
Birth of the Historical Jesus
Christmas Eve - Year C - 12/24/2018

Psalm Reading: 96
1st Reading: Isaiah 9:2-7, 2nd: Luke 2:1-14

Our reading from Luke begins in an interesting way. “In 
those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census 
should be taken...” This verse places the birth of Jesus in the 
historical context. This is not just a throw away line. In reading 
it we are given to understand that Jesus Christ, our Lord, 
entered into the history of the world, the history of humanity.

To further anchor this event in history, Luke tells us that 
Quirinius was governor of Syria. Historians digging into the 
sketchy information that still remains of that age, still cannot 
agree on an exact date of the birth of Jesus,1 but they do 
generally agree that someone named Jesus Christ was born 
between 4 BC, or BCE, as you prefer, and the year “six” AD.2

Why might these stage-setting lines about Augustus and 
Quirinius be important to us? Why might it be important to 
actually place this Jesus person into the history of the world? 
Because by creating an historical groundwork, we can know, 
absolutely know, that Jesus did walk among us. Our Lord, and 
Savior, is not some mythical person about whom strange 
stories were simply made up, in the manner of say the Greek 
Gods. Jesus is real!

Truthfully, there is very little debate about whether Jesus 
lived and walked among us. Most historians, even historians 

1NIB, Vol. IX, 62-63.
2http://www.ncregister.com/blog/jimmy-akin/what-year-was-jesus-born-the-answer-may-surprise-you 
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skeptical of the divinity of Jesus, know there is considerable 
historical evidence for Jesus.

Christ is mentioned by Tacitus, the great Roman historian, 
who refers directly to the Crucifixion of Christ at the hands of 
Pontius Pilate, and perhaps even obliquely to Christ rising 
again. Jesus is mentioned by the historian Josephus, and 
Christ’s followers are mentioned by Pliny the Younger, a Roman
governor in a letter to the Emperor Trajan.3

If all this is not enough, the Gospels themselves and the 
letters following in the New Testament are all considered 
documents with historical validity. It turns out that the life of 
Jesus is one of the best documented lives in ancient history. 
The life of Jesus is as well-documented as the life of Caesar 
Augustus, and, if you think about it, the Governors Quirinius, 
and Pilate are mere footnotes to the life of Jesus.

And so we know, as well as anyone can know, that Jesus 
lived and walked among us!

So if it is a historical reality, what might the birth of Jesus 
have been like? Two of the Gospels, Matthew (NIV, Matt. 2:1) 
and Luke (Luke 2:4), tell us that Jesus was born in Bethlehem. 
But it is Luke who really sets the scene. Mary and Joseph had 
been traveling from Nazareth. We can imagine them having a 
donkey to help make the trip easier. Mary was heavy with child.
It would have been a long hard journey. Nazareth to Bethlehem
is nearly a hundred miles.4 It would be an hour and a half trip by
car today, but back in that day a family might make twenty to 
thirty miles in a day, on a good day! So, we can imagine that 

3https://probe.org/ancient-evidence-for-jesus-from-non-christian-sources-2/ (accessed December 22, 
2018)
4https://www.bing.com/search?q=distance+nazareth+to+bethlehem (accessed December 22, 2018)
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they have been traveling for at least three days! They would be 
tired and worn out by the time they got to Bethlehem.

And this would be a scruffy small town, six or seven miles 
south of the metropolis of Jerusalem. Bethlehem, in Hebrew, 
means “house of bread”. In the book of Ruth it is described as 
being surrounded by fields of grain. It would have had a 
threshing floor for processing the grain, a mill, and likely a 
bakery. It was unlikely to have a large inn. Whatever was there 
would probably have been just a house that took in boarders 
over night.5 The overflow would get put out in the stable. And 
we know what happened at the inn when Mary and Joseph 
arrived. This weary little family was sent out to the stable. But 
that was better than being out on the street, especially with 
Mary in the condition she was in!

So they would have gone into the stable and made the 
best arrangements they could among the animals. But there 
were good things about their accommodations. There was 
straw on the floor, which may have been cleaner than the straw
beds they would have had inside the inn. Apart from perhaps a 
nosey cow, they would have had some privacy. They would 
have had access to water and be able to prepare for what was 
coming next...

Yes, we know that Bethlehem was a place for humble 
beginnings. It was where Ruth and Naomi came, when Naomi 
had been down on her luck in Moab. It was in this town that 
they were raised up by the good will and the love of Boaz. It 
was the place where David was born the seventh son of Jesse (1
Sam 16:7-11) and he would later be king of Israel. And so, it 

5 NIB, 63.
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would be this same town, this “house of bread” where our 
Christ, our Savior, our Lord would be born.

It is not likely that Mary had brought a mid-wife with her 
on this journey. Joseph, a carpenter, was not wealthy enough 
to have engaged help for such a long period. Perhaps once 
Mary’s birth pains began, they could have found someone to 
help. But I think it is far more likely that it was Joseph himself 
who provided whatever assistance Mary might need. We know 
Joseph was a thoughtful and compassionate man. He had 
married this young woman in spite of social taboos that would 
have surrounded her condition. After the child came forth, I can
see him washing off this baby and handing him over to Mary to 
be wrapped in swaddling cloths.

Swaddling, at that time, was strips of cloth wound round 
the child, and the child was wrapped from the neck down. At 
the time it was considered essential care for the child, and it 
showed love and a claim of ownership from the mother.6 
Today, many parents swaddle their children. It is thought that 
for the first couple months babies sleep better and feel more 
comfortable being wrapped in cloth.7 So our swaddled Jesus 
was claimed by his parents, made to feel comfortable and 
loved. Mary laid him in a manger.

Meanwhile, out in some nearby pasture land some 
shepherds had a visitation by some angels. The angels sent 
them forthwith to this stable in Bethlehem to see a sign from 
heaven. And that sign was that little baby in the manger. I can 

6https://www.byunewtestamentcommentary.com/what-on-earth-are-swaddling-clothes/ (accessed 
December 22, 2018)
7https://www.babysleepsite.com/safety/benefits-of-swaddling-swaddle-safety-tips/ (accessed 
December 22, 2018)
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imagine them bustling in. Each shepherd jockeying for position 
to see this vision that the angel had sent them to see. I can also 
imagine the alarmed parents shushing these shepherds so that 
they did not wake the little baby. The hymn “Away in a 
Manger” assures us that baby Jesus did not fuss or cry. Indeed, 
it is hard to imagine that he did so. The parents would have 
been protective of the child, but also marveling at the interest 
in Jesus by these strangely excited shepherds.

How long these unruly shepherds would have been 
allowed to stay is hard to say, at least long enough to get an 
eyeful of the perfect child. The Gospel of Luke tells us that 
“Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her 
heart.” (Luke 2:19) She would have much to treasure and 
ponder over the course of the childhood of Jesus. The 
shepherds left almost as quickly as they had come. In their 
excitement they went out to tell the world of what they had 
seen and heard.

Sometime after that, Jesus had another group of visitors. It
was the Magi or wise men who came from a distant land. They 
came bearing gifts. The Gospel of Matthew tells us that the gifts
were gold, frankincense, and myrrh. (Matt. 2:11) This must 
have surprised Mary and Joseph even more than the visit from 
the shepherds. I am sure she treasured up this visit as well.

This, by stitching together various accounts from the 
Gospels, is what we know about the birth of Jesus. It is 
interesting how the birth is mundane in some of its details. You 
know, I think it highlights something basic about Jesus. Jesus is 
fully divine and fully human. The angels that appear to the 
shepherds, the wise men who are guided by a star all speak to 
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miraculous events that heighten the image of power and glory 
in Jesus. But these glorious events all happened outside the 
stable. It was the humble birth in a stable, to parents who are 
by no means of the noble classes, that gives us the idea that the
beginnings of Jesus were no better than those of the lowliest 
subsistence farmer tilling the soil.

For me, the most remarkable thing about this birth story is
those mundane details that often get overlooked: the child 
lying in a manger, born in a stable, wrapped in swaddling 
cloths. The expectant mother, the anxious father, the time on 
the road, and the connection to history we see in the mention 
of Caesar and Quirinius. These facts tell me that our Lord is 
someone who understands who we are because he was born of
a humble station. He must have gone through everything a 
person of humble station would have to go through. He lived 
on this earth and so came down to be with us, to share with us 
our joys and our sorrows and our labors.

Our God has always been a God of history from the 
moment of creation to this very moment. God was there to 
wrestle with Jacob. God was there during the Israelites’ flight 
from Egypt. God was with King David. God is with us now, and 
we know that because God has not shrunk from us in our 
humble state, far from it. God came to us as a baby child in a 
manger in Bethlehem. We know we have a loving God because 
that God did indeed send Jesus to be with us to be part of our 
history, to live for us and to die for us on the cross. Christ came 
in a way that today affects everything we do in our society and 
in our lives.
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So, this Christmas, as you look at the presents under the 
tree, and as you indulge yourself in a Christmas feast, take a 
moment to look over at the nativity that is set up on your 
mantle or coffee table and reflect on how you have benefited 
from the goodness of God. And what a truly marvelous thing it 
is that God entered our history through the birth of that baby, 
that child lying in a manger, so long ago.

Please bow your heads and pray with me…
Eternal God you are with us every moment of every hour. 

You come into our lives in a very real and meaningful way. As 
we etch our own history on this world, let us do it living out the 
example you give us when you taught your disciples in those 
ancient days.

ἀμἠν
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