John 1:1
Luke 2:2



 is the nominative subject from the feminine singular demonstrative pronoun HOUTOS, used as an adjective, meaning “This,” followed by the predicate nominative from the feminine singular noun APOGRAPHĒ plus ordinal adjective PRWTOS, meaning “the first census or registration.”
  Then we have the third person singular aorist deponent middle indicative from the verb GINOMAI, which means “to happen, occur, take place; to become; to be, to exist: was”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact.


The deponent middle voice is middle in form but active in meaning with the subject (this census) producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

“This was the first census,”
 is the genitive absolute construction, which includes the masculine singular present active participle from the verb HĒGEMONEUW, which means “to exercise an administrative position: be leader, command, rule, order, of the administration of imperial legates: ‘while Quirinius was governor of Syria’ Lk 2:2.”


The present tense is a historical present, which describes the past action as though occurring right now for the sake of vividness or liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the English past tense.


The active voice indicates that Quirinius produced the action.


The participle is temporal with the action occurring simultaneously with the action of the main verb.  It is translated “while…was ruling.”

The other part of the genitive absolute construction is the genitive ‘subject’ from the masculine singular noun KURĒNIOS, which is badly transliterated as “Quirinius.”  Between the participle and its ‘subject’ we have the ablative of rank from the feminine singular article and proper noun SURIA, meaning “over Syria.”

“while Quirinius was ruling over Syria.”
Lk 2:2 corrected translation
“This was the first census, while Quirinius was ruling over Syria.”
Explanation:
1.  “This was the first census, while Quirinius was ruling over Syria.”

a.  Luke then gives us a historical benchmark for when the birth of Jesus occurred.  It occurred at the time when the first Roman census or registration in Israel occurred during the reign of Caesar Augustus.


b.  Luke further defines the time of this census or registration as being at the time while a Roman official named Quirinius was ruling over the Roman district of Syria.  “Quirinius was a self-made man who was promoted to consul in 12 bc as a reward for his bravery whilst a soldier; thereafter, he continued his military service to Rome. Scholars suspect he governed Syria between 3 and 2 bc, but confirm he was governor of that province between ad 6 and 7 when the census of Acts 5:37 took place (this census is dated at ad 6 from a reference in Josephus).”
  Publius Sulpicius Quirinus became a consul in 12 B.C. and died in 21 A.D.


c.  “In controlling the Empire, it was agreed that Augustus should govern those areas where there was unrest among the local people or a threat of invasion from outside.  This plan was devised because the emperor had sole control of the army.  In effect this meant that he governed through army commanders, or legates, who held their positions for five–year periods. Quirinius was a legate (Lk 2:1).  When smaller areas were involved, procurators were appointed who were responsible to the legate.  Syria (which included Judea) was under the emperor’s control because there was considerable unrest among the people, and because the Parthians were a continual threat on the eastern frontier of the Empire.  In provinces where there was no such danger, the senate appointed a proconsul (formerly a consul) each year as governor.”


d.  For centuries there has been controversy about this statement by Luke, since it appeared to contradict Roman history.  Roman scholars agree that Quirinius was not the ruler of Syria while Herod was still alive.

2.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “This text casts serious doubts on Luke’s accuracy for two reasons: (1) The earliest known Roman census in Palestine was taken in 6–7 A.D., and (2) there is little, if any, evidence that Quirinius was governor of Syria before Herod’s death in 4 BCE.  In light of this, many scholars believe that Luke was thinking about the census in 6–7 CE, when Quirinius was governor of Syria.  At the same time, Luke demonstrates remarkable historical accuracy overall and even shows both an awareness of this later census (Acts 5:37, “After this man, Judas, the Galilean rose up in the days of the census and caused people to follow after him; that one also perished, and all who were misled by him were scattered.”) and an understanding that Jesus was not born this late (Lk 1:5, “In the days of Herod, king of Judea…”).  This issue cannot be resolved with certainty, though a couple of views are unlikely.  First, it is doubtful that PRWTOS [‘first’] here is used superlatively: ‘first of at least three.’  Not only is the usage of PRWTOS for a comparative well established in the NT, but it is unnecessary to compound the historical difficulty this text presents [with more difficulty than it already has].  Second, it has sometimes been suggested that the text should be translated, ‘this census was before the census which Quirinius, governor of Syria, made.’  It is argued that other comparative expressions sometimes have elided words (as in Jh 5:36 and 1 Cor 1:25) and, therefore, such is possible here.  But this basis [argument] is insufficient, for the following reasons: (a) In both Jn 5:36 and 1 Cor 1:25, the genitive immediately follows the comparative adjective, making the comparison explicit, while in this text CYRĒNIOU is far removed from PRWTĒ and, in fact, is genitive because it is part of a genitive absolute construction.  Thus, what must necessarily be supplied in those texts is neither necessary nor natural in this one.  (b) This view presupposes that AUTĒ [‘this’] modifies APOGRAPHĒ [‘census’].  But since the construction is anarthrous [no article], such a view is almost impossible (because when a demonstrative [‘this’] functions attributively to a noun, the noun is almost always articular); a far more natural translation would be ‘This is the first census …’ rather than ‘this census is …’  Third, PRWTĒ is sometimes regarded as adverbial: ‘this census took place before Quirinius was governor of Syria.’  The advantage of this approach is that it eludes the historical problem of Quirinius’ governorship overlapping the reign of Herod.  However, like the previous view, it erroneously presupposes that AUTĒ modifies APOGRAPHĒ.  Further, it ignores the concord between PRWTĒ and APOGRAPHĒ, making the adjective most likely to function adjectivally, rather than adverbially.  In conclusion, superficial solutions do not come naturally to Lk 2:2.  This does not, of course, mean that Luke erred.  Marshall ‘warns against too easy acceptance of the conclusion that Luke has gone astray here; only the discovery of new historical evidence can lead to a solution of the problem.’  This is where we must leave the matter.”


b.  “Lk 2:1 tells of a decree from Caesar Augustus to have all the world under the authority of Rome enrolled in a census report for taxation purposes.  Verse 2 specifies which census taking was involved at the time Joseph and Mary went down to Bethlehem, to fill out the census forms as descendants of the Bethlehemite family of King David. This was the first census undertaken by Quirinius (or ‘Cyrenius’ [the more literal Greek transliteration of his name]) as governor (or at least as acting governor) of Syria.  Josephus mentions no census in the reign of Herod the Great (who died in 4 B.C.) but he does mention one taken by ‘Cyrenius’ (Antiquities 17.13.5) soon after Herod Archelaus was deposed in A.D. 6:  ‘Cyrenius, one that had been consul, was sent by Caesar to take account of people’s effects in Syria, and to sell the house of Archelaus.’  (Apparently the palace of the deposed king was to be sold and the proceeds turned over to the Roman government.)  If Luke dates the census in 8 or 7 B.C., and if Josephus dates it in A.D. 6 or 7, there appears to be a discrepancy of about fourteen years.  Also, since Saturninus (according to Tertullian) was legate of Syria from 9 B.C., to 6 B.C., and Quintilius Varus was legate from 7 B.C. to A.D. 4 (note the one-year overlap in these two terms!), there is doubt as to whether Quirinius was ever governor of Syria at all.  By way of solution, let it be noted first of all that Luke says this was a ‘first’ enrollment that took place under Quirinius.  A ‘first’ surely implies a second one sometime later.  Luke was therefore well aware of that second census, taken by Quirinius again in A.D. 7, which Josephus alludes to in the passage cited above.  We know this because Luke (who lived much closer to the time than Josephus did) also quotes Gamaliel as alluding to the insurrection of Judas of Galilee ‘in the days of the census taking’ (Acts 5:37).  The Romans tended to conduct a census every fourteen years, and so this comes out right for a first census in 7 B.C. and a second in A.D. 7.  But was Quirinius (who was called Kyrenius by the Greeks because of the absence of a Q in the Attic alphabet, or else because this proconsul was actually a successful governor of Crete and Cyrene in Egypt around 15 B.C.) actually governor of Syria?  The Lucan text here says ‘while Cyrenius was leading—in charge of—Syria’.  He is not actually called legatus (the official Roman title for the governor of an entire region), but the participle hēgemoneuontos is used here, which would be appropriate to a hēgemon like Pontius Pilate (who rated as a procurator but not as a legatus).  Too much should not be made of the precise official status.  But we do know that between 12 B.C. and 2 B.C., Quirinius was engaged in a systematic reduction of rebellious mountaineers in the highlands of Pisidia (Tenney, Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia, 5:6), and that he was therefore a highly placed military figure in the Near East in the closing years of the reign of Herod the Great.  In order to secure efficiency and dispatch, it may well have been that Augustus put Quirinius in charge of the census-enrollment in the region of Syria just at the transition period between the close of Saturninus’s administration and the beginning of Varus’s term of service in 7 B.C. It was doubtless because of his competent handling of the 7 B.C. census that Augustus later put him in charge of the A.D. 7 census.  As for the lack of secular reference to a general census for the entire Roman Empire at this time, this presents no serious difficulty.  Kingsley Davis (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 14th ed., Volume 5, p. 168) states: ‘Every five years the Romans enumerated citizens and their property to determine their liabilities.  This practice was extended to include the entire Roman Empire in 5 B.C.”


c.  “The first enrolment is a definite allusion by Luke to a series of censuses instituted by Augustus, the second of which is mentioned by him in Acts 5:37.  This second one is described by Josephus and it was supposed by some that Luke confused the two.  But Sir William Ramsay [writing 1898] has shown that a periodical fourteen-year census in Egypt is given in dated papyri back to a.d. 20.  [“Actual census papers have been found for these enrollments in Egypt for the years 34, 62, 90, 104, 118, 132 and so on until 230 A.D.  Indirect references occur for the census of A.D. 20 and 48.”
]   The census in Acts 5:37 would then be a.d. 6.  This is in the time of Augustus.  The first would then be b.c. 8 in Egypt.  If it was delayed a couple of years in Palestine by Herod the Great for obvious reasons, that would make the birth of Christ about b.c. 6 which agrees with the other known data.  Ramsay has proven by inscriptions that Quirinius was twice in Syria and that Luke is correct here also.  See summary of the facts in my Luke the Historian in the Light of Research, pp. 118–29.”
  Here is an excerpt from that book: “It is true that B. C. 8 comes too soon for the other evidence for the birth of Jesus, which points to B. C. 6-5 as the probable time.  …We have seen that Herod sat uneasily on his throne in Judea.  He had to please both Augustus and the Jews.  …The second census after the deposition of Archelaus in A. D. 6 caused incipient insurrection against Rome, as Josephus tells us.  Hence it is more than probable that the census was slow in moving off [being implemented] in Palestine.  Herod would postpone it as long as he could and until brought to time [forced to do so] by Augustus.  The first census, besides, would be harder to execute on time.  Ramsay tells us that ‘the first enrolment in Syria was made in the year 8-7 B. C., but a consideration of the situation in Syria and Palestine about that time will show that the enrolment in Herod’s Kingdom was probably delayed for some time later.’  Besides, Herod was probably a year or more in putting it through after it was started in Palestine. There is, therefore, no real difficulty as to the date.  The new discoveries concerning the cycle of the Augustan census will allow a date around 6-5 B. C., and that is in accord with what we know otherwise concerning the date of Christ’s birth.  Turner in his article on ‘Chronology of the New Testament’ (Hastings’s Dictionary of the Bible) concludes by five converging lines of evidence that 7-6 B. C. is the probable date of the birth of Jesus.  Luke has met a triumphant vindication in the fact of the census cycle under Augustus and Christ's birth at the time of the first.”


d.  “A major historical issue in Lk 2:1–7 is the association of a census by Quirinius with Jesus’ birth.  Virtually every commentary discusses the problem in detail, and it could well be regarded as the most significant historical problem in the entire Gospel.  For many, it is the clearest example of historical error in Luke’s Gospel.  The objections raised against the account have changed little in the century since the first English edition of Schürer’s History of the Jewish People in the Time of Jesus Christ.  Schürer’s isolation of five objections is still a representative listing of the issues that need to be discussed:

 
1. 
Nothing is known of a general, empire-wide census in the time of Augustus.

 
2. 
No Roman census would require Joseph to go to Bethlehem.

 
3. 
There would be no census in Palestine in the time of Herod the Great.

 
4. 
Josephus knows of no census before the Quirinian census of a.d. 6.  In fact, this Quirinian census is described as an innovation that caused a revolt (Antiquities), meaning that no census could have come before a.d. 6.

 
5. 
Quirinius could not have been governor of a census at the time of Jesus’ birth, since the governors’ records of this period are well known and Quirinius is not mentioned (Tacitus, Annals 3.48; Josephus, Antiquities 17.13.5 section 355).

Some basic, fixed chronological facts exist.  Luke’s census is not the one in a.d. 6, because it is tied to the period before Herod the Great’s death by Mt 2:1 and Lk 1:5.  Luke and Matthew agree in tying the birth to the reign of Herod the Great.  Josephus notes an eclipse that occurred before Herod’s death, which allows one to set the date of his passing with some specificity.  The only eclipse mentioned by Josephus in this period was in March 4 b.c.  Josephus also notes that Passover followed Herod’s death, which puts the latest he could have died at 11 April 4 b.c.  Thus, the birth of Jesus and the census must be dated before April 4 b.c.  The date of the Quirinian census mentioned in Josephus is also fixed, since it is dated in the thirty-seventh year after the defeat of Antony at Actium in 31 b.c.  Thirty-seven years after 31 b.c. is a.d. 6.  Given the differences in the two dates, two things must be settled for another census to be in view.  First, could such a census have occurred under Augustus in the time of Herod the Great, when Joseph and Mary would have to journey to Bethlehem (Schürer’s first four objections)?  Second, can such a census be tied to Quirinius (Schürer’s fifth objection)?  The possibility of such a census has been variously assessed, but is not generally regarded as difficult for the following reasons (keyed to Schürer’s objections above):

 
1. 
Augustus is known to have instituted three censuses in this period.  In addition, other censuses of a periodic nature also seem to have been in place at this time.  Other cycles at or near this period existed in Syria, Gaul, and Spain.  It is clear that Rome was active in registering the people of its empire, whether they were Roman citizens or others.  It is not unlikely that Augustus could have issued such an edict for Palestine.  Luke’s description that such an edict is empire-wide may simply reflect the ongoing census process of this period.

 
2a. 
The problem of Joseph returning to Bethlehem may be explainable on the principle that sometimes the Romans allowed a census to be taken on the basis of local customs, which in a Jewish culture would require an ancestral registration.

 
2b. 
Many reasons can be posited for Mary’s presence.  First, her presence might be required by the Roman census as part of the assessment.  Or, it may be that her very state made her going along more necessary, since Joseph would not want to miss the birth.  It is also possible that Joseph and Mary married after the birth announcement to Mary and after the pregnancy became known (suggested by Mt 1:19–21).  Thus, Mary might be recently married to Joseph at this time and would naturally be traveling with him.  In fact, ancients may not have been so sensitive about a pregnant woman’s ‘tender state’ as modern Westerners are.  The journey itself corroborates that the census came before the splitting of Herod’s empire to his three sons, since if the a.d. 6 census were in view, we would have the unlikely scenario of Joseph and Mary traveling from Herod Antipas’s territory (Nazareth) to Archelaus’s territory (Bethlehem) to register.  Such a mixing of jurisdictions is unlikely.

 
3. 
Though Herod the Great’s authority in Judea during his reign was great and extended to his minting coins bearing his image, such authority would not prevent an imperial representative from registering the emperor’s citizens.  Such censuses in vassal kingdoms are not unusual in Roman history.  For example, in Samaria taxes were reduced by one-quarter at the beginning of Archelaus’s rule—a concession that suggests that Roman tax rolls existed before Samaria became part of a Roman province in an area that had been under Herod’s rule.

 
4. 
The problem of innovation in Josephus’s description of the a.d. 6 census is significant, if it is true. However, it assumes that the reason for the revolt against that census was simply that Rome was doing something entirely new. It is not clear that this simple explanation is the real one. A previous census patterned after Jewish models most likely produced no reaction and may not have been worthy of Josephus’s attention.  In addition, it seems clear that part of the grounds for the revolt in a.d. 6 was Archelaus himself, who was unpopular in the region.  Rome wanted to confirm its presence visibly, and his support of a Roman-like census would anger those who opposed Rome.  It was the Roman presence in a Roman-like census accepted by a Jewish figurehead that produced rebellion.  Such a negative reaction to the a.d. 6 census should not be surprising if Roman authority was emphasized and the Roman model of census-taking was followed.  Thus, the innovation may not have been the census as such, but its offensive form that more strongly reflected Roman sovereignty.  In short, a historian’s silence need not mean historical absence, especially when one of the other potential historical witnesses raises other possibilities.

Thus, a census in Herod’s time requiring a journey by Joseph and Mary is a possibility based upon what we know of Roman practice.  That no other source mentions such a census is not a significant problem, since many ancient sources refer to events that are not corroborated elsewhere and since Luke is found to be trustworthy in his handling of facts that one can check.  Since the details of this census fit into general Roman tax policy, there is no need to question that it could have occurred in the time of Herod.  However, there remains the more difficult issue of Quirinius (Schürer’s fifth objection), to whom we now turn.  Solutions for this problem may be categorized under three types: lexical, historical, and interpretive (categories that are not always mutually exclusive).  Lexical solutions discuss meanings of certain words and resolve the issue by adopting a less common meaning for these terms.  Historical solutions pay careful attention to the situation of Quirinius in 6 b.c., putting forward the argument either that Quirinius was a governor in this early period (and so was governor of this region twice) or that he held a unique type of authority that could be described as ‘gubernatorial’ in character, if not so in office.  Interpretive solutions argue that it is wrong to see Luke as associating Quirinius with this initial census at all.

 
5a. 
The argument that Quirinius was governor twice is most forcefully made by Ramsay (1898: 174–96; 1920: 275–300).  He argues that Quirinius was governor of Syria from 11/10 b.c. to 8/7 b.c., as well as in the later period, and that he initiated the census in Palestine at a later date (6 b.c.).  Ramsay argues that an inscription now called the ‘Lapis Tiburtinus’ refers to Quirinius.  But there are problems with this approach.  The positing of a delay in the Palestinian census is minor, but more problematic is that the inscription, which is key to Ramsay’s position, mentions no specific name, since it is a partial inscription.  Thus, the construction of a position based on an anonymous reference makes this position difficult to establish.  As Sherwin-White (1963, p. 165) says, ‘A headless inscription is at best a dangerous ally who may change sides at any moment.’  In addition, the association of a governorship in Syria with the known work of Quirinius in the Homonadensian Wars [a race of gangsters on the southern border of Galatia] at this general time is also a problem, though the specific date of this conflict is not known.  Still, Quirinius’s locale during the war is normally tied to Galatia, not Syria.  As can be seen, the variables of this position make it difficult to hold.  It may be right, but its persuasiveness depends on too many pieces falling precisely into place.

 
5b. 
Sherwin-White argues that Quirinius was a legate between Varus and Gaius Caesar in 4 b.c.–1 b.c., since this is the only governorship gap present in the historical data.  Thus, though Sherwin-White denies a census in the period of Herod, he does regard the reference to Quirinius in this time period as possible.  The major problem with this view is that this governorship is too late for Luke’s census, since it would follow Herod’s death.  In this form of the view, Luke is in error with regard to a census, though a lesser error than is normally posited, since Quirinius did rule in this period.  This approach does not absolve Luke of error, though it does introduce another possibility.

 
5c. 
Given that a census under Herod is possible, is it possible that Varus began the census?  Could the results and the taxation that came from it have emerged later under Quirinius in the period that Sherwin-White suggests, so that historically his name was attached to the census?  It is clear that such a census would take time and could well have overlapped administrations.  This suggestion is a constructed solution, but it brings the data together.

 
5d. 
A variation of view 5c is offered by Hayles (1974: 29), who suggests that Quirinius was not a legate or a governor but simply the chosen administrator of the census, whose term ran from Saturninus to Varus.  This census would have been initiated in 6 b.c.  Hayles differs from view 5c simply in seeing two governors involved, with Quirinius working as an administrator of the census, whereas view 5c sees Quirinius as a governor in his own right, who became responsible for the census.  The possibility of HĒGEMEUONTOS having the loose meaning of ‘administrator’ is defended by Hayles.  The assumption is that a major census takes some time to accomplish and requires special administrative skills and authority to complete.  Either of these suggestions is possible, though it is difficult to choose between them, given the lack of specific additional evidence.

 
5e. 
Another lexical solution separates Quirinius from the census by arguing that 2:2 contains an ellipse and so fails to mention explicitly a census tied to Quirinius.  Also, PRWTĒ should not be translated ‘first’ but ‘earlier’ (a meaning found in John 1:15, 30). In this view, Luke says that the census is earlier than the well-known Quirinius census of a.d. 6. The major problem with this view is that the syntax of Luke 2:2 is cumbersome at best. This view is possible, but is not very likely.

 
5f. 
Another lexical solution produces a similar result, in that it separates Quirinius from Luke’s census.  In this view PRWTĒ is not to be translated as ‘first’ but ‘before’ (a sense found in Jn 15:18, “If the world hates you [and it does], know that it has hated Me before it hated you.”).  Thus, Luke simply says that the census took place before Quirinius’s governorship.  The question with the view is whether Luke would use PRWTĒ in this unusual sense, but it is possible.

The solutions to the Quirinius problem are varied.  No candidate is so manifestly superior that it can be regarded as the solution.  What one faces is a variety of solutions, any of which could be correct.  If one is forced to state a preference, it would seem that the current historical uncertainty regarding the succession of the governorship in Syria is the most likely cause for the lack of clarity in making a choice.  The most likely possibilities are the beginning of a census in the period of Herod (view 5c) or the solution with Quirinius as an administrator of the census (view 5d).  But the lexical suggestion of Higgins (view 5f) is also possible.  One additional detail is little noted.  If PRWTĒ means ‘first’ (as agree most interpreters), then Luke calls this the ‘first’ census while Quirinius was governor—a remark that could imply knowledge of more censuses under Quirinius.  So the one thing Luke may not mean is what scholars who deny historicity argue he means: the later census of a.d. 6.  In light of this and the various possibilities, it is clear that the relegation of Lk 2:2 to the category of historical error is premature and erroneous.”


e.  “Perhaps a better solution is to take ‘first’ to mean ‘before,’ as it does, for example, in Jn 15:18.  Lk 2:2 would then read, ‘this was the census that took place before Quirinius was governor of Syria’ (i.e., before a.d. 6).”


f.  “The census or enrollment, which according to Lk 2:1f was the occasion of the journey of Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem where Jesus was born, is connected with a decree of Augustus embracing the Greco-Roman world.  This decree must have been carried out in Palestine by Herod and probably in accordance with the Jewish method—each going to his own city—rather than the Roman.  Certainly there is no intimation of an insurrection such as characterized a later census (Acts 5:37), and this may have been due in no small measure to a difference in method.  Both Josephus and Luke mention the later census made by Quirinius on the deposition of Archelaus, together with the insurrection of Judas that accompanied it.  But while Josephus does not mention the Herodian census—although there may be some intimation of it (cf. Ramsay, Was Christ Born at Bethlehem? [3rd ed. 1905], pp. 178ff)—Luke carefully distinguishes the two, characterizing the census at the time of Jesus’ birth as ‘first,’ i.e., first in a series of enrollments connected either with Quirinius or with the imperial policy inaugurated by the decree of Augustus.  The Greco-Roman writers of the time do not mention this decree, and later writers cannot be relied upon with certainty as independent witnesses.  Yet the geographical work of Agrippa together with the interest of the emperor in the organization and finances of the empire and the attention he gave to the provinces, are indirectly corroborative of Luke’s statement.  Augustus himself conducted a census in Italy in 28 B.C, 8 B.C. and 14 A.D. and in Gaul in 27 B.C., and had a census taken in other provinces.  For Egypt there is evidence of a regular periodic census every fourteen years extending back to 20 A.D., and it is not improbable that this procedure was introduced by Augustus.  The inference from Egypt to similar conditions in other provinces must indeed be made cautiously; yet in Syria the regular ‘tribute’ seems to imply some such preliminary work.  The time of the decree is stated only in general terms by Luke, and it may have been as early as 27 B.C. or as late as 8 A.D., its execution in different provinces and subject kingdoms being carried out at different times.  Hence Luke dates the census in the kingdom of Herod specifically by connecting it with the administrative functions of Quirinius in Syria. But as P. Quintilius Varus was the legate of Syria just before and after the death of Herod from 6 to 4 B.C. (Josephus; Tacitus) and his predecessor was C. Sentius Saturninus from 9 to 6 B.C., there seems to be no place for Quirinius during the closing years of Herod’s reign.  Tertullian [writing c. 200 A.D.] indeed speaks of Saturninus as legate at the time of Jesus’ birth.  The interpretation of Luke’s statement as indicating a date for the census before Quirinius was legate is inadmissible.  [No reason why is given.]  It is possible that the connection of the census with Quirinius may be due to his having brought to completion what was begun by one of his predecessors; or Quirinius may have been commissioned especially by the emperor as legate to conduct a census in Syria, and this commission may have been connected temporally with his campaign against the Homonadenses in Cilicia.  It has also been suggested that Quirinius may have been an imperial procurator specially charged with authority in the matter of the Herodian census.  The titleTiburtinus, if rightly assigned to him, proves that he was twice legate of Syria, and the title Venetus gives evidence of a census conducted by him in Syria.  His administration is dated by Ramsay in 7 B.C.; by Mommsen in the end of 4 or 3 B.C.  The synchronism of the second census of Quirinius with the periodic year of the Egyptian census is probably only a coincidence, for it was occasioned by the deposition of Archelaus; but its extension to Syria may be indicative of its connection with the imperial policy inaugurated by Augustus.  What Luke describes is a systematic listing of all taxable persons and property for which everyone had to appear personally; what Josephus reports is the official assessment of taxes.  Quirinius was Roman commander-in-chief of the Orient from 12 b.c. to a.d. 16; he began the apographa in Palestine in 7 b.c., completed the apotimesis in a.d. 7.  J. Vardaman in an unpublished paper  [1975] adduces evidence that, while Saturninus and Varus were indeed legates of Syria, the supreme authority in Syria and other eastern territories was Quirinius, who served continuously as proconsul of Syria and Cilcia from 11 b.c. until at least 3 b.c. (therefore until after the death of Herod the Great) and at the same time was also procurator of numerous provinces, including Judea.”


g.  “Augustus had ordered a census of the empire which would serve as a basis for taxation.  The decree was issued about 8 B.C., but probably did not actually go into effect until a few years later.  P. Sulpicius Quirinius was made governor of Syria in A.D. 6, and took a census of Judea at that time. There is good evidence that he was twice governor of Syria, and that his first governorship was from 4 B.C. to A.D. 1.”


h.  “PRWTĒ [first/before] has been taken as meaning PROTERA, meaning ‘this census took place before Quirinius was governor’ a possible but very improbable rendering,not to sya that one fails to see the object of such a statement.”


i.  “It should be noted that Justin [Martyr; writing c. 150 A.D.] states that Quirinius was ‘procurator’ (EPITROPOS) at the time of this census; and that in the only other place in which Luke uses this word he uses it of a procurator (Lk 3:1).  This gives weight to the suggestion that, although Varus was legatus [the Roman legate] of Syria at the time of the enrollment, yet Quirinius may have held some office in virtue of which he undertook this census.”


j.  “Let us remember that Herod the Great died in the spring of 4 B.C. and that Jesus was born a year or two before Herod’s death.  [Remember that Joseph and Mary fled to Egypt and remained there until the death of Herod.]  While Varus was governor, Quirinius controlled the armies and directed the foreign policy of Syria.  It was thus that he supervised the enrollment for taxation also in the kingdom of Herod.”
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