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Infancy Narratives for Adults – Part 2
(Luke Chapter 2)

“Not Just a Christmas Pageant”
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READ LUKE 2.1-20
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The Received Tradition of Jesus’ Birth in Bethlehem

• Both Matthew and Luke have this.

• It’s important to establish it in order to show fulfillment of OT prophecies.

• But Matthew and Luke handle it differently, calling into question its 
historicity.
• Mt: Bethlehem Egypt Nazareth

• Lk: Nazareth       Bethlehem      Nazareth

• After consulting his sources, Luke apparently concluded that Mary and 
Joseph’s hometown was Nazareth.

• To preserve the tradition of birth in Bethlehem, his narrative needed a 
pretext to get the expectant couple there.

• Enter the Herods and the census of Quirinius…
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• After Herod the Great died in 4 BCE, the 
codicil of his will divided his kingdom 
among his sister and his three sons.

• Archelaus was removed in 6 CE and 
banished to Vienne in Gaul.

• His territory was put under the Roman 
governor of Syria, P. Sulpicius Quirinius 
who ruled from 6 or 7 CE to 12 CE.

• Quirinius was ordered to take a census of 
Archelaus’ property and to sell his estate.

• Problems with Luke 2.1-7
• This is not “In the days of King Herod of 

Judea” (Luke 1.5) but after.
• This is out of sync with Matthew’s account.
• Quirinius’ census is well attested from Roman 

sources. There was only one and it did not 
involve travel to ancestral towns.

• Living in Galilee, Joseph and Mary were 
outside of Quirinius’ jurisdiction. 5

Salvation-History ≠ History…
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The Birth of Jesus, the True Savior
• Bethlehem: originally called Bith-lahmi, the “house of Lahmu,” and named for a Canaanite deity. The home 

of David and the place of David’s anointing. (Fitzmyer)

• In his infancy narrative, Luke emphasizes Jesus’ connection to David and OT prophecies. Examples: 

• Lk. 1.27

• Lk. 1.32-33

• Lk. 1.69

• Lk. 2.4 

• Lk. 2.11

• Later, Luke will make additional connections between Jesus and David. (See chapters 6, 18, and 20.)

• Luke refers to Jesus’ birth coming during the reign of Caesar Augustus for at least several reasons:

• For the Pax Augusta of his reign (27 BCE – 14 CE), Caesar was hailed as both “savior” and “god.”

• In contrast, Luke proclaims the true savior, bringer of peace, and Son of God is to be found in the house of David 
and later in Nazareth, not in Rome.

• By periodizing Jesus’ birth, Luke embeds the birth of a savior in human history thereby creating salvation-history.

• By relating Jesus’ birth to a “worldwide” census, Luke hints at the global implications of His coming, e.g., salvation 
for all people, not just Jews. (See Jn. 19.19-22 for a similarity.)

• Note especially the angel’s message at 2.10-11: good news of great joy “to all the people” – the birth of a Savior. 8

When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your 
ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall 
come forth from your body, and I will establish his 
kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will 
establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be a 
father to him, and he shall be a son to me. 2 Sam. 7.12-13

I will tell of the decree of the LORD:
He said to me, ‘You are my son;

today I have begotten you.
Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,

and the ends of the earth your possession. 
Ps. 2.7-8



The Nativity & Luke’s OT References
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• The manger: see Isaiah 1.2-3
Hear, O heavens, and listen, O earth; 

for the Lord has spoken: 

I reared children and brought them up, 

but they have rebelled against me.

The ox knows its owner, 

and the donkey its master’s manger; 

but Israel does not know, 

my people do not understand.

• The inn: see Jeremiah 14.8
O hope of Israel, 

its savior in time of trouble, 

why should you be like a stranger in the land, 

like a traveler turning aside for an inn?

• The swaddling cloths: see Solomon’s speech in 
Wisdom 7 

I also am mortal, like everyone else,

a descendant of the first-formed child of earth;

and in the womb of a mother I was molded into flesh,

within the period of ten months, compacted with blood,…

And when I was born, I began to breathe the common air,

and fell upon the kindred earth;

my first sound was a cry, as is true of all.

I was nursed with care in swaddling cloths.

For no king has had a different beginning of existence;

there is for all one entrance into life, and one way out.

These symbols and the announcement to the shepherds are 
unique to Luke. What message(s) do they convey?  



Who Is First to Know: Heaven’s Priorities Are Different in Luke
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Matthew’s Magi: wise men from the 
East, learned astrologers, bearing 
expensive gifts.

Luke’s Shepherds: homeless workers 
living in the fields who bring nothing 
but themselves.



Already Entitled “Son of God,” More Titles Come In Luke 2.11

• Savior
• An OT term inherited from earlier Christians (like Paul.)
• Rarely used of Jesus in the canonical Gospels (Luke once, John once)

• Christ
• From the Greek christos used to translate the Hebrew masiah, “anointed one.”
• At first, this title may have been applied only to the ascended Jesus.
• See Luke’s rendition of Peter’s speeches in Acts 2.32-36 and 3.19-21.

• Lord
• Kurios in Greek, a translation of Hebrew adon and Aramaic mare.
• In Luke’s gospel, followers address Jesus as “Lord,” non-followers as “Teacher.”
• Conveys a sense of otherness, transcendence, dominion. 
• Necessary as Christianity spread and had to reckon with many gods and many lords. 
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What is Luke proclaiming here about the nature of Jesus? 



READ LUKE 2.21-40
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Circumcision and Manifestation of Jesus

• Mary (and Joseph) presents Jesus to Simeon just as Hannah presented 
Samuel to Eli

• Luke ignores the timing problem inherent in combining three events
• Circumcision – takes place on the 8th day after birth
• Redemption of first-born male – takes place 30 days after birth
• Purification – takes place 40 days after birth

• Simeon 
• Speaks of a semeion (Greek for “sign” or “symbol”)
• Upright and devout
• Awaiting “the consolation of Israel” (Isaiah 52.9)
• Filled with the Holy Spirit

• Anna (Hannah)
• Daughter of Phanuel (alt. spelling of Penuel, “face of God;” also an OT place name.)
• Ancient and devout
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What are the key 
elements of his 
prophecy?

What is her role?

Why does Luke 
include these?



Thoughts About Jesus’ Presentation in the Temple

• Simeon’s prophecy

• Jesus (not Augustus Caesar) brings true salvation to the world at birth, not at 

the cross.

• God’s salvation has been revealed and it is for Gentiles as well as Jews.

• “This child is destined for the falling and rising of many in Israel…a sign 

(semeion) that will be opposed.”

• “A sword will pierce your own being (psuche)”

• Anna’s proclamation

• As the elderly descendant of Penuel, her eyes are the eyes of God and the 

eyes of the ages looking upon the infant and seeing the dawn of Jerusalem’s 

redemption (Isaiah 52.9 again; also the Benedictus)
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Who?



The Virgin Birth Re-visited

• We previously discussed the meaning and importance of the virgin birth in 
salvation-history.

− Jesus’ importance exceeds that of John the Baptist
− Jesus is the unique Son of God from his conception
− That as Mary’s first-born and God’s unique son, Jesus is entitled to a birthright

• To assume his Father’s authority and to lead God’s family as Lord
• On the condition that he is obedient and faithful to his Father’s wishes

• Despite the tradition of the virgin birth, Luke is not shy about referring to Jesus’ 
earthly parents.

− “…and when the parents brought in the child Jesus…” (2.27)
− “And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said…” (2.33)
− “Jesus stayed…in Jerusalem...but his parents did not know it.” (2.43)
− “Look your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.” (2.48)
− “They said, ‘Is not this Joseph’s son?’” (4.22)

• In these cases, Joseph’s paternity is never qualified.

• The only time there is a hint of qualification is to make a theological point in the 
genealogy of Jesus. (Lk. 3.23) 15



For Luke, There’s Something About Mary…
• Open to God’s idea

− The “YES” heard around the world and across the ages

• Obedient to God
− Behold, I am the slave (doulē) of the Lord. (1.38)
− …for he [God] looked upon the humble state of his slave (doulē) (1.48)

− …a woman…said to him, “Blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts that nursed 
you!” But he said, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it!” (11.27-28)

• Courageous and persistent in supporting Jesus
− I’m to be pregnant without a husband?
− And a sword will pierce your own life
− Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety
− She participates in two births, each marking the start of a period in salvation-history

• The birth of Jesus
• The birth of the Church (Acts 1.14)

• Tolerant of ambiguity and limitations
• But Mary kept all these things, pondering them in her heart. (2.19)
• Son, why have you treated us so? And they did not understand the saying which he spoke to 

them. (2.48b, 50)
• …and his mother kept all these things in her heart. (2.51b) 16



Question

• As a group, describe the cast of Chapters 1 and 2?
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Luke’s Message: Christianity is deeply rooted in Judaism and emerges 
organically from its very center (The Temple in Jerusalem.) Its first 
followers are deeply pious Jewish Everymen and Everywomen who have 
long awaited and hoped for the day of God’s salvation. 



Next Week

The Finding in the Temple

A Summary of the Infancy Narrative’s Key Messages

John the Baptist and His Message
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