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Caesar and Christ 

Luke 2:1-3    
 
 
The Christmas story in Luke 2 doesn’t begin with Mary and Joseph. As a matter of fact God isn’t 
even mentioned until verse 8 when the angels show up to announce the birth of Jesus to a 
band of shepherds tending their flocks.  
 
In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire 
Roman world. 2(This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of 
Syria.) 3And everyone went to their own town to register.  (NIV) 
 
The Christmas story in Luke 2 begins not in Bethlehem of Judea but 1500 miles away in Rome. It 
begins with Caesar Augustus, a secular political ruler. He was one of 12 Caesars that governed 
the Roman Empire as Emperor. His real name was Octavius, the nephew of Julius Caesar who 
later adopted him as his son. Under his leadership the Roman Empire rose to its greatest wealth 
and power. Augustus was the title given him by the Roman Senate that was so impressed with 
his leadership that they treated him like a god! They called him “Savior, Bringer of Glad Tidings, 
Messiah, Pontifex Maximus—the highest priest, the one who brings peace and happiness to 
mankind.” “Augustus” carried all that in one title. Until him, “Augustus” was reserved only for 
holy objects, places and divinities. Doesn’t it even seem a little sacrilegious to put Caesar 
Augustus in the Holy Story of Christmas?!  
 
Why would God inspire Luke to make the Roman Emperor, Caesar Augustus, such an 
important character in the Christian story of Jesus birth? Why muddy the story of Jesus with 
Roman history and politics? 
 
Over his lifetime, the American Historian Will Durant wrote an 11-volume history called “The 
Story of Civilization.” The 3rd volume is simply titled, “Caesar and Christ.” In the preface he 
makes this bold statement: 
 
“The rise of Rome from a crossroads town to world master… and then its long, slow crumbling 
and final catastrophic collapse into darkness and chaos—this is surely the greatest drama ever 
played by man; unless it be that other drama which began when CAESAR (Roman empire) AND 
CHRIST stood face to face in Pilate’s court, and continued until a handful of hunted Christians 
had grown by time and patience, and through persecution and terror, to be first the allies, then 
the masters, and at last the heirs, of the greatest empire in history.”  
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*** So why is important to begin the Christmas story with Caesar?  
 
The Bible says, In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of 
the entire Roman world.  
 
What was happening in those days that we should know in order to understand the 
BACKSTORY? Other versions—maybe the one you memorized in Sunday School—say …a decree 
went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be TAXED.  That was one of the intents 
of taking a census—to find out who lived where so that taxes could be levied accordingly. But 
Caesar Augustus had another motive as well. He was actually a leader who saw the Empire 
slipping into moral decay and wanted to restore what we might call “family values.” Marriage 
had fallen on hard times. People preferred to be single, and preferred short-term relationships 
without what they saw as the restrictions of marriage and children. More and more people who 
married limited the size of their families by contraception and abortion (sound familiar?). The 
population began to shrink. Augustus knew this would eventually put the empire in danger: 
who would fight the wars, plow the fields, and build the roads if the next generation wasn’t 
large enough? So he started several programs to reward marriage with political and economic 
incentives. One of the reasons he took a census was to find out how these programs were 
faring through the empire!  
 
That’s what Caesar was thinking. What was GOD thinking? What was God up to?!     
[Records/Timing/Roads] 
 
RECORDS   
In a period in history before the invention of routine legal records like birth certificates, social 
security numbers, drivers licenses or passports, God used the emperor of the Roman Empire to 
make sure we knew JESUS was a real person. God wants the world to know that Jesus was 
born in real time, real history, in a real place. Jesus is not a fantasy, a romantic literary 
construction or a supernatural vision. He was a legal citizen with “papers” registered in what is 
probably the largest and most powerful empire in history. God used Caesar to put a stake in the 
ground of world history. Will Durant asks (Caesar and Christ p554-5)  “What evidence is there 
for Christ’s existence?”  (various sources) “The denial of that existence seems never to have 
occurred even to the bitterest gentile or Jewish opponents of …Christianity.”  If skeptics in the 
first century had wanted to discredit the historicity of Jesus, all they’d have to do is find the 
documents of the census and say—there’s no record! 
 
Caesar Augustus probably never knew Jesus. But if he would have checked the census, he 
would have found an entry in the record book in Bethlehem, signed by three witnesses, that 
Joseph son of Jacob, his wife, Mary, daughter of Joachim and their firstborn son, Jesus, lived in 
his Empire!     
     *2nd thing God is up to is about… 
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TIMING  
GOD wanted Luke to record this historical detail of Caesar because generations to come would 
look back and understand that this was the RIGHT TIME for Messiah to enter human history. St. 
Paul called it “the fullness of time” in Galatians 4:4-5a.  But when the set time had fully come, 
God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, 5to redeem those under the law…  “Fully 
come” implies a plan with intentional timing.      [NEXT SUN] 
 
The world of Caesar Augustus was finally a world where the news of what God was doing in 
JESUS could be preserved and passed on in written language. Not just oral tradition. Not just 
through stories told around the dinner table and campfires, but stories written and analyzed 
and tested over time by scholars and skeptics.  

ADVENT ’18 Do you know the story? Are you reading the Bible? Studying? Pondering? 
 
 *Records, timing 3rd thing God was up to is about… 

 
ROADS   
The world of Caesar Augustus was finally a world where the news of what God was doing in 
JESUS could easily spread throughout the world. When you travel today in Europe and Middle 
East you can still see the remnants of the Roman roads that carried the commerce and travelers 
of the first century throughout what is now Europe. We’ve seen them in France and Italy and 
Palestine. Because of Roman roads and the PAX Romana—the peace that came from the order 
kept by Roman law, Roman courts and the Roman army—missionaries could travel through 
the empire telling the story of Jesus. God’s always intentional! God had planned this mission 
for centuries if not millennia. The world of Rome, the world of Caesar Augustus, provided the 
right stage for God’s plan to unfold. The stage was set. The time was right. Jesus, the Son of 
God, the Christ, could now come on the world stage to save a lost and broken world.  
 

ADVENT ’18 Are you spreading the good news? Telling the story?  
 
The Christmas story begins, In those days… What about THESE days? What about TODAY? 
Today God still uses the nations, the leaders and the events of world history to accomplish 
God’s mission in the world. God uses men and women serving the public on the Parent Teacher 
Organization, the City Council and the School Board. God uses governors and presidents, 
congressmen and women, policemen, lawyers and judges. God uses prime ministers and 
princes, kings and emperors, sheiks and ayatollahs to accomplish his mission. The Bible says, 
The hearts of the kings of the earth are in the hands of the Lord. Like rivers of water he turns 
them wherever he wills. 
 
The Bible tells how God used secular rulers to accomplish his purpose: Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar, 
Cyrus and Caesar, all water in the hands of the Lord. In those days and in their cultures these 
great leaders seemed invincible. But in the end, God always had the last word. All of them and 
their kingdoms are gone. Jesus and the Kingdom of God remains. 
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ADVENT ’18 Where do you see God at work in the affairs of nations today? What is 
going on in America today that makes you say—“God is surely at work?” I don’t know 
about you, but with all the turmoil in our country these days, I sometime scratch my 
head and wonder what God’s up to! But make no mistake: the God of the 1st century is 
still in control in the 21st century! 

 
 
When Caesar Augustus died in 14 A.D. Jesus was still a young man working in his dads 
carpenter’s shop. On his death bed, Caesar’s famous last words (often used to conclude a 
Roman play) were: Since well I’ve played my part, clap now your hands, and with applause 
dismiss me from the stage. When he died, the Roman calendar said it was the year 767 
(measuring time from the founding of Rome). Caesar would be surprised to learn that today we 
mark his death by the birth of Jesus not 767 but 14 AD, Anno Domini, the year of our LORD.  
 
In those days, in the days of Caesar Augustus, Romans celebrated a great end-of-the-year 
festival, the Saturnalia, with holly, mistletoe and evergreens and the exchanging of gifts. They 
would wish each other a joyous Saturnalia.  
 
2000 years later, the Roman Empire is long gone. No one worships Caesar Augustus any longer. 
Only JESUS and his Kingdom remains. We and billions like us recognize and worship a “Savior, 
Bringer of Glad Tidings, Messiah, the greatest high priest, the one who brings peace and 
happiness to mankind.” His name is JESUS, the Christ, born in those days living in these days. So 
in these days, we no longer wish others a joyous Saturnalia. Instead, we say with great joy, 
MERRY CHRISTMAS! 


