
Living	Word	Weekly	Bible	Study	(December	26-31,	2016)	
	
Monday	Luke	2:1-20	
The	 Roman	 Empire	 periodically	 took	 censuses	 with	 the	 double	 purpose	 of	 assessing	 taxation	 and	 of	
discovering	those	who	were	liable	for	compulsory	military	service.	The	Jews	were	exempt	from	military	
service,	and	therefore,	in	Palestine,	a	census	would	be	predominantly	for	taxation	purposes.	Regarding	
these	censuses,	we	have	definite	information	as	to	what	happened	in	Egypt;	and	almost	certainly	what	
happened	in	Egypt	happened	in	Syria,	too,	and	Judaea	was	part	of	the	province	of	Syria.	The	information	
we	 have	 comes	 from	 actual	 census	 documents	 written	 on	 papyrus	 and	 then	 rediscovered	 centuries	
later.	Such	censuses	were	taken	every	fourteen	years.	And	from	A.D.	20	until	about	A.D.	270	we	possess	
actual	 documents	 from	 every	 census	 taken.	 If	 the	 fourteen-year	 cycle	 held	 good	 in	 Syria	 this	 census	
must	have	been	in	8	B.C.	and	that	was	the	year	in	which	Jesus	was	born.	And	this	makes	sense	given	the	
fact	that	Herod,	the	king	who	tried	to	kill	Jesus,	died	in	4	B.C.	It	may	be	that	Luke	has	made	one	slight	
mistake.	Quirinius	did	not	 actually	 become	governor	of	 Syria	until	 A.D.	 6,	 but	he	held	 an	official	 post	
previously	in	those	regions	from	10	B.C.	until	7	B.C.	and	it	was	during	that	first	period	that	this	census	
must	have	been	taken.	Critics	question	the	fact	that	every	man	had	to	go	to	his	own	city	to	be	enrolled;	
but	 here	 is	 an	 actual	 government	 edict	 from	Egypt:	 	 “Gaius	 Vibius	Maximus,	 Prefect	 of	 Egypt	 orders:	
‘Seeing	that	the	time	has	come	for	the	house-to-house	census,	 it	 is	necessary	to	compel	all	those	who	
for	any	cause	whatsoever	are	residing	outside	their	districts	to	return	to	their	ancestral	home,	that	they	
may	both	carry	out	the	regular	order	of	the	census,	and	may	also	diligently	attend	to	the	cultivation	of	
their	allotments.’”	
If	that	was	the	case	in	Egypt,	there	is	no	reason	to	doubt	that	it	in	Judaea,	where	the	old	tribal	ancestries	
still	held	good,	everyone	had	to	go	to	the	headquarters	of	their	tribe.		
	
Here	 is	 an	 instance	 where	 further	 knowledge	 has	 shown	 the	 accuracy	 of	 the	 New	 Testament.	 The	
journey	 from	 Nazareth	 to	 Bethlehem	 was	 80	 miles.	 The	 accommodation	 for	 travelers	 was	 most	
primitive.	 Inns	 were	 filthy,	 with	 very	 little	 privacy---many	 families	 shared	 a	 common	 room.	 In	 and	
around	Bethlehem	stables	were	usually	natural	limestone	caves	that	were	common	in	the	area.		If	you	
think	about	it,	a	cave	makes	a	perfect	stable.		Warm	in	the	winter,	cool	in	the	summer,	water	proof,	and	
maintenance	 free.	 	 To	 tell	 you	 the	 truth,	 the	 stables	were	probably	more	 comfortable	 than	 the	 inns!		
The	town	was	crowded	and	there	was	no	room	for	Joseph	and	Mary.	So	it	was	in	the	stable	that	Mary’s	
Child	was	born.	Swaddling	clothes	consisted	of	a	square	of	cloth	with	a	long	bandage-like	strip	coming	
diagonally	off	from	one	corner.	The	Child	was	first	wrapped	in	the	square	of	cloth	and	then	the	long	strip	
was	wound	 round	 and	 round	 about	Him.	 Then	He	was	 laid	 in	 a	manger.	Our	 favorite	 image	 of	 Jesus	
being	born	 in	a	wooden	manger,	 in	a	wooden	 stable,	 is	most	 certainly	not	accurate.	 	Wood	was	very	
expensive,	and	you	would	not	waste	it	on	a	manger.		We	have	many	mangers	that	have	survived.	That	
there	was	no	room	in	the	inn	was	symbolic	of	what	was	to	happen	to	Jesus.	The	only	place	where	there	
was	room	for	Him	was	on	a	cross.	He	sought	an	entry	to	the	over-crowded	hearts	of	people;	He	could	
not	find	it;	and	still	His	search—and	His	rejection—goes	on.	
	
Tuesday:	Luke	2:1-20	Part	2	
It	is	a	beautiful	thing	that	the	first	announcement	of	God,	the	greatest	Good	News	of	all	time,	came	not	
to	kings	and	nobles,	but	to	some	shepherds.	Shepherds	were	despised	by	the	orthodox	good	people	of	
the	day.	They	were	quite	unable	to	keep	the	details	of	the	ceremonial	 law;	they	could	not	observe	all	
the	meticulous	hand-washings	and	rules	and	regulations.	Their	flocks	made	far	too	constant	demands	on	
them,	and	so	 the	orthodox	 looked	down	on	them	as	unclean	and	unacceptable.	 It	was	 to	simple	men	
that	God’s	message	first	came.	
	



But	 these	were	 in	 all	 likelihood	 very	 special	 shepherds.	 Every	morning	 and	 evening,	 an	 unblemished	
lamb	was	offered	 as	 a	 sacrifice	 to	God	at	 the	 Temple	 in	 Jerusalem.	 To	 see	 that	 the	 supply	of	 perfect	
offerings	was	always	available,	the	Temple	authorities	had	their	own	private	sheep	flocks;	and	we	know	
that	these	flocks	were	pastured	near	Bethlehem.	It	is	likely	that	these	shepherds	were	in	charge	of	the	
flocks	from	which	the	Temple	offerings	were	chosen.	It	is	a	wonderful	thought	that	the	shepherds	who	
looked	after	 the	 Temple	 lambs	were	 the	 first	 to	 see	 the	 Lamb	of	God	who	 takes	 away	 the	 sin	of	 the	
world.	In	the	Jewish	culture	of	the	time	of	Jesus,	when	a	boy	was	born,	the	local	musicians	congregated	
at	the	house	to	greet	him	with	joyful	music.	Jesus	was	born	in	a	stable	in	Bethlehem	and	therefore	that	
ceremony	could	not	be	carried	out.	 Isn’t	 it	beautiful	that	the	angelic	choir	of	heaven	took	the	place	of	
the	musicians	of	earth,	and	angels	celebrated	the	birth	of	Jesus,	because	humans	could	not.	
	
The	birth	of	Jesus	is	such	an	incredible	affirmation	of	our	God.	And	then	if	that	were	not	enough,	when	
God	came	to	our	world,	He	did	not	choose	a	palace	or	a	mansion,	He	chose	the	common	folk.	It	is	said	
that	 that	Wenceslas	 (who	 lived	 from	907	to	935),	of	Good	King	Wenceslas	 fame,	worried	his	court	by	
often	 disappearing	 and	 walking	 incognito	 amongst	 his	 people.	When	 he	 was	 asked	 not	 to	 do	 so	 for	
security’s	 sake,	 he	 answered,	 “I	 cannot	 rule	my	 people	 unless	 I	 know	 how	 they	 live.”	 It	 is	 the	 great	
thought	of	the	Christian	faith	that	we	have	a	God	who	knows	the	life	we	live	because	He	too	lived	it	and	
claimed	no	special	advantage	over	common	people.	
	
Wednesday:	Matthew	2:	13-23,	Hosea	11:	1,	Jeremiah	31:	15,	John	7:	25-43	
Today’s	text	picks	up	after	the	Wisemen’s	exit.	 	Joseph,	Mary,	and	Jesus	have	left	their	homes,	fled	to	
Egypt,	and	are	now	returning.		They	return	to	the	region	of	Galilee	and	the	specific	town	of	Nazareth	in	
that	 region.	 	 It's	 important	 to	 remember	 that	 the	 society	 Jesus	 lived	 in	 was	 not	 nearly	 as	 “mobile”	
compared	to	ours.	 	Where	you	 lived	would	shape	and	mark	your	 life	 in	significant	ways.	 	We	see	how	
your	roots	color	your	perception	in	John’s	text,	where	people	are	once	again	debating	over	just	who	and	
what	Jesus	is.	 	Just	like	our	current	day,	people	were	divided	because	of	Jesus:	Is	He	a	prophet?		Is	He	
the	Messiah?		Is	He	a	fraud?		The	debate	rages	on	and	Jesus’	question	still	stands:	“Who	do	you	say	that	
I	am?”		Jesus'	harsh	beginnings	did	not	prevent	Him	from	His	mission	and	ministry.	So,	how	can	you	stay	
focused	on	your	call	when	times	get	tough?	
	

• How	 can	 the	 example	 of	 Jesus'	 humility	 inspire,	 motivate,	 and	 encourage	 you	 to	 accept	 the	
character	 of	 Christ	 and	 live	 it	 out	 in	 your	 life,	 especially	 in	 your	 relationship	 to	 those	 around	
you?	

• Are	you	willing	to	humbly	serve,	and	even	suffer	persecution	for	Jesus?	
	
Thursday:	Matthew	16:13-20	Part	1	
It’s	interesting	that	Jesus	chooses	this	location	to	have	this	discussion	about	His	identity.		Any	time	the	
authors	of	the	Gospels	include	details	like	this	it	wasn’t	because	they	were	trying	to	beef	up	their	word	
count.	 	Caesarea	Philippi	was	an	ancient	site	believed	to	be	the	home	of	the	pagan	God	“Pan.”	Herod	
the	Great’s	 son,	Phillip,	had	 rebuilt	 this	area	when	he	became	King	and	dedicated	a	 temple	 to	Caesar	
Augustus.	 	 Now	 you	 know	why	 it	was	 called	 Caesarea	 Phillipi	 and	 now	 you	 can	 understand	why	 it	 is	
interesting	 that	 in	 the	 shadow	 of	 a	 temple	 that	 proclaimed	 that	 Caesar	was	 a	 God	 that	 Jesus	would	
begin	to	define	Himself	to	His	disciples.	Jesus	is	surrounded	by	a	crowd	of	people,	all	wondering,	who	is	
this	guy?	Perhaps,	in	the	wonder	and	excitement,	the	crowd	is	perplexed	and	confused,	yet,	willing	and	
able	 to	 give	 their	 opinions.	 Then,	 Jesus	 uses	 this	 as	 an	 opportunity	 to	 test	 His	 disciples.	Who	 do	 the	
people	say	I	am?	Who	do	you	say	I	am?	Are	they	ready	to	know?	Do	they	know?		The	previous	passage	
seems	to	indicate	the	leaders	must	have	known	but	refused	to	accept	the	Truth.	Peter	boldly	steps	up	
with	his	opinion,	which	does	not	adhere	to	the	opinions	of	the	leaders	or	the	crowd,	and	proclaims	his	
faith.	He	takes	a	risk,	and	even,	perhaps,	persecution	from	the	Jewish	leaders,	the	crowd,	and	even	the	



other	disciples	as	he	proclaims	 that	 Jesus	 is	God.	This	 is	 a	 lesson	 to	us	 that	we	have	 to	 remain	 in	His	
truth	and	not	worry	about	what	crowds	have	to	say.	This	passage	is	about	not	following	the	crowds,	but	
rather	allowing	the	Father	to	reveal,	by	the	work	of	the	Spirit,	who	Jesus	is.	He	is	the	One	who	reveals;	
no	person	or	opinion,	no	matter	how	good	and	informed,	can	take	the	place	of	His	Revelation.	
	

• How	 did	 you	 find	 your	 purpose	 before	 you	 were	 a	 Christian?	 In	 other	 words,	 what	 was	 the	
meaning	of	your	life?	How	has	that	meaning	changed	as	you	have	grown	in	age,	in	maturity,	and	
in	faith?	What	is	it	now?	What	does	it	need	to	be?	

• Why	do	you	suppose	people	are	so	willing	and	able	to	give	their	opinions,	even	when	they	have	
no	idea	about	what	the	facts	and	truth	are?	

• What	did	it	take	for	Peter	to	boldly	step	up	with	his	declaration,	and	not	adhere	to	the	opinions	
of	the	crowd?	What	would	it	take	for	you?	

• The	real	practice	of	our	 faith	may	 involve	a	risk	and	even,	perhaps,	 ridicule	 from	others.	Does	
this	scare	you,	or	fuel	you?	

	
Friday:	Matthew	16:13-20	Part	2	
This	 isn’t	 the	 only	 time	 these	 issues	 are	 discussed.	 	 The	 theory	 that	 Jesus	 was	 John	 the	 Baptist	
reincarnated	is	found	elsewhere	as	well;	at	the	start	of	the	book	of	Matthew,	Herod	the	Great	is	King.		
He	had	 tried	 to	have	 Jesus	 killed	as	 a	 child,	 viewing	 Jesus	as	 a	 threat	 to	 the	 throne.	 	After	his	death,	
Herod’s	three	sons	take	over	his	territory.		We	heard	about	Philip	who	had	dedicated	one	of	his	cities	to	
Caesar.		Another	one	of	Herod’s	sons,	Herod	Antipas,	had	John	the	Baptist	eliminated.		This	is	the	same	
dude	who	married	his	brother’s	wife,	so	we’re	talking	about	a	lot	of	family	drama	here.		Herod	Antipas,	
who	 ruled	 the	 area	where	 Jesus	operated,	 had	his	 own	 theory	 and	explanation	 about	 Jesus:	 “At	 that	
time	Herod,	the	ruler	of	Galilee,	heard	the	reports	about	Jesus.		So	he	said	to	his	servants,	‘Jesus	is	John	
the	Baptist,	who	has	risen	from	the	dead.		That	is	why	He	can	work	these	miracles’.”		Matthew	14:	1-2	
	
Other’s	thought	Jesus	was	a	reincarnation	of	the	great	Old	Testament	prophet	Elijah,	who	was	believed	
to	 have	 been	 taken	 up	 into	 heaven	 in	 order	 to	 return	 at	 a	 crucial	 time	 (see	 2	 Kings	 2:11).	 	 Others	
considered	 Jesus	 to	be	another	 in	 the	 long	 line	of	prophets,	people	who	 spoke	 for	God.	 	Hearing	 the	
disciples’	 response	 about	 what	 others	 expected	 of	 Him,	 Jesus	 then	 kicks	 it	 up	 a	 notch.	 	 One	 biblical	
scholar	noted,	“it	 is	usually	 less	daunting	to	venture	the	opinions	of	others	than	to	risk	declaring	your	
own	thoughts.”		The	disciples	had	been	with	Jesus	day	and	night	for	some	time,	so	He	asks	them:	“What	
do	 you	 think?”	 Following	 Jesus	 isn’t	 something	 you	 base	 on	 what	 other	 people	 have	 told	 you,	 but	
something	you	decide	and	declare	personally.	 	 It	doesn’t	matter	what	 your	parents	or	 your	pastor	or	
your	professors	tell	you;	you	must	decide	for	yourself.		The	question	still	applies	to	us	each	individually	
when	Jesus	asks	“Who	do	you	say	that	I	am?”	
	

• When	and	how	did	you	take	ownership	of	your	faith?	Did	it	help	you	to	focus	on	who	He	really	
is?	

• How	can	we	let	the	knowledge	of	who	Christ	is,	by	the	Spirit's	illumination,	give	us	the	passion	
for	telling	others,	but	not	fear	their	rejection	or	feel	responsible	if	they	do	not	respond?	

• The	image	of	Christ	 in	Scripture	 is	that	He	is	the	foundation	stone	and	we	are	the	 little	stones	
who	lay	on	His	support.	How	can	the	fact	that	you	are	His	living	stones	help	give	you	purpose	for	
your	life?	

	
Saturday:	Mark	8:	29-30,	Isaiah	9:	7,	Jeremiah	30:	9,	Zechariah	9:	9,	Matthew	21:1-11	
The	 Old	 Testament	 has	 many	 prophecies	 which	 shaped	 the	 Jewish	 expectations	 of	 God’s	 chosen	
Messiah	which	as	we	learned	on	Sunday	means	“anointed	one.”	 	 It’s	 important	to	know	that	the	Jews	
had	been	pushed	around	politically	 for	 centuries.	 	At	 the	 time	of	 Jesus,	 they	were	under	Roman	rule,	



before	them	the	Greeks,	before	them	the	Persians,	and	before	them	the	Babylonians.		The	main	Jewish	
conception	of	the	messiah	was	a	political	and	military	leader,	who	would	come	from	the	line	of	David,	
their	greatest	King.	Not	long	after	talking	with	Peter	and	the	disciples	that	day	in	Caesarea	Philippi,	Jesus	
set	out	for	Jerusalem,	the	Jewish	capital.		His	grand	entrance?		Rolling	up	on	a	donkey.		The	anticipation	
reached	fever	pitch,	“FINALLY!		The	Messiah	is	here!”		People	spread	out	their	coats	and	palm	branches,	
a	symbol	of	King	David’s	reign,	in	an	impromptu	parade.	
	
The	people	expected	one	thing,	but	Jesus	came	to	do	another.		We	can	now	understand	why	the	book	of	
John	opens	with	these	words:	“The	true	light	that	gives	light	to	everyone	was	coming	into	the	world.		
He	was	in	the	world,	and	though	the	world	was	made	through	Him,	the	world	did	not	recognize	Him.		
He	came	to	that	which	was	His	own,	but	His	own	did	not	receive	Him.”		John	1:	9-11	
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