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A New Look to 
the Whole World 

CHRISTMAS MEMORIES 

My earliest memories of Christmas are inextricably tied 

to church experiences. The Octavia Freewill Baptist Church 

sat nestled in a holler in the hills of eastern Kentucky, just a 

mile or so fr om the little trailer in which I grew up. When I 

was a kid, that white, two-level cinder block building felt like 

an extension of my own home. I loved going to church, espe-

cially at Christmastime. Every year, kids would receive a “poke,” 

a brown paper bag of fr uit, nuts, and candy. I assumed everyone 

everywhere received the same. I only learned later that this was 

an Appalachian custom that began in the late 1800s, when such 

items were considered a treat, a bit more extravagant than your 

average grocery order. 

We also put on our own Christmas pageant each year. 

Someone would assume the role of director, and other members 

of the church would be assigned roles, all of us playing our 

CHAPTER 1
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part to act out the story of Jesus’s birth, the announcement to 

the shepherds, and the visit of the magi. I was so excited each 

year to discover what my role would be. One year, I turned in 

a particularly riveting performance as a sheep. People are still 

talking about it decades later.1

The original building burned during the Christmas season 

in 1984, and each year I hang on my own tree an ornament 

salvaged from the charred remains of what had been our 

community hub. Sometimes I swear I can still smell a hint of 

smoke on it. Placing that ornament in a prominent location 

each year reminds me of those dear people and that sacred place 

that shaped my earliest memories of both Jesus and Christmas. 

My first interactions with the Christmas story came in a 

small Sunday school class in the basement of that church. It may 

surprise you to learn that we were a technologically sophisticated 

community in Appalachia in the 1980s: We didn’t just read 

stories; we flannelgraphed them. If this is a new concept for 

you, just know that flannel boards were the height of creative 

technology in their time. Imagine a board of some kind, covered 

in flannel fabric, resting on an easel. The teacher would place 

cutouts of Bible characters, often made of flannel or sometimes 

paper backed with flannel or sandpaper, on the board and tell 

us a story while moving the figures around. It was telling and 

showing, and I was always glued to the action. 

That is how the Christmas story was first brought to life for 

me, in a simple way that conveyed the birth of Jesus as a gift that 

would change the world. As the events of Jesus’s birth unfolded 

before our eyes through two-dimensional cutouts, we learned the 

key details of the Christmas story: the annunciation to Mary, the 
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journey to Bethlehem, the announcement to the shepherds, and 

the visit of the magi were all cemented into our imaginations. 

At an early age, I could offer, in detail, my understanding of 

how the Christmas story happened. Yet something was missing 

in that framework. We paid attention to the characters and 

their actions, but we didn’t give any time or attention to the 

background against which they performed them. The facts of 

Jesus’s life—when and where he was born or the political and 

economic realities of his world—were completely absent from 

our readings of these stories. That, I have come to learn, is 

unfortunate and significant because it causes us to miss a key 

piece of Jesus’s story. 

Jesus’s birth did not happen in a vacuum. He was born 

in a particular time, in a particular place, in particular 

circumstances—all of which dramatically affected the events 

of his life. While I love and have a deep place of sentimental 

attachment to our Christmas hymns, the world into which 

he was born was not peaceful, still, or silent. The world that 

welcomed the first cries of the Christ Child was violent, chaotic, 

and tumultuous. 

We are all shaped by our contexts. The times and places in 

which we live mold us in ways we don’t always realize. Growing 

up in that Appalachian holler, my worldview was shaped by both 

the joy and the struggle of that context. No doubt, where and 

when you were born have played a similar developing role in your 

becoming. The same is true of Jesus. The world he entered was 

as much a character in his story—the first character, in fact—as 

Peter or Mary Magdalene. Just as the characters are placed on the 

felt board of the flannelgraph, so we, like Jesus, are placed onto 
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our own background, not as quiet observers, but as active partic-

ipants in shaping who we become and how our stories play out. 

To fully appreciate the Christmas story now, we must 

first consider the story’s background and context. To discover 

the meanings of Jesus’s birth for our own time, we must first 

understand the challenge of his birth into a world that was 

not hospitable to his message. Specifically, when Jesus was 

born, Rome ruled his world, and Caesar ruled Rome. That is 

an indispensable fact for understanding his story. A central 

question, then, is this: What was the impact of Roman rule on 

Jesus’s life? That will be the focus of this chapter. 

BECOMING AUGUSTUS 

One of the most glossed-over lines in Luke’s Christmas story 

comes at the beginning of his narration of Jesus’s birth. Before 

Joseph and Mary make the journey to Bethlehem, Luke situates 

the story of Jesus within the reign of Rome’s first emperor, 

Caesar Augustus: 

In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world 
should be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while 
Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered.

(Luke 2:1-3)

Luke gets a little of his history wrong here, but I think we can 

cut him some slack. He was, after all, writing at least seventy and 

perhaps more than one hundred years after the birth of Jesus. 

The census he mentions did not happen at the time of Jesus’s 

birth (often dated 4–6 bce). This census was about counting 
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people for the purpose of taxing them, which is never a popular 

idea, especially when your land and people are being controlled 

by a foreign empire that views people and property as a means 

to enrich itself. The other issue with Luke’s use of this census 

is that a census wouldn’t require people to travel to their ances-

tral homes to be counted. If you live and work around Nazareth, 

why would you be counted and taxed in Bethlehem? However, 

Luke is a creative writer, and he knows that the Messiah needs 

to be born in Bethlehem. He also knows that Jesus was from 

the small, insignificant town of Nazareth. The census becomes 

Luke’s mechanism to bring Mary and Joseph to the right zip 

code for Jesus to be born. 

The truth is, if Jesus of Nazareth had never been born, if the 

night sky had never exploded with a choir of angels announcing 

the good news of a savior’s birth, history would still have recorded 

the story of a peace-bringing son of God who was credited with 

saving the world. His name was Octavian, who later became 

Caesar Augustus. While Luke’s census history is a bit off, one 

detail that he gets spot on is that when Jesus was born, Caesar 

Augustus ruled his world. Augustus was not just any ruler; he 

was the first Roman emperor. He consolidated the republic’s 

sprawling territories into an empire under his complete 

authority. Luke’s mention of Augustus is a subtle reminder to his 

readers that Jesus entered a world defined by Rome’s authority, 

bureaucracy, and control. A census forcing Mary and Joseph 

to make the journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem reflects this 

reality. It was a world where Augustus counted and cataloged 

human lives and in which decrees from a faraway ruler could 

move entire populations. By situating the Nativity within this 
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context, Luke makes a profound statement: Jesus’s birth was not 

only a religious event but also a historical one. It happened amid 

the real, often harsh, political realities of his world.

While almost everyone knows the name Jesus of Nazareth 

today, the marquee in his world had one name up in lights: 

Caesar Augustus. Who was he? How did the man born Gaius 

Octavius find himself in charge of most of the known world? 

And, most important, how does his story intersect with and 

impact the story of Jesus? 

Before he was given the title Augustus, Octavian—the 

name modern historians use to refer to him before he became 

emperor—flew under the radar. He was often sick, physically 

weak, and didn’t fit the mold of the impressive, battle-hardened 

leaders of the ancient world. His path to power was unlikely and 

hinged on the aftermath of an event that changed history: the 

assassination of his uncle, Julius Caesar. 

On the Ides of March (March 15) 44 bce, Julius Caesar was 

surprised and overwhelmed by a group of Roman senators who 

stabbed him some twenty-three times. The senators claimed 

they were engaging in an act of liberation, an attempt to save 

the Republic from a wannabe king. While Rome was a Republic, 

during times of emergency, the government would appoint a 

dictator, a temporary position giving one man supreme authority 

to deal with a crisis. Normally, Rome was run by two consuls who 

shared power, with the Senate acting as a check and balance; 

dictatorship was meant to be rare and, importantly, temporary. 

While Julius Caesar had held this role several times in the 

past, in February 44 bce, a month before his assassination, the 

Senate made him “dictator for life.” He didn’t stage a military 
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coup; instead, he used his influence, and perhaps some subtle 

arm-twisting, to secure his lifetime position via a legal act of the 

Senate. As dictator, Caesar could bypass most of the traditional 

Republican checks on his power. He could propose laws, appoint 

magistrates, control the treasury, and command armies without 

the usual limits that came with Republican offices. Many senators 

feared that this was the first step toward monarchy, making 

Caesar a king in all but title. 

Then came March 15. The assassination of Julius Caesar 

threw Rome into utter chaos, and that chaos was soon followed 

by multiple civil wars that lasted thirteen years. Before his 

death, Caesar had, in his will, adopted his nephew Octavian to 

be his heir. When the dust settled, it was Octavian who stood 

alone as the leader of Rome. Shortly after, the Roman Senate 

conferred upon him the title Augustus, which means something 

like “the revered one.” His victory in the civil wars that followed 

Caesar’s assassination had not only saved Rome from collapse, 

but also, according to Roman poets, ushered in a new golden age 

for the Roman people. Augustus was no mere man; he was the 

embodiment of Roman ideals and values: order, victory, peace, 

stability, and tradition. 

His ascension to the role of princeps (meaning “first 

person”) blurred the lines between religion and politics. The 

Roman imperial cult honored the new Roman emperor as 

divine, especially in the eastern part of the empire, through 

public rituals, temples, and sacrifices, as a means of showing 

loyalty to the Roman state. To revere and, in some parts of the 

empire, worship Augustus was an act of patriotism. 
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This merging of politics and religion is clearly evident in 

an inscription discovered in the 1890s. The Priene Calendar 

Inscription is a Greek inscription dated to 9 bce. It was 

rediscovered in the city of Priene, in what today is western 

Turkey. It records a decree from the Roman provincial assembly 

of Asia that announced that the birthday of Augustus would now 

mark the beginning of the new year. Augustus was not just in 

charge of the empire; now time itself would be ordered around 

him. For our purposes, it is the content of the inscription to 

which we need to pay attention. 

Since the providence that has divinely ordered our existence 
has applied her energy and zeal and has brought to life the 
most perfect good in Augustus, whom she filled with virtues 
for the benefit of mankind, bestowing him upon us and our 
descendants as a savior—he who put an end to war and will 
order peace, Caesar, who by his epiphany exceeded the hopes 
of those who prophesied good tidings, not only outdoing 
benefactors of the past, but also allowing no hope of greater 
benefactions in the future; and since the birthday of the god 
first brought to the world the good tidings residing in him. 
. . . For that reason, with good fortune and safety, the Greeks 
of Asia have decided that the New Year in all the cities should 
begin on 23rd September, the birthday of Augustus . . . and 
that the letter of the proconsul and the decree of Asia should 
be inscribed on a pillar of white marble, which is to be placed 
in the sacred precinct of Rome and Augustus.2

I imagine the language parallels to the story of Jesus are leaping 
off the page as we read each line. Caesar was sent by providence 
to be a savior and peace-bringer. His epiphany is good tidings 
(good news) for the whole world. He is also called divine, a god. 
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When the first followers of Jesus began to proclaim him as the 
risen Messiah, a savior and peace-bringer, and to share stories 
about his birth and the good news of great joy it brought, all 
of that had already been applied to Augustus. The Christmas 
stories and the story of Jesus as a whole are told in language and 
expressed through titles that expose the tension between two 
competing visions for the world: the Roman Empire and the 
kingdom of God. 

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Let’s take a moment to explore some of the titles that were 
claimed by Augustus and held in subversive counterclaim by 
Jesus’s followers. This list is not exhaustive, but it gives a brief 
survey of the key contested titles and how each group understood 
and applied them.

Son of God 
After Julius Caesar’s murder in March of 44 bce, Rome 

was a political pressure cooker. In July of the same year, during 

funeral games held in Caesar’s honor, a bright comet appeared 

in the daytime sky for about seven days. The Romans believed 

deeply in omens, and this one arrived at the perfect moment for 

the young Octavian. Because the comet was widely interpreted 

as Caesar’s soul ascending to the heavens, Octavian used this 

fortuitous event as propaganda to bolster his claim to power and 

authority.  It was proof that Caesar had taken his place among 

the gods, that he had become divine himself. Within two years, 

the rumor became true, as the Roman Senate declared Caesar, 

posthumously, as Divus Julius (the Divine Julius). 
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This move was central to Octavian’s transformation into 
Augustus because now he was officially, legally, the son of a god 
(by adoption). He declared as much in the coinage he minted. 
Coins were how news spread in the ancient world. If you wanted 
to go viral, you wouldn’t tweet about it; you’d make a coin. Many 
coins were minted featuring Augustus’s face, and many featured 
celestial images such as comets and symbols related to Jupiter, the 
supreme god of the Roman pantheon. Augustus was not claiming 
to be Jupiter; he was claiming that he had Jupiter’s divine favor 
and blessing. His rule was blessed and orchestrated by the gods, 
and Augustus himself was now, while living, considered divine. 
That was clear in the inscription, which declared Augustus to be 
the Divi Filius, or son of a god. Years later, during the reign of 
Augustus’s successor, Tiberius, Jesus would be handed a similar 
coin bearing Tiberius’s bust and a declaration of his divinity. 
This propaganda and these claims were not peripheral to Jesus’s 
life. They were front and center. 

Do you see, then, how the New Testament is in direct and 
dangerous tension with the Roman imperial propaganda? 
Twenty-three times in the Gospels and Paul’s letters, Jesus, not 
Caesar, is identified as “God’s son.” For example, in the Gospel 
of Mark, when Jesus emerged from the waters of baptism and 
the heavens were torn in two, the voice of God declared that 
Jesus, not Caesar, was the beloved Son of God: “You are my Son, 
the Beloved; with you I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11). And when 
the man with unclean spirits encountered Jesus, he recognized 
Jesus and his authority as being connected to God: “When he 
saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and bowed down before him, 
and he shouted at the top of his voice, ‘What have you to do with 
me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?’” (Mark 5:6-7).
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Discover the meaning of Christmas 
in its own time and place

Josh Scott beautifully brings the cultural, historical, 
and scriptural context of the Christmas story to life in a way 

that deepens understanding without losing wonder. This book 
gave me a fuller picture of Advent and why its message still has the power to 
challenge and inspire us today! Loved it!

—Leslie Nease, author, speaker, and host of Honoring the Journey podcast

Josh Scott reminds readers of the joy and wonder of Christmas and of 
finding hope in the midst of despair. By bringing out the historical contexts 
of the Nativity stories, he anchors Jesus in Jewish practice and belief even 
as he shows how the first-century issues of power and promise, empire and 
empathy remain matters worthy of attention today. 

—Amy-Jill Levine, Rabbi Stanley M. Kessler Distinguished Professor of New
Testament and Jewish Studies at Hartford International University for Religion and  
Peace; University Professor of New Testament and Jewish Studies Emerita and Mary 
Jane Werthan Professor of Jewish Studies Emerita at Vanderbilt University

This is a tremendously important book for our time. Scott 
skillfully takes the reader deep into the historical and 
cultural folds of the first Christmas and, importantly, 
shows us how Advent can help us dream 
new dreams. This book will forever 
change how you experience Advent, Jesus, 
and your faith. Highly recommended!

—Pete Nunnally, Episcopal priest and author of Catching Hope: The Hidden Spiritual 

Wisdom of Fishing

Josh Scott has been a pastor for the last two decades. He 
currently serves as the lead pastor at GracePointe Church. 
The focus of his work is reimagining, reframing, and 
reclaiming faith through a progressive Christian lens while 
making those concepts and ideas practically accessible. You 

can read his latest thoughts at joshscott.online. He lives near Nashville, 
Tennessee, with his wife Carla and five kids.

www.abingdonpress.com
Cover Design: Left Coast Design, Portland, OR
www.lcoast.com

Advent CVR_FNL.indd   1Advent CVR_FNL.indd   1 7/9/26   11:08 AM7/9/26   11:08 AM

Copyright © by Abingdon Press. All rights reserved.


