John 1:1
Luke 2:4



 is the continuative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now; Then” with the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb ANABAINW, which means “to go up: went up.”


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


The active voice indicates that Joseph produced the action.


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

Then we have the adjunctive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “also” plus the nominative subject from the masculine singular proper noun IWSĒPH, meaning “Joseph.”  This is followed by the preposition APO plus the ablative of origin/source from the feminine singular article and proper noun GALILAIA, meaning “from Galilee.”

“Now Joseph also went up from Galilee,”
 is the preposition EK plus the ablative of origin from the feminine singular noun POLIS and the genitive of possession or identity from the feminine singular proper noun NAZARA, meaning “from the city of Nazareth.”  Then we have the preposition EIS plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular article and proper noun IOUDAIA, meaning “to Judea.”

“from the city of Nazareth to Judea,”
 is the preposition EIS plus the accusative of place from the feminine singular noun POLIS plus the genitive of possession or identity from the masculine singular proper noun DAUID, meaning “to the city of David.”  This is followed by the nominative subject from the feminine singular relative pronoun HOSTIS, meaning “which [city].”  With this we have the third person singular present passive indicative from the verb KALEW, which means “to be called: is called.”


The present tense is a descriptive present which describes what was occurring at that time.


The passive voice indicates that Bethlehem received the action of being called what it was called.


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

Then we have the nominative of appellation from the feminine singular proper noun BĒTHLEEM, transliterated as “Bethlehem.”

“to a city of David, which is called Bethlehem,”
 is the preposition DIA plus the accusative of cause (translated “because”) from the neuter singular articular present active infinitive of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: was.”  This infinitive is used with the accusative ‘subject of the infinitive’ from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS in the traditional Attic accusative-infinitive construction.  The noun/adjective in the accusative case functions as the ‘subject’ of the infinitive, which functions like a finite verb.  AUTOS is translated “he” and the infinitive is translated “was.”


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 Joseph produced the state of being of the house and family of David.


The infinitive is a causal infinitive with DIA in this construction.

Then we have the preposition EK plus the ablative of origin/source
 from the masculine singular noun OIKOS with the additive use of the conjunction KAI plus the feminine singular noun PATRIA, meaning “from the house and family.”
  Finally, we have the genitive of relationship from the masculine singular proper noun DAUID, meaning “of David.”

“because he was from the house and family of David,”
Lk 2:4 corrected translation
“Now Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth to Judea, to a city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was from the house and family of David,”
Explanation:
1.  “Now Joseph also went up from Galilee,”

a.  Luke continues the story of the birth of Jesus by transitioning us from what everyone was required to do in regard to being registered for the census and what Joseph personally did.  He also obeyed the decree of the government and went up from Galilee to his home town of Bethlehem.  The spiritual principle in this statement is that we are obligated by God to obey the governing authorities, just as Paul teaches in Rom 13:1ff.


b.  The reason the verb to go up is used is because Joseph had to travel from an 1200 foot above sea level elevation down to the elevation of the Jordan River (800 feet below sea level) and then make a 3600 foot ascent in the last fifteen miles to Jerusalem and then another five miles south from Jerusalem to Bethlehem (at 2500 foot elevation).  So he and Mary were literally walking up hill most of the last one-fifth of the trip.


c.  Luke notes that Joseph came from Galilee, which is where he now had his home.  His family was originally from Bethlehem, but he now resides in Galilee, about one hundred miles north of Bethlehem.

2.  “from the city of Nazareth to Judea,”

a.  Luke then identifies for his Gentile readers, who may be unfamiliar with the geography of Palestine, that Joseph is from the city of Nazareth in Galilee and went from there to the district or region of Judea.  


b.  “Judea” was the name given to what used to be known as the southern kingdom of Israel, which was made up of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin.  Jerusalem was the capital of this district or region not only under the Jews, but also under Greek control of the area.  The Romans established their capital on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea at Caesarea Philippi.

3.  “to a city of David, which is called Bethlehem,”

a.  The title “the city of David” properly belongs to the city of Zion, that is, Jerusalem, and is used this way throughout the Old Testament.  Therefore, the better translation here is “a city of David.”


b.  Luke continues the further identify Joseph’s final destination as a city belonging to David, mentioned in 1 Sam 17:12, “Now David was the son of the Ephrathite of Bethlehem in Judah, whose name was Jesse, and he had eight sons.  And Jesse was old in the days of Saul, advanced in years among men.”  Boaz, the hero in the story of Ruth, was also from Bethlehem.

c.  The name Bethlehem means “house of bread” and is “located on the edge of the desert of Judah, 5 miles south of Jerusalem, 2500 ft above sea level, situated on a rocky spur of the mountains of Judah just off the main road to Hebron and Egypt.  In 1 Chr 2:51 Salma the son of Caleb is described as the ‘father of Bethlehem’.  In Gen 35:19; 48:7 it is recorded that Rachel was buried in Bethlehem.  Bethlehem is the stage for the love story of Ruth and Boaz (Ruth 4:11).  Though Bethlehem became an insignificant town after the time of David, Micah 5:2 indicates its future fame.  Matthew and the Gospel of John acknowledge this to be a prophecy of the birth of the Messiah (Mt 2:5f; Jn 7:42).”

4.  “because he was from the house and family of David,”

a.  Luke then indicates the reason why Joseph went to the city of Bethlehem.  Joseph was originally from the house and family of David, which means that he was probably born in Bethlehem and may have grown up there, or his family moved from there to Nazareth, where his father and he could get work helping build the Roman city of Tiberias on the west coast of Lake Galilee.


b.  This statement clearly identifies Joseph as being a descendent in the lineage of King David.  This was important for Gentile readers to connect the lineage of Jesus with the lineage of David.  Even though Joseph was not the genetic father of Jesus, he was the “adopted” father of Jesus, and Roman society honored the “adopted” son of a man as he true heir regardless of genetics.


c.  “On an OT basis the ‘house of David’ is also used in Lk 1:27, 69; 2:4.  What is meant is the royal race of David.  The term occurs especially in the story of the nativity (1 Sam 20:16; 1 Kg 12:16; 13:2).”

5.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “The attention [of Luke’s story] narrows specifically to the family of the child, Joseph and Mary.  The reference to their ‘going up’ from Nazareth to Bethlehem is natural, since ‘to go up’ is often used for journeys and since Bethlehem is at a higher elevation than Nazareth.  If they bypassed Samaria, Bethlehem was some ninety miles from Nazareth and almost seven miles south-southwest of Jerusalem.  In going to Bethlehem, Joseph is obedient to the Roman government.  The choice of different prepositions in the verse to describe leaving Nazareth (ek), the town, and leaving (apo) Galilee, the district, makes clear the distinction between departure from two distinct types of geographical units.  The focus of Lk 2:4 is the Davidic connection, since Joseph’s Davidic ancestry is mentioned alongside Bethlehem as the city of David.  The mention of Bethlehem as the city of David is a little surprising, since in the OT this description is normally limited to Zion, that is, to Jerusalem (e.g., 2 Sam. 5:7, 9; 6:10, 12, 16).  In fact, the description argues strongly against Lucan creation of this material and for his use of tradition from a Semitic source, since the LXX does not refer to Bethlehem as the city of David.  Thus, Bethlehem as the city of David argues strongly for a Palestinian source for Lk 2:1–20, with 1 Sam 17:12, 58 supplying the background.  Bethlehem’s association as the birthplace of the ruler is suggested by Micah 5:1–2.  Luke does not explicitly mention this prophetic connection, so whether he is consciously alluding to this text, as Mt 2:6 does, is not certain. Luke may be only presenting the event and allowing those who know the Scripture to make the association.  What is clear is that the Davidic and regal connections of Jesus are again being stressed by Luke, as they were in Lk 1:31–35.  The journey comes because Joseph is of the Davidic family.  It is clear that Joseph did not own a home in Bethlehem, since if he did they would hardly have stayed at an inn, much less a stable, upon their arrival.  Ancestral registration is the only possible explanation for the trip.  Significantly, the ancestry goes back to David.”


b.  “Like the others, Joseph travels to his ‘own town’—a phrase clarified in the hendiadys of Lk 2:4 (house and family) to mean ‘ancestral town’ or ‘place of origin’.  This is the first time in the account of Jesus’ birth that Joseph does anything, though even here he is introduced to us primarily in his relationship to Mary and in his inherited status in the line of David.  Both the description of his journey as a ‘going up’ and the designation of his destination as ‘the city of David’ invite the reader to speculate that he is traveling to Jerusalem.  Luke upsets such expectations by identifying Joseph’s destination and identifying the city of David as Bethlehem.  In this narrative aside, Luke intrudes briefly to render explicit that Joseph is fulfilling the Scriptures and, thus, fulfilling God’s own purpose.  The divine purpose at work here has already been made transparent.  In his announcement of Jesus’ birth, Gabriel had noted that Jesus would be given the throne of his ancestor David (Lk 1:32, 35), and these sentiments were echoed in Zechariah’s Song (Lk 1:69, 78).  Moreover, Luke had introduced Joseph as ‘of the house of David’ (Lk 1:27).  The present passage indicates how the program introduced by the angel, itself an echo of the divine purpose expressed in 2 Sam 7:12–16, is fulfilled.  Like David, Jesus hails from Bethlehem (1 Sam 16; 17:12–16, 58); born in Bethlehem, he is of the house of David.  One also hears in the background of Luke’s account an echo of Micah 5:2.  In Lk 1:32–33, Gabriel notes that Jesus will rule over Israel forever, and now Luke informs his audience that a descendant of David has come to the city of David.  Without a doubt, this repertoire of elements has been drawn in part from Micah 5:2, with the result that Luke again underscores how the story of Jesus is nothing less than the continuation of God’s story of redemptive interaction with His people, that the unfolding narrative of Jesus’ appearance is the expression of His saving purpose.  As often in biblical narrative, then, we find here a conjunction of intentions.  On one level, Joseph’s journey is the consequence of the almighty decree of Augustus.  On another, even the universal rule of Augustus is conceived as subordinate to another purpose, the aim of God.  One may call this ironic, as if Rome is made unwittingly to serve a still greater Sovereign.  But it is also prophetic, for it reveals the provisional nature of even Roman rule.”


c.  “Pottery samples suggest a recent migration of people from the Bethlehem area to Nazareth around this time; Joseph’s legal residence is apparently still Bethlehem, where he had been raised.”


d.  “Joseph and Mary appeared to be helpless pawns caught in the movements of secular history, but every move was under the hand of Almighty God.  The Messiah would indeed be born in tiny, insignificant Bethlehem!”
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