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Luke 2:8-20 
• Herod died in 4 BC, but Josephus writes Herod left Jerusalem in 5 BC for Jericho where he 

spent his final year 

• Quirinius’ census declared in 7 BC 

• Jesus was born after the census decree in 7 BC but before Herod died in 4 BC 

• Wisemen met Herod in Jerusalem (Mt. 2:7, 16) which must have been 5 BC and Herod had 

the boys two-year-old and younger killed 

• Jesus’ birth might have been 6 BC 

Luke 2:8 – And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over 

their flock by night.  

 
1. Shepherds in the field 

a. Rainy season is mid-October to mid-April.  

i. During this time the fields become green. Even the Negev 

ii. Weather is colder 

b. May, June, July, August, September and early October no rain falls 

i. By October 1 the fields of Bethlehem are burned dry by sun 

2. Date of Jesus’ birth 

a. No one knows the date of Jesus’ birth 

b. There is no mention of birth celebrations in the writings of early Christian writers such as 

Irenaeus (130–200 AD) or Tertullian (160–225 AD).  

i. Origen of Alexandria (165–264 AD) mocks Roman celebrations of birthdays 

calling them “pagan” practices 

ii. Clement of Alexandria (200 AD) writes: Clement writes: “There are those who 

have determined not only the year of our Lord’s birth, but also the day; and they 

say that it took place in the 28th year of Augustus (2 BC) 

1. Origin writes the 25th day of [the Egyptian month] Pachon (May 20)  

2. Others say that He was born on the 24th or 25th of Pharmuthi (April 20 or 

21) 

c. Early church (100-400 AD) was divided on the exact date: 
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i. Western Church (Rome, etc.) – December 25 

ii. Eastern Church (Egypt, Eastern Orthodox) – Jan 6 (or, Wed. Jan. 7, 2026) 

d. Constantine had correlated the birth of Jesus with the Roman festival Saturnalia 

/sa·tr·nay·lee·uh/.  

i. Saturnalia is an ancient Roman festival and holiday on December 17 honoring 

the god Saturn. By the time of Augustus (27 BC) the celebration had been 

extended until 23 December, for a total of seven days of festivities. 

ii. By 336 AD, the emperor Constantine established December 25th because it was 

the most accepted date for the birth of Jesus among Christians. 

e. Augustine (354-430 AD) in the Western church had agreed to Constantine’s date 

established in 326 AD  

i. Augustine wrote: 

“For he (Jesus) is believed to have been conceived on the 25th of March,  

upon which day also he suffered;  

so the womb of the Virgin, in which he was conceived, where no one of mortals 

was begotten, corresponds to the new grave in which he was buried, wherein 

was never man laid, neither before him nor since.  

But he was born, according to tradition, upon December the 25th (nine months 

after conception on March 25).” 

f. Eastern Church set the birth date and the arrival of the wisemen on January 6. 

i. Here, also, the dates of Jesus’ conception and death were linked.  

1. Instead of working from the 14th of Nisan in the Hebrew calendar, the 

easterners used the 14th of the first spring month (Artemisios) in their 

local Greek calendar (April )  

2. April 6 is, also, exactly nine months before January 6—the eastern date 

for Christmas.  

3. In the East, too, we have evidence that April was associated with Jesus’ 

conception and crucifixion. Bishop Epiphanius of Salamis writes that on 

April 6, 

g. Messianic Jews try to set the date on a Jewish holiday such as Feast of Tabernacles 

(Succot) 

i. Sukkot is celebrated five days after Yom Kippur 

ii. Monday, Oct 6-Monday Oct 13, 2025 

iii. The Gospels often record Jewish holy days along with things Jesus did or said 

1. The fact that Matthew, who was writing to Jews, and Luke, who may have 

been writing to the former high priest, makes no mention of a Jewish holy 

day makes this unlikely. 

iv. The Gospels make no connection of Jesus birth to a holy day or even a date 

3. Season of year? 

a. Some say December is too harsh to graze sheep 

b. Some say grazing had to be from April -November 

c. Some say these sheep grazed in Bethlehem year round 

d. Some say even Passover lambs grazed in February 
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4. Shepherds 

a. Several opinions about who the shepherds were: 

i. Honorable servants. Even watching Passover lambs  

ii. Low life held in contempt by society due to poor character 

b. According to the Mishnah: 

i. (Mishna is the first written collection of the Jewish oral traditions that are known 

as the Oral Torah. It is also the first work of rabbinic literature, with the oldest 

surviving material dating to 500 AD. The Talmud is a commentary on the Mishna.) 

ii. The Mishah says this: 

“In respect of all blemishes which might come through the agency of a man, Lary 

shepherds are trustworthy, but priests’ shepherds are not trustworthy.” 

iii. In the Talmud in the section called Sanhedrin in Chapter 25 it says that 

shepherds were dishonest, robbers, and considered unclean according to the 

law, (see online here - https://www.chabad.org/torah-texts/5458010/The-

Talmud/Sanhedrin/Chapter-3/25b ) 

iv. Shepherds were placed in the same class as tax collectors, thugs, robbers, 

shady financial dealers. 

c. BUT, these shepherds may have been noble examples: 

i. They may have been watching sheep set aside for that spring’s Passover 

ii. Some of the sheep may have belonged to the priests themselves  

iii. These shepherds are working the same fields that David worked 

iv. Mishnah Shekalim 7:4 says that all animals between Jerusalem and Migdal Eder 

(near Bethlehem were for Temple sacrivice 

v. These shepherds were not ordinary shepherds 

d. Migdal Eder means “Tower of the Flock” 

i. Genesis 35:19-21 – ““So Rachel died, and she was buried on the way to Ephrath 

(that is, Bethlehem), and Jacob set up a pillar over her tomb. It is the pillar of 

Rachel's tomb, which is there to this day. Israel (Jacob) journeyed on and pitched 

his tent beyond the tower of Eder 

 
ii. Micah 4:8 – “And you, O tower of the flock, hill of the daughter of Zion, to you 

shall it come, the former dominion shall come, kingship for the daughter of 

Jerusalem. (Bethlehem is mentioned in Micah 5:1-2) 

https://www.chabad.org/torah-texts/5458010/The-Talmud/Sanhedrin/Chapter-3/25b
https://www.chabad.org/torah-texts/5458010/The-Talmud/Sanhedrin/Chapter-3/25b
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e. These sheep may have belonged the sheep of Migdal Eder 

f. Jews were convinced Messiah would be born in Bethlehem 

g. Likewise, the Messiah would be revealed from Migdal Eder 

h. Migdal Eder was close to the road that led into Jerusalem 

i. These shepherds were special shepherds. They could have been priests themselves or 

those hired by the priests 

j. These sheep were sacrificial animals: 

i. Males for burnt offerings 

ii. Females for peace offerings 

 

2:9 – And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around 

them, and they were filled with great fear.  

 
1. Two things occur: 

a. An angel appears and speaks 

b. The Shechinah Glory appears 

i. The Greek word doxa, “glory”, refers to the glory of God that appeared on Mt. 

Sinai, in the tabernacle and Temple 

ii. This glory left the Temple in 592 according Ezekiel 8-12 

iii. This glory has not been seen for 586 years now reappears at Jesus’ birth 

2:10 – And the angel said to them, “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy 

that will be for all the people.  
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2:11 – For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.  

 
 

2:12 – And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and 

lying in a manger.”  
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2:13 – And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God 

and saying, 

 
 

 

2:14 – “Glory to God in the highest, 

    and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!” 

 
 

 

2:15 – When the angels went away from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, 

“Let us go over to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made 

known to us.”  
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2:16 – And they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in a manger.  

 
2:17 – And when they saw it, they made known the saying that had been told them concerning 

this child.  

 
 

2:18 – And all who heard it wondered at what the shepherds told them.  
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2:19 – But Mary treasured up all these things, pondering them in her heart.  

 
 

2:20 – And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and 

seen, as it had been told them. 

 
 


