appear to 
have been written in Koine Greek, the common Greek language of the first century. 
 
482. Dayagi-Mendels, Perfumes and Cosmetics in the Ancient World. 116.  

483. Byers, “Glittering Gold.” 93. 

484. Barclay, “Matthew.” 1:32-33. 
 
485. Dayagi-Mendels, Perfumes and Cosmetics in the Ancient World. 116.  
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armed conflict and possible death. Seneca wrote that in Parthia one could never approach a king 

without a gift.
486

 The practice of presenting gifts to a superior was a well-established custom 

throughout Middle Eastern history, as well as in the Hebrew Bible.
487

  The visit by the magi was 

a special act of God, as was His anointing of the pagan King Cyrus II to be a ruler of peace 

centuries earlier. 

 

“They returned to their own country by another route.” The routes taken by the magi have 

always been questioned.  The fact that they were warned in a dream suggests that they had to be 

extremely careful to avoid any contact with Herod, and leave as quickly and quietly as possible. 

That was no easy accomplishment for such an entourage. Most certainly they knew that Herod 

had spies and soldiers stationed along major highways and at his palace-fortresses along his 

eastern and southern frontiers.
488

 Less than three miles from Bethlehem was the Herodian 

Fortress.
489

 From this mountain-top facility spies could easily observe any activity in Bethlehem 

as well as any travelers on the roads leading to and from the village. The magi also had to avoid 

Jericho because it was the home to Herod’s winter palace. If they somehow slipped by Jericho 

and went further north to cross the Jordan River, they needed to avoid the Amathus fortress 

where the Jabbok River flows westward into the Jordan River – this area was known as Perea.
490  

The Jordan River can easily be forded in the summer but only at a few strategic places during the 

rainy season when the river is higher and swifter. To add to the danger, crocodiles were always a 

constant danger since there were no bridges until Roman times.
491   

  
 

If they went to Ein Gedi which is along the western side of the Dead Sea, and crossed the Dead 

Sea by boat, they could have been spotted by Herod’s lookouts stationed at the Machaerus 

Fortress.
492

 On the other hand, if they traveled further south along the western edge of the Dead 

Sea, they would be seen from the Masada palace-fortress.  How could they or anyone else escape 

undetected? It has been suggested that they traveled through Nabataean territory east of the Dead 

Sea. There is sufficient archaeological evidence to suggest that the Nabataeans, a major geo-

                                                           
486. Barclay, “Matthew.” 1:32. 
  
487. Gen. 43:11; 1 Sam. 9:7-8; 10:27; 1 Kg. 10:2; Ps. 45:8; 72:10-11, 15; Isa. 60:16. 

 
488. Egypt was under direct rule of Rome since 30 B.C. and Queen Cleopatra VII was the ruling monarch. Herod the 

Great was under constant fear of her as she had considerable political influence in Rome that threatened him.  

489. See 03.05.26.C and 03.05.26.D. 
  
490. In 2007 a team of German archaeologists from the Dortmund Technical University located the ruins of a fortified 
palace they believe was built by Herod the Great. Herod’s fortress was probably built over another  fortress mentioned 
in Judges 8:17. The discoverey of Amathus was reported in the Dortmund Technical University News Release, (Dec. 13, 2007), 
and in Artifax, 23:1 (Winter, 2008). 13-14.  
 
491. Dorsey. Roads and Highways. 39.   
 
492. See 05.05.07.A. 
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political power, had good commercial and political relationships with their neighboring 

kingdoms to the east.
493 

However, the Nabataeans were among the most feared enemies of Herod 

the Great.
494

 Since the Magi had royal credentials, they probably overnighted in the royal city of 

Petra, and then continued on their homeward journey. The trip home was just as much of a 

miracle for them as were the miracles of healing later performed by Jesus.  By divine guidance 

they came and by divine guidance they returned home.   

 

 
 

 

04.04.07.Q1. Concerning Matthew 2:9-12, did God approve of the Magi’s use of astrology?  

 

The fact that God used the magi to honor the Christ child has at times been interpreted to mean 

that God approves of astrology along with similar arts related to witchcraft and the occult.  

Nothing could be further from the truth.  Any involvement with astrology has always been 

strictly forbidden.
495

 God, by His grace, led the magi to the Savior since many other people were 

also looking for a Him.  It has often been stated that the visit of the magi was indicative of the 

many Gentiles who would eventually come to recognize Jesus as the true Messiah.  

 

Did Jesus endorse astrology when he said, “At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear 

in the sky and all the nations of the earth will mourn” (Mt. 24:30)?  This question is in reference 

to Christ’s return and has two elements which some might associate with astrology.   

 

1. The word “sign” as to how it is related to starry sky (astronomy), and  

 

2. It is the predictive phrase that people will be in mourning.   

 

In response to the question, it is God who created the heavens and the earth and He predicted that 

there will be physical signs in the sky and on the earth prior to the return of the Messiah.  These 

                                                           
493. Crew, “Which Way did They Go?” 108; See also Crew, “Why Not Nabatea?” 123. 

 
494. One of Herod’s sons, Herod Antipas, married a Nabataean princess to create peace.  But when Antipas divorced 
her, her father went to war against Antipas and soundly defeated him. 
  

495. Deut. 4:19; 17:2-7; 18:9-14; Isa. 47:13; Jer. 10:2. 
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events are not related to astrology, but rather, to the events of mankind and God, who knows the 

future, knows what will occur and when. Not only does God not endorse astrology, He forbids 

it.
496

 

 
 

Finally, Ephraim, the Syrian (306-373), a highly respected church deacon and theologian, wrote 

this poetic hymn to illustrate the distinctions between Gentile royalty and Jewish leaders: 

 

The magi exalted from afar, 

The Scribes murmured near at hand. 

The Scribes showed their doctrine, 

The Magi showed their offerings 

It is a marvel that to Him, the Babe, they of His own house hurried with their 

swords 

And they that were strangers (hurried) with their offerings. 

 

Ephraim the Syrian, Hymns on the Nativity
497

   

       

 

04.04.07.Q2 Was Herod the Great guilty of treason? 

 

Historians have always affirmed Herod’s complete loyalty to Rome, Therefore, this question is 

almost never asked, but is incredibly significant.
498

  Its importance is revealed in a summery 

review of the two empires:  

 

1. The Romans and Parthians were engaged in a series of conflicts between the years 66 

B.C. and A.D. 217. The Romans desired to have the Euphrates River as their eastern 

boundary while the Parthians desired to have access to the Mediterranean Sea as their 

western boundary. Obviously the land of the Jews was the point of contention. 

 
                                                           
496. Deut. 18:10-11; Ex. 22:18; Lev. 20:27; 1 Sam. 28:9 and Isa. 2:6; See also Archer, “Crimes and Punishment.” 1:1031-

32.  

497. Thomas, The Golden Treasury of Patristic Quotations: From 50 – 750 A.D. 190. Parenthesis by Thomas. 

498. See Appendix 33 for suggested topics for further research.  
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2. In 53 B.C. the two empires fought at the Battle of Carrhae in modern Turkey and in 

A.D. 113, Roman Emperor Hadrian overran the Parthian capital city of Ctesiphon, 

located about twenty miles south of Baghdad in modern Iraq. The dates of these two 

significant because they envelope the first century time of Jesus.  

 

3. Even while Herod was given authority to bring the Jewish nation under complete 

Roman control, in 40/39 B.C. the Parthians had invaded Jerusalem and held it briefly.
499

 

The invasion and subsequent loss of Jerusalem completely humiliated the Romans. Under 

Herod’s command, Roman soldiers defeated the Parthians in Jerusalem and slaughtered 

whatever Jewish freedom fighters they could find.   

 

Now the highest officials of Rome’s most powerful enemy – the Parthian Empire, returned to 

Jerusalem, and it appears that Herod failed to inform his superiors of the visit.  On two points, he 

probably committed treason. Note the following: 

 

1. Herod was informed that a king of the Jews was born within his domain, but he failed 

to notify Rome and more importantly, 

 

2. The uninvited visit by the Parthian Court, who appeared without notice, should have 

been reported to Caesar Augustus. A serious question Herod should have considered was: 

Was there a possibility that this visit was a trick for another possible invasion? It is 

amazing what he did, in light of his paranoid mental state. 

 

Rather, he killed all the newborn boys in Bethlehem, but by then the Holy Family had escaped to 

Egypt. The fact that the magi had also escaped without informing him of the new king’s identity 

or location would be worrisome for the rest of his life.   

  

At this point it is important to mention a word about the chronology of Jewish writings. Note that 

the following passage in Luke omits the account of the Holy Family traveling to Egypt. This 

suggests to the modern reader that immediately after ceremonial observances were completed in 

the temple, Joseph, Mary, and Jesus returned to Nazareth, and the magi probably visited them 

there.   

 

When Joseph and Mary had done everything required by the Law of the Lord, they 

returned to Galilee to their own town of Nazareth.
 

 

Luke 2:39 

 

                                                           
499. See 03.05.25. 
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If the gospel of Luke was the only record, that interpretation would have been accepted. 

However, there are two other considerations.  

 

1. In Jewish writings, it was not uncommon to skip events or periods of time. Even 

though Luke stated in the first few verses of his book that his work was a chronological 

account, that does not mean he recorded every detail.  

 

2. The other gospels offer additional information to the childhood years of Jesus. 

Therefore, readers know that between the time “Joseph and Mary had done everything 

required by the Law of the Lord,” and their arrival at Nazareth, they went to Egypt.  

 

There was another horrific event that occurred about this time.  Even though Herod the Great 

was rather ill and understood the sensitivities of the Jewish people, he decreed that a large golden 

eagle be placed above the great gate entrance of the temple (see 03.06.04, no. 15). This angered 

the Jews for two reasons: 

 

1. It violated the commandment that prohibited graven images (Deut. 5:8; Ex. 20:4) and 

 

2. The eagle was the icon that represented the oppressive Roman Empire. 

 

In response, two rabbis, Judas and Matthias, had their students pull down the eagle — an act of 

defiance. They managed to cut down the icon but were captured by the soldiers who were in the 

nearby Antonia Fortress.  It was a deadly decision as an outraged paranoid dictator had the rabbis 

and forty of their students burned alive.
500

 

 

This was a time when the slightest infraction law resulted in deadly consequences. Roman law 

was never intended to offer just punishment that fit the crime; it was to punish the accused so 

severely that the population would be fearful to do such an act again. 

 

                                                           
500. Josephus, Wars 2.1.2 (5) and Antiquities 17.6.2-4 (149-167, esp. 151). 
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04.04.07.A. A RELIEF OF A ROMAN EAGLE.  The eagle shown carved in 

stone was the symbol of Roman power and wealth. The golden eagle that was 

hung on the temple gate was probably similar to this one. Photographed at the 

Rockefeller Museum by the author.  

 

Finally, if the Bethlehem massacre is true, some critics have wondered why Josephus didn’t 

mention it. There are two possible answers. 

 

1. Herod had murdered so many of his own family, friends and staff, that the Bethlehem 

event was not even a minor point.   

 

2. Furthermore, it is possible that Josephus did not know about it.  
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Unit 04 

The Early Years Of Jesus 

 

Chapter 05 

The Great Escape And Return 
 

 
 

04.05.00A. JOSEPH, MARY, AND JESUS RETURN FROM EGYPT. 

Artwork by William Hole of the Royal Scottish Academy of Art, 1876. While 

the artist’s rendering shows the Holy Family walking alone, this was certainly not 

the case. People normally traveled in regularly scheduled caravans whenever 

possible for protection since traveling alone was always an invitation to be robbed 

and possibly killed.  Often artists illustrate the woman riding on a donkey.  This 

would have been the case only in the event of her pregnancy, sickness, or injury. 
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This artistic depiction is historically accurate in that Mary would have walked and 

carried a small child on her hip or shoulder.   

 

04.05.01 Introduction.  

The news of a king being born in his kingdom did not fit well with Herod.  He too must have 

heard some of the many rumors that a national deliverer was soon to be born. The paranoid 

Herod the Great was determined not to permit anyone to challenge his throne.    

 

04.05.02 Mt. 2:13-15 Egypt 

 

ESCAPE TO EGYPT 

  
13 

After they were gone, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared to Joseph in a 

dream, saying, “Get up! Take the child and His mother, flee to Egypt, and stay there 

until I tell you. For Herod is about to search for the child to destroy Him.” 
14 

So he 

got up, took the child and His mother during the night, and escaped to Egypt. 
15 

He 

stayed there until Herod’s death, so that what was spoken by the Lord through the 

prophet might be fulfilled: Out of Egypt I called My Son.  (Hosea 11:1) 

 

The first thought of Egypt by Bible students is that it was the land of Israelite slavery. But for 

centuries it had been a place of refuge. Even Jeremiah was there for a while. In fact, some cities, 

such as Alexandria, had a significant Jewish population by the first century B.C.
501

 Trade and 

commerce was brisk between Egypt and Israel, but Herod constantly feared his throne would be 

challenged by a number of conspirators.  

 

Joseph received his second dream. Certainly he knew the stories of the Egyptian Pharaoh, 

Haman, and Antiochus IV Epiphanes, and others who tried to wipe out the Jewish people. “So 

he got up ... during the night and escaped to Egypt.”  Joseph took Mary and Jesus and fled to 

Egypt due to the warning given by the angel. In all probability, they took the small connector 

road from Bethlehem to the Ridge Route to the coastal Via Maris and then went on to Egypt. 

Traveling alone was extremely dangerous,
502

 especially with the gifts given to them by the magi.  

But if an angel warned them about the impending danger of Herod, that messenger certainly 

would have provided all the protection they needed in their journey.  After three days’ journey 

from Bethlehem, they reached the Rhinokolura Wadi (modern Wadi al-Arish),
503

 which was the 

                                                           
501. Some historians have estimated the Jewish population of Alexandria, Egypt, to have been about 250,000 at the time 
of Christ.  
 
502. Josephus, Antiquities 20.6.1(118); Wars 2.15.6 (232).  

 
503. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 1:205. See “Wadi” in Appendix 26. 
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border between Egypt and Judea. Once they crossed the seasonal riverbed, they continued their 

journey without fear from Herod.
504

   

 

 

04.05.02.Q1 Where in Egypt did Mary, Joseph, and Jesus go? 

 

Their place of residency has been lost in history, but two possible cities have been suggested. 

 

1. Alexandria, built by Alexander the Great, was a major Jewish center.  It was larger 

than any city in Judea, with an estimated forty percent Jewish population.  It had a 

synagogue so huge that a courier was needed to repeat the words of the rabbi so the 

people in the back of the auditorium could hear.  It was in this city where the Hebrew 

Scriptures had been translated into Greek some two and a half centuries earlier.   Joseph 

could have quickly found a home and employment there as a young carpenter, although 

the funds provided by the magi most certainly would have been sufficient.  While 

Alexandria would have been an ideal city for them, it is also further west than many other 

Jewish communities. Therefore, it seems rather unlikely Mary and Joseph would have 

traveled so far to the western side of the Nile.
505

 

 

2. The second opinion is a popular tradition that the Holy Family lived in the Old Coptic 

Quarter of the city of Old Cairo.  It is where legend says the Church of St. Sergiust marks 

the traditional site where Mary and Joseph lived for three months.  Coptic Christians for 

centuries claimed that it was there, in a crypt that was originally a cave or grotto that the 

infant Jesus was laid to rest.  However, there is a problem with this traditional site. Cairo 

was not founded until A.D. 641, and then it was simply a military outpost. Eventually a 

town known as al-Fustat grew around the outpost and was later renamed Cairo. Just as 

the Holy Land has its share of legends, so does Egypt. So this is hardly a serious 

contender for where Mary and Joseph could have stayed. Where the Holy Family resided 

in Egypt is known only to God. 
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04.05.02.Z A MAP OF THE HOLY FAMILY’S ROUTE TO/FROM 

EGYPT. Map of the routes likely taken by Joseph, Mary and Jesus from 

Nazareth to Bethlehem, to Egypt, and their return to Nazareth. When they 

crossed the “River of Egypt,” known today as the Wadi of Egypt, or Wadi El 

Arish (1 Kgs. 8:65) and entered Egypt, they were safe from Herod’s army.  

Courtesy of International Mapping and Dan Przywara.    

 

A Lesson in First Century Hermeneutics: 

04.05.02.X Use Of A Double Reference
506

 

   

“Out of Egypt I called my son.”   This is not so much a  prophecy by Hosea concerning the 

return of Jesus from Egypt, as it is a double reference to the historical deliverance of the Jewish 

people out of Egyptian bondage (Ex. 4:22).  Yet the meaning of the prophet’s words is said to be 

confusing because there is no mention of a messiah.  The verse reads as follows: 

 

When Israel was a child, I loved him, 

and out of Egypt I called My son. 

 

                                                           
506. See “The Law Of Double Reference.” (Part 1, No. 6) in Appendix 30.  



172 
 

Hosea 11:1 

 

A preacher once clarified the meaning with a riddle.  He told the congregation to listen (or read) 

the following five points and guess who the subject is. 

1. Without a miracle in his mother’s womb he would never have been born. 

2. As an infant he was taken to Egypt. 

3. He returned from Egypt to the Promised Land. 

4. He saw signs and wonders, and the hand of God moved for him. 

5. He was killed by his enemies, rose from death, and will live forever into eternity. 

Nearly everyone immediately identified the subject as Jesus.  However, the riddle was intended 

to describe the nation of Israel. He noted these similarities: 

1. Without a divine intervention beginning with Abraham, the Jewish nation would never 

have been born.   

2. When a deadly famine fell upon the land of Canaan, the fledgling nation of less than a 

hundred souls went to Egypt. 

 3. In God’s timing, they returned from Egypt to the Promised Land (Canaan). 

4. As they left Egypt, they witnessed profound signs and wonders that demonstrated the 

hand of God for all nations to see.  

5. In A.D. 70 the Roman armies killed national Israel, but in 1948 the nation was reborn 

and will live forever into eternity. 

Theologians call this type of genre of Hosea 11:1 a “double reference,” that is, it describes both 

the life of national Israel and the life of Jesus. Matthew recognized the history of the Hebrew 

children as a “type and shadow” of Jesus.
507 

 But the imagery goes further: Just as God through 

Moses led His people out of Egyptian bondage and to the border of the Promised Land, so Jesus 

would lead His people out of the bondage of sin and into the Kingdom of God.
508

  In fact, all 

dealings God had with His people in the Old Testament Period were in some manner preparatory 

for the coming Messiah.  Jesus is the realization and fulfillment of their salvation.  The Gentiles 

are privileged to be grafted into these blessings of Abraham (Rom. 9-11).  However, sometimes 

                                                           
507. See “Type and Shadow” in Appendix 26 and “The Law Of Typological Interpretation Of Prophetic Words” (Part 
1, No. 5) in Appendix 30. 
  
508. Pentecost, The Words and Works of Jesus Christ. 70.  
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it is what the gospel writer does not say that is significant. Notice verse 2 of this Hosea’s 

passage. 

 
1 

When Israel was a child, I loved him, 

and out of Egypt I called My son. 
2 

The more they (the prophets) called them (the people of Israel), 

the more they (these people) departed from Me. 

Hosea 11:1-2 

When the Israelite children entered Egypt, they went as a clan; a family.  When they left, they 

did so as a nation. When Mary, Joseph and the infant Jesus entered Egypt, they entered as a 

family, but they they left, a new nation was about to be born. Not only were the people of ancient 

Israel a “type and shadow” of Jesus,
 
but just as they once rejected the authority of Moses and 

Joshua (verse 2a), so likewise, they rejected Jesus. The first century readers of Matthew’s gospel 

never missed this important point. Matthew expected his Jewish audience to know this passage 

and, in essence said, what happened to Israel happened to Jesus. 

 

 
 

 

04.05.03 Mt. 2:16-18 Bethlehem 

 

HEROD ORDERS THE SLAUGHTER OF YOUNG BOYS 

   

16 
Then Herod, when he saw that he had been outwitted by the wise men, flew into a 

rage. He gave orders to massacre all the male children in and around Bethlehem 

who were two years old and under, in keeping with the time he had learned from the 

wise men. 
17 

Then what was spoken through Jeremiah the prophet was fulfilled: 

 
18 

A voice was heard in Ramah,  

                         weeping and great mourning,  

Rachel weeping for her children  
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and she refused to be consoled,                                                                             

because they are no more (Jer. 31:15). 

  

There are three reasons why Herod decided to kill the Christ-child.  

 

1. He was not about to tolerate any potential threat to his monarchy. Under the slightest 

suspicion, he even murdered his own wives and sons.   

 

2. He realized that he was tricked by the magi when they failed to return to him as they 

had originally promised. This was an insult.     

 

3. It was an insult for the visiting magi, who represented royalty, not to present a gift to 

Herod. To meet a monarch of another nation, for whatever reason, and not present a gift 

was a supreme insult – sometimes considered worthy of death. 

 

“Massacre all the male children ... two years old and under.”  In biblical times mothers often 

nursed their infants until the age of two.509 Herod was not about to let any unweaned infants 

threaten his throne. Therefore, he sent a military unit to the small village and they killed all 

infant boys under the age of two. Since Bethlehem was a small village, the number of innocent 

lives massacred was relatively few; scholars believe less than a dozen – but still a horrible and 

wicked act. This terrible action, known as the Massacre of the Innocents, is typical of the well-

earned reputation of Herod the Great.  While he was known for being one of the greatest builders 

the Roman Empire, he was also known for his immense cruelty to his family and those he ruled.  

This slaughter was typical of him.  He even killed most of his ten wives and several sons. This 

single act of brutality in Bethlehem became the signature for which the great architect and 

builder is remembered. The account of Herod’s evil act was also recorded by Eusebius, who 

wrote the following: 

 

Christ, then, having been born, according to the prophecies in Bethlehem of Judea, 

about the time that had been revealed, Herod was alarmed at the intelligence.  

Having ascertained, on the inquiry of the eastern Magi where the king of the Jews 

should be born, as they had seen his star and this had been the cause of so long a 

journey to them, glowing with zeal to worship the infant as God, he was under 

great apprehension supposing his own kingdom to be in danger.  After inquiring of 

the doctors of the law in the nation where they expected Christ should be born and 

ascertaining the prophecy of Micah announcing that it would be in Bethlehem, in a 

single edict he ordered all male infants from two years and below to be slain, both 

                                                           
509. Smith, Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament: Matthew. 43.    
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in Bethlehem and all its parts, according to the time that he ascertained from the 

Magi.  He thought, as seemed probably, that he would carry off Jesus also in the 

destruction with those of his own age.  The child, however, anticipated the snare, 

being carried into Egypt by his parents who were informed by an angel of what 

was to happen.  These same facts are stated in the sacred text of the gospel. 

 

Eusebius, Church History 8.1-2 

  

“A voice was heard in Ramah.”  Ramah was a village situated about five miles north of 

Jerusalem in the land belonging to the tribe of Benjamin.  After the forces of King 

Nebuchadnezzar destroyed the temple in 587 B.C., they went north to attack Ramah.  Matthew 

compared this horrific event as a “foreshadow” of the killing of children in Bethlehem by Herod 

the Great.
510

 In a similar manner, an unknown first century writer compared Herod the Great 

with the slaughter of innocent boys by the Pharaoh of Egypt.     

 

There followed a bold king, not descendant from a priestly family, who was 

presumptuous and wicked.  He killed old and young, and the whole country was 

terribly afraid of him.  He ravaged the people with slaughter as had happened in 

Egypt. 

 

Assumption of Moses 6:22
511

 

 

“Rachel weeping for her children.”  These words by the prophet Jeremiah have raised some 

difficulties. At Ramah the Babylonians killed many and took children as slaves, but there is no 

evidence of similar atrocities at Bethlehem during the days of either the prophet or Rachel.  So 

why did he make the connection.  There are two possibilities: 

1. Some scholars have suggested that in Ramah the children were not slaughtered, but 

were taken from them, whereas in Bethlehem the mothers buried their little sons. So the 

similarity is not the killing, but the suffering.
512  

2. However, the most accurate interpretation may be found in the Talmud.  It suggests 

that when the children of Israel were driven by the Babylonian army to Babylon, the 

road they traveled upon went past the grave of their mother Rachel and they cried 

                                                           
510. Gilbrant, “Matthew,” 45; See “types and shadows” in Appendix 26. 

511. The reader is reminded that quotations from non-biblical sources are not to be understood as being of equal 
authority with the biblical narratives. See 01.02.04. 
  
512. Bock, Jesus According to Scripture. 72. 
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bitterly. Hence, Rachel “heard the cries” of her children.
513

 In this cultural genre, Rachel 

heard the cries of the families of Bethlehem. 

 

Comparisons were often made between events, even though they were not perfectly aligned in 

the modern sense of making comparisons. 

 

Finally, critics have pondered that if the story of the Bethlehem massacre was true, why didn’t 

Josephus mention it? The answer is that Herod had murdered so many of his own family, friends 

and staff, that the Bethlehem event was not even a minor point.  Furthermore, Josephus may not 

have known about it. 

 

04.05.04 Mt. 2:19-23; Lk. 2:39-40 From Egypt to Nazareth 

 
19 

After Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in 

Egypt, 
20 

saying, “Get up! Take the child and His mother and go to the land of 

Israel, because those who sought the child’s life are dead.” 
21 

So he got up, took the 

child and His mother, and entered the land of Israel. 
22 

But when he heard that 

Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go 

there. And being warned in a dream, he withdrew to the region of Galilee. 
23 

Then 

he went and settled in a town called Nazareth to fulfill what was spoken through the 

prophets, that He will be called a Nazarene. 

 

Lk. 
39 

When they had completed everything according to the law of the Lord, they 

returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. 
40 

The boy grew up and became 

strong, filled with wisdom, and God’s grace was on Him.   

 

“After Herod died.”  No time frame was given as to how long it was after Herod’s death until 

an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in another dream.  It may have been only a few days or 

even months because there were several small revolts throughout the land. Furthermore, it took 

months for Archelaus to receive his official position as ruler.  Many messianic pretenders arose 

with their small groups of rebels and chaos and violence spread throughout the land until the 

strong arm of Roman might brought peace and order.
514

  

 

Since these revolutionaries had messianic aspirations, it is easy to understand why Jesus was 

frequently silent about His identity. He certainly did not want to be identified with any of them 

                                                           
513. Cited by Geikie, The Life and Words. 1:557. 
 
514. A partial listing of an estimated 60 messianic pretenders is found in Appendix 25 “False Prophets, Rebels, 
Significant Events, And Rebellions That Impacted The First Century Jewish World.”  
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or their cause.  Without the writings of Josephus, information of these nationalistic messianic 

pretenders would be lost in history. 

 

“Go to the land of Israel.” The phrase meant the entire land of the twelve tribes, not just the 

ancient area of the ten northern tribes. It was also known as “Judaea” although it comprised the 

three Jewish provinces of Judea, Galilee and Perea, as well as Samaria and Idumea. However, 

the name “Judaea” at times also refers only to Judea, Samaria, and Idumea – the area governed 

by Archelaus and then by Pilate. The Bible refers to it in the Hebrew, Eretz-Israel, but never as 

Palestine. Yet this is the only place in the New Testament that refers to the Jewish land by the 

name “Israel,” whereas in other Scriptures the name is associated with “the people of Israel.”
515

 

 

“Because those who sought the child’s life are dead.”  This statement was a reference to 

Herod the Great who died in 4 B.C.  In Hebrew, a plural form is at times used to denote an 

indefinite number, or for one of many.
516

  The same is true in Greek.
517

  This phrase is one of 

several similarities between Moses and Jesus. In fact, Moses is seen as a prophetic picture of 

Jesus.
518

 In this case, the phrase nearly agrees verbatim with the first killing of the innocents in 

Exodus 4:19.  The Jewish readers of Matthew’s gospel would have immediately connected the 

two events.
519 

 

 

“Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of his father Herod.”  After Herod’s death his 

kingdom was divided by the Roman senate among three of his surviving sons and a fourth 

district was given to the governor of Damascus.  Archelaus received Jerusalem and the district of 

Judea which included Bethlehem.  He was a tyrant, worse than his father but with none of his 

father’s administrative skills. Life became so unbearable that the Jews rebelled.  Archelaus, 

fearful that his government might fall, he… 

  

… Sent out the whole army upon them (the Jews), and sent the horsemen to prevent 

those that had their tents without the temple, from assisting those that were within 

the temple, and to kill such as ran away from the footmen when they thought 

                                                           
515. The name “Palestine” was not used until a century after Christ.  It was instituted as a curse word by Emperor 
Hadrian in A.D.135. 
  

516. See Exodus 4:19, where the Lord said to Moses, “Go back to Egypt, for all the men who wanted to kill you are 

dead.” Scholars believe “all the men” is a reference to Pharaoh Thutmose III.  See New International Version Study Bible 

footnotes; Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible. 532. 

517. Wallace, Greek Grammar. 404. 

518. See Appendix 2.   
 
519. Hagner, “Matthew 1-13.” 39.  
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themselves out of danger; which the horsemen slew three thousand men, while the 

rest went to the neighboring mountains. 

  

Josephus, Antiquities 17.9.3 (217b-218a)
520 

 

While in Egypt, an angel warned Joseph in a dream not to return to Bethlehem. Unknown to 

Israel at this time was that Archelaus would be more of a tyrant that was his father. In fact, so 

much so, that after a decade of dictatorial rulership, the people rebelled in one of the most 

horrific revolts during the life of Jesus.
521

  This anarchy soon became too much for Rome and 

Archelaus was replaced by Coponius.
522

 In the meantime, the Holy Family was safe in Nazareth.   

 

“To fulfill what was spoken through the prophets.”  This portion of Scripture has been 

problematic, since the prophecy is not found anywhere in the Old Testament.  However, note that 

Matthew used the word “was spoken” and not “written.” There are three possibilities to 

understanding this issue: 

 

1. He may have referred to a popular teaching within the Oral Law or tradition.   

 

2. He may have referred to a reader in the synagogue who read the prophecy publically. 

 

3. He could have referred to the general tenor of prophecy and not to a specific prophecy 

by a particular prophet. 

 

Furthermore, at this time the Jews had both the Written Law and their Oral Law.  When anyone 

was reading, it was aloud, since silent reading was an unknown skill at this time.  Hence, the 

phrase “what was spoken” could have referred to either the Written Scripture or Oral laws.  

 

 
 

                                                           
520. Parenthesis mine; See also Josephus, Wars 2.1.3. 
 
521. See Appendix 25 for a listing of false prophets who had messianic expectations and for a partial listing of revolts 

and social disturbances from 63 B.C. to A.D. 135.  

522. Tenney, New Testament Times. 143; Josephus, Wars. 2.8.1.  
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04.05.04.Q1 How could the prophet Isaiah (11:1) identify Jesus as a “Nazarene” when there 

was no village by that name when the prophet lived?    

 

This is an interesting question since Isaiah lived around 700 B.C., and Nazareth was established 

late in the Inter-Testamental period, meaning, there were about 500 to 600 years between the 

prophet and the establishment of the small farming village. Previously Matthew mentioned that 

the birth of Jesus was announced by a “rising” star (Mt. 2:1-2). The term “rising” (anatole) can 

also mean growth or shoot and in Isaiah 11:1 shoot and branch are parallels.523 At Qumran, the 

writers of the Dead Sea Scrolls called the Messiah the Branch of David, a term that precisely fits 

the wording of Matthew.524 Therefore, the phrase, “That He will be called a Nazarene,” is a 

play on words (mnemonic)525 that reflects upon the shoot of Jessie, referring to a prophecy 

given by Isaiah and explained below.   

 

Then a shoot will grow from the stump of Jesse, 

and a branch from his roots will bear fruit. 

 

Isaiah 11:1 

  

A Lesson in First Century Hermeneutics: 

04.05.04.X A Word Play Known As A Mnemonic 

 

In every language there are word plays – two words that sound alike but have different, 

sometimes opposite, meanings.  At times word plays create humor and other times they are ideal 

teaching tools. The words shoot, branch, and Nazareth, have the same root word (Netzer).   The 

debate hinges on whether the Greek word for “Nazareth” derives from Hebrew netzer, or nezer, 

meaning branch, or nazar, meaning to consecrate.
526

  Those who claim there is a connection to 

netzer, base their opinions on the phrase “Netzer-shoot planted by God” found in the Dead Sea 

Scroll 1QH 6:15; 7:5, 8, 10. Since Netzer is the root word for Nazareth, what Matthew is saying 

is that Jesus is the Netzer or Branch that came out of the root of Jesse – the father of King David. 

This is clearly a play on words known as a mnemonic,
527

 that is, a word arrangement in such a 

manner that it is easily remembered by the listeners.
528

  This functioned, 

                                                           
523. See also Jer. 23:5; 33:15; Zech. 3:8; 6:2    

524. Dead Sea Scroll 4QpIsa; 4QPat. BI. 3.4; 4QFlor. 10; Cited by Smith, Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament: 

Matthew. 45.     

525. See “mnemonic” in Appendix 26.  
 
526. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:22; Bock, Jesus According to Scripture. 73. 

527. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible. 710. 

528. Barclay, “Matthew.” 1:13. 
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1. As a memory tool and 

 

2. Indicated that the matter was of Divine origin.     

  

Jesus, as the Master Teacher and like a typical rabbi, used puns and plays on words. In this case, 

the memory tool of nazar and Netzer apparently had a divine origin. 

 

< -------------------------------------------- > 

 

“They returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth” This passage in Luke 2:39 

suggests that the holy family returned to Nazareth immediately following the completion of the 

Mosaic Law requirements, 41 days after the birth of Jesus.  But this is hardly the case as 

indicated in the other gospels. Luke evidently felt that some details were not needed for his 

purpose. He did not mention the visit of the magi, the killing of the innocents and the escape of 

the holy family, their flight to Egypt, and their return to Nazareth. Luke 2:39 is not out of 

chronological order but simply does not have those details.  There are two important 

considerations concerning the segment of history that was not recorded by Luke:  

 

1. In Jewish writings, it was not uncommon to skip large periods of time. Even though 

Luke said that his work was a chronological account that does not mean he could not skip 

periods of time or events.  

 

2. The other gospels offer additional light to the childhood years of Jesus. Therefore, 

readers know that between the time “Joseph and Mary had done everything required by 

the Law of the Lord” and their arrival at Nazareth, they journeyed to Egypt.  

 

Luke 2:39 reveals the importance that all four gospels must be read together as a single unit to 

attain an accurate understanding of the life and work of Jesus.  

 

The question has been asked why Archelaus had an incredible hatred and bitterness toward his 

subjects.  It is because after his father died the Jews sent an embassy of fifty men to Rome to 

appeal to Augustus not to have him as their king.  But Augustus decreed that he would be their 

ruler, but without the title of “king” that he so passionately wanted. As a result, he spilled out his 

vengeance toward the people until Rome removed him from office. This event became the 

background for the parable in Luke 19:11-27. 

 

“The boy grew up.” The Jewish people marked the development of their children in eight stages 

as follows: 
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1. The birth of a child (Isa. 9:6) 

 

2. The nursing stage (Sa. 9:8) 

 

3. When the suckling child begins to ask for food (Lam. 4:4) 

 

4. When the child is weaned off its mother’s breast (Isa. 28:9) 

 

5. When the child clings to its mother’s side (Jer. 40:7) 

 

6. When the child becomes firm and strong (Isa. 7:14) 

 

7. Youthful years 

 

8. The ripened one or warrior (Isa. 31:8) 

 

Parents observed their children carefully in their growing years. There can be little question that 

Mary and Joseph noticed a difference from other children, especially after the Passover event 

when Jesus was 12 years old.  
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Unit 04 

The Early Years Of Jesus 

 

Chapter 06 

The Boyhood Years Of Jesus 
    

 
 

04.06.00.A. JESUS AND TEMPLE LEADERS. Artwork by William Hole of 

the Royal Scottish Academy of Art, 1876.  At the age of 12, Jesus challenges 

the religious leaders in the temple with stimulating questions. Among the doctors 

of the law, there may have been Rabbi Hillel and his rival Rabbi Shammai, two of 

the most famous rabbis of the Second Temple Period (516 B.C.-A.D. 70). The 
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octagon-shaped architectural style of the building depicted is attractive, but 

incorrect.  

 

04.06.01 Introduction 

Little is known of the early years of Jesus from the age of twelve until the beginning of His 

ministry. But what is known is that He was obedient to his parents (Lk 2:51), He “grew in 

wisdom and stature and in favor with God and men” (Lk 2:52), and He did not have any formal 

rabbinic training either in the Hebrew Scriptures or the Oral Law (Mk 6:2; Jn. 7:15). 

 

There is, however, general information of what life was like for a young boy.  Synagogues in the 

Province of Galilee were used as schools, where the rabbi taught all children the five books of 

Moses, unlike in Jerusalem where only boys were taught.
529

  During the sunny, dry days they 

often had classes outside under a fig tree.  Since this tree produces fruit for nearly ten months of 

the year, it became symbolic of the Word of God from which men were taught to “eat” 

constantly.  It was in these schools that children were taught an elementary level of reading 

skills. Writing was less popular.  There was little need for writing skills in this primitive culture, 

with the occasional exception of legal documents which were written by professional scribes. 

 

The common languages were Greek, Hebrew, and its sister language, Aramaic.
530

  Greek was 

introduced by Alexander the Great some three centuries earlier. Aramaic was the language 

Jewish people spoke during their exile in Babylon.  However, Hebrew remained the religious 

language for religious events among the Jews in Israel while it passed from use in other 

communities such as in Egypt. It is generally accepted that Jesus read from a Hebrew scroll, 

spoke to the crowds in Aramaic, and conversed with the Roman authorities in Aramaic or Greek. 

 

Jesus, who was taught to recite the Hallel (Ps. 114-118), which means praise. He was also the 

personification of it.  Note the identifying connections,  

 

  (114:1)  He is the One who came out of Egypt; 

 

  (114:8)  He was the Rock from which flowed water; 

 

  (115:2)  He was the answer to the question, “Where is their God.” 

  

  (116:3)  He was the anguish of the grave; 

 

  (116:4)  He called upon the name of the Lord; 

                                                           
529. For more information in the educational system, see 02.03.04.  
 
530. For more information the languages, see 02.03.08.  
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  (116:14, 18) He completed His vows to the Lord; 

 

  (116:48)  He delivered the captives from captivity; 

 

(117)  The love covenant of God 

 

(118)  His ultimate triumph over rejection 

 

  (118:22)  He was the stone that the builders rejected. 

 

(118:25-26) Messianic Parousia (Second Coming) 

 

As a child Jesus attended the community synagogue in Nazareth where His teacher was the local 

rabbi. But according to Isaiah, every morning God awakened Jesus and instructed Him (Isa. 

50:4-5).  Therefore, by the age of twelve He had become a profound scholar and demonstrated 

incredible wisdom by asking questions of the brightest priestly scholars of the Second Temple 

Period.  

 

The Lord GOD has given Me the tongue of those who are instructed to know how to 

sustain the weary with a word. He awakens Me each morning; He awakens My ear 

to listen like those being instructed. 

Isaiah 50:4 

 

04.06.02 Lk. 2:41-50 Jerusalem 

 

JESUS VISITS THE TEMPLE 

   

41 
Every year His parents traveled to Jerusalem for the Passover Festival. 

42 
When 

He was 12 years old, they went up according to the custom of the festival. 
43 

After 

those days were over, as they were returning, the boy Jesus stayed behind in 

Jerusalem, but His parents did not know it. 
44 

Assuming He was in the traveling 

party, they went a day’s journey. Then they began looking for Him among their 

relatives and friends.       
45 

When they did not find Him, they returned to Jerusalem 

to search for Him. 
46 

After three days, they found Him in the temple complex sitting 

among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. 
47 

And all those 

who heard Him were astounded at His understanding and His answers.  
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48 
When His parents saw Him, they were astonished, and His mother said to Him, 

“Son, why have You treated us like this? Your father and I have been anxiously 

searching for You.”  

49 
“Why were you searching for Me?” He asked them. “Didn’t you know that I had 

to be in My Father’s house?” 
50 

But they did not understand what He said to them.  

 

“Every year his parents traveled to Jerusalem.” This refers to the annual celebration of 

Passover (Heb. Pesach) in the Holy City. Those who lived great distances away, such as 

Nazareth, were not required to make the long journey.  However, Mary and Joseph, being 

righteous Jews, chose to observe all seven of our Lord’s feasts which were condensed into three 

festival periods.
531

 Local residents observed them three times a year, those of a moderate 

distance observed only Passover in the month of Nisan, and those who lived in distant countries 

might only observe the Passover in Jerusalem once in a lifetime.  Originally, attendance was 

required of all men (Ex. 23:14-17; Deut. 16:16).  Women were free of the obligation, but 

frequently attended with their husbands.
532

 The fact that Mary chose to go reflects upon her 

dedication to worship her Lord at this sacred festival. 

    

Traveling was dangerous, as Zealots and bandits were in the countryside waiting to take 

advantage of unsuspecting travelers.
533

 For this reason, pilgrims going to and from Jerusalem for 

religious observances traveled in festival caravans.
534

 The village was, in effect, an extended 

family and closely-knit community.  Children would play together as they traveled the long 

journey which skirted around the District of Samaria.  It was common for parents not to know 

where one or more of their children were, as it was assumed that they were in the good hands and 

care of someone else from the village. So when Mary and Joseph discovered Jesus was missing, 

the news was a major concern for everyone.  Child abduction was virtually unknown, so they 

returned to Jerusalem and searched for Him. That meant they had to travel alone, without group 

protection, along the roads where there had been many robberies and wild animals roamed 

freely. They also had to cross the Jordan River known to have crocodiles.
535

 So when they 

eventually found Him in the temple, they were understandably quite upset. 

 

                                                           
531. See Appendix 5 “Levitical and Non-Levitical Feasts.” 

532. Mishnah, Hagigah 1.1; 1 Sam. 1:7; 2:19; see Appendix 5, the Jewish Sacred Calendar. 
  
533. Josephus, Antiquities 20.6.1(118); Wars 2.15.6 (232).  
 
534. Tosephta, Megillah 4.15; Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus. 59, 75, 249; Geikie, The Life and Works of Christ. 2:278; 
Farrar, The Life of Christ. 364. 

 
535. Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 1:220-21; Farrar, The Life of Christ 59-60. 
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On a related issue, if all the villagers went to the temple in festival caravans that meant that their 

homes were unprotected and vulnerable to the bandits.  Then the bandits would not need to rob 

the travelers, they just had to wait until everyone left and they could help themselves. Therefore, 

not everyone went to the temple. And for that reason, designated families offered sacrifices for 

friends who stayed home to protect the village. The families that went to the temple were 

considered to be the honored, the most observant families of the village.  That makes the family 

of Mary and Joseph rather stunning – they went to the temple every year, not only for 

themselves, but probably to give sacrifices for other families as well.
536
 

 

“When he was 12 years old.” During a child’s twelfth year he or she was examined by rabbis to 

determine if the basics of Judaism and the responsibilities of adulthood were understood. 

Reciting the Shema was how a pre-teen acknowledged that he was under the rule of God and, in 

fact, had taken upon himself the “Kingdom of God.”
537

  In essence, the child examined his or her 

own heart for the need of God in their life. Then, on the day after the thirteenth birthday, he or 

she became responsible for his or her own spiritual welfare and a son/daughter of the 

commandments.  On the New Testament side, anyone at any age can come to God when they 

recognize their need for God. In both Judaism and Christianity the adult, not the child, makes the 

decision to accept or reject God, rather than a choice being made by parents for an infant. 

Younger children, however, are still dedicated to God in both Judaism and Christianity.   

 

As such, the young adult entered a new phase of life with new responsibilities and privileges.  

For boys these included the reading of the Torah in the synagogue, its interpretation, and reciting 

the Shema with its benediction.
538

  While this usually occurred in the village synagogue, it 

appears that Jesus, of His own accord, had a similar discussion with the priests on the temple 

steps.  The Mishnah gives evidence of the customary examination: 

 

A boy twelve years old and one day – his vows must be examined; if he is thirteen 

years old and one day, his vows are valid, but they must be examined throughout his 

thirteenth year. 

 

Mishnah, Niddah 5.6
539

   

  

According to a second century (B.C.) rabbi, Eleazar ben Simeon, a young man became 

responsible for his own actions from the age of thirteen and one day, although still under the 

                                                           
536. Fischer, The Gospels in Their Jewish Context. (Lecture on CD/MP3). Week 8, Session 2.  
 
537. Lang, Know the Words of Jesus. 228.       

538. Mishnah, Megillah 4.6. 

539. See also Babylonian Talmud, Seder Moed. Yoma 82a; Babylonian Talmud, Seder Tohoroth 45b. 
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guiding hand of his father for another year. At age 13 and 1 day he became a ben hat-torah, or 

Son of the Law. As such he began to wear the tephillin (Heb.), or phylacteries (Greek), and was 

presented in the synagogue on the Sabbath. He became responsible for fulfilling all the 

commandments
540

 and legal actions, with the exception of the purchase of real estate, payment of 

taxes, and military duty, which began at the age of twenty.
541

 Prior to this rite of passage he was 

known as a katon, meaning little, but afterwards he was known as a gadol, meaning grown-up.  

 

The discussion Jesus had with the priests would have been mainly about the Torah. Matthew said 

that Jesus met with the temple priests, who found Him to be mature far beyond His years in the 

understanding of the Torah and other Old Testament books. What an unusual sight to have seen 

Jesus sitting on the temple steps with the best teachers of the Law. Normally, children were 

gathered around their teachers who taught them, but on this day, Jesus was on the temple steps 

and the teachers were gathered around Him.  What could these teachers have been thinking?  

There is little question that they would watch him carefully in the years to come.  

 

Here lies an example of Old Testament law and New Testament grace.  It is the similarity of 

becoming a son of the Commandment for a Jewish boy and becoming a believer for a Christian.  

 

 
 

                                                           
540. Mishnah, Avot 5:1; cf. Yoma 82a; Kaplan “Bar Mitzvah, Bat Mitzvah.” CD-ROM Judaica Multimedia. 

541. A thirteen-year old, even in ancient times, was not considered knowledgeable about buying and selling real estate.  

See Maim. Yad., Edut, 9:8; Kaplan. “Bar Mitzvah, Bat Mitzvah.” CD-ROM Judaica Multimedia. 
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04.06.02.A. MODERN BAR MITZVAH CELEBRATION IN JERUSALEM.  

A thirteen-year old boy carries a Torah Scroll as the men of his family celebrate 

his Bar Mitzvah (Bat Mitzvah for girls) at the Western Wall. The women are 

nearby and look on. It is a time of celebration when a son or daughter becomes 

responsible for their spiritual destiny. This rite of passage has become more 

celebratory today than it was in the days of Jesus. Photograph by the author.  

 

Finally, some Christian teachers have incorrectly said that at this time, the Jewish rite of passage 

known as the bar-mitzvah occurred at the age of 12, but that was changed to 13 in the Middle 

Ages.  That is an inaccurate understanding.  During the 12
th

 year the pre-teen was examined and 

after the 13
th

 birthday, there was a small bar-mitzvah celebration for boys and a bat-mitzvah for 

girls. Only in the Middle Ages did this rite of passage become a significant family and 

congregational event.
542

  

 

“Sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.” It is rather 

astounding that a twelve-year old boy would have a dialog with the doctors of theology and 

Jewish law (both Written and Oral), especially since He only attended the local synagogue 

school and had no further training.  This leads to a very interesting question:  

 

04.06.02.Q1 How did Jesus attain the incredible knowledge that He displayed at the temple 

when He was merely twelve years old (Lk. 2:41-50)?  

 

Scholars have long debated the “messianic consciousness” of Jesus.
543

 In other words, when did 

He realize that He was the Messiah? Since Jesus had both the human nature and divine nature, 

He would have access to His Father in heaven that was unknown to mortals. Another question 

then is, “At the temple, did He ask questions to discover answers or did He ask questions to have 

the scholars reflect upon Isaiah?  According to Isaiah, every morning God awakened Jesus and 

instructed Him (Isa. 50:4-5). That instruction included knowledge of the events that would 

eventually inflict horrific pain (Isa. 50:6-9). Furthermore, Philippians 2:5-11 and Acts 1:6-7 state 

that the incarnate God was willing to be separated from His full use of divine knowledge, 

thereby making human development and maturity a necessity. 

 

4 
The Lord GOD has given Me the tongue of those who are instructed to know how to 

sustain the weary with a word. He awakens Me each morning; He awakens My ear 

to listen like those being instructed. 

                                                           
542. Wice.  “Bar Mitzvah.” 2:73; Kaplan “Bar Mitzvah, Bat Mitzvah.” CD-ROM Judaica Multimedia; The earliest writing 

of a bar mitzvah is known today is from the work of Mordecai ben Hillel, a German Halachist of the 13 th century.  

543. See “Christology” and “Messianic Consciousness” in Appendix 26.  
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5 
The Lord GOD has opened My ear, and I was not rebellious; I did not turn back. 

6 
I gave My back to those who beat Me, and My cheeks to those who tore out My 

beard. I did not hide My face from scorn and spitting. 

7 
The Lord GOD will help Me; therefore I have not been humiliated; therefore I have 

set My face like flint, and I know I will not be put to shame. 

8 
The One who vindicates Me is near; who will contend with Me? Let us confront 

each other. Who has a case against Me? Let him come near Me! 

9 
In truth, the Lord GOD will help Me; who will condemn Me? Indeed, all of them 

will wear out like a garment; a moth will devour them. 

Isaiah 50:4-9 

 

Therefore, when Jesus met the religious scholars in the temple, He not only offered thought-

provoking answers, but questions that challenged the best scholars of the entire second temple 

period (515 B.C. – A.D. 70). Little did they know that the Boy who was before them was 

divinely taught every morning.  

 

 
 

The dynamics of the temple dialog were heightened in light of the fact that the two greatest 

theological schools of the entire Second Temple Period existed at this time.  These schools were 

the House of Hillel and the House of Shammai.  Their founding rabbis are believed to have been 

still alive and were probably in the temple when Jesus came.  It was in Solomon’s Portico where 

the greatest of teachers taught, as if trying to capture some of the proverbial “Solomon’s 

wisdom.” Anyone who seriously desired to learn would have studied in one of these schools 

(a/k/a “houses”).   

 

It was considered a point of academic excellence to have graduated from one of these two 

schools, as exampled by the Apostle Paul who had studied under Gamaliel, the grandson of 
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Hillel.
544

 There can be little question that the twelve-year-old Jesus challenged the most 

important and influential rabbis when other twelve-year old boys were challenged by their local 

rabbis.  

 

 
 

“His understanding.” The phrase means not only facts, but also the relationships of those with 

whom He was speaking.
545

 He had the gift of discernment to understand those with whom He 

was speaking.  

 

“Son, why have you treated us like this?” The question reflects a tone of contention in the 

family.  One can understand why parents would be upset if a child was missing for three days. 

On the other hand, maybe Mary and Joseph should have been aware that since the 12
th

 year was 

a special year in a child’s life, something unusual should have been expected.  However, His 

parents were not only upset that they spent three days looking for their Son, but they had to 

return to Jerusalem and then Nazareth by themselves.  In doing so, they risked themselves to the 

dangers of robbers who knew that festival pilgrims always had offerings and sacrificial money. 

But Jesus was already focused on His divine calling while His parents were still expecting a 

somewhat normal child in spite of His unusual birth and calling. His family did not completely 

understand Him until after the resurrection.  

 

No wonder Mary would later ponder these things in her heart.  She did find Jesus at the temple, 

yet in another sense she may never have found him; she may never have felt that this young Man 

was really hers.  They may have wondered if He was to be another Onias ha-M’agel, a/k/a Honi 

who performed miracles and was killed.
546

 

 

When Jesus said that “I had to be in my Father’s house,” He implicated more than a physical 

presence; He had to be involved in the work of Him who awakened and instructed Him every 

                                                           
544. Hillel had a son Simeon who served in the temple when Jesus was dedicated. Simeon had a son named Gamaliel, 
who had a son also named Simeon.  See Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica. 2:31. 
 

545. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament. 1:278.   
 
546. Honi was a miracle worker of the first century B.C. and is noted for making it rain one time.  See comments on Jn. 

19:25-27, and 03.05.10. 
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morning. At the age of 12, or possibly 17,
547

  every boy became an apprentice – he worked with 

a craftsman or tradesman from whom he learned his future occupation.  So when Jesus said that 

He had to be about His “Father’s business,” or His “Father’s house,” He clearly understood His 

purpose and divine calling at an early age and was eager to prepare for it.    

 

04.06.03 Lk. 2:51-52 Nazareth 

 

 

GROWING UP IN NAZARETH  

 
51 

Then He went down with them and came to Nazareth and was obedient to them. 

His mother kept all these things in her heart. 
52 

And Jesus increased in wisdom and 

stature, and in favor with God and with people. 

 

“Jesus increased in wisdom and stature.” Jesus grew up like any other boy, but remained 

sinless; He left part of His deity in heaven.  The fact that Luke stated that Jesus “grew” in 

wisdom discredits some apocryphal accounts, in which Jesus was described to have had unusual 

mystical powers in His childhood.  Likewise, there is no truth to the account that Jesus lacked 

formal education. In fact, average Jewish peasants were better educated than their peers in 

neighboring cultures. Formal education began as early as the beginning of the Second Temple 

Period (ca. 515 B.C.), when Levites were given the responsibility of teaching the people (2 Ch. 

17:8-9).  Eighty years before Jesus, Rabbi Shimeon ben Shetah decreed that all children and 

youth under the age of seventeen be instructed in formal education
548 

and the Mishnah preserved 

the various stages of this instruction from childhood to priesthood.
549

 While it is unknown if this 

decree was universally applied in Galilee, it is known that both boys and girls were educated 

until the age of thirteen.    

 

During those years children learned the Torah beginning at the age of five and the Oral Law 

beginning at eight.  In the local synagogue He would have learned how to read and write with the 

use of a wax board and stylus.  The primary teaching method was question and answer, which 

naturally led to an adult pastime of theological debates. When He became a son of the 

Commandment at age thirteen and one day, then it was time to learn his father’s trade.  He would 

remain there approximately eighteen years until the age of thirty, the age when men normally 

entered the priesthood (or ministry). Matthew summarized those years quite well when he said, 

                                                           
547. See “Education” in 02.03.04.  
 
548. Babylonian Talmud, Ketubbot 50b.   
 
549. Mishnah, Avot 5:21; See 02.03.04. 
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“Jesus grew in wisdom and stature and in favor with God and men.”  As righteous orthodox 

Jews, His parents raised Him according to all the laws of Judaism, which included the following: 

 

Rabben Gamaliel the son of Rabbi Judah the Patriarch said: “Excellent is study of 

the Law together with worldly occupation, for toil in them both puts sin out of mind.  

But all study of the Law without (worldly) labor comes to naught at the last and 

brings sin in its train.” 

 

Mishnah, Aboth 2.2 

 

Early in His life, He was taught the stories of Israel’s heroes by His mother. Some of whom 

fought on the great battlefields of Esdraelon which is plainly visible from the hills around 

Nazareth. To the south is the plateau of Gilboa where King Saul fought his last battle.  Not far 

from Nazareth was the Via Maris, the international highway that went from Egypt to Damascus 

and connected to the road to Babylon.
550

 Ancient kings traveled on this road with their invading 

armies. Jesus grew up in a quiet village, but not far away there was rich Jewish history that He 

could reach out and touch.  

 

 
 

                                                           
550. Also known as “the way of the land of the Philistines” (Ex. 13:17; Num. 20:17). 
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04.06.03.A. SHEPHERD BOYS IN AUTHENTIC FIRST CENTURY 

COSTUME. These two children holding a sheep at the Nazareth Village are 

dressed in clothes much as Jesus would have worn. Photograph by the author.  

  

“In favor with God and with people.” A similar theme is found in Luke 2:40. Jesus became the 

popular son of Nazareth, being well appreciated and liked by everybody.  What a stark contrast 

to His later return to do miracles and preach the Kingdom of God, when these same friendly 

people would threaten to kill him.  He was a responsible Son, similar to the description of 1 

Samuel 2:26 and Proverbs 3:4.   

 

Most events in the life of Jesus were never recorded.  What is known is that the central focus of 

any young man was the study of the Torah as the “source and grantor of salvation.”
551

  Even if he 

did not pursue higher education that was that provided by the local synagogue, he dedicated 

himself to memorizing numerous pages of the biblical scrolls.  Men often gathered to discuss the 

meaning and life application of the sacred Scriptures.  One can safely assume Jesus functioned 

well in this capacity, as He did with the temple priests when He was twelve years old.   

 

  

                                                           
551. Neuser, Rabbinic Judaism. 56. 
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Unit 4 

The Early Years Of Jesus 

 

Chapter 07 

Village Life In Nazareth 
 

 
 

04.07.00.A. JESUS GROWING UP IN NAZARETH. Artwork by William 

Hole of the Royal Scottish Academy of Art, 1876. Jesus is shown with His 

mother carrying water from the only water fountain in Nazareth. This was a daily 

event except on the Sabbath. Some scholars believe the village was founded in the 

first or second century B.C., and was little more than a small agricultural village 

of three dozen Jewish homes.   
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04.07.01 Daily Life in Nazareth 

The village of Nazareth was nestled in the hills of Galilee. Yet strange as it may be, there were 

three provincial Jewish districts: Galilee, Perea east of the Jordan River, and Judea which 

surrounded Jerusalem. The southeastern corner of Galilee barely touched Perea.  Otherwise, 

Galilee was surrounded by non-Jewish people.  In fact, the name Galilee comes from the Hebrew 

word Galil which means circle – but the district of Galilee is anything but circular.
552

   

 

 Video Insert    > 

04.07.01.V1 Jesus as a Carpenter or “Tekton.” Mr. Majd Shufani explains the research that 

was done to build the reconstructed Nazareth Village.  He then explains the Greek term 

tekton, meaning carpenter, and the type of activities the carpenter performed. Click here if 

Internet connection is available. 

 

 

Daily life in the first century was extremely difficult with no modern conveniences commonly 

taken for granted today.  Houses were cold and damp in the winter and the summer nights were 

so hot and humid that many slept on roofs tops. Today visitors to Israel can visit reconstructed 

villages at the Hasmonean Village, the Katzrim Talmudic Village, the Nazareth Village, and the 

Biblical Garden at Yad Hashmonah, to get a glimpse of what ancient life was like. Great care has 

been taken at these living museums to present an authentic re-creation of daily life in the days of 

Jesus.          

Video Insert    > 

04.07.01.V2 The Home of a Typical Jewish Peasant Family. Mr. Majd Shufani describes the 

typical first century house in Nazareth. Dr. Bill Heinrich adds comments concerning 

another house of that era. Click here if Internet connection is available. 

 

The English word for carpenter is often said to have come from the Greek word tekton,
553

 

meaning builder or craftsman (Mk. 6:3a).
554

 A master builder or director of works would have 

                                                           
552. Barclay, “Luke.” 45. 
 
553. Bookman, When God Wore Sandals. CD Trac 12;  Issler. “Exploring the Pervasive References to Work in Jesus’ 

Parables.” 327.  

554. Batey, Jesus and the Forgotten City. 74; Packer, “Carpenter, Builder, Workman, Craftsman, Trade.” 1:279. 
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been known by the Greek term architekton (753; cf 1 Cor. 3:10) from where the English word 

architect is derived.
555

  But the tekton was not a carpenter in the modern sense of the word, but 

one who built with wood, and at times, stone and even metal.
556
 It was an occupation of high 

social importance and wisdom, even though it did not generate an above average income.   

 

Rabbinic literature indicates that if there was a problem in the village and no rabbi was available 

to resolve the issue, the question was asked, “Where is there a carpenter or a son of a carpenter?”  

This occupation was a highly respected trade and, therefore, associated with skilled ability to 

resolve issues of life. In fact, so highly respected were carpenters, that when a scholar or rabbi 

walked into a room, the carpenter at work did not have to stand to honor him, but everyone else 

had to stop whatever they were doing to stand and honor him.
557

 

 

Since Joseph was given the prestigious compliment of being righteous, it should not be a surprise 

that he was employed in this occupation.  The two most prominent scholars of the day, Hillel and 

Shammai, were also master carpenters. In Nazareth, situated in the quiet mountains of Zebulon 

of the Galilee district, Jesus earned His living in the manual trade of His father, as would have 

been the custom for young men. Scholars believe construction in the nearby city of Sepphoris 

created employment opportunities for many men who had those trade skills.  It is highly possible 

that Joseph and his sons worked there. 

 

The fact that Sepphoris is not mentioned in the gospels or elsewhere is a mystery.  The city had a 

large Jewish population in the early part of the first century as determined by the many 

mikvaoth, or ritual baths, found in residential ruins by archaeologists.  Therefore, considering its 

Jewishness and employment opportunities, it is difficult to imagine Jesus not being here in His 

younger years working for other Jews and those sympathetic to them.
558

   

However, some scholars have questioned whether orthodox Jews, such as Joseph and Jesus, 

would have accepted employment in an overtly pagan city. Sepphoris was dedicated to the 

Greco-Roman god Dionysus and filled with debauchery of every kind – male and female 

prostitution, gluttony, materialism, alcoholism, etc.  How could an orthodox Jewish man work 

there and not become defiled?  That was an issue the rabbis also pondered. Their answer is found 

in a set of guidelines they crafted to determine the types of Gentile construction projects Jewish 

craftsmen were permitted to work on. The Mishnah records the following, 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
555. Vine, “Master Builder.” Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary. 2:396. 

556. Campbell, “What was Jesus’ Occupation?” 512.  

557. Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 29a and 33a; Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus, 3, 303-12. 

558. Batey, Jesus and the Forgotten City, 72-75. 
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None may help them build a basilica, scaffold, stadium, or judge’s tribunal; but one 

may help them to build public baths or bath houses; yet when they have reached the 

vaulting where they set up the idol it is forbidden (to help them) to build. 

 

Mishnah, Zarah 1.7 

 

While there were restrictions, Jewish men were permitted to find employment or have shops in 

Gentile cities. Sepphoris is only an hour’s walk from Nazareth and had a Cardo Maximums 

(Main Street) with shops on either side.  Craftsmen, farmers, and merchants would sell their 

goods to “city folk” and travelers.
559

 Scholars believe, with a high degree of certainty, that it was 

somewhere along this “Cardo” where Joseph and Mary met, since tradition says she was born in 

Sepphoris.
560

  

    

Experiences in the secular employment of Jesus eventually found its way into His teaching. 

Illustrations of this are the parable of the house builders (Mt. 7:24-27); the parable of the man 

who tore down his barn to build a bigger one (Lk. 12:16-21); the man who began building a 

tower without enough funds to complete it (Lk. 14:28 ff.); His interest in the foundations and 

structure of the temple (Mk. 13:1 ff.); and the parable about employing laborers (Mt. 20:1-16). 

 

 

 

                                                           
559. See a full-size artistic Cardo street scene at 16.01.07.A. 

560. Chancery and Meyers. “How Jewish was Sepphoris in Jesus’ Time.” 20; See also “Guide to Sites.” By Biblical 

Archaeology Review. Staff. 60. 
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04.07.01.A. A NATURAL FOREST TYPICAL OF FIRST CENTURY 

WOODLANDS.  A natural open-tree forest with meadows is located a short 

distance northwest of Nazareth.  While most of the trees in the land were 

destroyed during the Turkish Ottoman occupation (1517-1917) the trees of this 

small area of several hundred acres survived.  It can be seen today as Jesus saw it 

and it may have been from this forest where He obtained the wood for His craft.  

Photograph by the author.  

 

For thousands of years houses were built of stone in the mountain and desert regions, or with 

mud bricks along the coastal areas. Except for rafters and doors, there was very little wood in 

them. Many scholars believe the carpenter or tekton was a master stone mason and wood worker, 

the latter being a craftsman who made a wide variety of wooden household and agricultural 

utensils. Others argue that the tekton built the wooden supports for the construction of Roman 

arches rather than trim and shape stones.  A partial list of carpentry tools is found in Isaiah 44:13, 

such as the measuring line, marker, chisel, and compass which have been used throughout 

history in woodworking as well as masonry construction.
561

  The Greek poet Homer (c. 850 

                                                           
561. Visitors and students to Israel should visit reconstructed villages and witness first century life and the re-enactment 

of first century life with its crafts and trades.  Among the best as of this writing are the Biblical Garden at Yad 

Hashmonah, the Nazareth Village, the Katzrim (Qatzrim) Archaeological Park, and the Hasmonean Village northwest of 

Jerusalem along Route 443 near Modi’in.  A few miles further west along the same highway is the Neot Kedumim Park, 

a 625 acre biblical landscape reserve with reconstructed first temple period scenes.  Two other sites of interest is the 

Golan Heights Archaeological Museum north of the Sea of Galilee and the Philistine Museum in Ashdod.  A visit to one 

or more of these “living museums” will enhance one’s understanding of the cultural setting of the days of Jesus. 
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B.C.) said that the tekton constructed ships, houses, and temples.
562 

 Clearly, he was a highly 

skilled craftsman among working men. His trade taught Him to transform dead and useless 

objects into living and useful things; that the meanest material fashioned and shaped can become 

precious, friendly and useful to men. Later He would teach the divine principles of the Kingdom 

of God so that dead and useless people could be become precious, friendly, and useful to God.    

   

 
 

04.07.01.B. A FIRST CENTURY “CARPENTER” AT WORK. This wood 

worker, in authentic costume, is employed at his woodcraft in a manner similar to 

the work of Joseph and Jesus.  Photograph taken at the Nazareth Village by the 

author.   

                                                           
562. Barclay, “Mark.” 138. 
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04.07.01.C. TOOLS FOR WOOD AND STONE WORK OF A 

“CARPENTER.” Typical tools such as hammers, chisels, and saws were used to 

make wooden implements such as plows and yokes for oxen.  Carpenters were 

also stone masons.  Photograph taken at the Nazareth Village by the author. 
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04.07.01.D. A PLOW AND YOKE FOR TWO DONKEYS. This plow and 

yoke, typical of biblical times, were acquired by the writer in Nazareth.  The 

natural formations of tree limbs were selected for the various parts of the 

implement. Photograph by the author. 

 

 
 

04.07.01.E. TWO ARABS PLOWING IN THE 1920S AS IN BIBLICAL 

TIMES. This plow design is known to be at least 4,000 years old as clay models 

of plows have been discovered in Egyptian tombs. Photograph by H. V. Horton.    
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04.07.01.F. TYPICAL WOODWORKING TOOLS.  Typical tools of a first 

century carpentry shop that Joseph, Jesus, and His brothers might have used. 

Homes and workshops reflect more about a society and how people lived than 

monumental structures like palaces and temples. Photographed at the Nazareth 

Village by the author.  
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04.07.01.G. RE-CREATED FIRST CENTURY STONE MASONS 

(“CARPENTERS”). Builders, dressed in authentic attire, work on a building at 

the recreated Nazareth Village as Jesus may have done centuries ago.  Photograph 

taken at the Nazareth Village by the author.  

 

 
04.07.01.H. THE CARDO MAXIMUS IN SEPPHORIS. Only a single column 

stands on the once proud street that was lined with columns and many shops along 
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either side. The Latin name cardo maximus was the main street of any Roman 

city, and Sepphoris was the capital city of Galilee.  It was here where people came 

to shop and trade. Photograph by the author.    

 

As previously stated, Nazareth was a village where peasants lived in stone houses that were cold 

and damp in the winter.  For this reason, whenever possible, a home was incorporated with a 

cave that offered stable temperate conditions: warm and dry in the rainy winter months, cool and 

pleasant in the hot dry summer. Houses had stone walls coated with a clay and straw mixture, 

with an occasional mud-lime plaster coating.  Windows were square or rectangular openings in 

the walls with a skin or wooden closure.  Floors were of packed dirt or flat stones, and roofs 

were made with dirt or stone and coated with a mud-lime plaster to create some degree of water-

tightness.  Rainwater from the roof was channeled into a cistern for summer use. The stove was a 

small clay dome in which a fire was built.  Bread dough in the form of a modern pizza was laid 

upon the hard hot clay stove surface to bake.  Life in such primitive homes was so crude that it is 

almost impossible today to comprehend what the daily activities were like at that time.
563

   

 

 
04.07.01.I. THE KITCHEN OF A RABBI’S HOUSE.  The author stands in a 

reconstructed kitchen of a rabbi’s home in Katzrim, a fourth century (A.D.) 

                                                           
563. Crossan and Reed, Excavating Jesus. 30-36. 
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Jewish village. The hanging shelf kept food safe from pesty animals.  In small 

villages, the rabbi generally had the nicest home. Photograph by Paivi Heinrich. 

 

The homes of Jewish peasants generally had only two rooms, a family bedroom and another 

“family room,” which included the cooking area. It was the only room where guests could visit 

unless there was an attached courtyard.
564

 The home in which Jesus lived may also have been a 

shelter for some valuable domestic animals.  These were kept indoors at night as not to be 

threatened by thieves or wild animals.  An example is found in 1 Samuel 28 where King Saul 

went to see the witch (medium) of Endor.  She took a calf from “within her house” (v. 24), killed 

it, prepared it, and served the king and his servants. Jesus said in Matthew 5:14-15 that a lamp 

that has been lit will give light to the whole house.  That was because houses were of simple 

design and consisted of a large room and a smaller sleeping room.  The wall separating the two 

rooms often had square openings called “windows” through which fresh air flowed and allowed 

some light to shine in.
565

   
 

Most people in today’s Western culture would not have a great affection for first century country 

dining. Small bowls served as drinking cups and soup bowls. The first century diet was 

essentially a cereal diet, supplemented with seasonal fruits and vegetables.
566

 The meat would 

have been fish that was grilled or dried and salted.  Any other meat was for rare special 

occasions.  During the cold rainy winter months, everyone would have eaten inside a crowded 

room, whereas in the warmer months family time was in the courtyard adjacent to the house. 

 

 

                                                           
564. Bailey, Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes. 263.    
 
565.  Packer, Tenney, and White, eds. The Bible Almanac.  487-92. 

566. Crossan and Reed, Excavating Jesus. 96. 
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04.07.01.J. THE INTERIOR OF A TYPICAL JEWISH HOME. The interior 

of this reconstructed 4th century house at the Katzrim (Qatzrim) Archaeological 

Park (Museum) is probably nearly identical to Jesus’ home.  The walls were 

constructed of large stones, with the ceiling/roof being either of stone or tree 

limbs with branches covered with plastered mud. The wall on the right side is an 

interior wall with a series of ventilation holes known as "windows." This type of 

home is cold and damp during the winter rainy season and deadly, if occupied, 

during an earthquake.  Photograph by the author. 

 

The gap between the wealthy and the common peasants was tremendous.  The houses of the 

common people, or am-ha-arets, were small and modest.  The ground floor tended to have a low 

ceiling with dark soot covering the walls.  Generally, cooking was done outside, except in the 

cold and wet winter months.  The first floor had between two and four rooms. Slightly wealthier 

homes had a few high openings that served as windows, and a courtyard shared by neighbors. 

Often the oldest son lived in an added room on the side of his parents’ house when he married.  

If the house was on the side of a hill, at times a cave was part of the dwelling area for either 

human or animal occupancy.  The second floor had more window openings and a higher ceiling.  

The flat roofs served as drying areas for food, water collectors, and places for family meetings or 

times of prayer (Acts 10:9).
567

   

 

                                                           
567. Packer and Tenney, eds., Illustrated Manners and Customs. 489-90. 
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04.07.01.K. THE ANCIENT NAZARETH TO CAPERNAUM ROAD.   Jesus 

often walked between Nazareth and Capernaum, He went through these distant 

wheat fields and down through the Valley of the Doves, as seen from the top of 

Mount Hittim.  On the right side is Mount Arbel with countless caves in its 

massive cliff face, and beyond it is the Sea of Galilee.  Photograph by the author. 

 

Jesus was an itinerant preaching rabbi who could easily be seen as a wandering Jew.  Even as a 

child He journeyed to Egypt.  From the Egyptian dusty sand dunes, His parents took Him to the 

fresh waters and green hills of Galilee.  From Nazareth He often went to Jerusalem to observe 

the Lord’s feasts (also called the Jewish feasts). He was called of God to meet John the Baptist a 

short distance north of the Dead Sea where He was baptized. He traveled most often in the 

Galilee areas, namely in Capernaum, Chorazin, and Bethsaida. He walked through Samaria and 

to Gentile cities such as Gadara, Caesarea Philippi, Sidon, Tyre, and Syria. Jesus did not stay 

long in any village or city.   He was a traveler on a focused mission; a wayfarer in voluntary 

exile in the land of His own creation; to a people He desired to call His own.  

 

Jesus lived, spoke, and taught like a Jew.  An in-depth study of rabbinic writings reveals that 

many sayings of Jesus had previously been spoken by other righteous rabbis. The Jewish people, 

therefore, were already familiar with many of the foundational principles upon which He 

proclaimed His Kingdom of God/Heaven. His discussions with opponents revealed His divine 

wisdom, yet He was in every way an orthodox Jew on a divine mission to bring fulfillment to the 

Old Covenant and usher in the age of the New Covenant.  A major difficulty of modern 
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Christians is that we think of Jesus as a Christian without a Jewish culture or religion. In fact, He 

was an orthodox Jew who lived in a religiously conservative Jewish community.
568

  

 

 

04.07.01.Q1 Why do the Gospels not give details of the childhood or young adult years of 

Jesus? 

 

The gospels do not give detailed information on the childhood of Jesus, or what He did during 

the eighteen years between His visit to the temple at age 12 and the time He began His ministry 

between the ages of 31 and 33. The gospel writers clearly had their own purposes, as each one 

wrote for a specific reason to a specific audience. Each one desired to convey the message that 

Jesus lived, died, and arose from the grave for the salvation of mankind.  In other words, God 

stepped into human history to redeem mankind. That is the main point of every gospel!
569

 Other 

details were not considered important to any of the New Testament writers. All the teachings and 

miracles that are written in the four gospels point to the main point – that Jesus is the Messiah of 

fulfilled prophecies! If the gospels were historical treatises, detailed information on his 

childhood and pre-ministry years would be given.  

 

It must be remembered that the writers were essentially oriental Jews – and ancient people of the 

orient thought differently than do modern Western people. Even European church leaders a few 

centuries after Christ reasoned and thought differently than did first century oriental Jews. 

Consequently, there are two negative reactions to the gospel narratives – one ancient and another 

modern.   

 

1. The absence of historical information on the early years of Jesus has given rise to 

numerous apocryphal myths, many of which were later immortalized by Italian artists 

during the Middle Ages. But the problem is that these so-called gospel writers lived 

centuries after Jesus and obviously did not know Him or His community personally, and 

at times, did not even reflect the Jewish culture.  Often their “gospels” are little more than 

fanciful accounts or factious novels. Some include stories of dragons that bowed down to 

Him; of roses in Jericho that suddenly blossomed wherever Jesus walked by; how He 

formed a bird from clay and it came to life and flew away. Yet the creators of these 

legends failed to realize that any account that is not rooted in truth is an insult to His 

character and holiness. Jesus said that false teachers would come and satisfy itching ears.  

They may have meant to honor Him; but no fairy tale touted as truth can honor Jesus.570 

                                                           
568. See 03.04.26; Meyers and Strange, Archaeology, the Rabbis and Early Christianity. 57. 

569. Fischer, The Gospels in Their Jewish Context. (Lecture on CD/MP3). Week 1, Session 2.  
 
570. Two examples are: 1) Ron Charles, who has gathered scores of fanciful legends and myths, mostly written between 
the sixth and sixteenth centuries, that pertain to the life of Christ in his book titled, The Search: A Historian’s Search for 
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2. More recently, modern liberal scholarship says that the miracles are fictional events to 

build up the esteem of the Hero Jesus. Yet these opinions are without any ancient literary 

or archaeological foundation. The fact that most of the disciples and died horrible deaths 

says volumes about the truth they wrote and preached.
571

 The opinions of liberal scholars 

are frequently found in the media around Christmas and Easter when many give serious 

thought to the biblical message. 

 

Therefore, the reader must understand the gospels from the mindset of the original author and the 

message he conveyed to his audience. If God decided to place Jesus in the social framework of 

first century Judaism, then maybe believers of Jesus should learn something about first century 

Judaism and the social and political environment in which Jesus lived and ministered.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

< -------------------------------------------- > 

 

Please note that all references to footnotes are in the “Works Cited”                                      

section located in the last volume. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Historical Jesus. (Self-Published, 2007); and 2) Nicholas Notovich, whose book,  The Unknown Life of Jesus Christ. Trans. 
(Virchand R. Gandhi, Dover Pub.) is a so-called historical account of when Jesus went to Asia to study between the ages 
13 and 29.  
 
571. See Appendix 27: “The Faith Of The Disciples And Gospel Writers.” 

  


