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The fate of theworld rests in the
hands, not of the powerful, but of the humble.
Thisis the message of Christ@ birth declared
by Luke® infancy narrative. The Lucan birth
narrative attacks and deconstructs the
illusions of power. What are those illusions?
They include theidea that because someone
has wealth or fame that they are free. How
many more tabloid stories on therich and
famous do we need to convince us that thisis
alie? Britney and her sister have wealth and
fame; Michael Vick has wealth and fame; we
could be here all day naming therich, the
famous and the deluded. The notion that
leaderswho have at their disposals armies and
navies and weaponry are the ones leading our
world is an illusion, according to thisinfancy
narrative in Luke chapter two. Theserulers
come and go, rise and fall. The first century
Roman historian got it right when he said, O'o
robbery, slaughter, plunder, they give the
lying name of empire; they make a
wilderness and call it peace.O How little
things have changed from the first century
to the twenty-first!

The meaning and significance of the
birth of Jesus Chist will elude usunlesswe
hear Luke@ message: the birth of that
child was God@denuncation of empire
and ruthlesspower. We now want to
consider the birth of Jesus, keeping in
mind that for three weeks now, we have
considered other birth storiesin the bible
in an effort to see what, if any light, they
can throw onto hisbirth. We have
considered Adam and Eve and the birth of
the original and originating human
predicament. We have looked at Hannah
and the birth of the great prophet, Samuel.
Last week we briefly noted the birth of
MosesUirst son by Zipporah, a child who
wasnamed Gershom or The Stranger.

Today we need to go outside of the bible
in our effortsto comprehend the birth of
Christ. We must consider the birth of
perhapsthe greatest Roman emperor who
ever lived, the emperor who decreed that
acensus be taken which led in turn to the
journey of Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem.
That emperor wasnone other than Caesar
Augustus.

How many times have we heard
Luke 2:1read? Oh those days adecree
went out from Caesar Augustusthat all
the world should be enrolled.O You and |
might simply read past that verse, noting it
assome kind of historical footnote that is
unimportant to the larger story of JesusO
birth, but those who lived at the time of its
telling would not have treated it that way.
Their ears would have perked up and the
telling of JesusChirth, with itslowly
manger and worshipping shepherds,
would have unfolded for them asthe great
dramait was. For from the beginning,
Luke hascreated a comparison between
Augustus and Jesus. Caesar Augustusis
not a mere prop on the stage but heis
juxtaposed to the Christ child at a critical
angle that allows us to see what we would
not otherwise see astrue about Jesus. You
are familiar with such ajuxtaposition in
history, whether you know it or not. | can
illustrate this point easly. If | say, Bull
Connor then you think ofE Martin Luther
King J. and the civil rights effortsin
Birmingham. If | say, Menachem Begin
and Anwar Sadat, you would think of
Jmmy Carter and the peace accords
between Egypt and Israd. If | say Saddam
Hussein, you think of George W. Bush and
thelraqgi war. These characters are not just
historical markers along the way, but they



tell astory and areforever linked to each
other in the telling of that story. It would
be difficult to explain their characters and
their meaning for history without
referencing the otherswho stand
juxtaposed to them. Likewise, Lukeis
telling usthat we cannot understand the
meaning and significance of JesusChirth
without reference to the Roman Emperor,
Octavian, the adopted son of Julius Caesar,
amanwho would have bestowed upon
him by the Senate the name, Augustus, or
ORevered.O | would suggest to you thatin
thefirst century at least, people who read
this birth account of Jesuswould have
been familiar with aspects of AugustusO
birth. Let@look at those and see what
they haveto tell us.

As | refer to the Roman historian,
Suetonius, and his history on the Lifeof
Caesar, | ask that you keep your eye on a
particular versein the second chapter of
Luke, verse eleven. Itiswhatthe angels
dedareto the shepherdswith regard to the
birth of Christ: for to you is born this day
in the city of David a Savior, who is
Christ the Lord. Within that verse aretwo
words or titles--Savior and Lord-- that
simply must be keptin mind aswe
consider the birth of Augustus. Now here
are some excerpts from Suetonius about
the birth of the divine Caesar.

(E afew months before Augustuswas
born a portent wasgenerally observed at
Rome, which gave warning that nature
waspregnant with aking for the Roman
people(E [94.3]E

When his mother, Atia, spent the
night in the temple of Apollo some ten
months prior to hisbirth, (e aserpent
glided up to her and shortly went away.
When she awoke, she purified herself, asif
after the embraces of her husband, and at
once there appeared on her body a mark
in colourslike a serpent, and she could
never get rid of itE Augustuswasborn
and wastherefore regarded asthe son of

Apollo. Atiatoo, before she gave him
birth, dreamed that her vitalswere borne
up to the stars and spread over thewhole
extent of land and sea, while Octavius
dreamed that the sun rose from Atia's
wombO[94 4].

So immediately we see that
Octavian@ birth ismarked by prophecies
and strange signs. While the serpent isnot
apositive symbol for us, it wasthe animal
attached to the god Apollo and so we see
that his mother, Atia, delivers thisgod@
child to the world and Octavian is ason of
agod. Dreams, portents and prophecies--
these are all attached to hisbirth narrative.
In the same way, the birth of Christin
Lukeisadorned by such. Let@ continue
with SuetoniusQlescription of the birth of
the Caesar of Rome. B

On the day of Octavian@ birth, the
Roman senate Qleclared that the Lord of
theworld had been born.O Thatword,
Lord, issometimestranslated as Ruler of
theworld but in the original language, itis
the same term used for Jesusin that
eleventh verse of Luke chapter two: Lord
[affirmasse dominum terrarum orbi
natum.'].

Suetonius also tells of when the
infant Augustus had disappeared one
morning but after along search, was
found Gon alofty tower with his face
towardstherising sun.O

So thus far we have seen not only
dreams and portents attached to the birth
of this spedal child, but we have also seen
thetitle, Q.ord of the world,Oused of him.
Hewasason of agod and hereflected the
glory of the sun or, to put it more clearly,
the Romans saw him asan embodiment of
light.

Across the Roman Empire, altars
were placed in honor of the divine Caesar
Augustus and inscriptions that referred to
him as GBavior of the worldOhave been
found.? Thistitle takes usimmediately

! Suetonius, Vita Divi Augusti, 94:5.
2 For example, such an inscription was found in the city of
Priene, near Ephesus, dating from 9 B.C. '[S]ince the



back to the eleventh versein which the
newborn baby Jesusisreferred to asthe
QordOand asOsvior.O

What are we to make of all this?
When we realize that Caesar Augustus
wasviewed asLord of the earth and
Savior of the World; that hewas
understood to be the embodiment of light
and that his having brought peaceN the
Pax RomanaN to the Roman Empire, then
we begin to realize how much this passage
in Luke would resonate throughout that
empire, touching some of the very titles
used of Augustus. Now when we hear the
angelsdeclaring, Peace On Earth! we must
listen to it against the backdrop of the
Roman Peace, purchased at thetip of a
sword and by the power of legions.

Thisis, it seemsto me, exactly
where Luke@ gospel would have usgo: to
not only acomparison of their remarkable
births, but to the great contrast betw een
thesetwo rulers. For what offended
Romans wasnot that titles such asthese
would be used of aheroN they used such
titles themselves. But what offended their
religious and political noses wasthat these
titteswere given to apoor Jewish child
from a backwater village in Galilee.
Consider the contrast:

On the one hand, the great Caesar
Augustus who commanded legions of tens
of thousands of soldiers and won peace by
outright force and raw power.

On the other hand, the humble
Christ child who had no armies, no navies,
no weapons but commanded the hearts of
lowly shepherds.

Caesar Augustus at whose birth the
Senate of the Roman Empire dedared the
Lord of the earth wasborn.

Caesar through his appearance(epiphanein) has exceeded the
hopes of all former good messages (exangelia), surpassing
not only the benefactors that came before him, but also
leaving no hope that anyone in the future will surpass him,
and since for the world the birthday of the god was the
beginning of his good messages (euangelia)...'

Jesus of Mary and Joseph, of whom
angels sang to shepherdsin afield and
whose birth washeralded in amanger
among lowing cattle.

Caesar Augustus, the adopted son
of Julius Caesar, born into the wealth and
power of that family.

Jesus the adopted son of Joseph, a
carpenter who wasborn in a manger
because therewasno room in theinn.

Caesar Augustus, son of Apollo,
who had minted onto his coinsthe phrase
O®n of god,Owore the titles of Emperor,
First Citizen, Pontifex Maximus, Chief
Priest, Prince of the Senate, Supreme
Commander, Invictus (Unconquered) in
short, Augustus, Majestical and Revered.

Jesus, son of the one God, Prince of
Peace, Emmanuel/ God-Is-With-Us, the
Good Shepherd, the Crucified and the
Risen Lord.

Luke wants usto grasp thisdash of
titles, this dash of the most powerful
prince of the earth with the humble child
born in Bethlehem. He wants usto grasp
the good newsthat all of the tyrants of the
world dressed in their splendor and
wielding the power and munitions of the
State cannot, will not abide but love born
in the bleak midwinter of our soul@
journey through thisworld, this great love
poured out in thelife of thishumble
Galilean from Nazareth would and forever
shape the history of the citizens of earth
and not only there, but would bring the
entire cosmos aching for reconciliation into
peace with God. Or asthat maiden of
Galilee hismother, Mary, sang in her
Magnificat:

God has brought down rulers from their
thrones but has lifted up the humble.

The kingdom and power of Caesar

Augustusliein thedust of history. The

kingdom and power of our Lord and

Savior, Jesus Christ, iswithout end.

Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah!
Amen.



