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“Great Joy” 
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Luke 2:1-15 
 
Verses 1-2 
In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be 
taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place 
while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 

• Caesar Augustus ruled as Emperor of Rome from 27 B.C. to 14 A.D. 
Quirinius was governor of Syria from 4 B.C. to 1 A.D. Roman records 
show that this census was taken during his first term as governor. 
These dates then set the event of Jesus’ birth in history. The change 
from B.C. to A.D. was determined by them. 

 
Verse 3 
And everyone went to his own town to register. 

• The purpose of the Roman census was to determine the size of the 
native population ruled by Rome in any particular place. From this 
data, proper information related to the amount of tribute due Rome 
from that place could be determined and the number of troop 
enlistees from that place could be set. As the people would be taxed 
according to the amount of tribute determined, the purpose of the 
census was taxation in everyone’s mind. 

• To participate in this event that would only raise their taxes, the 
people in each area were required to travel back to the town of their 
ancestral origin to register for the taxes. For some people who still 
lived in the town of the family’s origin, this requirement presented 
no problems. However for others, it presented a great and expensive 
inconvenience. It meant that many people would have to travel many 
miles at their own expense just to register to be taxed. 
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Verse 4 
So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to 
Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line 
of David. 

• Joseph, the espoused husband of Mary the Mother of Jesus and, 
therefore, the earthly protector of our Lord, was one whose life was 
greatly disturbed by this Roman census. He lived in the town of 
Nazareth in the province of Galilee. But his home of family origin was 
Bethlehem in the province of Judea. He was descended from the 
family of King David and their hometown was Bethlehem. Thus, he 
was required to travel to Bethlehem. Though the actual distance 
does not seem far to us today, the journey, then, would have taken 
at least three days. 

 
Verse 5 
He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to 
him and was expecting a child. 

• Mary was also of the house and line of David. As women were 
required to pay taxes, too, she also had to enroll for the census. 
Given the fact that she was already pregnant, she traveled with 
Joseph and was under his protection rather than that of her father. 

 
Verses 6-7 
While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she 
gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed 
him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.’ 

• While they were in Bethlehem their circumstances were made worse 
because the baby came.  

• As the angel had told her, Mary gave birth to her first child which was 
a boy. See Luke 1:26-38. 

• The baby was wrapped in “swaddling clothes” as was the custom of 
the day. He was placed in a manger, a feeding trough for farm 
animals. This is the only implication in the Bible that Jesus was born 
in a barn, or a cave used as a barn. All the tradition so related has 
grown from the use of this word and the fact that the child was laid 
in a manger.  
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• The reason that the baby was laid in a manger is that there was no 
room for Joseph’s family in the local hotel. 

 
Verse 8 
And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch 
over their flocks by night. 

• These events happened near Bethlehem, as that is where Mary and 
Joseph were when Jesus was born. 

• Shepherds usually only kept their sheep in the fields during the 
summer or the dry season. However, the Temple flocks, the sheep 
sold in the Temple as sacrifices, were kept in the open fields around 
Bethlehem throughout the year. 

• Shepherds watched their flocks when they were out in the fields to 
protect them from thieves and natural predators.  

• Thus, none of the information given in this verse is extraordinary. 
 
Verse 9 
An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone 
around them, and they were terrified. 

• Throughout the Christmas story angels are sent from God to various 
people and, in this case, groups of people to proclaim the Messiah’s 
birth. In some cases the angel is specifically identified as Gabriel. In 
this case, the angel is unnamed. 

• Initial reaction to the appearance of the angel(s) is always the same. 
The people who see them are afraid. In this case, the fear of the 
shepherds is magnified. They are not just afraid. They are terrified. 
Apparently this is a normal reaction to the sight of an angel. 

 
Verse 10 
But the angel said unto them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of 
great joy that will be for all people.” 

• Reassurance is always the first act of an angel to those his 
appearance has startled. 

• In this case, the shepherds do not need to be afraid because the 
angel has been sent with good news that will bring them great joy. 

• This news and the subsequent joy are not for the shepherds alone. 
They are for “all people.” This is stated without restriction. Thus the 
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message and the joy it brings are for the Jews, God’s chosen people, 
and all others without regard to race, nationality, or sex.  

 
Verse 11 
“Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the 
Lord.” 

• The “town of David” is Bethlehem. According to the rabbis, 
Bethlehem was the place in which the Messiah would be born. 

• The titles used, “Savior” and “Christ,” are Messianic titles. “Christ” 
means “anointed one” and is the Greek word which means Messiah. 
Messiah is the Hebrew word that means “anointed one.” Thus the 
announcement to the shepherds by the angels proclaims the 
Messiah’s birth.  

 
Verse 12 
“This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and 
lying in a manger.” 

• Twice, verse 11 and 12, this message is made personal to the 
shepherds with the words, “to you.” This personalization is important 
because shepherds were considered ritually unclean, particularly 
when they were out in the fields. Because they were out in the fields 
and away from home they could not keep the “Traditions of the 
Elders” related to ceremonial washing, etc. Subsequently, religious 
people shunned them. However, God did not. He sent angels to them 
to proclaim the Messiah’s birth, to show that the Messiah was sent 
to all people, not just to the rich and the good. 

• In this case, they are told how they can test this pronouncement to 
know that it is true. They will find a baby wrapped in swaddling 
cloths. This was not unusual at that time. All babies were so 
wrapped. But this one would be lying in a manger, a feeding trough. 
That would certainly be unusual.  

 
Verse 13 
Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, 
praising God and saying,  

• The word “suddenly” implies that this happened in an instant. 
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• Suddenly, many other angels joined the single angel who had been 
addressing the shepherds. These angels were worshiping God. They 
were praising God.  

 
Verse 14 
“Glory to God in the highest, 

and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” 
• This is an ancient hymn. It is entitled, “Gloria in Excelsis Deo.” It is set 

off in poetic meter in the text to tell us that it is poetry.  
• The angels ascribe glory to God. 
• “In the highest” does not refer to the glory of God but to the place of 

God’s abode. 
• Peace is not simply the absence of war. It is the feeling of security 

that resides in the heart of one who knows and trusts the Messiah. 
• Peace does not rest on all people. It only belongs to those that God 

favors. These are those who know the Messiah and believe/trust 
him. Without him, there is no peace and God’s favor is unknown.  

 
Verse 15 
When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said 
to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has 
happened, which the Lord has told us about.” 

• After completing their assignment, the angels left the shepherds. The 
angels returned to their place at the throne of God to await his 
bidding. 

• The shepherds decided to go to Bethlehem to find the child about 
whom they had been told. 

 
 
 

(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled  Great Joy. They have been 
prepared by the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen, Senior Pastor at Cornerstone Fellowship, Coatesville 
Pennsylvania. All rights are reserved by Dr. Jensen and Cornerstone Fellowship.) 
 


	Exegetical Notes, Luke 2:1-15
	Prepared by Charles H. Jensen, Pastor, Cornerstone Fellowship

	Verses 1-2
	In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.)

	Verse 3
	And everyone went to his own town to register.
	Verse 4
	Verse 5
	Verses 6-7
	Verse 8
	And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks by night.

	Verse 9
	An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.
	Verse 10
	Verse 11
	Verse 12
	Verse 14
	Verse 15

