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“God’s Providence Over the Travels of Mary and Joseph”

Luke 2:1-7

Introduction:

I.
The Decree from Caesar Augustus (v. 1-3)

A.
The Rise to Power

-v. 1: And it came pass in those days…what was going on in those days? 

the Roman Empire had expanded to its largest extent during this period, and had entered a period when all wars had ceased (Pax Romana)

-even the temple of the god, Janis, the god of war, had closed its gates

-here’s a little background on how Caesar Augustus came to power:

On the morning of March 15, 44 B.C., JULIUS CAESAR was assassinated by several members of the Roman Senate. This was just one month after he had declared himself dictator of the Roman world. 

In the wake of his death, three men moved forward to form a new triumvirate which would punish Caesar's assassins and then divide up the Roman world. The members of this triumvirate consisted of Marc Antony (consul), Lepidus (high official), and Caius Octavian (the grand nephew of Caesar). Up to the year 37 B.C., there was relative peace in the Roman world. Brutus and Cassius were defeated in the Battle of Philippi (42 B.C.) and Cicero, perhaps the greatest thinker in the Roman world, had his hands and head cut off and placed in public display in the Forum. These three men headed a republican faction against Caesar for the simple reason that Caesar had claimed absolute power for himself. 

But in 37 B.C., stability appeared to disintegrate. Antony had married Octavian's sister but had also formed some sort of marriage contract with Cleopatra. In 31 B.C., Antony and Cleopatra's navy was beaten by Octavian's forces at Actium. Antony fled to Alexandria where Octavian eventually followed. Antony committed suicide while Cleopatra took the asp. 

In the wake of this decisive battle, the Battle of Actium, Octavian emerged as the sole master of the Roman world and would rule the Roman Empire for 45 years, until his death in A.D.14. Although his rise to power was always suspect, he succeeded in overhauling and reforming almost every Roman institution. He also helped to establish the Roman Empire on a much more rational basis. His reforms carried the Roman Empire for almost 200 years, and this, the most creative period of the Roman Empire, is often called the Age of Augustus.

On January 13, 27 B.C., Octavian appeared before the Roman Senate and laid down his supreme powers. It was at this time that Octavian took the name of Augustus Caesar (Imperator Caesar Divi Filius Augustus). The Senate had been purged of its dubious members and reduced from about 1000 members to 800. The majority of these men were solid supporters of Augustus (indeed, they were handpicked by Augustus). Augustus proclaimed that he had restored the Republic. The Senate voted to allow Augustus to govern in for ten years which he gladly accepted. Despite all the pomp and circumstance which accompanied this, the plain fact was that he was now left with total control of the armed forces of the Roman State. The Senate took an oath of allegiance to Augustus as emperor (imperator). In 23 B.C., Augustus was granted the authority of tribune (tribunicia potestas) for life. This enabled him to have ultimate veto power and also to deal directly with the people.

The reforms of Augustus as well as his long life contributed to the idea that he was something more than human -- he was certainly a hero, the Romans thought, perhaps even a god. His reforms of the system of Roman government were important. He compromised between inherited traditions and a changed economic, political and social reality. In other words, he effectively mixed both the old and the new, a typically Roman idea. His system of reforms save the Empire, but in the long run spelled the death of representative institutions. Augustus never did away with these institutions, he merely united them under one person -- himself. He was consul, tribune, chief priest of the civic religion and the public censor. He ruled by personal prestige: he was princeps (first citizen among equals) and pater patriae (father of the country). He was the supreme ruler, the king, the emperor and his authority (auctoritas) was absolute. copyright © 2001 Steven Kreis

B.
The Royal Decree
-a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered…it is believed that this decree was issued in 8 BC, but probably didn’t go into effect until a few years later

-v. 2: first took place while Quirinius was governing Syria…Quirinius actually ruled two different times over Syria; this was the first governorship, 4 BC to 1 AD

-this registering was in progress when he took office; since he was a very notable figure during this time, Luke chose him to be an historical mile post

-v. 3: everyone to his own city… God moved upon the heart and mind of a world ruler to require this particular requirement to get Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem so Jesus could be born there…that Israel might recognize their Messiah

-what is going on in your life right now that seems to be forced upon you out of your control? Is God still there? Is He indeed providential over your life?

II.
The Departure of Joseph and Mary (vv. 4-5)

A.
The Faithfulness of Joseph

-Joseph, being a just man (as Matthew’s gospel reminds us), obeyed the Roman law

-he submitted himself unto the Lord first, I believe, and then to the law, even though it brought hardship and danger to his wife and future child/Messiah

-imagine how he might have justified himself to not go to Bethlehem!

-the journey was difficult for a full-term pregnant mother, possibly riding on a donkey 

-Joseph no doubt would have walked alongside for the 80 mile trip

-at 3-4 mph, and including all the stops, this would have been a three to five day trip

-it was dangerous also because of the risk of going into premature labor along the way

-how easily it would have been to complain all along the way; yet they submitted themselves under God’s providential hand and just waited on Him

-there are going to be times in our own lives when the laws and statutes of our land interrupt what we believe God wants to do in our lives

-these laws don’t necessarily contradict Scripture, but they bring in difficulties and inconveniences that seem to get in the way

-unless a law or statute is directly against Scripture, it is best to submit to the authorities and let God work it all out in His own timing; our God is a Providential God, a Sovereign God

Matt. 22:21…And He said to them, "Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's." 

Rom. 13:1 Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and the authorities that exist are appointed by God.

-illustration: when we wanted to be in this sanctuary; now it is an anniversary celebration! 9 full years later

B.
The Faithfulness of God

-God was allowing this that He might bring Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem, that the Messiah might be recognized by Israel, as God foretold them through the prophet Micah

Micah 5:2 "But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, Though you are little among the thousands of Judah, Yet out of you shall come forth to Me The One to be Ruler in Israel, Whose goings forth are from of old, From everlasting." NKJV

Gal. 4:4 But when the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem those who were under the law, that we might receive the adoption as sons.

-God holds His timing as a very precious matter; there is a fullness of time that He is working in all of our lives…not only for the major events, but for the minor events

-this is essential to understand because it is foundational to our abiding in the Lord and trusting Him to overrule, and to work with all that is taking place

Rom. 8:28 And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose. 

29 For whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brethren. 30 Moreover whom He predestined, these He also called; whom He called, these He also justified; and whom He justified, these He also glorified. 

III.
The Delivery of Jesus (vv. 6-7)

A.
Labor Pains v. 6

-to the natural mind, this is about the worst time for Mary and Joseph; they were young, this was the first child; it was all a new experience; there was no midwife

-they were alone, with no relatives or friends; they were an insignificant couple, in the midst of a crowded town, full of grumpy people, with no one to care about them

-but in the eyes of God, all was completely different; it was the right time, in the right place, with the right people, under the perfect circumstances 

-the plan of God for us and through us involves many things of which we have no idea

-we are in the middle of things much more significant that our own little life plans

-what is God really doing?

Eph. 2:8 For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9 not of works, lest anyone should boast. 10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them. 

B.
Love Wrapped in Love v. 7

-she brought forth her firstborn Son… no one to help her

-wrapped Him in swaddling cloths…notice the plural, cloths; these were just strips of cloth, no special baby clothes, no cute little bunny suits

-isn’t this a more appropriate wrapping, considering that the Word of God became flesh and dwelt among us? our flesh is not glorious compared to the glory of that body that is being made for us right now in heaven

-laid Him in a manger because there was no room for them in the inn… first of all, the “inn” was merely a large, enclosed area for travelers to be generally protected from the weather; kind of like a gymnasium being used in a crisis situation

-the crowds were so large in this inn that Mary and Joseph had to go out to a little side compartment were the animals were kept; manger is a feeding trough
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