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The Top 12 “Myth-Conceptions” of Luke and Quirinius 

 

Illustrated with slides from the original PowerPoint lecture.  

 

By Andrew Gabriel Roth 

 

 

 
 

 

Introduction: What is a “Myth-Conception”? 

 

Myth Conception – Definition #1: A deceptive practice used by deniers of the Scripture 

to put forward false assumptions, fictitious histories, and unfounded scholarly 

assumptions to deny the Scripture along with the wider history that proves it correct.  

(Roth Dictionary of Bad Scholarship) 

 

Examples include: The Documentary Hypothesis, Q Theory, Multiple Isaiah authorship 

trash and that the Torah was not done until the 6th C BCE. 

 

Myth Conception –Definition #2: Also sometimes applies to pro-Scripture folks, who, in 

defending it, also oversimplify facts into Myth-Conceptions, and we’ll see that aspect 

play out as well. 
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Now it happened in those days that a decree went out from Augustus Caesar that the 

names of all the peoples of his dominion should be written down. This enrollment first 

happened during the rulership of Quirinius in Syria. And everyone went in his own city to 

be identified and have their property recorded. Luke 2:1-2  (Peshitta Version – The 

Apostolic Writings) 

 

 Our List of Myth-Conceptions 

 

#1: Qurinius was not governing in Syria before 6 CE (Saturninus was).  

#2: Luke only refers to one census—and it’s the wrong one. 

#3: Luke’s use of protos is meant as “before” [Pro-Scripture Myth-Conception #1]. 

#4: If not, the only alternative meaning for protos is “first as one and only.” 

#5: There was no census in Judea during the last years of Herod the Great. 

#6: It is historically wrong to have Joseph and Mary return home for the census in Luke 

2:2. 

#7: Josephus only lists one census that Qurinius did in Judea, and that was in 6 CE. 

#8: Luke is lying or mistaken about the Empire wide census.  

#9: Dr. Vardaman proved the Lapis Venetus inscription dates 12-10 BCE [Pro-Scripture 

Myth-Conception #2]. 

#10: The census Qurinius did in Apamea Syria had to be in 6 CE. 

#11: Quirinius did not defeat his foes in the Taurus mountains until 6 CE. 

#12: Luke is directly contradicting Matthew (accounts cannot reconcile). 

 

Our Historical Counterattack 

 

But today, we are going to find the truth together using the best historical resources known to 

man, including these sources and priorities: 

 

1) The Scripture (first, foremost and always)! 

2) The Old Syriac Siniaticus (OSS) Gospel mss (written in Edessa, 420 CE). 

3) The writings of Josephus Bar Matthias (Antiquities and the Jewish War). 

4) Deeds of the Divine Augustus (The Roman Emperor’s autobiography, from 14 CE). 

5) 2nd C Roman historians (Tacitus, Suetonius, Pliny and Strabo). 

6) Roman census records from Egypt. 

7) Mar Ephrem’s Diatessaron Commentary (written in Edessa, ca. 370 CE). 

8) The Arabic Diatessaron and related sources. 

9) Writings of the Early Church Fathers. 

 

And the modern research of Sir William Ramsay and his two important books Was Christ Born 

in Bethlehem and Bearing on Recent Discovery on the Trustworthiness of the New Testament. 

But, we begin with Quirinius as a Military Co-Ruler, which is at the heart of our first topic. 

 

Myth-Conception #1: Qurinius was not governing in Syria before 6 CE. 
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When we hear the word governor, that usually evokes a rigid definition as the top ruler of a state 

or province, like how Brian Kemp is the Governor of Georgia, for example. But Luke uses a 

much more flexible term for Quirinius, hegemon, and this can apply to a wide variety of titles he 

had, beginning in 12 BCE. 

 

 

 
 

Other important titles we are told Quirinius had include: 

 

duumvir [“two men”] Roman History. One of two officers or magistrates jointly 

exercising the same public function. Dictionary.com 

 

legate- Roman History: an assistant to a general or to a consul or magistrate, in the 

government of any army or a province; a commander of a legion, a provincial governor 

of senatorial rank appointed by the emperor. Dictionary.com 

 

aedile: an official in ancient Rome in charge of public works and games, police, and the 

grain supply. –Merriam Webster 

 

prefect: 1: any of various high officials or magistrates of differing functions and ranks in 

ancient Rome 2: a chief officer or chief magistrate 

 

quaestor: Latin. A Roman magistrate, whose office it was to collect the public revenue. 
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 THELAW.COM LAW DICTIONARY & BLACK'S LAW DICTIONARY 2ND 

ED. 

 

Although, in terms of Quirinius as hegemon (see Luke 2:1-2, 3:1), we have this: 

 

hegemon  ἡγεμονεύω be leader, command, rule; in the NT of a Roman provincial 

officer, governor (LU 2.2); of Pilate be procurator, be governor (LU 3.1). hegemonia 

ἡγεμονία, ας, ἡ as leadership in high office reign, government, rule (LU 3.1).  - Thayer’s 

Greek Lexicon of the New Testament 

 

However,  more primary biographical information about Quirinius can be found here: 

 

 

 
 

 

In fact, it is now proved that the Homonadensian war during which Quirinius held the 

government of Syria, must have occurred much earlier; and it may be confidently said that the 

consulship of Quirinius in 12 B.C. was intended to qualify him for commanding the armies of 

Syria, and to organize the preparation for that war.  

 

This is the outcome of a series of inscriptions found in Asia Minor in the southern parts 

of the province Galatia along the northern outskirts of the Homonadensian part of the 
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Taurus region, and in the Pisidian Taurus westwards from the Homonadensian territory. - 

Sir William Ramsay, Bearing on Recent Discovery, p. 281. 

 

Quirinius became pro-consul in 12 BCE (Deeds of the Divine Augustus, 2:10). Within a few 

more years, he was also called: duumvir, aedile, legatus, prefect and qaestor (Lapis Venetus). 

Any of these titles would have qualified Quirinius for the term of hegemon, but Luke throws a 

curve. 

 

In all Greek mss, hegemon is a verb.  Aramaic has “rulership of Quirinus,” without a formal 

title, as a noun. That is why the Greek is better translated as “while Quirinius was governing or 

managing affairs in Syria.” Both versions avoid a title.This makes the term even more flexible 

and Josephus agrees. 

 

 
 

 

Qurinius was able to lead an army into war, which is why he was named pro-consul  by 

Augustus in 12 BCE. We will also see archaeological evidence of the census that he commanded 

a decade or more before the 6 CE one that every critic of Luke thinks he is confused about. 

Check out this find! 

 

THE SERVICE OF THE DIVINE AUGUSTUS, UNDER PUBLIUS SULPICIUS 

QUIRINIUS THE LEGATE  CAESAR IN SYRIA, WAS DECORATED WITH 

[THESE] HONORS: PREFECT OF A COHORT FROM THE FIRST AUGUST 
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LEGION; PREFECT OF THE SECOND FLEET; ALSO CONDUCTED A CENSUS 

BY ORDER OF QUIRINIUS IN THE APAMENE COMMUNITY OF 117,000 

CITIZENS;ALSO, WHEN HE WAS SENT BY QUIRINIUS AGAINST THE 

ITURAEANS ON MOUNT LEBANON HE CAPTURED THEIR CITADEL; AND 

BEFORE HE WAS IN THE ARMY AS OFFICER IN CHARGE OF WORKS,HE WAS 

DELEGATED BY THE TWO CONSULS TO RUN THE TREASURY; AND WHEN 

HE WAS LIVING IN A COLONY HE SERVED AS QUAESTOR, AEDILE 

TWICE, DUUMVIR [Co-Regent] TWICE, AND PONTIFEX. QUINTUS AEMILIUS 

SECUNDUS, SON OF QUINTUS, OF THE PALATINE TRIBE, HAVING PASSED 

ON,  AND AEMILIA CHIA, [HIS] FREEDWOMAN,HAVE BEEN LAID TO REST 

HERE. THIS MONUMENT NO LONGER BELONGS TO [HIS] HEIRS. - Lapis 

Venetus Inscription (ca. 4 BCE). 

 

The Lapis Venetus inscription, which we will review in several ways as we go through this, is an 

extremely important piece of evidence. It says that Quirinius did a census, not for tax payments, 

but for counting the number of Roman citizens in Apamea, Syria. The final count was 117,000. 

He also ruled Syria (duumvir) twice!  Let’s see this aspect up close. 

 

 
 



7 | P a g e  
 

 
An Empire-wide Roman citizen count is a special census called a lustrum. It has nothing to do 

with taxation or property valuation, and the key point is this: Augustus only ordered three of 

these in his long reign: 28 and 8 BCE and 14 CE, the year he died. 

 

28 BCE is too early because Qurinius was not in power yet. At the same time, 14 CE is too late, 

as the range of dispute only extends to 6 CE, eight years earlier. Therefore, knowing Quirinius 

was governing in Syria then, he counted the Roman citizens in Apamea for Augustus and his 

Empire-wide count.  Quirinius did that no later than 8 BCE, disproving also #10. 

 

This last point is critical and needs to be strongly emphasized. There is absolutely no reason for 

Quirinius to do a Roman citizen count in Apamea Syria unless it is part of an Empire-wide 

lustrum under Augustus. The Apamea census then can only have happened 9-8 BCE. Also, the 

LVI is in chronological order. 
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But one important question remains: When did Quirinius conquer his foes in the Taurus 

mountains? We will look at that in detail later, but for now here’s the headline: Augustus makes 

Quirinius pro-consul in 12 BCE, and Pliny the Elder says the rebels were defeated “by the 

consul Quirinius”! 

 

Consuls only served one year at a time. At the end of that year, the Emperor would decide 

whether to renew them for another year. It is likely Qurinius then was consul for two years, after 

which he was given a succession of other titles (prefect, qaestor, aedile and duumvir) to reflect 

the end of the war and establishment of new Roman territory. So the war lasted 12-10 BCE1, 

when he was consul. 

 

Finally, the idea that Quirinius could not do the census because Sentius Saturninus was governor 

of Syria is absurd. Saturninus was the civilian leader, while Qurinius was a military legate. Both 

were direct representatives of Augustus, but they had different jobs. Remember  duumvir = two 

men. 

 

It might be suggested, and this is the most probable solution of the difficulty, that both 

Quirinius and Sentius were legati of Augustus in Syria at the same time with different 

duties. It would be difficult for Quirinius to attend to the purely Syrian business, when he 

had this war on his hands. It is well-established that, in various other cases, two legati of   

 
1 Plus or minus a year, as I have also put forward the slightly modified alternative of the war lasting 11-9 BCE. 
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the Emperor were present in a province at the same time. If Quirinius commanded the legions 

and military resources of Syria, while Sentius looked after the delicate and complicated political 

relations in Syria and Palestine, both would have enough to do. When Quirinius in A.D. 6 

returned to administer Syria this would naturally lead to the expression in his epitaph "legaus of 

Syria again” (legatus iterum Syriae). - Sir William Ramsay, Bearing on Recent Discovery, p. 

293. 

 

Later, we will deal with proving the early date of the Lapis Venetus inscription (ca. 4 BCE), 

though not quite as early as some contended it to be. But now that’s all for #1 and #10.  

 

But, to put the cherry on top of the proverbial Sundae, there is proof this is no mere speculative 

theory. The fact is, as Josephus tells us, the arrangement of a civilian governor co-managing with 

a military leader was common procedure. In fact, this happened with Qurinius and Governor 

Coponius, in 6 CE. 

 

 
 

 And then there is this important testimony, from Deeds of the Divine Augustus,  2:8 

 

In my sixth consulship, with Marcus Agrippa as my colleague, I made a census of the 

people . I performed the lustrum after an interval of forty- one years. In this lustration 

4,063,000 Roman citizens were entered on the census roll. A second time in the 

consulship of Gaius Censorinus and Gaius Asinius, I again performed the lustrum 
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alone, with the consular imperium. In this lustrum [8 BCE] 4,233,000 Roman 

citizens were entered on the census roll. A third time, with the consular imperium, and 

with my son Tiberius Caesar as my colleague, I performed the lustrum in the consulship 

of Sextus Pompeius and Sextus Apuleius. In this lustrum 4,937,000 Roman citizens were 

entered on the census roll. 

 

Myth-Conception #2: Luke only refers to one census and it’s the wrong one. 

  

Actually, Luke mentions two separate censuses and lists no less than four differences between 

them! We will deal with the false charge that Luke is mistaken in these details later, but for now 

there is no way he is only thinking of just one census. In any case, let’s look at these four 

differences between the censuses! 

 

First, here’s the Scripture for Census #1: 

 

Now in those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, that a census be taken of all 

the inhabited earth. This was the first census taken while Quirinius was governor of 

Syria.(Luke. 2:1-2 NAU) 

 

And here is the Scripture record for the second census Luke mentions: 

 

"After this man, Judas of Galilee rose up in the days of the census and drew away 

some people after him; he too perished, and all those who followed him were 

scattered.” (Acts 5:37 NAU) 

 

Now let’s count the differences. 

 

1) The Luke 2:2 census was a registration only that did not require immediate payment. The 

Acts 5:37 census, while also called a registration, had the taxed property valued and paid 

for immediately, which is apotimosis in Greek (Josephus, Antiquities 18:2-8)! 

 

2) The census in Luke 2:2 was ordered  according to Torah rules, based on the tribal and 

clan affiliation (Luke 2:3-5). This was done by Herod to appease the Pharisees (Ramsay). 

The census in Acts 5:37 was not tribal based and was resented because it only happened 

due to Archelaus behaving badly (Josephus, Antiquities 17:339-342,354). 

 

3) While the census in Luke 2:2 had some controversy and violence (Josephus, Antiquities 

17:42-44), it did not turn into a national rebellion under a single leader. But, the census in 

Acts 5:37 became a catastrophic rebellion which also resulted in mass death and serious 

fire damage to the Temple (Josephus, Antiquities 18:1-8)! 

 

4) The census in Luke 2:2 is clearly before the death of Herod the Great. The census in Acts 

5:37, as recorded by both Luke and Josephus, is a decade later. 

 

And by the way, proof of Luke telling the truth about these things is coming. But the point is 

both censuses were caused by Judean rebellion and both were done under Quirinius. As a 
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result, accusation #2 is disproved. Luke is clearly aware of important details of both 

censuses. 

 

But coming up in #3, we will explore the first of two pro-Scripture efforts that regrettably 

turn into Myth-Conceptions. It’s really too bad. If it had worked, the solution would have 

been amazing. 

 

Myth-Conception #3: Luke’s use of protos is meant as “before.”  

  

I really feel for sincere believers who, while doing their best to prove Scripture, nevertheless lack 

the linguistic skills to mount a proper defense. But as hard as it is, we really do not need pseudo-

scholarship from anyone, friend or foe. It only creates confusion for everyone! The argument 

goes like this: There are some cases where the word protos, which is usually translated as “first” 

can take on the meaning of “before.” 

 

If this is true (and it’s not) it means Luke is describing a census before Quirinius was governor in 

6 CE, or the Acts 5:37 census.   

  

Well, sorry for being a “party-pooper” but the facts on the ground say differently: 

 

In the NT, protos as “before” is typically proteros and not protos (Yochanan 6:62, 7:50, 9:8; 2 

Corinthians 1:15, Galatians 4:13, 1 Timothy 1:13, Hebrews 4:6, 7:27, 10:32; 1 Peter 1:14). In the 

Septuagint, “before” is pro, not protos or proton. 

 

For this reason, even strong biblical sources agree (like Thayer’s Greek Dictionary): The 

grammatical gymnastics required to have protos in the form it is in Luke 2:2 mean “before” are 

too enormous to seriously consider. We who love Luke are better off looking for better evidence, 

and that’s what I’ve done. Now moving on to #4. 

 

Myth-Conception #4: The only other choice for protos is “first one and only.” 

  

So now we are back to the savage attacks again. This is a classic case of shooting an arrow and 

then drawing the target. Having “won” on protos, Luke’s critics attempt to declare a second 

victory without proof: The only other way to translate protos is with regards to only one thing 

that is first. 

 

But these critics have simply ignored a much stronger possibility. In both Greek and Aramaic, 

the word for “first” is meant as an ordinal number, pointing to the first of at least two things in a 

sequence. This is even true in English. If I say to you “first of all___” aren’t you expecting a 

“second of all”? And this is true also when Greek is being translated from the Hebrew Bible. 

 

In 1 Samuel 15:21, one ordinal term for “first” in Hebrew, reshith, is used metaphorically for 

rising at dawn, i.e. “first thing in the sun/morning.” The corresponding Greek word to reshith, ta 

prota, is a form of “protos.” 
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The same thing happens in Job 8:7, where reshith (“your beginning”) is rendered also as ta 

prota. Next, in Isaiah 43:18, “beginning things” is rishown (first things), which once again in 

Greek is also ta prota. Greek Tanakh usage of ta prota can also be a cardinal number (echad) 

as well as an ordinal number (rishown), their Hebrew equivalents. 

 

In Daniel 10:21 we read: However, I will tell you what is inscribed in the writing of truth. Yet 

there is no one (ד ין ֶאח ָ֜  who stands firmly with me against these forces except Michael your (ְוא ֵ֙

prince. The term ayn echad means “there is no one,” a cardinal number. ta prota mirrors that 

precise usage in Greek.  

 

A cardinal number tells you how much of something you have (in this case, there is none) while 

an ordinal number refers to a sequence or order of things. That is why zero counts as a cardinal 

number.  The point is, with “before” eliminated from contention, Luke’s critics have not proved 

“first one and only” is it! 

 

More proof that Luke was thinking of two censuses and therefore “first” refers to “first of a 

series” is in the writings of Mar Ephrem (306-373 CE). Ephrem was a very gifted poet and 

preacher who only wrote and spoke Aramaic. He spent his last ten years in Edessa, Turkey. He 

set up a scribal school and began his masterwork. 

 

Two centuries earlier, a Gnostic writer named Tatian composed a Gospel Harmony called “the 

Diatessaron.” He came to Edessa in about the year 172 and dropped off multiple copies of that 

work there. As time went on, the Diatessaron became very popular, and when Ephrem was there, 

Edessa had several hundred of copies of that work on hand, all of which are now lost to history. 

 

But while the original Aramaic text of the Diatessaron is lost, we do have a copy of Ephrem’s 

original commentary in Aramaic, done 370 CE, from those 2nd C CE originals that existed then.  

 

Ephrem quotes very long passages of that original text, and it is there that he mentions Luke’s 

intended meaning of “first.” Get ready for this! 

 

They were enrolled, each one to his own city (Luke 2:3) since Israel was dispersed and 

Judah was in captivity. Because of these testimonies which are in the royal archives [of 

Edessa] are true, the evangelist said that his birth took place in the days of Augustus. 

Why then did this first census (Luke 2:2) take place when our Lord was about to be 

born? Because it is written: The scepter will not depart from Judah nor the interpreter 

from between his feet, until he comes (Genesis 49:10), so that it would be known that 

when he was about to spring forth, there would be a census. – Carmel McCarthy, 

Saint Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron, (Oxford: 2000), pp. 65-66. 

 

All those who had come were thieves and robbers. He said this concerning Theudas 

and Judas (Acts 5:37). – Carmel McCarthy, Saint Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s 

Diatessaron, (Oxford: 2000), p. 260. 
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Another important 4th C CE witness to the Diatessaron was a man named Aphrahat. Like 

Ephrem, Aphrahat also spent years in Edessa and had access to original copies of the Aramaic 

Diatessaron.  

 

But while he did not write a commentary on it, scholars discovered Aphrahat mimicked the order 

of the text now only in Arabic translation, and this is where it gets amazing. 

 

Even though the manuscripts of the Arabic Diatessaron (AD) are 13th C CE, scholars proved that 

Aphrahat had to be looking at a very similar Aramaic original when he was writing, from 340-

344 CE! In particular, scholar J. Rendel Harris made a detailed study of Aphrahat and the AD, 

and this is what he found: 

 

In every case [of 22 examples], except number 19, the order followed was that of the 

Diatessaron…It certainly looks as if  Zahn was right in his general statement that 

Aphrahat used a Harmony, and that this Harmony was that of Tatian…We may say, then, 

that that there is close agreement between the text of the Diatessaron and the text that 

underlies the Homilies of Aphrahat. - J. Rendel Harris, The Diatessaron: A Preliminary 

Study (London: C.J. Clay & Sons), pp. 20-21. 

 

What this means is that, again, patterns in the AD are so close to that of Aphrahat that we can 

confidently say the AD’s translation is faithful to the form it was in the 340’s. So let’s look at 

what the Arabic Diatessaron has to say about Luke 2:1-2: 

 

And in those days there went forth a decree from Augustus Caesar that all the people of 

his dominion should be enrolled. This first enrolment was while Quirinius was governor 

of Syria.  

 

Like Ephrem, this reading also suggests “first part of a sequence.” But this last piece of evidence 

proves ancient writers actually translated the term exactly that way. 

 

According to Eusebius (Church History, Book 1, Chapter 13), the library in Edessa Turkey had 

1st C CE documents and early biblical texts he translated from Aramaic into Greek. Tatian came 

to Edessa in the 2nd C. As we talked about earlier, Tatian was there to drop of multiple copies of 

his Gospel Harmony, the Diatessaron. Two centuries later Ephrem came to Edessa and used 

those originals to write his commentary on the Harmony. 

 

But after Ephrem died in 373 CE, word spread in Edessa that Tatian was a heretic. His Harmony 

was suppressed. Then by 411 CE Rabulla, the new bishop of Edessa, began working on a version 

of the Gospels to replace the Diatessaron.2 By 420, this new work was finished and hundreds of 

copies were made to go in the nearly 250 churches under Rabulla’s control (Overbeck). He 

called it “the Separated Gospels.” 

 

There is only one manuscript existing today that calls Matthew, Mark, Luke and John 

collectively “the Separated Gospels” and that is Old Syriac Siniaticus. Therefore, Rabulla wrote 

it. 

 
2 This and the following point are  detailed in my book, The Lost Gospels of Edessa. 
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Additionally, there are a total of seven significant common factors between Rabulla and OSS 

that point to him as its author, but that is a story for another time. 

 

The point is, with Edessa’s ancient library and ancient Greek and Aramaic manuscripts 

plentifully available to Rabulla, he had every opportunity to research the debate on Luke. Then, 

when he finished almost a decade of continuous work, the translation he put in his churches had 

a very special reading of Luke 2:2: 
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So, even just showing one ancient credible source understanding protos as “first of a series,” 

meaning at least two things, is enough to discredit the accusation that such can never be. But Mar 

Ephrem also is a critical witness from the 4th C proving OSS was not a fluke. He was the greatest 

Aramaic writer of the age. 

 

Even so, question remains, how can we directly prove there were two censuses specifically in 

Judea conducted by Quirinius? The answer is to plumb the historical record for proof of all the 

circumstances that were required to trigger a census in the first place. 

 

Myth-Conception #5: No census in the last years of Herod the Great 

  

Roman censuses are conducted for a wide variety of purposes. As we have already seen, 

sometimes Augustus just wanted to know how many Roman citizens he had Empire wide. Other 

times new territory was acquired for Rome and it needed to be counted, valued and paid for. 

 

Still on other occasions, a territory that Rome gave low taxes and relative autonomy disobeyed 

the Emperor, and became taxed as a punishment, requiring registration and payment. When we 

look at the evidence mostly from Josephus, we find all the ingredients are there for census in 

Judea in 6 BCE. 
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To recap though, we already know that Quirinius was an imperial legate and duumvir (co-regent) 

in Syria. In 9-8 BCE we also know he was counting Roman citizens in Apamea Syria to give the 

total for Augustus’ Empire-wide lustrum (citizen count) completed in 8 BCE. But the trouble in 

Judea started next year, in 7 BCE. 

 

Josephus tells us that in 7 BCE Herod was warned by Augustus to not go war with Aretas, the 

Arab king next door. Herod swore he would obey. But then, only months later, Herod went back 

on his word and secretly prepared a campaign to attack Aretas. Augustus caught Herod’s soldiers 

“in the act” and the stuff hit the fan. 

 

 
 

That terminology matters. To be a “friend” of Rome means low or no taxes, but to be a “subject” 

meant you were paying retail. Part of this reasoning was if you could rule without Roman troops 

or a Roman governor, you got a discount, but if you fell out of favor, you would soon start 

paying retail. Julius Caesar coined the terms in 45 BCE, a year before his death: 

  

For these reasons I will that Hyrcanus, the son of Alexander, and his children, be 

governors of the Jews, and have the high priesthood of the Jews for ever, according to 

the customs of their forefathers, and that he and his sons be our allies; and that besides 

this, everyone of them be reckoned among our particular friends. I also ordain, that 

he and his children retain whatever privileges belong to the office of high priest, or 

whatever favors have been hereto granted them; and if at any time hereafter there arise 

any questions about the Jewish customs, I will that he determine the same. And I think it 



17 | P a g e  
 

not proper that they should be obliged to find us winter quarters, or that any money 

should be required of them. (Antiquities, 14:194-195) 

 

Augustus succeeded Julius Caesar and carried on the same practice. But Herod, used to paying 

very little tax, had no clue how to enforce the new rules, so Rome sent two high officials to help. 

One of these was the new governor of Syria, Varus. Josephus tells us Judea was his first stop. 

 

Now Quintilius Varus was at this time at Jerusalem, being sent to succeed Saturninus as 

governor of Syria, and had come as an assessor to Herod, who had desired his advice in his 

present affairs. (Antiquities,17:89) 

 

The term “assessor” is meant in both senses, as in assessing new payment rules and comparing 

them to Herod’s current processes. Varus was there to show Herod the rules and how to count up 

his now-taxed property. But, there was a problem: The Pharisees did not want  to swear 

allegiance to Rome! 

 

These are those who are called the sect of the Pharisees, who were in a capacity of greatly 

opposing kings...Accordingly, when all the people of the Jews gave assurance of their 

goodwill to Caesar, and to the king's government, these very men did not swear, 

being more 6,000 in number… since they were believed to have the foreknowledge of 

things to come by divine inspiration, they foretold how God had decreed that Herod's 

government should cease, and his posterity should be deprived of it. 

(Antiquities,17:41-43) 

 

Herod always had a problem balancing Jewish and Roman sensibilities. He was an Edomite, an 

Arab, by birth. But about a century earlier a Jewish king conquered his people and forced them 

into Judaism with compulsory circumcision. But the Pharisees didn’t trust him. 

 

And yet, Herod always tried to curry their favor. Beginning in 20 BCE, he announced that his 

friendship with the Romans allowed him to expand and rebuild the Temple. He also married 

Mariamne, the daughter of a high priest descended also from Jewish royalty. These gestures 

helped, but not completely. 

 

So, when it came time for payment of a little tax, it was hard enough for the Pharisees to swear 

allegiance to Herod, but they did so begrudgingly.But now it’s worse: The sons of Israel must 

swear allegiance, not to a half-Jewish king but to a pagan Roman Emperor. This is not going to 

end well. 

 

So, the king slew such of the Pharisees as were principally accused...He slew also all 

those of his own family who had consented to what the Pharisees foretold. (Antiquities, 

17:44-45) 

 

Herod was already on Augustus’ “naughty list, so he couldn’t afford dissent to the Emperor’s 

census. It is likely Augustus approved of Herod “taking care of business.” 
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And so, while Governor Varus counseled Herod on the rules and laws, Quirinius, who was next 

door and just completed a census for Augustus, was the obvious choice to do the counting for 

what was a small and simple registration. It was also common to ask for loyalty oaths for a 

people newly taxed. 

 

Furthermore, a registration like this one typically took a year to complete. With Yeshua being 

born in September of 5 BCE (see the Star of Bethlehem videos at 

www.onefaithonepeopleministries.com), the timing is perfect. Joseph and Mary would make 

their way to Bethlehem to register shortly before the birth, just as Luke said.   

 

As a result, we have not only eliminated accusation #5, but also #7 as well. It is irrelevant that 

Josephus only directly refers to the Acts 5:37 census when he has given us all the requirements 

for a small local registration precisely in 6 BCE. But next we’ll refute one of worst of these 

Myth-Conceptions!  

 

Myth-Conception #6: Joseph and Mary would not be forced to Bethlehem 

  

This is a big one for Luke’s critics, but it’s just based on a faulty assumption. The fact is, as 

Ramsay explains, the Romans often allowed people to be counted by tribe as opposed to 

nationality. And, in the case of Judea in particular, going tribal here had a distinct advantage 

from the Roman view: 

  

Moreover, we have already seen that the prime consideration in the Imperial system of 

administering the provinces was to avoid disturbance and sedition. Augustus and the later 

emperors emphatically inculcated this principle on their lieutenants in the provinces. 

Herod could with perfect justice show that tribal numbering was the form which would 

tend most to peace and order in his kingdom… 

 

My friend, Professor Paterson, to whom I am indebted throughout these pages, points out 

that Augustus would specially desire an enrolment of Palestine in order to have 

some clear idea what was the military strength of the country.  

 

It was a troublesome district to rule. Disturbances were always apprehended. There was 

obvious advantage in knowing what was the exact strength of the possible 

rebels.   Moreover, the non-Jewish population was peaceable and well-affected to Rome. 

The enrolment would obviously be much more useful, if it distinguished accurately 

the rebellious from the peaceful element in the population. The tribal enrolment 

furnished the means of gaining this information.  

It might safely be concluded that all those who were content to be counted as non-tribal 

would be loyal subjects of Rome. -Sir William Ramsay, Was Christ Born in Bethlehem, 

p. 187,188-189. 

 

So, rather than being a false claim, Luke telling us Joseph and Mary had to go to Bethlehem, he 

because he was descended from Nathan and she because she is now married into his tribe and 

has to have her possessions there too, makes perfect sense! 
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In fact, one of the reasons the revolt in 6 CE was so much worse than in 6 BCE is because it was 

not counted in Torah fashion according to the tribes of Israel. The census in 6 BCE had Herod 

slaughter a lot of Pharisees, but only in Jerusalem. The one in 6 CE killed many more and 

damaged the Temple. 

 

But, beyond all these other considerations, the fact is Romans did allow Egypt to conduct a 

census this precise way, in the years 48 and 104 CE. Since this was already going on next door in 

Egypt anyway and since Quirinius had the expertise, why not do this in 6 BCE? Let’s see the 

proof. 
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And finally, we know that the reforms initiated by Augustus remained intact and without serious 

change for more than two centuries. So, if any of Luke’s critics would allege that a few decades 

after his death, another emperor radically altered those precedents, they must prove it directly. 

Meanwhile, that’s it for #6! 

 

Myth-Conception #8: Luke is lying about an Empire-wide census 

  

But, because #7 was also eliminated recently, this brings us to #8: Luke is lying about an 

Empire-wide census. At first glance, this one sounds serious. After all, we just spent a lot of time 

proving a local census registration happened in 6 BCE, so who said anything about the world 

paying? 

 

On the other hand,  we have seen multiple forms of censuses happening all at once. First there 

was the lustrum, the Roman citizen count in Apamea Syria, led by Quirinius in 9-8 BCE. Those 

totals were added to Augustus’ count for the whole Empire in 8 BCE. 
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Then Herod’s troubles forced a census on him, 6-5 BCE. And, as if that’s not enough, we even 

know Egypt was on a fourteen-year cycle with Rome, and their registration was due also in 9 

BCE. 

 

We also talked about how the 6 CE census had no years-long gap between registration and 

payment, so that can’t be it either. Where then is this other piece? Since Luke 2:2 tells us this 

local census is just a registration, we need to look for its payment elsewhere, and see if it was 

also Empire wide. 

 

In Latin, the word tributum has a double meaning. Just as in English, it could mean “tribute.” But 

it also means tax payment (Josephus, Antiquities, 17:25)! One such Empire-wide tribute was in 2 

BCE.  

 

 
  

 

2 BCE was also the 750th anniversary of the founding of the Roman Empire. So, if you wanted to 

stay on Augustus’ nice list, you sent him special “tribute” to celebrate with him. Since this 

tributum  was literally Empire-wide and since it could cover registration payments, Luke linked 

the local registration with that huge tribute.  
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So not only is Luke not lying, this research also eliminates the 6 CE census, which had no such 

later tributum, local or Empire wide. They keep trying to take him down, but Luke keeps getting 

back up and proving them wrong.  

 

However, for our next Myth-Conception, we will see how one pro-Luke scholar got things very 

wrong. 

 

Myth-Conception #9: Jerry Vardaman proved Lapis Venetus was 12-10 BCE 

 

 
 

 

However, before the posting of his lectures at Hong Kong University were put online, people 

heard of him from emails and recollections of what he said.  So, folks had to decide for 

themselves if they believed what they heard him say. There was no peer review and no hard data 

on his theories. And sometimes even he got confused about what he was saying! 

 

For example, one email of his said he was sorry for referring to Lapis Tiburtinus when he meant 

Lapis Venetus instead, and this was the main topic he was writing about. That aside, just before 

he died, Vardaman made a stunning claim. 

 

Vardaman said he had found hard evidence proving Lapis Venetus was dated from 12-10 BCE. 

His claim was based on a series of “micro letter inscriptions” that only he has seen on Lapis 
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Venetus3. He also said it was in Latin and said “dated to year 1 of the consul of Quirinius,” and 

all agree that refers to 12 BCE. But, there were two huge problems om the way of most scholars 

accepting this idea. 

 

First, no one else has ever seen these micro letter inscriptions, let alone translated them. Two 

decades after he died and with excellent digital scanning equipment Vardaman never had, no one 

has seen a single letter. I also looked, and inscriptions and manuscripts are my specialty: there 

was nothing there. 

 

And second, Vardaman then declared Yeshua was born during that “census” in 12 BCE, which 

resulted in a warped chronology ever after. Vardaman proposed that Yeshua died in 21 CE, at 

least 9 years before what scholars believe, and that Pilate was governor ten years before Josephus 

says he was. This was impossible! 

 

As the saying goes, extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence. And yet, for Vardaman, 

his only evidence were micro letter inscriptions that did not exist. Sorry, even well- intentioned 

fraud, is fraud. In trying to “solve” Qurinius he backdated Lapis Venetus, but this was not even 

necessary! 

 

As we saw earlier, Ramsay explained that Quirinius became a pro-consul in 12 BCE so he could 

prosecute a war in the Taurus mountains soon after. We will also see later that this war lasted a 

little over 2 years. So even though the fake micro letters only referred to 12 BCE, Vardaman 

extended the range to 10 BCE. 

 

I think Vardaman was probably not sure about what to do about the new data right up to the 

moment he died. But at least his Hong Kong lecture notes give us more insights about what he 

believed than we had before. Those 1998 notes may not be enough to make a professional paper 

though, so his legacy remains uncertain. 

 

Myth-Conception #10 is already refuted, so we will soon move on to #11. As we saw earlier, the 

census in Apamea had to happen no later than 8 BCE, so it has no connection to Acts 5:37 and 6 

CE. This is because Quirinius did this census just of Roman citizens, and the only possible time 

he would have done that was 9-8 BCE, when Augustus was doing that Empire wide. 

 

But there is another event Qurinius did around that time that Luke’s critics contend could only 

happen in 6 CE and that was the war against the Homonadenses tribe in Pisidian Antioch. The 

critics have simply lumped it a decade or more later with no other evidence, so now let’s see the 

truth. 

 

Myth-Conception #11: Quirinius did not defeat the Homonadenses until 6 CE. 

 
3 The 12-10 BCE range comes about because although it was dated to Quirinius’ first year as consul, it appeared to 
imply the writer knew he would have a second year as well. 
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In fact, it is now proved that the Homonadensian war during which Quirinius held the 

government of Syria, must have occurred much earlier; and it may be confidently said 

that the consulship of Quirinius in 12 B.C. was intended to qualify him for commanding 

the armies of Syria, and to organize the preparation for that war.  

 

This is the outcome of a series of inscriptions found in Asia Minor in the southern parts 

of the province Galatia along the northern outskirts of the Homonadensian part of the 

Taurus region, and in the Pisidian Taurus westwards from the Homonadensian territory. - 

Sir William Ramsay, Bearing on Recent Discovery, p. 281. 

 

Ramsay also makes this important point about the duration and timing of this war: 

 

The war probably lasted more than two years, as Quirinius’ successes were 

rewarded by two supplications; and the end was crowned by the bestowal of the 

insignia of a triumph. The triumphal ornaments were not frequently granted by the 

Emperors, and only for complete success in a war of real importance. This occupied the 

years 10-8 B.C. Then followed the general reorganization of the mountain-region in 7 

and 6 B.C. This was naturally left to the governor of Galatia, in which all the garrison 
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cities were situated. The work of Quirinius was ended. - Sir William Ramsay, Bearing on 

Recent Discovery on the Trustworthiness of the New Testament, p. 281. 

 

And the war’s certainly over by the time this happens: 

 

That these five Augustan colonies were founded together is proved by the fact that they were 

connected with Colonia Caesarea Antiochea by a great road-system called Via Sebaste.  

Several milestones of the system have been found between Antioch and Lystra, and one was 

found actually on the site of Comama. All give the distance from Antioch (CI.L., in. 12217; 

J.H.S., 1902, pp. 102, 105): they are all practically identical except for the number.  

 

The five Pisidian colonies, therefore, must have been founded at this time, 6 B.C.; and the 

operation resulted from the Homonadensian war and formed part of the pacificatory settlement. 

The war was completed by the system of roads and garrison cities; and this system was so 

effectual that the colonies seem never to have been called upon to act. Their presence was 

sufficient to keep the peace after the war; the position to be a check on the Homonadenses.  

- Sir William Ramsay, Bearing on Recent Discovery on the Trustworthiness of the New 

Testament, p. 289. 

 

And the Roman historian Strabo tells us just how brutally effective Quirinius was! 

 

Quirinius overthrew the country of the Homonadeis by starving them and captured alive 4,000 

men and settled them in the neighboring cities, leaving the country destitute of all its men who 

were in the prime of life. - Strabo, Geography, XII, 569 

 

And Pliny the Elder adds: 

 

In Pisidia, at the southern extremity of Lake Caralitis. Tacitus says that this people 

possessed 44 fortresses. Whereas Strabo speaks of them as the most barbarous of all the 

Pisidian tribes, dwelling only in caves. They were conquered by the consul Quirinius 

in the time of Augustus. -Pliny, The Natural History, 5.23.4 

 

This means 12 BCE or soon after. A few years later he has another title.  

 

Myth-Conception #12: Luke and Matthew contradict each other 

  

 

But our final Myth-Conception is perhaps the biggest bald-faced lie of them all. Having failed at 

everything else, Luke’s critics take a low blow: He contradicts Matthew, so they say. 

 

I find this curious. Many of these folks also accuse Matthew of not being accurate, so now he is 

and Luke isn’t? Of course, much of this comes from our other Myth-Conceptions alleging Luke 

didn’t know about a census in 6 BCE or that he conflated it with the one in 6 CE. 

 

And while it is certainly true that Matthew and Luke emphasize different facts for different 

audiences, that does not mean they contradict. In fact, let’s look at all the places they agree! 
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1) Matthew and Luke agree Yeshua is born before the death of Herod the Great (Mt. 2:1, 

Lk. 1:5).  

2) Matthew and Luke agree Yeshua is born in Bethlehem (Mt. 2:1, Lk. 2:4).  

3) Matthew and Luke agree that they settled in Nazareth (Mt. 2:23, Lk. 2:4). 

4) Matthew and Luke agree that Joseph was a descendant of David (Mt. 1:1, Lk. 2:4).  

5) Matthew and Luke agree that Joseph had property in Bethlehem (Mt. 2:11, Lk. 2:4).  

6) Matthew and Luke agree that Joseph delayed before returning to Nazareth (Mt. 2:11-22, 

Lk. 2:20-39). 

 

They do give different details, but these don’t contradict at all. For example, Matthew says that 

the Holy Family delayed coming to Nazareth because they went to Egypt; Luke says it was 

because they needed to wait 6 weeks for purification and present Yeshua at the Temple. This is 

not a contradiction in that first they wait for purification and then they leave for Egypt. 

 

Another example: Matthew says the family returned to Nazareth after being in Egypt and 

because Joseph did not want to be ruled by Archelaus in Judah. Luke says they returned after 

completing all that was required in the Torah. And in other cases, there are details exclusive to 

one or the other. 

 

So, only Matthew tells us about:  

 

1) The Star of Bethlehem..  

2) Magi visiting around the time of the birth. Strong clues that the birth was in the fall.  

3) The flight to Egypt.  

4) Joseph wanting to avoid Archelaus. 

 

But only Luke tells us about: 

 

1) The long prelude with Zacharias, Elizabeth and Yochanan.  

2) The fact that Yochanan the Immerser is a priest and Yeshua’s 2nd cousin.  

3) That shepherds witnessing the moment of the birth.  

4) The census of Quirinius. 

 

Once again, yes these are significant differences, but no, they do not internally contradict one 

another! In fact, any elementary school can put on a Nativity play and harmonize 95% of this 

stuff!  

 

However, for the issues that are harder, this is why we are going through the historical evidence 

in detail. 

 

Final Pieces of Evidence, Recap and Conclusions  

 

As you can see, there is a lot of evidence to go over to do this topic justice. But there are a few 

significant things I have left for the end, because they didn’t precisely fit into the overall 

discussion. For one thing, let’s take a look at the Lapis Venetus inscription 1 more time. 
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In fact, it is possible to read this as Qurinius being a legate once and duumvir twice, giving him 

three rulerships in Syria! And this is not counting his time ruling in Syria as pro-consul, in 12 

BCE, or as a general, 11-9 BCE. In short, I submit the charge of Quirinius only being in charge 

once is well refuted! 

 

Also, when we discussed Dr. Vardaman, there was no need to “prove” Lapis Venetus dated 12-

10 BCE. In fact, it could be ten years younger than that and still support the timeline. As long as 

it shows proof of Qurinius in charge before 6 CE, it’s done its job and a decade later is nothing 

in terms of accuracy. ca. 4 BCE though is a reliable estimate. 

 

The reason I say 4 BCE is a good estimate is because the LVI only refers to events that complete 

by 5 BCE, but not other famous events that happened later that would have been included. For 

example, in 1 CE Quirinius was charged with training Augustus’ grandson, a very prestigious 

job. 

 

Qurinius’ efforts in Syria had pacified a hostile tribe and paved the way for five new Roman 

colonies in Pisdia, so he had earned a break at that time. This meant the inscription had to come 

in between the last dated event (5 BCE) and the one that it did not record (1 CE), or 4 BCE. That 

is why Vardaman trying for 12 BCE for LVI was irrelevant. 
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Another important piece of evidence is the Lapis Tiburtinus (or Tivoli) inscription. It mentions a 

two-time governor of Syria. Some researchers claim that this is Qurinius’ tombstone, but we 

can’t be sure because the name of the person is missing. At best, it proves it’s possible for 

such a thing to occur. 

 

What’s interesting here though is that Ramsay reported that even opponents of his timeline, like 

Theodor Mommsen, agree that this inscription is referring to Quirinius, they just think it dates 

from later. The reason is the details line up with other known Qurinius inscriptions, but in the 

end it’s fine either way. 

 

I say that because Lapis Venetus again says “Duumvir II” regarding Qurinius, so we already 

know he was co-ruling as one of two men in Syria at least twice before 6 CE, if not more than 

that. And there are other inscriptions mentioning Qurinius that at least confirm what we already 

know. 

 

Latin Inscription #9502 

Caristanius C F Sergius Fronto Caesiaus Iulius, perfect of civil engineers, priest, perfect 

of P. Sulpicius Quirinius the Duumvir, Prefect of M. Servilius, from this man and with 

a public edict, a statue was erected with the blessings of the council. 

 

Latin Inscription #9503 

By Gaius Caristanius…Fronto Caesianus Julius, officer in charge of works, commanding 

officer of the Twelfth Lightning Legion, Prefect of the Bosporan Cohort, Pontifiex, 

Prefect of Publius Sulpicius Quirinius the Duumvir, Prefect of Marcus Servilius, 

Prefect… 

 

So we end our study with this recap of all that we have seen together. We have seen that 

archaeological evidence clearly proves Quirinius had high leadership responsibility in Syria at 

least two and perhaps three times. These leadership roles were all before the 6 CE census and 

also during the time of Herod the Great. We have also seen that Luke is clearly aware of and 

mentions two separate censuses, one in Luke 2:2 and the other in Acts 5:37. Luke also lists no 

less than four major differences between the two, proving he was not confused or only thinking 

about just one of these. 

 

We also looked in detail at protos. While some pro-Luke folks wrongly thought protos meant 

“first as in before,” anti-Luke folks asserted it meant “first as in one and only.” As it turned out, 

both camps were wrong. 

 

Studies in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible and ancient mss proved its true meaning: 

“first among two.”  

 

Then we looked archaeological proof that two events in Quirinius’ life had to have happened 

before 8 BCE. These included a war in the Taurus mountains and a census of Apamea of Roman 

citizens, that he had to give to Augustus before 8 BCE. The war in the Taurus mountains, which 

was before this, lasted two years (11-9 BCE). 
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We know that because Quirinius received two annual military awards for progress in that war. 

Roman colonies were set up in enemy territory no later than 6 BCE. The war had to have ended 

by then. 

 

And while Josephus doesn’t mention the 6 BCE census, he did the next best thing. Josephus left 

behind detailed info proving all the elements that would require a 6 BCE census were present. 

He told us that Herod was going to be taxed as punishment to lying to Augustus in 7 BCE. 

Augustus then sent Varus to help Herod get ready to begin the census in 6 BCE while Qurinius 

did the count. 

 

Herod then organized the census to do a tribal count as Torah commands. We know this because 

Joseph returned to Bethlehem since he was a descendant of David through Nathan, the non-royal 

son.  

 

While a tribal count pacified most of the Jews, Pharisees protested having to swear to Caesar. 

Herod killed them. Loyalty oaths were common in censuses where a people were taxed after not 

having to pay for a long time. Registrations like Luke 2:2 typically took a year to do. That 

timing is perfect, since Joseph and Mary then came to Bethlehem in the fall of 5 BCE, the exact 

time Yeshua was born. 

 

In sum, the attacks against Luke and Quirinius have been savage, un-Scriptural and un-historical. 

But they are not the work of the ignorant, but rather a conspiracy of unbelievers trying to 

discredit the Bible. They are hoping we won’t learn what they know to beat them at their own 

game, but they are wrong! They are hoping the masses won’t learn the ancient languages, read 

the original manuscripts or interview the historical witnesses, like a detective investigating a 

crime scene. But there are some of us “forensic historians” who know better and can use these 

materials enhance our faith. 

 

We stand ready, firm in faith and facts, to defend our Elohim Yahweh, our Messiah Yeshua and 

the sacred Scripture that reveals them. Therefore, I call on all of you to do what I did. Get more 

translations and study the original languages. Read the histories and traditions and see how they 

all relate to telling the truth! Such is not just my opinion, it’s a commandment of Scripture:  

 

But continue in the things you have learned and been assured of; for you know from 

whom you learned; because from your childhood, you were taught the Set-apart 

books which can make you wise to life by faith in Yeshua the Mashiyach. All Scripture 

that was written by the Spirit is profitable for instruction and for decisive 

refutation, and for correction, and for deep extensive learning in righteousness; that 

the man of Elohim may become perfect and complete for every good work. (2 Timothy 

3:14-17 – The Apostolic Writings) 

 

So it was written. So let it be done! 

 

Peace and blessings! 
Andrew Gabriel Roth 
February 6th, 2023 


