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In the 19th century Sir William Mitchell Ramsay examined available evidence expecting to
prove that Luke was not a reliable historian. However his extensive research convinced
him that Luke was a meticulously reliable historian. His book on the subject “Was Christ
born at Bethlehem?” is on the internet at www.ccel.org/ccel/ramsay/bethlehem.txt
________________________________________________________________________
THE PASSAGE IN QUESTION:

...in those days..there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the
world should be taxed1. (And this taxing2 was first3 made when Cyrenius 4
was governor of Syria.) And all went to be taxed 1, every one to his own city.
And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judea,
to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; (because he was of the house
and lineage of David:) to be taxed 5, with Mary his espoused wife 6 being great
with child. Luke 2:1-5. KJV/AV
CLARIFICATIONS
1. "taxed" Greek apografesqai, which means: to be enrolled, to be registered.
2. "taxing" apografh, meaning: enrolment, registration.
3. "first" Greek proth, is superlative in degree - meaning: first of many, first of its kind.

4. Cyrenius' Roman name was Publius Sulpicius Quirinius.
5. "taxed" Greek apograyasqai, meaning: to register himself.
6. "his espoused wife" is from amemnhsteumene autw gunaike - meaning: his betrothed
woman. Betrothal was a binding engagement to be married. They were not yet married.

________________________________________________________________________
WE KNOW THAT:

• This census/registration/enrolment did take place.
• Cyrenius was fulfilling a role in the province of Syria as Caesar Augustus' deputy.
Critics question Luke 2:2 because the apparent absence of secular historical evidence
actually stating that Cyrenius (i.e. Quirinius) was "governor" in Syria at that time. Sir William
Mitchell Ramsay answers this in detail in chapter 10 of “Was Christ born at Bethlehem?”
Much of the following information is gleaned from that chapter.
________________________________________________________________________
1] AUGUSTUS' EXTRAORDINARY CENSUS
This was not a regular taxation. A taxation required only a proclamation to set it in motion.
Luke is referring to an exceptional event, it was the first time a decree for enrolment of all
Roman citizens and citizens of note in subject nations to be issued by Caesar Augustus
himself. The following is Augustus' own account:
Page 1

[AA on BC - Cyrenius - Syria - Census.pdf]

______________________________________________________________
"during my sixth term as consul (BC.28), I, along with my comrade Marcus
Agrippa, commanded a census to be taken of the people. I directed a lustrum,
the first in forty-one years, in which 4,063,000 Roman citizens were counted.
And once again, with imperial authority, I single handedly authorized a
lustrum when the consuls of Rome were Gaius Censorinus and Gaius Asinius
(BC.8), during which time 4,233,000 Roman citizens were counted."

(Res Gestae 8 - The Deeds of Augustus by Augustus) [emphasis mine. EDITOR].
Ref: Lustrum see:- http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lustrum

______________________________________________________________
It would have taken a few years to implement and complete this. It was decreed in BC.8.
and the completed set of documents, which registered the loyalty of Roman citizens and
people of note in subject nations to Caesar Augustus, was presented to him in BC.3.
It is significant that the very next year, BC.2, on February the 5th., whilst the empire
celebrated his Silver Jubilee, he was awarded the people's declaration of loyalty:
______________________________________________________________
"Whilst I was administering my thirteenth consulship [BC.2] the Senate and the
Equestrian Order and the entire Roman people gave me the title: Father of
my Country” (Res Gestae 35) [emphasis mine. EDITOR]
______________________________________________________________
This information could account for why both Joseph and Mary, being of the royal lineage
of David and thus people of note, would be required to register their loyalty to Caesar.
_______________________________________________________________________
2] WAS CYRENIUS (i.e. QUIRINIUS) A GOVERNOR IN SYRIA AT THIS TIME?
_____________________________________________________________
"this taxing was first made when Cyrenius was a governor of Syria." Luke 2:2
______________________________________________________________________
Critics claim that there is no evidence that Cyrenius was governor of Syria at that time.
________________________________________________________________________
CLARIFICATION

• "governor" (from: 'hgemwn) could refer to any official as Caesar's deputy.
________________________________________________________________________
SO WHAT WAS CYRENIUS DOING IN SYRIA?
The Homonadenses problem
It is easy to jump to conclusions.
Luke did not say:
1. Cyrenius had a role in Judea. That is not an issue in question here.
2. Cyrenius administered the taxation. That also is not an issue in question.
He did say:
1. Augustus decreed a census of all the Roman domain (oikoumenhn).
2. It was the first of its kind.
3 During that time Cyrenius was carrying out a vicegerent role.
What we know:
1. Quinctilus Varus was governor of Syria at that time. [BC.7 to 4]
Page 2

[AA on BC - Cyrenius - Syria - Census.pdf]

2. About BC.6 the Governors of Galatia and Syria were involved in the construction of
a system of military roads and garrison cities.
3. They had a major problem. The Homonadenses tribe had taken control of a Roman
client nation located in the Taurus mountains which traversed the centre of these
operations.
4. Syria and Galatia would normally be required to intervene but Galatia had no army
and Varus had no military experience. So what happened?
5. Quirinius was a general and famous for having quelled the Marmaridea rebellion in
Cilicia (Libya) in BC.14 (see the attached maps).
6 Quirinius was the one who conquered the Homonadenses nation [ The Geography of
Strabo]. This campaign had to have been implemented from Syria (see the maps).
It necessarily follows that BC 6-5 General Quirinius dealt with the Homonadenses situation
as Augustus' vicegerent, whilst Varus attended to the internal administration of Syria.
In addition to the evidence given above: Inscribed on the Tibur, Tivoli Marble fragment ( circa
AD.20) in the Vatican Museum of Christian Antiquities, are the deeds of a General who was
twice: publicly decorated in triumph, hailed as the conqueror of a nation and governed Syria
as Augustus' vicegerent twice. The name is indistinct. It has to be Quirinius.
Q[uintus] Aemilius Secundus s[on] of Q[uintus],
of the tribe Palatina, who served in
the camps of the divine Aug[ustus] under
P. Sulpicius Quirinius, legate of
Caesar in Syria, decorated with honorary
distinctions, prefect of the
1st cohort Aug[usta], prefect of the
cohort II Classica. Besides,
by order of Quirinius I made the census in
Apamea of citizens
male 117 thousand.
Besides, sent on mission by Quirinius, against
the Itureans, on Mount Lebanon
I took their citadel. And prior
military service, (I was) Prefect of the workers,
detached by two co[nsul]s at the ‘aerarium
[The State Treasury]’. And in the colony,
quaestor, aedile twice, duumvir twice,
pontiff.
Here were deposited Q[uintus] Aemilius Secundus
s[on] of Q[uintus], of the tribe
Pal[atina], (my) s[on] and Aemilia Chia (my) freed.
This m[onument] is excluded from the inh[eritance].

Tombstone of Q. Aemilius Secundus. Museo
archeologico nazionale, Venice.
________________________________________________________________________
WHY DOES LUKE MENTION CYRENIUS (Quirinius ) AND NOT VARUS?
We don't know but it was because his presence in Syria was more notable than that of
Varus whose role was confined to Syria's internal affairs. The timing of the census
coincided with that of victorious battle against the Homonadenses from Syria, for which
Quirinius received Augustus' second public triumphal decoration. Augustus held Quirinius
in such high esteem that he later made Quirinius advisor to his grandson, Titus, governor
of Armenia. By the time Luke wrote his account of the life of Christ, Quirinius was
outstandingly famous For more on Quirinius see:HISTORICAL EVIDENCE FOR
QUIRINIUS, http://www.biblehistory.net/newsletter/cyrenius.htm
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________________________________________________________________________
3] WHY DID JOSEPH TAKE MARY WITH HIM TO BETHLEHEM?
________________________________________________________________________
THE PASSAGE IN QUESTION:
(v.3) ... everyone went to be taxed1, everyone to his own city.2 (v.4) and

Joseph also went up3 from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judea, to
the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; (because he was of the house
and lineage of David:) (v.5) to be taxed,4 with Mary his espoused wife5 she
being great with child."
Luke 2:3-5. KJV./AV.
CLARIFICATIONS
1. "taxed" Greek apografesqai, which really means:to enrol, to register.
2. "his own city" Greek idian polin, ones own town/city.
3. "went up" Greek anebh, is singular referring to Joseph. We are being told why

Joseph had to go to Bethlehem
4. "taxed" Greek apograyasqai [*middle voice], meaning: to register *himself.
5. "his espoused wife" the Greek is th memnhsteumenh autw gunaiki - which means:
"his betrothed woman." Betrothal was a binding contract that they would be married. It
could only be broken if some sexual irregularity was discovered (Deuteronomy 24:1).

__________________________________________________________________________
The argument goes that there is no secular evidence that people had to return to their home
town or that wives had to accompany them. Every criticism raised against Luke's credibility
as a historian has been an argument from silence. In all other cases Luke has been shown
to be correct. He should be given credence to be correct in this instance too. However there
was an Egyptian Roman census document, dated AD.104, which required citizens to return
to their original homes. Also in another Roman census document, dated AD.119, an Egyptian
entered: his name; a scar above his left eyebrow; his age and profession; his original village;
the names of his father, mother, and grandfather; his wife's name and age; his wife's father's
name; his son's name and age; the names of other relatives living with him. This document
is signed by the village registrar and three official witnesses.
(Maier, Fullness, 4, II, 256f. from A. H. M. Jones, ed., A History of Rome through the
Fifth Century - New York: Harper and Row, 1970 )
From Luke we learn the following:
1) Mary's own city was Nazareth. Her house was in Nazareth ( Luke 1:56), so she had
to register in Nazareth Luke 1:56. ["everyone went to be taxed, everyone to his
own city"]. She would be required to record all residents in her house* which
might have included her younger sister (John 19:25).
2) Joseph went to his own city to register himself. [v.3 "everyone to his own city,"
v.4 "Joseph also," went to his own city, Luke 2:3-4]. His city was Bethlehem.
3) He took Mary with him "she being great with child." Luke 2:5
When Joseph and Mary travelled from Nazareth to Bethlehem they were still not married,
They were betrothed ("espoused " Matthew 1:18, Luke 1:27, 2:5)., Now betrothed couples did
not live together until marriage:
So why did Mary go with Joseph?
As soon as Mary learned she was going to have a child, she went to stay with her cousin,
for three months, then returned her own house in Nazareth ( Luke 1:26-56). Then, learning
about the child, Joseph, not wanting to expose Mary publicly, was thinking of breaking the
betrothal contract privately (Deuteronomy 24:1). Whilst wrestling with this problem an angel
told him that the child had been conceived of the Holy Spirit and that he must take Mary to
be his wife (Matthew 1:18 ff.).
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Joseph's dilemma was threefold:
1) He had to go to Bethlehem to register.
2) He is honour bound to obey the angel's request that he takes her to be his wife.
3) Also, Mary's pregnancy being well advanced, leaving her behind in her own house
in Nazareth, might have been, to say the least, difficult for her.
This 3rd. reason is evident in the original text, especially when the verse division is ignored.
Book titles chapter and verse divisions were not in the original uncial Greek text. They
have been added by editors. The verse 5 division is misleading because it makes it appear
that Mary went with Joseph so that she also could be registered. Whereas the Greek verb
"to be taxed" (apograyasqai) in verse 5 is infinitive middle voice (reflexive), meaning "toregister-himself." It is saying that he went in order to register himself, and took Mary with
him. It is not saying she went for the purpose of registering in Bethlehem.
Verses 4 and 5 flow better if verse break is ignored and is punctuated like this:
"... Joseph ... went-himself ... to ... Bethlehem ... to register-himself,
with Mary ... she being great with child."
So the pressing reason why he took Mary with him was that she was "great with child."
________________________________________________________________________
4] DATING JESUS' BIRTH and HEROD'S DEATH.
[Matthew chapter two]
Herod the Great's death is dated by Ussher as 25th. of November BC.4.1
Kenneth Frank Doig reasons that Herod died on the 27th. of November BC.4. 2
[It will help to compare the following with the chart: "From HEROD THE GREAT to HEROD AGRIPPA"]
WAS JESUS BORN IN BC.5?

Tiberius became Augustus' viceroy in AD.12 (61971). In Tiberius 15th. year (AD.26) Jesus
was baptised. He had turned 30 (Luke 3:1,23). So Jesus was born in BC.5.
Herod the Great began the temple reconstruction in BC.20. 46 years later Jesus was 30
years old (John 2:20). So it means again that Jesus was born in BC.5.
DOES THE CLAIM THAT HEROD DIED IN BC.4 PRESENT A PROBLEM?

Does it allow enough time for all the activities between Jesus birth and Herod's death?
There would have been at least a year between Jesus' birth in BC.5 and Herod's death.
This is ample time for: the visit of the wise men, the slaughter of the children, the family's
flight into Egypt and Herod's various activities to have happened. So there is no problem.
REFERENCES:

1. "Annals of The World" translated by Larry and Marrion Pierce 6082, ISBN 089051-360-0.
2. "New Testament Chronology" Kenneth Frank Doig, "Exact Dating of the Birth and
Crucifixion of Jesus." chapter 4. Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1990.
Doig goes into great detail, presents many evidences and is well referenced.
This chapter can be read on line: http://nowoezone.com/NTC04.html.

_________________________________________________________________________
This question has been raised: Why is it that "early church historians Tertullian, Origen and
Eusibius all held that Christ was born in 2 BC. and that Herod died the following year in 1 BC."?
Tertullian (AD.160-225/35) Origen (AD.184/5-253/4) and Eusebius (260/5-339/40) lived long
after Jesus' birth and would have to rely on second generation hearsay. Whereas Josephus
(AD.37 to 100) was much better placed. Taken captive during the siege of Jerusalem, he
became Vespasian's servant, was granted Roman citizenship, adopted Augustus' family
name (Flavious) and appointed advisor to the emperor's son (Titus). So He would have
ready access to state records and his publications would be subject to peer criticism.
________________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________________
QUIRINIUS AND THE FULLNESS OF TIME.

[Galatians 4:4]

When the Jesus was born, a system of military roads was in process of being constructed
and garrisons established throughout the Caesar Augustus' empire. This was making safer
routes for travellers and trade. However work on the passes through the Taurus
mountains, from northern to southern territories, was obstructed by the Homonadenses.
They had conquered the Roman client nation, killed their king (Amyntas) and taken control
of his mountain kingdom. So travelling through the passes to the north of Perga and
Tarsus was extremely dangerous.
The 483rd. of the 490 years prophesied in Daniel 9:24-27 was approaching. The Jewish
nation were expecting the imminent arrival of the Messiah. He would confirm a new
covenant with "the many", that is, not only with the Jews but also with the Gentiles ( v.27,
Galatians 3:8, Genesis 22:18, Acts 11:18). Would the Taurus pass situation improve before
the messengers tried to take the good news of the Messiah' into Asia Minor and beyond?
Just before Jesus' birth, Augustus' favourite general, Quirinius, mounted a military
campaign from Syria, conquered the Homonadenses and regained the territory for the
Romans (circa BC.6). This enabled military roads to be constructed and garrisons to be
set up in the years that followed in the Taurus mountain region. This enabled traders and
travellers to traverse the Taurus passes. So, by the time the apostle Paul set out on his
missionary journeys taking the covenant to the gentiles, they would have been completed,
enabling Paul and his companions to go through these passes in relative safety.
He went north from Perga to Antioch in Pisidia on his first journey ( Acts 13:13 ff.). On his
second journey (Acts 15:35 ff.) Following the coastal route from Antioch in Syria he was
able to go north along the Via Sebaste pass through Cilician gates and follow the road to
Derbe and Lystra. He continued to the port at Troas ( Acts 16:1&8 ff.) then sailed across the
strait. taking the gospel, into Europe (Acts 16:8 ff. Romans 15:16).
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