
FBC POWELL, 2-12-17 PM Notes 
“The Birth of Jesus Christ” 

Luke 2:1-20 
#5 in Series, “The Gospel According to Luke” 

 
Luke 1:26-27 (ESV) “In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin 
betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. And the virgin's name was Mary.” 
 
Matthew 1:18-20 “Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows: when His mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before 
they came together she was found to be with child by the Holy Spirit. And Joseph her husband, being a righteous man and not 
wanting to disgrace her, planned to send her away secretly. But when he had considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord 
appeared to him in a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife; for the Child who has 
been conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.’”  
 
Matthew 1:24-25 “And Joseph awoke from his sleep and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him, and took Mary as his 
wife, but kept her a virgin until she gave birth to a Son; and he called His name Jesus.”  
 
Matthew 12:46 “While He was still speaking to the crowds, behold, His mother and brothers were standing outside, seeking to 
speak to Him.” 
 
 
I.       His Birth Brought Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem (vv. 1-7) 
 
 

A.   God’s Providential Working in Rome (vv. 1-3) 
 

Micah 5:2 (NIV) “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will 
come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.” 
 
Psalm 31:15a “My times are in Your hand…” 
 
 

B. God’s Providential Working in Israel (vv. 4-6) 
 

Luke 2:1 (KJV) “And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all 
the world should be taxed.” 
 
“The overruling providence of God appears in this simple fact; He orders all things in heaven and earth. He turns 
the hearts of kings whithersoever He will. He overruled the time when Augustus decreed the taxing. He directed 
the enforcement of the decree in such a way, that Mary must needs be at Bethlehem when ‘the days were 
accomplished when she should be delivered.’ Little did the haughty Roman Emperor, and his officer Cyrenius, 
think that they were only instruments in the hand of the God of Israel, and were only carrying out the eternal 
purposes of the King of kings. Little did they think that they were helping to lay the foundation of a kingdom, before 
which the empires of this world would all go down one day, and Roman idolatry pass away.”                 - J. C. Ryle 
 
Matthew 1:24-25 “And Joseph awoke from his sleep and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him, and took 
Mary as his wife, but kept her a virgin until she gave birth to a Son; and he called His name Jesus.”  
 
Luke 2:4-5 (KJV) “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:) To be taxed with Mary his 
espoused wife, being great with child.” 
 
“Mary and Joseph were already husband and wife, but since they did not consummate the marriage until after 
Jesus was born, she is called his ‘espoused wife’ (Matthew 1:18-25).”                                           - Warren Weirsbe 



C. God’s Providential Working in Bethlehem (vv. 6-7) 
 

“If we imagine that Jesus was born in a freshly swept, county fair stable, we miss the whole point. It was wretched 
– scandalous! There was sweat and pain and blood and cries as Mary reached up to the heavens for help. The 
earth was cold and hard. The …stench of manure and acrid straw made a contemptible bouquet. Trembling 
carpenter’s hands, clumsy with fear, grasped God’s Son slippery with blood – the baby’s limbs waving helplessly 
as if falling through space – His face grimacing as He gasped in the cold and His cry pierced the night.”  
                                                                                                                                                          - R. Kent Hughes 
 
 
Philippians 2:5-8 “Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in 
the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a 
bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself 
by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.” 
 
 
Out of the ivory palaces, 
Into a world of woe,  
Only His great eternal love 
Made my Savior go. 
                     - Henry Barraclough 
 

 
II.      His Birth Brought Angels from Heaven (vv. 8-14) 
 
 

2 Corinthians 8:9 “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sake He 
became poor, so that you through His poverty might become rich.”  
 
 
1 Timothy 3:16a (ESV) “Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: He was manifested in the flesh…” 
 
A. The Herald from on High (vv. 8-12) 
 
 
B. The Hosts from on High (vv. 13-14) 

 
Revelation 5:11 “Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels around the throne and the living creatures 
and the elders; and the number of them was myriads of myriads, and thousands of thousands.” 
 
 
 

III.     His Birth Brought Shepherds to Bethlehem (vv. 15-20) 
 
First Baptist Church of Powell 02 12 17 PM 
Sermon 5:  The Birth of Jesus Christ 
Series: The Gospel According to Luke 
Luke 2:1-20 
 
Luke 2 provides the most detailed look at the birth of Christ, and it just may be the most familiar and widely read 
passage in the Bible.  
The conception of Jesus Christ was a conception like no other – a virgin conceived a baby in her womb. However, 
there was nothing unique about how He was born. But while Mary’s son’s birth was not unique, the child himself 
was like none other ever born. Her child was the Son of God, deity in human flesh. My prayer is that we will not 



“ho-hum” this passage because we have heard it so many times, but that we will be amazed at what God has done 
and that we will rejoice and worship this one who is the Savior, the eternal God who became flesh.  
Let’s review the situation that Mary was in. We read in Luke 1:26-27 (ESV): “In the sixth month the angel Gabriel 
was sent from God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of 
the house of David. And the virgin's name was Mary.” The betrothal was the formal ratification of the marriage 
agreement. It usually lasted about a year and was as binding as marriage. To break a betrothal required a divorce. 
During this year of betrothal, the couple did not live together and remained sexually pure but were considered 
husband and wife.  
From other Gospel accounts, we know that when Mary told Joseph that she was pregnant, it was very difficult for 
him. We read about it in Matthew 1:18-20:  

Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows: when His mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before 
they came together she was found to be with child by the Holy Spirit. And Joseph her husband, being a 
righteous man and not wanting to disgrace her, planned to send her away secretly. But when he had 
considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do 
not be afraid to take Mary as your wife; for the Child who has been conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.” 

By the time we get to Luke 2, Mary and Joseph were married. Matthew gives us more details. Matthew 1:24-25: 
“And Joseph awoke from his sleep and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him, and took Mary as his wife, but 
kept her a virgin until she gave birth to a Son; and he called His name Jesus.” So Jesus was both conceived by a 
virgin and born to a virgin. Contrary to Roman Catholic doctrine, Mary did not remain a virgin after Jesus’ birth. 
She and Joseph had other children. Matthew 12:46: “While He was still speaking to the crowds, behold, His mother 
and brothers were standing outside, seeking to speak to Him.”  
With that background, let’s jump into this text that details Christ’s birth. 

I.  His Birth Brought Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem (vv. 1-7) 
When we read a passage like this, it helps to understand some historical details. Keep in mind that Mary’s time to 
deliver was close. But because of some seemingly badly timed Roman government decisions, she and Joseph had to 
take a hard journey of about eighty miles to Bethlehem. To fully understand and appreciate this passage, we have to 
understand some things about the Roman government and some things about biblical prophecy.  

A.  God’s Providential Working in Rome (vv. 1-3) 
Let’s see exactly what was happening here. God was at work in the Roman Empire bringing about the fulfillment of 
Old Testament prophesy. Several hundred years earlier, the prophet Micah said in Micah 5:2 (NIV): “But you, 
Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be 
ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.”  
The prophesy was that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, but Mary and Joseph were living eighty miles 
away and it was almost time for the Messiah’s birth. How did they get to Bethlehem? In verse 1 we see that it had 
to do with a Roman Emperor called Caesar Augustus. That is not his name, but rather his title. “Caesar” means 
emperor and Augustus means “revered”, “honored”, or “esteemed”. His actual name was Gaius Octavius, and his 
grandmother was Julius Caesar’s sister. After Julius Caesar’s assassination, Octavius learned that Julius Caesar had 
adopted him and made him his heir. Octavius used this fact to build up his power. He attacked Julius Caesar’s 
assassinators (Brutus and Cassius) and defeated their armies which led to their suicides. There is a lot more 
intrigue, but eventually Octavius prevailed to become the sole ruler of the Roman Empire. Caesar Augustus 
(Octavius) was a very effective Emperor. He left a legacy of peace, prosperity, effective administration, and a 
commitment to public works. Under his leadership there was an amazing network of roads that enabled the fast 
spread of the Gospel after Christ’s death, resurrection, and ascension. He was so well thought of that his subjects 
deified him (made him a god) after his death. The point is that at just the time for the Messiah to be born, the whole 
civilized world was for the first time governed by one ruler. We can rest in the fact that God is always in control, 
even in politics. Psalm 31:15a: “My times are in Your hand…” 

B. God’s Providential Working in Israel (vv. 4-6) 
Of all the decrees made by Caesar Augustus the one Luke focuses on is the decree that a census be taken in all of 
the Empire. It was likely for the purpose of taxation. In fact, the KJV renders Luke 2:1 (KJV): “And it came to pass 
in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed.” It is obvious 



that there was a deadline on the registration or else Joseph would have waited for the birth of Jesus before going to 
register. The question comes as to why they had to go eighty miles away to register. Why not register in Nazareth?  
It is likely that Joseph had property in Bethlehem. It was a requirement that if a person owned property in another 
district, they had to go there to register. Also, it is possible that the Romans gave in to Jewish custom which 
stressed the importance of one’s ancestral home. Under Jewish law, the property went back to its original owners 
every fifty years – the year of Jubilee (Leviticus 25:10). An early second century document from Egypt (a part of 
the Roman Empire) said that Egyptians were also required to return to their home in Egypt for the census [John 

MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary, Luke 1-5, page 146] As a descendent of David, the ancestral home for 
Joseph was the city of Bethlehem where David was born. Think about this, God providentially arranged for the 
most powerful Caesar ever to call for a census – something that affected the whole empire at just the time that 
would get Joseph and Mary to the town of Bethlehem where she would have her baby in exactly the place God, 
some 700 years earlier, said the Messiah would be born.  
Dr. J. C. Ryle (1816-1900) summarizes how important this decree was and how God providentially worked to have 
prophesy fulfilled.  

The overruling providence of God appears in this simple fact; He orders all things in heaven and earth. He 
turns the hearts of kings whithersoever He will. He overruled the time when Augustus decreed the taxing. 
He directed the enforcement of the decree in such a way, that Mary must needs be at Bethlehem when “the 
days were accomplished when she should be delivered.” Little did the haughty Roman Emperor, and his 
officer Cyrenius, think that they were only instruments in the hand of the God of Israel, and were only 
carrying out the eternal purposes of the King of kings. Little did they think that they were helping to lay the 
foundation of a kingdom, before which the empires of this world would all go down one day, and Roman 
idolatry pass away.   
[J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the Gospels, Volume 2, page 50-51] 

Some have seen a contradiction between Matthew 1:24-25 and Luke 2:5. In Matthew 1:24-25: “And Joseph awoke 
from his sleep and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him, and took Mary as his wife, but kept her a virgin 
until she gave birth to a Son; and he called His name Jesus.” Compare that to Luke 2:4-5 (KJV): “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:) To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with 
child.” Actually, there is no contradiction.  
Warren Weirsbe explains it well. “Mary and Joseph were already husband and wife but since they did not 
consummate the marriage until after Jesus was born, she is called his ‘espoused wife’ (Matthew 1:18-25).” [Warren 
Weirsbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, Volume One, page 175] 

C.  God’s Providential Working in Bethlehem (vv. 6-7) 
We must not pass quickly over this. The “there” is Bethlehem. Just to get to Bethlehem was amazing! From 
Nazareth to Bethlehem was about eighty miles. Mary was full term and the men won’t appreciate what she went 
through as much as those who are mothers. I remember asking a woman who was full term the question, “How are 
you feeling?” I was a little taken aback by her answer. She said, “I’m feeling like a beached whale.” Just getting 
from one place to another in the same house is somewhat of an ordeal, but in this condition (in winter) Mary 
traveled eighty miles. Add to the physical agony the burden of having her first child a three-day distance from 
home with no mother or any other woman to help. Yet, we have no record of Mary complaining or questioning 
God. We are not certain if Mary knew the prophesy of Micah 5:2 that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem. But 
whether she and Joseph knew the prophesy or not, they obviously had a God given peace that God was in control 
and they could rest in Him.  
Bethlehem was only a small city about six miles from Jerusalem. There would have been minimal and very 
primitive accommodations, but even they were full. The inn that is referred to in verse 7 was not like a Motel 6. The 
inns of that time were typically a series of stalls built on the inside of an enclosure and opening into a common 
courtyard where the animals were kept. Typically, all that the inn keeper provided was fodder for the animals and a 
fire to cook on.  
When it comes to the details of exactly where Jesus was born, we have to accept the fact that we cannot be sure 
about the details. It could have been in that common courtyard where the animals were kept. Many scholars believe 
that the Lord Jesus was born in a cave where animals were sheltered and not in a wooden shed that is depicted in 
modern manger scenes. Today in Bethlehem you can visit a cave like structure that has been made to look like a 



cave in the first century. All we know for certain is that it was primitive and about as opposite from luxurious as is 
possible. Think of it: it was probably in a cave where animals were sheltered or in the common courtyard where the 
travelers’ animals were tethered that Mary gave birth to her child who was God in human flesh. The quote I am 
going to share with you is not pleasant, but I think that we need to hear it  

If we imagine that Jesus was born in a freshly swept, county fair stable, we miss the whole point. It was 
wretched – scandalous! There was sweat and pain and blood and cries as Mary reached up to the heavens 
for help. The earth was cold and hard. The …stench of manure and acrid straw made a contemptible 
bouquet. Trembling carpenter’s hands, clumsy with fear, grasped God’s Son slippery with blood – the 
baby’s limbs waving helplessly as if falling through space – His face grimacing as He gasped in the cold 
and His cry pierced the night.   
[R. Kent Hughes, Luke, Volume One, page 83]  

With that in mind listen to Philippians 2:5-8: “Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, 
although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied 
Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a 
man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.” 
After the Savior’s birth, Mary wrapped Him snugly in strips of cloth that kept Him warm and kept His limbs 
straight. He was treated as any other baby born to a poor family. There were no royal robes or celebrations that 
usually accompanied the birth of royalty. The baby was then laid in a feeding trough.  
When I read this, I can hear George Beverly Shea who sang at Billy Graham crusades for decades singing with that 
deep voice: 

Out of the ivory palaces, 
Into a world of woe,  
Only His great eternal love 
Made my Savior go. 
                    - Henry Barraclough 

 

II.  His Birth Brought Angels from Heaven (vv. 8-14) 
The angels knew Jesus as the Creator. John 1:3: tells us “All things came into being through Him, and apart from 
Him nothing came into being that has come into being.” Think of their amazement when they saw the Creator born 
as a creature, a human being, a speechless, helpless baby. The best commentary on what they saw is found in 2 
Corinthians 8:9: “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sake He 
became poor, so that you through His poverty might become rich.” The best explanation is 1 Timothy 3:16a (ESV): 
“Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: He was manifested in the flesh…”  

A.  The Herald from on High (vv. 8-12) 
Why shepherds, and not priests, and other religious leaders? I believe the reason is clear. By proclaiming the good 
news to shepherds, the angel was revealing the grace of God that goes not only to those in places of prestige, but to 
those the world sees as insignificant. Shepherds were outcasts in Israel. They were near the bottom of the social 
ladder. That is amazing since Moses and David were shepherds. But in a time when grace had all but disappeared in 
Judaism and when legalistic rule keeping was the predominant teaching, shepherds were considered the lowest of 
the low. Their shepherding made them ceremonially unclean and kept them away from the temple for weeks at a 
time so they could not be made clean. But the Messiah came saying, “I am the good shepherd” (John 10:11a) and 
was declared by John the Baptist to be the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).  
At this location, it is likely that these shepherds were keeping the sheep that would provide the sacrifices for the 
temple services. All that the legalistic Jewish leaders would see would be the pictures of the Lamb of God. These 
shepherds saw the one that all the pictures pointed to! They saw the Messiah himself! This appearance of the angels 
to the shepherds was a foreshadowing of the ministry of Jesus Himself. His ministry was not to the self-righteous, 
but to the poor and lowly and outcasts. The religious leaders most all rejected Him, but the sinners who knew they 
were sinners received Him gladly.  
When the angel first appeared to the shepherds, they were scared! Not only did they see the angel, the angel was 
accompanied by the Shekinah glory of God manifested as light that was brighter than any light of earthly origin. 
The angel calms them down and gives them the greatest news ever heard – “for behold, I bring you good news of 



great joy which will be for all the people; for today in the city of David there has been born for you a Savior, who is 
 Christ the Lord.  This will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 

B.  The Hosts from on High (vv. 13-14) 
How many angels are we talking about? We don’t know, but we do know that the number of angels are 
innumerable (to many to be numbered). Revelation 5:11: “Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels 
around the throne and the living creatures and the elders; and the number of them was myriads of myriads, and 
thousands of thousands.” Myriads is the highest number available in the Greek language. We might say, “gazillions 
of gazillions.” What an amazing sight these lowly shepherds got to see.  
 

III.  His Birth Brought Shepherds to Bethlehem (vv. 15-20) 
Remember that the only ones lower than shepherds in that culture were lepers! But these shepherds were so 
enthralled with the angels they saw, and the announcement they heard, that they left the sheep to the Lord’s care 
and went to see the baby – the Messiah. These lowly, despised shepherds were the first ones to see and worship the 
Messiah. They saw him before the ones that society held in esteem – the legalistic religious leaders. They 
worshipped Him and the educated highly esteemed leaders rejected Him. The shepherds are great examples for us. 
They received by faith the message that God communicated to them through angels and responded by faith as they 
found the Savior and worshipped Him. In a sense, these lowly shepherds were the first evangelists of the Gospel 
age. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

  
 


