
A Chronological Framework for the Public Ministry of Jesus Christ
Part 2: The Commencement of Jesus’ Ministry



The Importance of Developing a Framework

• It affords us the opportunity to place the events of Jesus in their 
rightful place in history – like a mental peg board.

• It enables us to see the events in the life of Christ in their rightful 
order. Christ did not live life haphazardly. “I glorified Thee on the 
earth, having accomplished the work which Thou hast given Me to 
do” (John 17:4).

• “If one is convinced of a grammatical-historical interpretation of the 
New Testament, one should attempt to deal with the chronological 
notes in the Gospels in order to give one a proper historical 
perspective to the life of Christ” (Hoehner).
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Building the Framework

Many biblical scholars have spent their lifetimes seeking to discover the 
chronologies of both Old and New Testaments. They have laboriously 
searched out the internal witness of the Scriptures as well as the 
known inscriptions and histories that have survived to the present 
time. While much progress has been made, we should say from the 
outset that there are still many unresolved problems that may never be 
answered in this life. However, there is so much that is known, that we 
should be encouraged. We should not stumble over issues that are not 
central to the story of the life of Jesus, nor be concerned that the data 
does not resolve all of the discrepancies. The truth is that we can know 
Him better than we have in the past – and serve Him with gratitude. 
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Herod Antipas
4 BC – 39 AD
Tetrarch of Galilee & 
Peraea

Herod Philip
4 BC – 34 AD
Tetrarch of Gaulonitis, 
Trachonitis, Batanaea, 
and Paneas 

Archelaus
4 BC – 6 AD
Tetrarch of Judea, 
including Samaria & 
Idumaea
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Two Concrete Limits

• terminus a quo, term from which; also used specifically in dating to 
indicate the starting-point of a period (OED). The earliest possible 
date of a non-punctual event, era, period, etc.

• terminus ad quem, term to which; used to indicate the finishing-
point of a period (OED). The latest possible date of a non-punctual 
event, era, period, etc.
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B.C. to A.D. - No Zero!

A person who was born in 10 B.C. 
and died in A.D. 10 would have died 
at the age of 19, not 20.
• 10-9 B.C. = 1 year old
• 9-8 = 2 years old
• 8-7 = 3 years old
• 7-6 = 4 years old
• 6-5 = 5 years old
• 5-4 = 6 years old
• 4-3 = 7 years old

• 3-2 = 8 years old
• 2-1 = 9 years old
• 1 B.C. to 1 A.D. = 10 years old
• 1 A.D. to 2 A.D. = 11 years old
• 2 A.D. to 3 A.D. = 12 years old
• 3 A.D. to 4 A.D. = 13 years old
• 4 A.D. to 5 A.D. = 14 years old
• Etc.
• 9 A.D. to 10 A.D. = 19 years old
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The Death of Herod the Great

• According to two Gospel writers, Jesus was born in Bethlehem before 
King Herod died. “Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in 
the days of Herod the king…” (Mt. 2:1; cf. Lk. 1:5).

• Flavius Josephus records that there was an eclipse of the moon 
shortly before Herod’s death. At midday, a group of about 40 young 
men went up to the roof of the Temple “and pulled down the eagle 
and cut it up with axes before the many people who were gathered in 
the Temple.” An officer of Herod caught them, and they were all 
condemned to death. They were sent to Jericho and burned alive. 
“And on that same night there was an eclipse of the moon.” 
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The Death of Herod the Great

• “This eclipse of the moon (which is the only eclipse of either of the 
luminaries mentioned by our Josephus in any of his writings) is of the 
greatest consequence for the determination of the time for the death 
of Herod and Antipater, and for the birth and entire chronology of 
Jesus Christ. It happened March 13th, in the year of the Julian period 
4710, and the 4th year before the Christian era” (footnote in Josephus; 
lunar eclipses occur when the earth comes between the sun and the 
moon).

• After Herod’s death, there was a Passover, and the first day would 
have been April 11, 4 B.C.
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The Death of Herod the Great

• Josephus records that Herod reigned for 37 years from the time of his 
appointment in 40 B.C. and 34 years from his conquest of Jerusalem 
in 37 B.C. Using inclusive counting, this places Herod’s death in 4 B.C. 
The 34th year of his reign would have begun on March 29, 4 B.C. 

• Herod willed his kingship to Archelaus, who was deposed by Caesar in 
6 A.D. - in the 10th year of his reign (he was banished to Vienna). 
Counting backward, his reign began in 4 B.C.

• Herod’s “death would have occurred some time between March 29 
and April 11, 4 B.C. Therefore, for these reasons, Christ could not 
have been born later than March/April of 4 B.C. (terminus ad quem).”
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Quirinius

• “Now it came about in those days that a decree went out from Caesar 
Augustus, that a census should be taken of all the inhabited earth. 
This was the first census taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria” 
(Lk. 2:1-2).

• This census took place just before the birth of Christ, so He could not 
have been born before the census.

• “The exact year of this census, which would mark the terminus a quo 
of Christ’s birth, is difficult to pinpoint, but it was probably taken 
sometime between 6 and 4 B.C., preferably the later part of this span 
of time. This fits well with both Matthew’s and Luke’s chronologies…” 
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Summary

• “It is clear that Christ was born before Herod the Great’s death and 
after the census. In looking at the birth narratives of Matthew and 
Luke one would need to conclude that Christ was born of Mary within 
a year or two of Herod’s death. In looking to some of the other 
chronological notations in the Gospels, the evidence led to the 
conclusion that Christ was born in the winter of 5/4 B.C. Although the 
exact date of Christ’s birth cannot be known, either December, 5 B.C. 
or January, 4 B.C. is most reasonable. 

• The traditional date for the birth of Christ (from Hippolytus, c. 165-
235 A.D.) has been December 25th. Also, Chrysostom (345-407 A.D.).
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Commencement of Christ’s Public Ministry

• “Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, when 
Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was tetrarch of 
Galilee, and his brother Philip was tetrarch of the region of Ituraea 
and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was tetrarch of Abilene, in the high 
priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John, 
the son of Zacharias, in the wilderness” (Lk. 3:1-2).

• Jesus’ ministry commenced after John baptized Jesus.
• The terminus a quo for Christ’s ministry, therefore, is linked to John 

the Baptist.
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Commencement of Christ’s Public Ministry

• Luke 3:1-2 provides 6 chronological notations:
1. Tiberius Caesar (15th year)
2. Pontius Pilate (26 A.D. to 36 or 37 A.D.)
3. Herod Antipas (deposed in 39 A.D.)
4. Herod Philip died (34 A.D.)
5. Lysanias (cannot be dated)
6. Caiaphas was high priest (18 A.D. until Passover, 37 A.D.)

• Based upon these dates, the broad limits for the beginning of John 
the Baptist’s ministry are 26 A.D. to the Passover of 37 A.D.
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Commencement of Christ’s Public Ministry

• The fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar.
• The first year of Tiberius’ reign would have extended from August 19, 

A.D. 14 and his fifteenth year, from September 21 A.D. 28 to October 
8, A.D. 29.

• “If Jesus was born around the winter of 5/4 B.C., then the beginning 
of His ministry could have been soon after the beginning of John’s, 
possibly before the Passover of A.D. 29 (John 2:13)” (Hoehner).
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“Forty-Six Years to Build This Temple”

“Jesus answered them, ‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will 
raise it up.’ The Jews then said, ‘It has taken forty-six years to build this 
temple, and will you raise it up in three days?’ But he was speaking 
about the temple of his body” (John 2:19-21, ESV).
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“Forty-Six Years to Build This Temple”

• “It was at this time, in the eighteenth year of his reign, after the 
events mentioned above, that Herod undertook an extraordinary 
work, (namely) the reconstructing of the temple of God at his own 
expense, enlarging its precincts and raising it to a more imposing 
height. For he believed that the accomplishment of this task would be 
the most notable of all the things achieved by him, as indeed it was, 
and would be great enough to assure his eternal remembrance” 
(Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews).

• Herod became king in 37 B.C. The temple, then, was begun in 20/19 
B.C. [37-18= 19].
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“Forty-Six Years to Build This Temple”

• There are two Greek words translated “temple.” One refers to the 
whole sacred area which includes three courts or enclosures (not 
completed until A.D. 63). The second refers to the sacred building 
itself.

• In John’s Gospel, he records that the Jews were talking about the 
destruction of the temple edifice.

• Herod’s rebuilding of the temple edifice took 1 year and 6 months. 
Therefore, beginning in 20/19 B.C., the sanctuary would have been 
completed in 18/17 B.C. Adding 46 years to this figure brings it up to 
29/30 A.D. The Jews’ statement would mean that the temple edifice 
had stood for 46 years (perfective aorist = had stood).
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“Forty-Six Years to Build This Temple”

• The Jews were asking Jesus how He would be able to raise up in three 
days the temple edifice which had stood for 46 years.

• This means that Jesus’ first Passover was in the spring of A.D. 30. 
• Jesus was probably baptized in the summer or autumn of A.D. 29. 

Therefore, there was a period of anywhere from 4 to 9 months 
between His baptism by John and the first Passover of His ministry.
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Commencement of Christ’s Public Ministry

• “And when He began His ministry, Jesus Himself was about thirty 
years of age, being supposedly the son of Joseph…” (Lk. 3:23).

• It is conceivable that John began his ministry in the early part of A.D. 
29. If this is true, then Jesus would have been thirty-two years of age 
with His thirty-third birthday approaching in December of A.D. 29 or 
January of A.D. 30.
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