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Early years of Jesus’ Life

When they had performed everything according to the 
Law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own 

city of Nazareth. (Lk 2:39)



Early years of Jesus' life 2

Early Years of Jesus’ Life

• Roman census
• Birth (gifts, kataluma, manger)
• The Shepherds’ Fields
• Bethlehem (map, photos)
• Flight to Egypt
• Nazareth
• Nazareth Village
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Roman census

• 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. 

• And everyone was on his way to register for the census, each to his 
own city. Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of 
Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David which is called Bethlehem, 
because he was of the house and family of David, in order to register 
along with Mary, who was engaged to him, and was with child. (Lk 
2:1-5)
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Birth

• When the angels had gone away from them 
into heaven, the shepherds began saying to 
one another, "Let us go straight to Bethlehem 
then, and see this thing that has happened 
which the Lord has made known to us." 

• So they came in a hurry and found their way 
to Mary and Joseph, and the baby as He lay 
in the manger. When they had seen this, they 
made known the statement which had been 
told them about this Child. 

• And all who heard it wondered at the things 
which were told them by the shepherds. But 
Mary treasured all these things, pondering 
them in her heart. 

• The shepherds went back, glorifying and 
praising God for all that they had heard and 
seen, just as had been told them. (Lk 2:15-
20)
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Birth: Gifts

• Frankincense is the resin gum from balsam trees. It came mostly from Arabia, Ethiopia, 
and India. It was used in perfumed oils and could be burned as incense. Priests used 
frankincense in making certain sacrifices. 

• Myrrh is the hard ochre-coloured resin from the sap of a low shrub-like tree. The oil  was 
used in the purification rites for women and, because of its fragrant pleasing odour, as a 
base in cosmetic oils and perfumes. The magi included myrrh among their gifts to Jesus. 
Myrrh was used to anoint a corpse to counteract the stench of decomposition. 

• Gold: in Mt 2:11 is translated from Gk chrusos, meaning precious things made of gold, 
golden ornaments. Evidently the wise men were offering some golden object of great 
value. 

• Edersheim says: Viewed as gifts, the incense and the myrrh would, indeed, have been 
strangely inappropriate. But their offerings were evidently intended as specimens of the 
products of their country, and their presentation was, even as in our own days, expressive 
of the homage of their country to the new-found King. In this sense, then, the Magi may 
truly be regarded as the representatives of the Gentile world; their homage as the first and 
typical acknowledgment of Christ by those who hitherto had been 'far off;' and their 
offerings as symbolic of the world's tribute. This deeper significance the ancient Church 
has rightly apprehended, though, perhaps, mistaking its grounds. Its symbolism, twining, 
like the convolvulus, around the Divine Plant, has traced in the gold the emblem of His 
Royalty; in the myrrh, of His Humanity, and that in the fullest evidence of it, in His burying; 
and in the incense, that of His Divinity.  
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Birth: kataluma
• Dr Terry C Hulbert  believes Jesus was 

born in the home of a member of 
Joseph's extended family that lived in 
Bethlehem. Gk kataluma means "guest 
room," not "inn" as popularly believed. 

• Animals were usually brought into the 
lower level of rural and small town homes 
at night for safety, and in the winter, to 
provide warmth. 

• ABR holds a similar view. Mary and 
Joseph did not find space in the living 
quarters of the ancestral family home 
(kataluma is the same word used as the 
“Upper Room” in Lk 22:11). Instead, they 
stayed downstairs in the domestic stable, 
still within the ancestral home, where a 
manger or two was located. 

Typical 1st c house

http://www.ancientsandals.com/articles/01_jesus_birth.htm
http://christiananswers.net/q-abr/abr-a012.html
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Birth: manger

• The manger was usually carved from 
stone, some 90-120cm long. The cavity 
that usually held fodder for animals would 
be just the right size and located at just 
the right height for a baby. (The phrase, 
"born in a manger," is unscriptural and 
patently an impossibility.)

• Excavations in Israel have uncovered 
numerous installations within domestic 
structures which probably represent 
ancient mangers. Some are carved, but 
most are stone built. Wooden mangers, of 
course, have not survived in the 
archaeological record.  

A stone manger (found at Megiddo) similar to the one in 
which Jesus was said to be laid. (Sandals/Terry C. Hulbert)

Artist impression of how the baby would have 
been placed in a stone manger.
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The Shepherds’ Fields

• In the same region there were some shepherds staying out in the fields and keeping watch over 
their flock by night. And an angel of the Lord suddenly stood before them, and the glory of the 
Lord shone around them; and they were terribly frightened. (Lk 2:8-9)

• The fertile fields of mostly Christian village of Beit Sahour (or Bait Sahur) are believed to be 
where this scene took place. Both rival locations for the site, one Greek Orthodox and the other 
the Franciscan, have been excavated, and there have been churches and monasteries on both 
sites since the 4th c or earlier. The Orthodox site seems to suit historical accounts better (n).

• This area is also believed to be where Ruth and Naomi gleaned in the fields behind the 
harvesters on their way to Bethlehem from Moab (Ruth 2-4).

• The Greek Orthodox site of the Shepherds' Fields is at Kanisat al-Ruwat in the middle of fields 
2km SE of Bethlehem. The ruins at al-Ruwat include a cave used as a church from the 4th c, of 
which the barrel-vaulted roof (5th c) still survives. Today, a new large church has been built, the 
4th-century lower church has been restored, and the remains of the upper church and monastery 
have been preserved. 

• About 600m to the N of al-Ruwat is the Roman Catholic (Franciscan) site, at Kh. Siyar al-Ghanim. 
Here there is a low natural cave or rock shelter in pleasant surroundings and with a fine view of 
the hills. The cave, with soot-blackened roof, has been partly enclosed to make a modern chapel. 
Above is a modern church (1954) shaped like a tent and decorated with a bronze angel.  

Beit Sahour, looking E over the Shepherds' Fields, 
near Bethlehem, the traditional fields where the 
shepherds who saw the Star of Nativity. The roads 
descending to the E of Bethlehem lead through the 
village. (Photo by Tamer Shabaneh)
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Bethlehem
• Bethlehem (bethlechem; "house of David," or possibly "the house of 

Lakhmu," an Assy deity) Also known as Beit Lahm, Beit Sahur, Bet Lehem, 
Betar, Beth-Lehem, Beth-lehem-ephratah, Bethlehemjudah, Bit-Lahmi, City of 
David, Ephratah, Ephrath, now Arab. Beit Lehem ("house of meat").

• Loc on a prominent limestone ridge in the Hill Country of Judah 7 km S of 
Jerusalem. At 700m asl, it commands the surrounding terrain, overlooking the 
major N-S highway that passes through the central Hill Country, connecting 
Shechem to Hebron and Egypt.

• Shepherding and agriculture drove its economy. The fertile hill country 
surrounding the town supported cereal crops, vineyards and olive orchards, 
and abundant grazing land for sheep. Bethlehem is not naturally well supplied 
with water; the nearest spring is 800m to the SE.

• Bethlehem is the birthplace of Jesus (Mt 2:1,5; Lk 2:4,15) and where a 
jealous Herod the Great ordered a mass infanticide (Mt 2:8,16). 

• The veneration the site of the Nativity went back before 132 AD. Queen 
Helena (c 330) founded a basilica over the cave-stable which tradition 
pointed out as the scene of the birth, and his church, unchanged in general 
structure remains today the chief attraction of the town.
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Bethlehem Map

Herodian Bethlehem (FTR)
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Bethlehem Map
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Bethlehem

The area to the E of the city is traditionally believed to be 
the area of the fields of the shepherds "keeping watch o'er 
their flocks by night."  Even today local shepherds can be 
seen tending their flocks in this same area (BP)

Early tradition places the birth of Jesus in a cave. Scripture 
makes no mention of a cave, and skeptics note that many 
biblical events were commemorated in caves (more 
convenient for pilgrims?).  But it is also true that many houses 
in the area are built in front of caves. A cave could serve a 
household well by providing shelter for the animals or a place 
of storage. Tradition says Mary gave birth to Jesus at the 
place of where the star is located on the floor. Justin Martyr 
mentions the tradition that the birth was in a cave it in the mid-
2nd c, as does the Protoevangelium of James (also 2nd c.).  
Origen notes that the cave of Jesus' birth was pointed out in 
his day and no doubt this was the same place where the Byz 
church was erected.

But as for you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, 
Too little to be among the clans of Judah, 
From you One will go forth for Me to be 
ruler in Israel. 
His goings forth are from long ago, 
From the days of eternity. (Mi 5:2)
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Flight to Egypt
• So Joseph got up and took the Child and His 

mother while it was still night, and left for Egypt. 
(Mt 2:14)

• The Gk Pheug (to flee) is here in the present 
imperative, indicating the beginning of action that 
is to be continued. Joseph and his family were 
immediately to begin fleeing, and were not to stop 
until they were safely within Egypt and beyond 
the reach of Herod. T

• It is about 120km from Bethlehem to the border 
of Egypt, and another 160km or so to get to a 
place of safety in that country. Traveling with a 
baby made the trip both slower and more difficult.

• Egypt was a natural asylum for the young Jewish 
family During the Hellenistic period, Alexander 
the Great established a sanctuary for Jews in 
Alexandria. Throughout the Roman rule that 
followed, that city was still considered a special 
place of safety and opportunity for Jews. 

• Joseph may have used the valuable gifts of the 
magi to pay for the trip to Egypt and the stay 
there, where the Lord instructed Joseph to keep 
his family until I tell you. (MNTC)

“Flight into Egypt”. Woman with infant on a 
donkey. Man standing. (Matson 04163)  
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Nazareth
• Nazareth (aka En Nasira, Japhia, Mash-had, en-Nasirah, 

Nazerat, Nazareth of Galilee, Nazareth in Galilee, Yafti en 
Nasra). A town in Galilee, the home of Joseph and Mary, and 
for about 30 years the scene of the Saviour's life. Today’s En 
Nasira is built mainly on the W and NW slopes of a hollow 
among the lower hills of Galilee, just before they sink into the 
plain of Esdraelon. 

• The village was unwalled and unprotected, built into a small 
chalk ridge with a single source of water several hundred 
metres away from the main village. Small caves were closed in 
the front to make homes, used for generations. It was so 
unimpressive that Nathaniel asked, "Can any good thing come 
out of Nazareth?" (Jn 1:46). 

• A number of archaeologists have concluded that its population 
likely never exceeded 500 persons at the time of Joseph and 
Mary. Probably most of these people would have been related 
to the one clan, descendants of the group that had returned 
from Babylon one or two generations earlier (n).  

• There is a good spring under the Greek Orthodox church at the 
foot of the hill on the N. The water is led in a conduit to the 
fountain, where the women and children would in old times 
carry their water in jars. There is also a tiny spring in the face 
of the W hill. 

Nazareth: reconstructed 1st c Synagogue 

Reconstructed 1st c dwelling at Nazareth 
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Nazareth

• Nazareth is located in the very S portion of lower Galilee, about 
25km W of the southern tip of the Sea of Galilee.  Sepphoris, the 
capital of Galilee during Jesus’ youth was located only 2.4km to the 
NW of Nazareth.

• The Nazareth of Jesus’ day was located on the Nazareth Ridge, S of 
the modern village, a range of hills separating the central part of the 
Plain of Yisre’el (Jezreel) from the Bet Netofa Valley. Situated some 
400m asl, it was relatively inaccessible. Its height and location 
isolated it from the flow of traffic on the ICH on the plain below from 
Megiddo to the Sea of Galilee. 

• In Nazareth there are numerous Christian sites the commemorate 
events associated with Mary, Joseph, and Jesus.  Especially 
prominent is the Basilica of the Annunciation.

Looking S down into the city of Nazareth. In the centre of the 
image is a black–roofed building.  This is the Basilica of the 
Annunciation that was built over the site where tradition 
maintains that the angel Gabriel announced to Mary that she 
would bear the Messiah. (HLP) 

http://www.ancientsandals.com/articles/01_jesus_birth.htm
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Nazareth
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Nazareth
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Nazareth Village

BiblePlaces Newsletter, Jan 2006: Featured Photos

For more about Nazareth Village, see www.NazarethVillage.com
To subscribe to the BiblePlaces Newsletter, see www.BiblePlaces.com

These photos are copyrighted by Todd Bolen but may be used freely for personal and educational 
purposes.  Commercial use requires separate permission.  For more high-quality, high-resolution 
photographs and illustrations of biblical sites, purchase the Pictorial Library of Bible Lands or the 
Historic Views of the Holy Land series.  

http://www.nazarethvillage.com/
http://www.bibleplaces.com/
http://www.bibleplaces.com/details.htm
http://www.lifeintheholyland.com/historicviews.htm
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Nazareth Village

The farmer During construction of Nazareth Village, 
excavators discovered that this area had been farmed in the 
Roman period. Remains of ancient terraces and a winepress 
were revealed, and these may have been in use in the 1st c 
when Jesus lived in the village.

Threshing floor Because Nazareth Village was established 
as a working farm, the visitor's experience changes 
throughout the year. In the fall, the fields are ploughed and 
planted, and in the spring the wheat is harvested and brought 
to the threshing floor. Here the threshing sledge separates the 
grain from the straw, and then the grain was tossed into the 
air and the wind would carry away the chaff. 
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Nazareth Village

The well Water is life, and if a spring wasn't nearby, a well or 
cistern is necessary.  Wells were preferred to cisterns 
because they accessed the water table directly.  Cisterns 
were simply plastered tanks which stored whatever rainwater 
could be collected

Conversation Work was punctuated with breaks for rest 
and conversation. These women sit in the shade of an olive 
tree. The idyllic scene in biblical language is of each man 
sitting under his own vine and fig tree (Zc 3:10). 
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Nazareth Village

A reconstructed house in Nazareth 
village. Archaeologists were part of the construction 
process, so the buildings are as authentic as present 
knowledge allows.In addition to the houses, a 1st c 
synagogue was also reconstructed.

The mealCrops harvested on site are prepared for the 
table.  Common foods of the time included bread, 
olives, figs, and vegetable stew.

The olive press Olives are harvested in the fall and brought to the press 
where a large millstone crushed the fruit to produce virgin oil.  Then a beam-
press was operated to extract the second-grade oil from the pulp. Olive oil 
was used for food, lighting, cosmetics, and anointing. 
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Nazareth Village

The Carpenter’s Workshop According to most English 
translations of the Bible, Joseph was a "carpenter."  
This reflects the European notion that a builder primarily 
works with wood.  But the word in Greek to describe 
Joseph and his son is literally "builder," which can 
indicate woodworking, or more likely in ancient Galilee, 
stone. Like today, stone was more readily available than 
wood and was the primary building material. For 
evidence of village life, see (n).

The weaver’s loom Typically women did the spinning and weaving 
at home. First the wool was spun into thread using a large stick 
(distaff).  The spindle is held in the hand and rotates as the thread 
is wound around it. The thread is then woven on a loom into 
various types of textiles. 


