The World's State at the First Christmas: Jesus 12-23-2025
The book of Luke takes great pains to tell us what happened, when, and where, who was involved, etc. It happened in history. There is much focus almost exclusively on the events of that blessed night, when Jesus was born. But have you ever stepped back and thought about the week before? We are not given much information about that time, but we are told of Mary and Joseph’s travel and why it was necessary. Note God’s sovereign control over not only the natural events of time, but the actions of men and nations as well at this particular time. The birth of Jesus was prophesied hundreds of years in advance. Think of the millions of free will choices of men, woman, nations, and kings, that went into bringing Mary and Joseph to that cattle stall in Bethlehem at that time, and particularly that night. It involved entire empires. It required the Greek empire and Rome not to rise up and take over. It required Herod to be born and put in the location and position he was in. How about stopping all the evil that could have been brought into this situation. Think of the travel itself: how many bandits and robbers were kept from their evil intentions as the couple, Mary and Joseph traveled slowly along the road? How many others were moved to give assistance along the way to help Mary who was expecting? We are not told. 

How often could the mule have stumbled, causing Mary to tumble to the ground? What about the weather they endured? And the provision of food; and protection from sickness? How about the movement of Roman soldiers along the roads? Millions and millions of interactions between the decisions of men and women and the natural world, political realities, local skirmishes. There must have been mind-numbing details that had to be taken care of.  And yet, Bethlehem was the prophesied location, and that very night was the determined time. All of those involved, chosen, purposefully, from eternity past were all in the line of God’s will. At the very central part of this is the eternal Lord Jesus who became flesh and entered into the world and was born that night. God’s actions were real. His words were life. As we consider the manger today, we wonder at the reality that the scene found on so many lawns and countertops and fireplaces around the world came about as the result of God’s eternal decree. It involved the decisions and actions of nations and empires, kings and emperors, generals and captains, shepherds and inn-keepers, even robbers and bandits, sheep and mules. All controlled by God. So, can God take care of us? Is there anything that escapes God’s eyes? 

Heb 4:13 Neither is there any creature that is not manifest in his sight: but all things are naked and opened unto the eyes of him with whom we have to do. Truly the Christmas event witnesses to the truth of these words from Psalm 33: 10 The Lord bringeth the counsel of the heathen to nought: he maketh the devices of the people of none effect. 11 The counsel of the Lord standeth forever, the thoughts of his heart to all generations. Luke 2:1 And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed. 2 (And this taxing was first made when Cyrenius was governor of Syria.) 3 And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city. 4 And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of David:) 5 To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child. Mary and Joseph went to Bethlehem to participate in a census ordered by Caesar Augustus who was over the Roman world This was ultimately so that everyone could be accounted for and pay taxes. Everyone was to be registered in their own city, so Mary and Joseph had to return to Joseph’s home city, Bethlehem in Judea. Bethlehem at the time was called city of David and Joseph was of descent of David. Remember that all things happen the way they do because it is God’s will. 

While Mary and Joseph went to Bethlehem for the census, there was a very particular reason that the decree was given when Mary was as close to childbirth as she was. There was a prophecy given in Micah 5:2 But thou, Bethlehem Ephratah, though thou be little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of thee shall he come forth unto me that is to be ruler in Israel; whose goings forth have been from of old, from everlasting. 3 Therefore will he give them up, until the time that she which travaileth hath brought forth: then the remnant of his brethren shall return unto the children of Israel. 4 And he shall stand and feed in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God; and they shall abide: for now shall he be great unto the ends of the earth. Luke 2:4 states that Joseph went up from Galilee into Judea. This is because the city of Bethlehem is elevated at about 2,543 feet above sea level (This would be 1493 feet higher than Nazareth). Bethlehem is also located in the Judean Mountains. It was a rugged terrain during their journey. They had to navigate foothills in Jerusalem on their way, which meant they had to maneuver up and down hills throughout their journey. Mary and Joseph also took their journey during the beginning of winter, which meant they probably experienced rainfall along the way. 

Mary and Joseph probably wore thick coats over their clothes, which added to the load they had to bear. In addition to these obstacles, they would have had to be careful of thieves along the road and dangerous animals in the surrounding woods. While the exact time their journey would have taken is unknown. History guesses that it took somewhere between four days and a week for this journey. Arriving at their destination at the city of Bethlehem was short-lived. They soon discovered that there was nowhere for the couple to stay. The town was filled with individuals who had come to be registered just like Mary and Joseph had. They made do with what was available and set up in the manger, where Mary immediately went into labor and gave birth to our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. When walking the route, Mary and Joseph walked from Nazareth to Bethlehem. It is a journey of about 90 miles. But this was not an easy journey to do. Again, the journey itself was difficult as they would have encountered wild animals and thieves along the way. Although most nativity stories indicate that Mary was riding on a donkey, it is more likely that she had to walk most of the way. Donkeys are not exactly known as animals that could be ridden long distances on, but rather that they were used to carry goods from one place to another. They are very stubborn animals.

Luke 2:1 And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed. What was going on in history at this time of Jesus’ birth. 
Luke tells us that he recorded actual history and real events. This is not “once upon a time.” 
A decree went out from Caesar Augustus: The story of Jesus’ birth began during the reign of one of the most remarkable men of ancient history. Caesar Augustus grandmother was the sister of Julius Caesar. Julius Caesar eventually adopted him as his son, and he was made his official heir in 45 B.C. Within a year Julius Caesar was murdered. For decades, the whole Mediterranean world was filled with wars and violence. There were years of bloody, brutal fighting for power and money in Rome and the provinces. Caesar Augustus joined with Mark Antony. For thirteen years Caesar Augustus and Mark Antony existed together as rivals, until 31 B.C. For a year, their huge armies assembled themselves. Antony, with the help of Cleopatra, brought 500 warships, 100,000-foot soldiers, and 12,000 cavalry. Caesar Augustus answered with 400 warships, 80,000 infantry and 12,000 horsemen. 

Caesar Augustus defeated the combined forces of Antony and Queen Cleopatra of Egypt at the battle of Actium. Now Caesar Augustus was the sole ruler of the Roman world. It came to pass in those days: Luke clearly tells us that he recorded actual history and real events. This is not “once upon a time.” Judea was a client kingdom of Rome ruled by Herod the Great which means He managed the internal affairs but he followed the Roman empire. Herod’s Final Years: By 6–4 BC, Herod was increasingly paranoid and brutal. He died in 4 BC, which is the primary reason scholars date Jesus' birth just prior to this year. Cultural Climate: The Jewish people were living under Roman occupation, with many groups like the Pharisees and Essenes. The Essenes were a group of Jewish people who differed from Pharisees and Sadducees. They were withdrawing from mainstream society to create purer communities. At this time prior to Jesus’ birth all Jews were intensely anticipating a Messiah to lead them to freedom. Some even thought that Caesar Augustus might be the one with all his power. Ec 1:9 … there is no new thing under the sun. It seems that the world today is at the same point and as it gets worse, people will be wanting a savior to rescue them but they will fall prey to the Antichrist.

This is real. Lk 2:1That all the world: The world Caesar Augustus lived in and Jesus would be born into, was wrecked by war, destruction, brutality, and immorality. They had twenty years of civil war. Its farms had been neglected, its towns had been sacked or overwhelmed, much of its wealth had been stolen or destroyed. Administration and protection had broken down. Robbers made every street unsafe at night; highwaymen roamed the roads, kidnapped travelers, and sold them into slavery. Trade diminished, investment stood still, interest rates soared, property values fell. Morals, by riches and luxury, had not improved. There was destitution and chaos. There was demoralizing poverty. Rome was full of men who had lost their economic footing and then their moral stability. Soldiers had tasted and learned to kill citizens who had seen their savings consumed in the taxes and inflation of war. There was multiplying divorces, abortions, and adulteries. This is the time Jesus was born. It seemed that the authority of Caesar Augustus changed the chaos of that time in a dramatic way. He brought three things that turned the tide miraculously. First, he brought peace because he had defeated all his rivals. Second, he brought political and administrative skill, even brilliance. 

Third, he brought vast sums of money from Egypt to pay the soldiers and to help the Roman economy. Jesus was born in the reign of Caesar Augustus. After a long period of wars which had afflicted the Mediterranean and its shores, political unity had been achieved and the Roman Empire had become better in the Mediterranean Basin. Caesar Augustus was the first Emperor. Building on the foundations laid by his uncle, Julius Caesar, he brought peace and restored the area which for several generations Rome had been building. Never before had all the shores of the Mediterranean been under one rule and never had they enjoyed such prosperity at that time. But as great a man as Caesar Augustus was, he was only a man. And the man who brought answers wanted his dear price. He demanded absolute power over the Roman Empire. For hundreds and hundreds of years, Rome prided itself on being a republic. It was a nation governed by laws, not by any man. But then in 27 B.C. Caesar Augustus arranged for the Roman Senate to give him the title Augustus, which means “exalted” and “sacred.” Now Rome wasn’t a republic any longer  governed by laws; it was an empire governed by an emperor. This says something important about the world Jesus was born into. It was a world hungry for a Savior, and a world that was living in the reign of what they called, a political savior, Caesar Augustus. But that wasn’t enough. Before Christ was born, there were wars, and moral corruption. 
It is no different today in the world we live in. Augustus did not cure any of the evil. For what appeared to be a failure in government they had substituted more government, and government was not the answer. The registration and census described in Luke wasn’t for simple record-keeping or statistics. It was to efficiently and effectively tax everyone in the Roman Empire. Using a census for taxation was common in ancient Rome, so Luke called this one “the first enrollment.” The world responds to the command of Caesar Augustus. So all went to be registered, everyone to his own city. It is an impressive thought; one man, in the ivory palaces of Rome, gave a command and the whole world responded. Up to that point there had never been a man with power over more lives than Caesar Augustus. Like most every man of such ambition and authority, he thought a lot of himself. But Augustus wasn’t really powerful at all in the hands of the Lord. Jesus is the one with all the power. Jesus confronted another Roman who believed he was powerful. In Joh 19:10 Then saith Pilate unto him, Speakest thou not unto me? knowest thou not that I have power to crucify thee, and have power to release thee? 

11 Jesus answered, Thou couldest have no power at all against me, except it were given thee from above: therefore he that delivered me unto thee hath the greater sin. The same principle applied towards Caesar Augustus; whatever power he had was given from God. No man has any power except it be given by God. As Pilate sat in his palace and made his decree, he thought it was the supreme, but he was just a tool in God’s hand. God had promised that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, and that promise would be fulfilled. So how did God get a young couple from Nazareth down to Bethlehem when they might not be motivated to travel? Simple. Just work through the political “so called, “man’s savior of the world. God used Augustus as a pawn in the plan of God. God allowed Caesar Augustus to rise to human power for many reasons; in some ways, he was like John the Baptist preparing the way for Jesus. At the end of the story, the most important person is Jesus Christ. Joseph and Mary came to Bethlehem; they went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem. It was because he was of the house and lineage of David. They had to be registered. Joseph and his betrothed wife Mary, who was with child. So it was, that while they were there, the days were completed for her to be delivered. 

And she brought forth her firstborn Son, and wrapped Him in swaddling clothes, and laid Him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. The trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem (just outside of Jerusalem) is about 90 miles. This was not a short distance in those days. It was a significant undertaking, costing time and money. Mary, his betrothed wife, who was with child: We often think that Mary was close to delivery when they made this journey, but this may not have been the case at all. Maybe Joseph was anxious to get her out of Nazareth to avoid the pressure of scandal. Luke tells us that it was while they were in Bethlehem, that while they were there, the days were completed for her to be delivered. According to the Roman law, Mary didn’t have to go with Joseph for the tax census; but it made sense for her to go with Joseph, especially because she was in the latter stages of a controversial pregnancy. It was surely the subject of much gossip in Nazareth. It is possible that Joseph used the emperor’s order as a means of removing Mary from possible gossip and emotional stress in her own village. He had already accepted her as his wife. But apparently, they continued in betrothal. They were pledged to be married, but not until after the birth. Lu 2:5 To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child. And she brought forth her firstborn Son: One of the striking things about Luke’s narrative is how simple it is in contrast to how great the events are. 
In our modern age, small events are often inflated and are presented as more important than they actually are. Yet under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Luke presented this most amazing event in an understated manner. Luke says: She brought forth: This phrase is filled with wonder. We are not told that anyone assisted Mary in the birth, though someone may have. One way or another, this young woman was completely separated from all her family and supporting friends, who lived back in Nazareth. She was alone with Joseph but God was there. The description Luke gives is as if Mary did these things herself. But we know that it was not a painless birth. Mary wrapped the child herself points to a lonely birth. When did this happen? We do not know for sure. Luke says: Her firstborn son: This indicates that Mary had other children after she had given birth to Jesus, despite what the Roman Catholic teaching of the continual virginity of Mary. Luke says: Wrapped Him in swaddling clothes: These are snugly wrapped strips of cloth. More remarkable than the swaddling clothes is the fact that He was laid in a manger, which was a feeding trough for animals. The word swaddling clothes comes from the Greek word meaning “to tear,” meaning they were torn strips of cloth wrapped around Jesus. 

In Jewish tradition, lambs for temple sacrifice were wrapped in cloths to keep them pure and unblemished. Jesus, as the ultimate sacrifice, was wrapped similarly, signifying His sinless purity and role as the spotless Lamb who takes away sin. The Lamb slain from the foundation f the world. Jesus, wrapped in these cloths, represents His perfect righteousness. This is also noted for us in Rev 19:8 by the righteous acts of the saints. This also points to the bride of Christ. Re 19:7 Let us be glad and rejoice, and give honour to him: for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife hath made herself ready. 8 And to her was granted that she should be arrayed in fine linen, clean and white: for the fine linen is the righteousness of saints. What an amazement, at the onset of Jesus’ birth we were thought of. Eph 1:4 According as he hath chosen us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before him in love: Luke says: There was no room for them in the inn: This happened in a public place, with other travelers and residents. Men were traveling, and little children playing, and women talking beside the well! But the kingdom of heaven was among them as Jesus was born. There was no room in the inn was symbolic of what was to happen to Jesus. The only place where there was room for him was on the cross. 

Now there were in the same country shepherds living out in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Bethlehem’s shepherds were known to care for the temple flock. These men may have also protected and cared for the lambs used in temple sacrifice. Luke says: Living out in the fields: Many have said that a late December date is impossible, because shepherds would not have been out at night at that time of year. But warm winters are not unknown in Judea, which has a climate remarkably similar to Southern California. And behold, an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were greatly afraid. Then the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid, for behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy which will be to all people. For there is born to you this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. And this will be the sign to you: You will find a Babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying: Glory to God in the highest, And on earth peace, goodwill toward men! An angel of the Lord stood before them: Interrupting this quiet, dark night was the shining presence of an angel and the glory of the Lord. This first angel brought good tidings (literally it means that he preached the gospel) to these shepherds, who were regarded as social outcasts. How important it was to preach the Gospel? As a class, shepherds had a bad reputation. They had a habit of confusing ‘mine’ with ‘thine’ as they moved about the country. They were considered unreliable and were not allowed to give any testimony in the law courts. The first preacher of the Gospel was an angel. God has now taken this honor from the angels, and put it upon the ministers, who in Scripture are called angels, as seen in Re 2:1. Luke explains: For there is born to you this day in the city of David a Savior: The angels announced the birth of a Savior, which was (and is) exactly the need of mankind. We don’t need another advisor, a reformer, or a committee, but we needed a Savior. Augustus was not the savior. Suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God: After the single angel’s announcement, a whole group of angels appeared. This was a heavenly host (a band of soldiers) that proclaimed peace. This is what the world needed then and what it needs now is peace. But this peace will only come from Christ. Even the pagans of the first century world sensed this need for peace and a need for a Savior. While the emperor may give peace from war on land and sea, he is unable to give peace from passion, grief, and envy; he cannot give peace of the heart, for which man yearns for more than even outward peace. 

We now have this treasure in earthen vessels and God loves to put His glory in unlikely packages so His glory is more clearly displayed. Refer to 2Co 4:7 But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the power may be of God, and not of us. Let God have all the glory, so we may have the peace. Lu 2:15 And it came to pass, as the angels were gone away from them into heaven, the shepherds said one to another, Let us now go even unto Bethlehem, and see this thing which is come to pass, which the Lord hath made known unto us. 16 And they came with haste, and found Mary, and Joseph, and the babe lying in a manger. The shepherds came to see the child Jesus. Let us now go: This shows a genuine urgency. They didn’t hesitate at all. And see this thing that has come to pass: The angel told them to look for a Babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger. It wasn’t an unusual sign to see a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes, but it was strange to see a baby lying in a manger; a feeding trough. If the angel had not told them to look for such a specific sign, they might not have believed it. They found Mary and Joseph, and the Babe lying in a manger: They no longer heard or saw angels, but they saw Jesus. Angels may go, but Jesus will always remain. Jesus will never ever leave us. He is here tonight. 

What a sight, Jesus was the King of the world, who was ranked with the lowest of the multitude in a manger for animals. But these shepherds who looked after the Temple lambs were the first to see the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. The shepherds spread the news of Jesus’ birth. Lu 2:17 And when they had seen it, they made known abroad the saying which was told them concerning this child. 18 And all they that heard it wondered at those things which were told them by the shepherds. 19 But Mary kept all these things, and pondered them in her heart. 20 And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things that they had heard and seen, as it was told unto them. The combination of the angelic announcement and the sign of a child in a feeding trough inspired the shepherds to tell as many as they could of what they heard and experienced. All those who heard it marveled at those things which were told them by the shepherds: The shepherd’s good news amazed all who heard it. Even if they didn’t really understand it, they recognized that something significant had happened. God, showed that He respected no person. 
For He revealed this grand mystery to the shepherds and the wise men; the one poor, the other rich; the one learned, the other unlearned; the one Jews, the other Gentiles; the one near, the other far off. Mary kept all these things and pondered them in her heart: Mary had good reason to meditate. What brought her to Bethlehem? A Roman emperor’s great decree and perhaps gossiping tongues in Nazareth. God works through all kinds of people and all kinds of events to accomplish His plan. God brought her this way and God has brought us this way!

Mary’s firstborn son Jesus Christ was “The” Lamb of God without blemish and without spot, but before He was a week old, He began to bear the sins of many. Jesus led a life of pain, and shame, and shed His blood for us. It was that we may live forever with Him. He finished what He came to do on the cross. He was born in a manger and He came to do the work that His Father had given Him to do. Joh 4:34 Jesus saith unto them, My meat is to do the will of him that sent me, and to finish his work. All to Jesus! Jesus had such love for us! Ro 5:8 But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.

The angel’s specific mention of swaddling clothes was a sign for the shepherds to find Jesus, connecting the humble baby to the prophesied sacrificial Lamb. Before we came to Christ, Isaiah says; Isa 64:6 But we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags; and we all do fade as a leaf; and our iniquities, like the wind, have taken us away. Swaddling clothes are often interpreted as rags of humility. Christ, who was without sin, clothed Himself in the rags of our sins so that we believers could be clothed in His royal robe of righteousness. This is ours to have: Isa 61:10 I will greatly rejoice in the LORD, my soul shall be joyful in my God; for he hath clothed me with the garments of salvation, he hath covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decketh himself with ornaments, and as a bride adorneth herself with her jewels. Oh Could it be tonight!
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