
() CHAPTER lJ 

BORN OF A VIRGIN? N. T Wrigl11

-- --

J
Esus' G IRTH USUALLY gets far more attention than its role in the 

New Testament warrants. Christmas looms large in our culture, 

outshining even Easler in the popular mind. Yet without Matthew 1-2 

and Luke 1-2 we would know nothing about it. Paul's gospel includes 

Jesus' Davidic descent, but apart from that could exist without mention 

of his birth. 1 One can be justified by faith with no knowledge of it. 

Likewise, John's wonderful theological edifice has no need of it: God's 

glory is revealed, not in the manger, but on the cross.' Yet try to express 

any New Testament theology without Jesus' death and resurrection, 

and you will find it cannot be done. "Man shall live for evermore," says 

the song, "because of Christmas Day." No, replies the New Testament. 

Because of Calvary, Easter, and Pentecost. 

Nevertheless, the birth stories have become a test case in various 

1� controversies. If you believe in miracles, you believe in Jesus' miracu

lous birth; if you don't, you don't. Both sides turn the question into ;i 

shihholcth, not 1nr its own s;1ke but to find out who's in and who's out. 

Tl1c 1nohk111 is th;1t 111iwclc, as used in these controversies, is not a bih-
1 ic,il L ,1 IL-gory. ThL· < ;ud oft he Hi hie is not a normally absent God who

'>(Jll1l'li111cs i111nvc11cs. This ( ;od is always present and active, often sur-

1irisi11gly so. 

Likcw1,c, ii yn11 licliL-vL' 1l1c l\i[ilc is true, you will believe the birth 

stmic,; ii yo11 do11·1. )"llJJ w1111'1. 1\g.1i11, the birth stories are insignificant 

in I hc111sclvcs; I hey I 1111, I 1,111 ;1s ;1 test lix beliefs about the Bible. 
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180 Marcus Borg 

had a remarkable birth i�.E�.!��i_vely late. _The stories of his birth are 
found only in the first two chapters of Matthew and Luke, both written 
near the end of the first century. Earlier writers (as well as the rest of 
the New Testament) do not refer to a special birth. Paul, our earliest 
writer, does not. Neither does Mark, our earliest gospel.' Moreover, 
though the gospel of John is probably later than Matthew and Luke, 
John does not include it, either. 

At the very least, this indicates that it was possible to write a gospel 
without mentioning the birth of Jesus. There are two possible explana
tions. The tradition of a special birth was old, but these authors either 
didn't know about it or didn't consider it important enough to include. 
Or the tradition didn't develop until quite late, and the reason most 
New Testament authors do not mention it is because the stories did not 
yet exist. The second option seems more likely to me, to a considerable 
extent because of the next two reasons. 

The second _reason ___ is the striking_ differences between, Matthew's 

birth �tory_and Luke's birtl:i �tory. Without being comprehensive, I note 
the following differences. 

1. The genealogy of Jesus. Both Matthew and Luke trace the ge
nealogy of Jesus back through Joseph to King David and be
yond.3 But the genealogies differ significantly. Matthew takes 

Jesus' ancestry back to Abraham, the father of Israel; Luke takes
it back to Adam, the father of the human race. Moreover, the ge
nealogies differ even when they are covering the same period of
time. From David forward, Solomon and the kings of Judah are
the ancestors of Jesus in Matthew; in Luke, the lineage goes 

through the prophet Nathan, not King Solomon.

2. The home of Mary and Joseph. In Luke, Mary and Joseph live in
Nazareth but because of the census travel to Bethlehem, where
the birth occurs in a stable. They go back home to Nazareth
after the birth. In Matthew, Mary and Joseph live in Bethlehem
and the birth occurs at home (not in a stable). The family then
moves to Nazareth after spending time in Egypt. Matthew has 

no trip to Bethlehem.

3. Birth visitors. In Matthew, "wise men from the East" follow a
special star to the place of Jesus' birth. Luke has neither wise men

THE MEANING OF THE BIRTH STORIES 181 

nor star but instead angels singing in the night sky to shepherds 
who then come to the manger. 

4. Herod's plot. In Matthew, Herod the Great orders the killing of
all male infants under the age of two in Bethlehem. The family
of Jesus escapes by fleeing to Egypt. Luke's story has neither
Herod's plot nor a trip to Egypt.

5. Use of the Hebrew Bible. Both Matthew and Luke use the Hebrew Bible extensively, but they use it differently. Matthew uses aprediction-fulfillment formula five times in his birth story: "Thistook place to fulfill that which was spoken by the prophet."'Luke, on the other hand, echoes language from the Hebrew Biblewithout treating it as fulfillment of prophecy, especially in thegreat hymns that he attributes to Mary (the "Magnificat") andZechariah (the "Benedictus").5 

There are other differences as well. But these are enough to makethe point that we have two very different stories. Though some of thedifferences can perhaps be harmonized, some seem irreconcilable. Third, the stories look like they have been composed to be overtures to each-gospeLi11;i·k "ihi·���t�al th�;;;�� of ea�h bi�thit��_y r�!l-�_ct thecer�!!:.1J_! _���e.s of.the gospel of w_hich they are . .'.1_!?.?!_t: For example, forMatthew Jesus is "the king of the Jews," and so his ancestry is tracedthrough the kings of Judah. For Luke, Jesus is a Spirit-anointed socialprophet, and so his ancestry includes prophets. For Matthew, Jesus is"one like unto Moses," and the story of Herod's plot calls to mind thestory of Pharaoh ordering the death of all newborn Hebrew boys in thetime of Moses. Luke emphasizes the spread of the gospel into the Gentile world (especially in the book of Acts), and so the ancestry of Jesusis traced back not simply to Abraham the father of the Jewish people,but to Adam, the father of Jew and Gentile alike. In short, the storieslook like the literary creation of each author.
Among these differences, there are some similarities. These includethe names of Jesus ' parents, his birth while Herod the Great was stillking, and the tradition of Jesus growing up in Nazareth. Beyond thesedetails, there are two major similarities: conception by the Spirit, andbirth in Bethlehem. I will leave the first until later in this chapter andcomment about the second now. How does one account for the common
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186 Marcus Borg 

and significance. Like the voice in the transfiguration story, it affirms, 
"This is my beloved son; listen to him." 16 

ThusJ_?o,_1.1<_:>t �.��. thestory of the virginal conception as a marvel of
biology that,,if true, proves that Jesus_reajly "\-Vas the Son of God. Rather, 
it i_�_<1n �-ai::lr.�h!t�!ia� n.�rn1tiyal cor1fession of faitli __ a_119_�ffir_Jl!�tion of 
allegiance _to Jesus. To say "What happened in Jesus was of the Spirit" is 
not a factual claim dependent upon a biological miracle, but a way of 
seeing Jesus that immediately involves seeing him as the decisive dis
closure of God. He�J_I19t posses��d by ,mo,tlier spir�!

,.
_�� so�� __ of his 

cr_���s ��id
? 
but was animated �yqo<l.'s Spi

2
it. This is the truth claim in 

the story of Jesus' conception by the Spirit of God. 
The truly important questions about the birth stories are not 

whether Jesus was born of a virgin or whether there was an empire
wide census that took Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem or whether there 
was a special star leading wise men from the East. The important ques
tions are, "Is Jesus the light of the world? Is he the true Lord? Is what 
happened in him 'of God'?" Answering these questions affirmatively 
lays claim to our whole lives. 

Much more could be said about the meanings of these stories for 
Christians. Like all good stories, their resonances are many. But I will 
conclude by noting one more dimension of meaning, which I owe to 
Meister Eckhart, a Christian mystic, theologian, and preacher from the 
thirteenth 'century. In one of his Christmas sermons, Eckhart spoke of 
the virgin birth as something that happens within us. That is, the story 
of the virgin birth is the story of Christ being born within us through 
the union of the Spirit of God with our flesh. Ultimately, the story of 
Jesus' birth is not just about the past but about the internal birth in us 
in the present. 
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Questions for Reflection:

1. What does the virgin birth
mean to you?
2. Why is the virgin birth
important to the story of the
birth of Jesus?
3. What does it say theologically
about the Christ Child?; the
purpose & passion of God?




