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

 is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now” plus the preposition EN plus the locative of time from the neuter singular noun ETOS, meaning “in the year” plus the locative neuter singular ordinal adjective PENTEKAIDEKATOS, meaning “fifteenth.”  Then we have the genitive of identity from the feminine singular article and noun HĒGEMONIA, which means “of the reign, rule.”  With this we have the possessive genitive from the masculine singular proper noun TIBERIOS and the noun KAISAR, meaning “of Tiberius Caesar.”

“Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar,”
 is the genitive absolute construction, which includes the genitive masculine singular present active participle of the verb HĒGEMONEUW, which means “to be leader, ruler, or governor” plus the genitive ‘subject of the participle’ from the masculine singular proper nouns PONTIOS and PILATOS, meaning “Pontius Pilate.”


The present tense is a historical present, which views the past action as occurring now for the sake of vividness and liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the past tense.


The active voice indicates that Pilate produced the action.


The participle is a temporal participle, which can be translated “when; while.”

This is followed by the adverbial genitive of place from the feminine singular article and proper noun IOUDAIA, meaning “of Judea.”  Then we have the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the genitive absolute from the masculine singular present active participle (the morphology is the same as the previous participle) of the verb TETRAARCHEW, which means “to be a ruler of one fourth part of something.”  The participle is used as a proper name: “Tetrarch.”  With this we have the adverbial genitive of place from the article and proper noun GALILAIA, which means “of Galilee.”  Then we have the genitive ‘subject’ of the participle from the masculine singular proper noun HĒRWIDĒS, meaning “Herod.”

“while Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was Tetrarch of Galilee,”
 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “however.”  Then we have the genitive ‘subject’ from the masculine singular proper noun PHILIPPOS, meaning “Philip.”  This is followed by the appositional genitive from the masculine singular article and noun ADELPHOS plus the possessive genitive from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “his brother.”  With this we have the genitive absolute from the masculine singular present active participle of the verb TETRAARCHEW, which means “to be tetrarch (ruler of one-fourth of a kingdom).”


The present tense is a historical present, which views the past action as occurring now for the sake of vividness and liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the past tense.


The active voice indicates that Philip produced the action.


The participle is a circumstantial participle and translated like a finite verb as part of a genitive absolute construction.

Then we have the adverbial genitive of place from the feminine singular article and adjective used as a proper noun ITOURAIOS, meaning “of Iturea.”  This is followed by the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the genitive feminine singular adjective used as a proper noun TRACHWNITIS, meaning “Trachonitus.”  Then we have the adverbial genitive of place from the feminine singular noun CHWRA, meaning “of the territory, region or district.”

“however his brother Philip was Tetrarch of the territory of Ituraea and Trachonitis,”
 is the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the genitive ‘subject of the participle’ from the masculine singular proper noun LUSANIAS, meaning “Lysanias.”  Then we have the adverbial genitive of place from the feminine singular article and proper noun ABILĒNĒ, meaning “of Abilene.”  Finally, we have the third use of the genitive masculine singular present active participle of the verb TETRAARCHEW, which means “to be a ruler of one-fourth of a kingdom; to be tetrarch.”  The morphology is the same.

“and Lysanias was Tetrarch of Abilene,”
Lk 3:1 corrected translation
“Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, while Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was Tetrarch of Galilee, however his brother Philip was Tetrarch of the territory of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was Tetrarch of Abilene,”
Explanation:
1.  “Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar,”

a.  Luke transitions to a new point in time to advance the story of the life of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Luke situates us in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar.


b.  “Tiberius was the successor of Augustus Caesar as the second Roman emperor.  Born Tiberius Claudius Nero on November 16, 42 b.c., his father—of the same name—was an officer under Julius Caesar.  His mother, Livia Drusilla of the Claudian family, divorced his father in 38 b.c. and became the third wife of Augustus.  Tiberius spent his early life in successful military campaigns.  In 12 b.c. he became a consul, receiving proconsular authority three years later.  In 11 b.c. he was obliged to divorce his wife, Agrippina, to marry the daughter of Augustus, Julia, who was subsequently banished by her father for immorality.  After bitter personal and political disputes with Augustus, Tiberius retired in voluntary exile to Rhodes for study (6 b.c.), returning to Rome after eight years.  When all hope of direct succession was lost, he was adopted reluctantly by Augustus on June 26, a.d. 4, at which time he was renamed Tiberius Julius Caesar and appointed tribune.  Eight years later he became military governor of the Roman provinces and soon was raised by special law to a position of co-regency (a.d. 13; 11 according to Mommsen).  At the age of 56, Tiberius was named emperor by the Senate (September 17, a.d. 14), one month after the death of Augustus, and assumed the designation Tiberius Caesar Augustus.  In a.d. 26 he retired to the island of Capri where he died on March 16, a.d. 37.  He was succeeded as emperor by Caligula.  Lk 3:1 places the first appearance of John the Baptist in the fifteenth year of Tiberius’s reign, though this leaves unclear the point at which the Evangelist marks the beginning of Tiberius’s rule. Tiberius himself never laid claim to divinity.  Showing no enthusiasm for foreign religions and cults, Tiberius’s reign saw the expulsion of all Jews from Rome in a.d. 19, though they were allowed to return later in his administration.  Tiberius both appointed Pontius Pilate to Judea in a.d. 26, in accordance with his practice of governing Palestine by Roman procurators, and removed him from office ten years later.”
  If Luke’s fifteenth year is dated from A.D. 14, then this places the events being described by him in 29 A.D.  However, if Luke is dating from the beginning of the co-regency, then this places the events about to be described in 26 A.D. (according to Mommsen’s dating) or 28 A.D.  26 A.D. appears to be the correct year, since this allows for the three and one half year ministry of Jesus with His death in 30 A.D., which is the only possible date of His death because His ministry began when He was thirty years old, lasted three and one-half years, and therefore, Jesus had to be born two years before the death of Herod the Great in 4 B.C.  (Jesus and family spent two years in Egypt waiting the death of Herod before returning to Nazareth.)

2.  “while Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was Tetrarch of Galilee,”

a.  In addition to placing us in the fifteenth year of the Emperor Tiberius, Luke tells us that Pontius Pilate was the governor of Judea, whom Tiberius had appointed to that position in 26/27 A.D. about the same time that John the Baptist began his ministry.


b.  At the same time Herod Antipas was tetrarch of Galilee.  A tetrarch was a ruler of one fourth of a kingdom or region.  The kingdom of Herod the Great was split into four parts upon his death by the Roman Emperor Augustus and divided among his sons: Herod Antipas and Philip the tetrarch.  The fourth part (Judea) was kept by the Emperor and ruled by his appointed governor, Pilate.  “Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee and Perea (4 b.c.e.–39 c.e.), overstepped Jewish sensibilities by constructing his new capital city, Tiberias, on a graveyard (i.e., on unclean ground), and placing images in public places.  His loyalty to Rome and concomitant concerns of a political nature led to his unpopular imprisonment and later execution of John the Baptist—an action likely reserved in the memory of Luke’s audience already, and in any case noted in the immediate co-text (3:19–20).  According to Luke, he also had a role in the execution of Jesus (cf. 23:6–12; Acts 4:27).”

3.  “however his brother Philip was Tetrarch of the territory of Ituraea and Trachonitis,”

a.  “Philip was the son of Herod the Great and Cleopatra of Jerusalem, born 22/21 b.c.  In the settlement of Herod the Great’s will, Augustus appointed him tetrarch over the northern part of Herod the Great’s domain: Gaulanitis, Auranitis, Batanea, Trachonitis, Paneas, and Ituraea.”
  Herod Philip was the other brother of Herod Antipas, and the first husband of Herodias (Mt. 14:3; Mk 6:17).”
  Herod Philip is not the same brother of Herod Antipas as Philip the tetrarch, who is also one of the sons of Herod the Great.  Herodias divorced Philip to marry Antipas, which John the Baptist denounced resulting in his beheading.  “Philip reigned from 4 b.c.e. to 34 c.e. in a largely Gentile area situated in the northeastern section of the former kingdom of Herod the Great.  Because of his locale and the makeup of his realm, he was able to take Hellenization much farther than his contemporaries to the south.”


b.  Ituraea is the area southwest of Damascus and Trachonitis is the territory south and southeast of Damascus.
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4.  “and Lysanias was Tetrarch of Abilene,”

a.  Lysanias is unknown historically by any other source.  Josephus mentions a ruler by this name, but he is not the same man and ruled at a different time.   He is not one of the sons of Herod the Great.  “Almost nothing is known of Lysanias, who reigned over Abilene, located to the north of the Sea of Galilee, from ca. 28 c.e. to ca. 29–37.”


b.  The territory of Abilene is named after the city of Abila, which is 16.5 miles northwest of Damascus.  The territory is west and northwest of Damascus.


c.  “Luke has been charged with a gross error in making Lysanias tetrarch of the Abilene at this time.  It is said that he confuses this man with the king Lysanias who ruled this territory previous to B.C. 36 and was murdered in that year.  The fact that the one was a king and the other, of whom Luke speaks, a tetrarch, seems to escape the critics, as does also an inscription that has been known for a century, a new and improved copy of which was found on the site of Abila.  It refers to the dedication of a temple and has the words ‘on behalf of the salvation of the Lords Imperial and their whole household’ by ‘Nymphaios, a freedman of Lysanias, the tetrarch.’   ‘The Lords Imperial’ can be only the emperor Tiberius and Julia, his mother.  The latter died A. D. 29, and thus the time of the inscription must come between A. D. 14 (or 12) and 29.  Luke is not in error.  He lived close to this time and in all his writings shows himself so exact and so thoroughly informed on all points.”

5.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Tiberius Caesar was ruler in the provinces two years before Augustus Caesar died.  Luke makes a six-fold attempt here to indicate the time when John the Baptist began his ministry.  Luke begins with the Roman Emperor, then mentions Pontius Pilate Procurator of Judea, Herod Antipas Tetrarch of Galilee (and Perea), Philip, Tetrarch of Iturea and Trachonitis, Lysanias, Tetrarch of Abilene.  The ancients did not have our modern system of chronology, the names of rulers as here being the common way. Objection has been made to the mention of Lysanias here because Josephus tells of a Lysanias who was King of Abila up to b.c. 36 as the one referred to by Luke with the wrong date.  But an inscription has been found on the site of Abilene with mention of ‘Lysanias the tetrarch’ and at the time to which Luke refers.”


b.  “Luke gives the setting of John’s ministry.  In fact, seven rulers are mentioned, working from the most comprehensive ruler down to the regional spiritual leaders.  This type of synchronic approach to dating fits ancient style, as well as being a part of OT dating, where the prophet’s call is placed alongside the rulers who governed during his ministry.  Tiberius ruled this region from a distance, so that the effect of his reign was present only through the governors and others under him.  Tiberius inherited his governmental system from Augustus, his stepfather, in a.d. 14.  Tiberius had been an effective general, but withdrew and pursued academic studies in Rhodes when it appeared that Augustus was grooming the son of his daughter Julia as the next emperor.  When that son died in battle, Tiberius quite logically became the heir.  The empire was divided into imperial provinces directly under the emperor’s care (e.g., Syria and Galatia) and senatorial provinces under the care of the Senate (e.g., Asia, Macedonia, and Achaea).  Rulers in these regions were either legates (military men in charge of the army) or prefects (also called procurators, administrative financial officers in charge of collecting taxes and keeping the peace).  Prefects were usually of lesser stature than legates.  Pontius Pilate was a prefect.  Sometimes rule was shared with regional figures who had developed a good relationship with the emperor.  Thus, in Judea of Jesus’ time, Herod Antipas ruled Galilee and Perea as tetrarch from 4 b.c. to a.d. 39.  He was a third-generation ruler of a family with deep ties to Rome.  His father, Herod the Great ruled a vast region that encompassed much of what had been ancient Israel.  But with his death in 4 b.c., his kingdom was split among his three sons: Archelaus, the eldest, received Judea and Samaria until his banishment in a.d. 6 (he died in a.d. 18).  Herod Antipas inherited Galilee and Perea, and their benevolent half-brother Philip received the northern Transjordan area.  Technically, they were all tetrarchs or, in effect, regional rulers.  With Archelaus’s banishment, the governing of the region became the domain of a succession of Roman prefects, but wise policy required that the prefect cooperate with his Herodian neighbors and be sensitive to his predominantly Jewish subjects.  John’s ministry stepped into this complex political situation.  Luke’s mention of Lysanius of Abilene has often been regarded as historical error.  The Lysanius mentioned by Josephus in Antiquities is too early to be mentioned here [by Luke] since he died in 36 b.c.  But the accusation of error ignores evidence of other inscriptions that attest to a later Lysanius who lived in the time of Tiberius.  In fact, the inscriptions may suggest that several dynasts of this period bore this name.  One cannot categorically identify the figure in the inscriptions with the figure mentioned by Luke, but what the evidence does show is that there is clearly more than one Lysanius in this region in this period.  Thus, even external evidence suggests that Luke’s mention is accurate.  The inscriptions seem to be confirmed by vague Josephean references to a Lysanius in a time period before Herod Agrippa I, Herod Antipas’s nephew and successor who ruled from a.d. 40 to 44.  As to the dates of Lysanius, the references are so few and obscure that they cannot be determined.”


c.  “John’s message began in the 15th year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, that is, a.d. 29.  [This does not take into account the two-year co-regency.]  Tiberius ruled over the Roman Empire from a.d. 14 to a.d. 37.  Pontius Pilate was appointed governor of Judea in a.d. 26 and ruled to a.d. 36.  The Herod here is Herod Antipas who ruled from Tiberius over Galilee from 4 b.c. to a.d. 39.  His brother Philip ruled to the east of the Jordan from 4 b.c. to a.d. 34. (See chart on the Herods below).  Little is known about Lysanias who ruled in Abilene, northwest of Damascus.”


d.  “It was customary to begin historical narratives by dating them according to the years of rulers and officials, both in Greco-Roman and Old Testament historiography, and often in introducing prophetic oracles or books (e.g., Is 1:1; 6:1).  Luke thus shows that John began preaching somewhere between September of a.d. 27 and October of a.d. 28 (or, less likely, the following year).”


e.  “The fifteenth year of Tiberius was the year ad 29.  Those scholars who suggest it could have been ad 27 base their reasoning on the fact that Tiberius was co-regent with Augustus for two years before the latter’s death.  However, this ignores the practical fact that this dating system fixed the commercial calendar, which would not change until Augustus’ death, as, although likely, there was no guarantee that Tiberius would outlive Augustus.  Moreover, it would insult Augustus [that’s an assumption] (who had graciously installed Tiberius) to change the dating system to a Tiberius datum.  So I am convinced that this text indicates that John the Baptist started his ministry in ad 29.  The territories governed by these rulers were those which Jesus’ ministry would impact (though its effect extended beyond these territories, e.g., Phoenicia and Syria).  The political figures, except Lysanias, were all involved with Christ’s ministry to a greater or lesser extent.”


f.  “Together, the names indicate that John began his public ministry about a.d. 27–29.   Even more, they establish the dark political ambience of the Roman/Palestinian governance.  All the civil names given here evoke wickedness and intrigue: Tiberius—Pilate—Herod—Philip—Lysanias.  The religious names—Annas and Caiaphas—[see the next verse] similarly project a degenerate priesthood.”


g.  “Luke, being a careful historian, dates the beginning of the Savior’s career by the year of the reigning emperor.  Tiberius was the adopted son of Augustus.  Since he succeeded to the throne in A.D. 14, his fifteenth year would be about A.D. 28 or 29.  The other personages named here were ruling in Palestine at the same time.  Pontius Pilate, who is mentioned again in connection with the trial of Jesus, was procurator (imperial governor) of Judea from A.D. 26 to 36.  He was responsible to the emperor for the welfare of the province.  A tetrarch was strictly the ruler of one quarter of a given territory.  Herod was Antipas, a son of Herod the Great, who ruled over Galilee and the territory east of the Jordan River. Ituraea, the realm of Philip, another son of Herod the Great, lay to the northeast of Galilee, and east of Mount Hermon.  Of Lysanias little is known, except that he was monarch of the little kingdom of Abilene on the eastern slope of the Lebanon mountains, northeast of Damascus.”


h.  “It is pretty well agreed that the years of the reign of Tiberius must be counted so as to include the two years in which, by a decree of the Senate, he ruled conjointly with his foster-father Augustus.  This may be the reason Luke uses HĒGEMONIA [=reign/rule] in designating his reign.  Augustus died on August 19 in the year 14; counting from the time of the joint reign, which began at the end of the year 11 or at the opening of the year 12, John's ministry began in the year 26.”
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