THE BIRTH AND BOYHOOD OF JESUS

Luke 2:1-52

Key Verse: 2:11

“Today in the town of David a Savior has been 

born to you; he is Christ the Lord.”


We are used to thinking about Luke chapter 2 as part of the Christmas story. That means we study it without thinking about the previous chapter or subsequent chapters, or in light of the gospel of Luke as a whole. Or we mix it up with Matthew’s gospel, or possibly think about the meaning of Christmas. Today we want to think about what Luke is saying regarding the gospel of the Son of God who came. Luke 2:11 says, “Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.” The truth of the gospel can be seen in the story of Jesus’ birth. The Savior was born into the world, and the one who was born in that way—he is Christ the Lord.


Luke 2 describes the birth and boyhood of Jesus. We learn that he is Christ the Lord, who came by being born to us, into this world, and who was as such subject to all the things of this world. The truth is declared by Luke through the angel to be, “Glory to God in the highest.” (2:14) May God bless us to know his glory as we study the passage of Jesus’ birth and boyhood.

I.  The Birth of Jesus (2:1-20)

Verse 1 begins with the words, “In those days…” According to chapter 1, these were the days when God’s word came through the angel Gabriel, and through the Holy Spirit moving an old couple, Zechariah and Elizabeth. It was the time for the Lord to fulfill his promises to come and redeem his people by sending his Son. But what happened “in those days?” Verses 1-3 say, “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.) And everyone went to his own town to register.”  Those days were also the time when Caesar Augustus and various governors ruled the Roman Empire. When the emperor issued a decree, everyone had to obey it. 

We can begin to see how great their authority was when we see how the decree affected Joseph and Mary. “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. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child.” (4-5) There were no exceptions to the decree of Caesar Augustus. There was no mercy for a pregnant woman in her third trimester who shouldn’t be traveling. Secular rule seemed absolute, and at the same time, without mercy. As a result, Joseph and Mary wound up in Bethlehem.

What happened while they were there? Verses 6-7 say, “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.” It happened to be the time for the baby to be born. And because there was no room in the inn, the baby was placed in a manger at birth. Outwardly the facts surrounding the birth of the baby seem to be coincidental, according to the laws of cause and effect, or the coinciding of the decree and the birth, or the circumstance of there being no room in the inn when the time came. But in light of the promises and prophecies about the birth of the baby, this baby is the coming of the Lord (1:17); he is the Son of the Most High who will reign over the house of Jacob forever (1:31-33); he is the one who redeems, who saves, who forgives sin—the fulfillment of the promises of God even from the time of Abraham. (1:68-80) At the time when it seemed that Caesar Augustus was ruling absolutely, the word of God opens our eyes to God’s ultimate sovereignty. God doesn’t rule like a Caesar Augustus. We don’t see the evidence of God in the circumstances or events surrounding us. We learn the certainty of God’s sovereignty in his word. When the baby came, he was not excluded from the rule of Caesar, or the circumstances, or the laws of cause and effect of this world. In his sovereignty, God sent the baby Jesus to be subject to those very things as we are. Luke doesn’t boast about this, nor does he apologize for it. He merely testifies to his readers in a very factual way. The Lord doesn’t force his way into our hearts either. His word is there for us to explore, that we may know the glory of God revealed in all the circumstances surrounding the birth of the baby Jesus. Even today, as much as we make room in our heart for the word of God, we too will grow in the discernment of God’s glory in all the surroundings and circumstances of this life.

Verses 8 and 9 tell us to whom the announcement of the birth of the Savior came. “And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.” The glory of the Lord concerning the birth of the baby Jesus came first to shepherds, who were at that very time in the midst of their job tending their flocks at night. It did not come to a king or a religious person, but to shepherds. What was the angel’s message? “But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.’” (10-12) The angel’s message is the word of God given regarding the birth of Jesus.

First, “good news of great joy.” When the shepherds out in the field were met by an angel of the Lord, they were understandably terrified. If the Lord interrupts when we are in the middle of something else, what is our response? But the angel said, “Do not be afraid.” The birth of the baby meets men in the place of their fear and brings good news of great joy. The news of the coming of the Lord as a baby in a manger is good news of great joy for all people who are subject to fear in this world. God sent Jesus as a baby to bring us out of fear and into the good news of great joy.

Second, “…a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.” In this world where men are subject to powerful, godless rulers; in this cursed world where men like these shepherds must work long and hard just to survive; in this world where all people are subject to fear, especially fear of death—what could be the salvation for us? Verse 11 says, “Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.” The Savior of the world did not come like Caesar Augustus. He never imposes his rule on men. The Savior is born. The Savior is born to who? “…a Savior has been born to you.” And he is Christ the Lord. This is the message of the angel. Thank God who rules us in the birth of a baby. Thank God who sent our Savior to be subject to all the things of this life—to be born to you—and he is Christ the Lord. He is the Savior born to you.

Third, “This will be a sign to you…” Look at verse 12 again. “This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” The sign is the sign of God’s humility. The Lord invites all people to embrace him. If Christ the Lord came, what kind of sign should accompany him? Here we see the sign that was given to us, that we may begin to embrace his salvation without fear.

Verses 13-14 say, “Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.’” Through these verses we can learn God’s intention in sending his Son to be born into the world and placed in a manger. The message of the birth means glory to God in the highest. The message of the birth of Jesus should reveal God’s glory to us in the highest. Nobody can see God; according to the previous verses we don’t see the evidence of God and his rule in our surroundings. But God is revealed to us in the message of the birth of Jesus. This is the first thing. We learn to seek God and his glory and his beauty in the truth of the birth of Jesus as of first importance. As much as the glory of God comes to us, we will know God’s peace and favor even as we live on this earth. Knowing God and his glory brings God’s peace to us in all these things. May God bless us to know his glory in the angel’s message.

What did the shepherds do after the angels left? Verses 15-18 say, “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.’ So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.” Based on what the Lord said the shepherds went simply to see “this thing.” They found things just as the angel had said. This simple witness became the source of joy and amazement for them and for all who heard it. According to verse 20, they were inspired to glorify and praise God. That was the effect of the birth on them.

But what did Mary do? “But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart.” The influence of the birth on Mary was very different than on the shepherds. Mary treasured these things. She valued these things as the greatest treasure. She was not poor in this sense, but rich, because she began to grow to learn the value of God’s blessing. She pondered all these things. She sought God’s glory and God’s face in all these things that are beyond human understanding.

II.  The Presentation of Jesus at the Temple (2:21-40)

Verses 21-24 describe what happened in the days after the baby was born. “On the eighth day, when it was time to circumcise him, he was named Jesus, the name the angel had given him before he had been conceived. When the time of their purification according to the Law of Moses had been completed, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, ‘Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord’), and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord: ‘a pair of doves or two young pigeons.’” When Jesus was born he was also circumcised, and after the time of purification he was consecrated to the Lord. The meaning of circumcision and consecration has to do with belonging to the Lord. At the same time, Jesus is the Son of God. He does not need circumcision or consecration or purification. He is the Holy One. But he came and submitted to everything “according to the Law of Moses.” He was born into a family of modest or even poor means. He became subject to all the laws and regulations, though he was the Son of God. He is the Savior who even subjected himself to death in order to save us.

We may also notice the remarkable obedience of his parents, particularly in naming the child. He was named Jesus, the name the angel had given him before he was even conceived. The angel said nothing about the circumstances surrounding his birth. But his parents named him Jesus. They accepted all these things as God’s will, and with faith that this child is the Son of God, they consecrated him to the Lord.

Verses 25-38 describe what happened while they were in the temple doing what the custom of the Law required. Verses 25-26 say, “Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Christ.” Simeon is one example of the character of a righteous and devout person. He saw nothing anywhere to make him believe that God was coming to console his people in any way. What did he do? He waited for the consolation of Israel. How could he? Certainly not by sight. In Simeon we see the evidence of the Holy Spirit on a man. No man can be righteous and devout by himself in the sense that Simeon was. The Spirit was upon him. The Spirit had given him a special revelation that he would not die until he had seen the Lord’s Christ. How did he happen to meet the baby? Verse 27a says, “Moved by the Spirit, he went into the temple courts…”  May God guide us in his Spirit.

Simeon’s message concerning the baby is in verses 27b-32. “When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying: ‘Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you now dismiss your servant in peace. For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.’” Simeon was an old man nearing the time of his death. But when he saw the baby and took him in his arms, he could say, “For my eyes have seen your salvation…” For an old man who was about to be dismissed from this earthly life, the baby was God’s salvation, not just for him, not even just for Israel, but for the Gentiles. This baby was the revelation of God and the glory of God for Israel and for all people. Simeon was one who saw “Glory to God in the highest” when he met the baby.

In verses 33-35, Simeon gave a specific blessing. “The child’s father and mother marveled at what was said about him. Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: ‘This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.’” God sent Jesus to be subject to all the things common to men. This meant not just being subject to circumcision or to the Law of Moses. Jesus would soon be subject to temptation, to rejection, and ultimately to death. In the course of his earthly ministry, he would be a sign that would be spoken against until he was crucified. In doing this he would divide many in Israel regarding who he was, and this very child means that a sword will pierce his own mother’s soul. But the Bible says that Simeon blessed them this way. It means accepting the accomplishment of God’s will as the blessing, though that may mean a sword piercing our own soul too. May God bless us to receive his gospel as the blessing.

In verses 36-38 we are introduced to Anna. Who was Anna? “There was also a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, and then was a widow until she was eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. Coming up to them at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.” Anna had a unique situation. She lived with her husband only seven years, and then as a widow until she was very old. But in that unique situation, she did not look back at what might have been, nor did she remarry. Rather, with her unique, God-given life she sought God and looked forward to the time of God’s redemption of his people. Now when she saw the baby, she spoke about the child as a prophetess would, for she had experienced God’s redemption firsthand.

Verses 39-40 say, “When Joseph and Mary had done everything required by the Law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee to their own town of Nazareth. And the child grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was upon him.”

III.  The Boyhood of Jesus (2:41-52)

Luke is the only gospel writer to give a glimpse into the boyhood of Jesus. He does this through the story of Jesus who was left behind at the temple. Look at verses 41-50. “Every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover. When he was twelve years old, they went up to the Feast, according to the custom. After the Feast was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it. Thinking he was in their company, they traveled on for a day. Then they began looking for him among their relatives and friends. When they did not find him, they went back to Jerusalem to look for him. After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers. When his parents saw him, they were astonished. His mother said to him, ‘Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you.’ ‘Why were you searching for me?’ he asked. ‘Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?’ But they did not understand what he was saying to them.” 

Evidently Jesus’ parents made an annual trip to Jerusalem at the time of the Passover. This was the time when the people of Israel celebrated God’s deliverance of their nation out of Egypt in the time of Moses. On one of these annual trips, unbeknownst to his parents, Jesus stayed behind at the temple. Where was Jesus, and what was he doing? According to verse 46 he was sitting in the temple courts with the teachers. He was also listening and asking them questions, and astonishing everyone with his understanding and his answers.

Jesus’ mother had a more basic, maternal question for him: “Why have you treated us like this?” It was uncharacteristic that Jesus would do such a thing. His parents were even astonished that he would do such a thing. But Jesus asked, “Why were you searching for me? Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?” Where else would he be? Jesus used the term “Father” for God at this time. Maybe he knew God who delivers his people from Egypt is Father. Maybe he knew God who delivers his people from their sins is Father. As a boy Jesus knew “Father” God. May God deliver us to know him as “Father.”

How did Jesus grow in his teenage years? Look at verses 51-52. “Then he went down to Nazareth with them and was obedient to them. But his mother treasured all these things in her heart. And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men” His obedience indicates that he did not stay behind in Jerusalem to be rebellious to his parents. He submitted to his earthly parents and was obedient to them. Mary was a good mother for Jesus. In the matter of raising the Son of God as a son in her house, what could she do? But she sought God’s face and God’s glory there.

The story of Jesus’ birth and boyhood is the story of the Son of God who was made subject to all the things of his life. The truth of his birth as a baby in a manger reveals God himself to us. May God bless us to know “Glory to God in the highest” when we study the birth of Jesus.

