The Historical Jesus Matters

Tom Davis provides several lines of evidence that Jesus was a
real, physical person of history.

Introduction

Does the historical Jesus matter?

Can Christians get by with purely theological Jesus? Some
early Christians asked if faith needed philosophy to function.
They used Athens to represent philosophy and Jerusalem to
represent faith. In a similar way New Testament scholar Dale
Allison asks, “What can the historical Jesus of Athens have to
do with the biblical Christ of Jerusalem? Where two or three
historians are gathered together, can the biblical Christ be
in their midst?”{1} Allison thinks that by using historical
methodology we cannot connect the historical Jesus to the
Biblical Jesus. Faith and historical knowledge cannot be
completely reconciled. Is this the case?

While there are many biblical scholars that agree with
Allison’s view, there are other scholars that believe that the
historical Jesus and the biblical Jesus must be the same Jesus
in order for Christianity to be true. N. T Wright states, “The
Bible, after all, purports to offer not just ‘spiritual’ or
‘theological’ teachings but to describe events within the
‘natural’ world, not least the public career of Jesus of
Nazareth, a first-century Jew who lived and died within the
‘natural’ course of world history.”{2} New Testament scholar
Ben Witherington also calls out Allison’s way of thinking:

“The problem with this bifurcation is that despite numerous
attempts in this century to turn Christianity into a
philosophy of life, it is and has always been a historical
religion—one that depends on certain foundational events,
particularly the death and resurrection of Jesus, as having


https://probe.org/the-historical-jesus-matters/

happened in space and time. A faith that does not ground the
Christ of personal experience in the Jesus of history is a
form of docetic heresy, for it implies that what actually
happened in and during Jesus’ life is inconsequential to
Christian faith.”{3}

Wright and Witherington think that a methodology that does not
allow for the possibility of miracles is flawed. The 0ld
Testament and the New Testament claim that certain events
happened. Either these events happened in the real world, or
they did not. If these events happened in the real world, then
we can know about them using the same methods that historians
use to investigate any other historical event. Dale Allison
cannot have it both ways.

Craig Blomberg argues:

“An understanding of any religion depends heavily on the
historical circumstances surrounding its birth. This 1is
particularly true of Judaism and Christianity because of the
uniquely historical nature of these religions. Centered on
Scriptures that tell the sacred stories of God’s involvement
in space and time with communities called to be his people,
the Judeo-Christian claims rise or fall with the
truthfulness of those stories. For Christianity, the central
story 1is about the 1life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus—the story that forms the topic of the four New
Testament Gospels.”{4}

Blomberg proposes that all religions should have to deal with
historical scrutiny. Among the world’s religions only Islam,
Judaism and Christianity claim to be built on a foundation on
historical events. This historical foundation makes historical
Jesus studies useful for apologetics and theology.{5} The
usefulness of this field of study is important for Christian
discipleship. N. T. Wright states, “I see the historical task,
rather, as part of the appropriate activity of knowledge and
love, to get to know even better the one whom we claim to know



and follow.”{6} Christians are representatives and disciples
of Jesus. This means we should know who Jesus is and what He
did. Studying the life of Jesus is a part of necessary
discipleship.

In this article I argue that we have evidence outside the
Bible that shows that Jesus existed. Then I argue that the
Gospels are ancient biographies, and therefore count as
historical evidence for examining the 1life and teachings of
Jesus. Next, I demonstrate that the narratives of the virgin
birth of Jesus in Matthew and Luke do not contradict each
other. After that I show that the central theme of the
teachings and actions of Jesus show that the kingdom of God
was coming through his ministry. Finally, I provide evidence
that Jesus rose physically from the dead.

Evidence Outside the Bible

One of the complaints that Christianity’s critics have is that
Jesus is not mentioned much outside the Bible. These critics
claim that if Jesus were as prominent as the Gospels portray
Him to be, there would be more evidence to corroborate the
claims of the Gospels. Luke Timothy Johnson explains the
issue:

“There are a handful of authentic but very brief references
to John the Baptist, Jesus, and James in the writings of the
Jewish historian Josephus: but from the great ocean of
Jewish literature, there are otherwise fragmentary, coded,
and oblique references to Jesus and his followers. From the
Greco-Roman side we have the cryptic and not completely
comprehending observations of the Roman historians Suetonius
and Tacitus: the precious firsthand observation reportedto
the emperor Trajan by his governor in Bithynia, Pliny the
Younger: and possible allusions by the philosopher
Epictetus.”{7}

For some people, this simply is not enough evidence to believe



that Jesus existed. We will examine four sources
outside the Bible: Josephus, Suetonius, Tacitus, and Pliny the
Younger.

Josephus

Josephus is the most important historical source for Jesus
outside the New Testament. He was a Jewish officer

that fought in the war against Rome from A.D. 66-70. After
surrendering to the Romans, he wrote several important
histories. In his “Jewish Antiquities” he mentions Jesus:

“At this time there was a wise man who was called Jesus, if
indeed one should call him a man. For he was a doer of
startling deeds, a teacher of people who received the truth
with pleasure. And he gained a following both among the Jews
and among many of Greek origin. He was the messiah. And when
Pilate, because of an accusation made by the leading men
among us, condemned him to the cross, those who had loved
him previously did not cease to do so. For he appeared to
them on the third day, living again, just as the divine
prophets had spoken of these and countless other wonderful
things about him. And up until this very day the tribe of
Christians, named after him, has not died out.”{8}

Most scholars think that this passage was changed by early
Christians to add credibility to their claim that Jesus was
the Messiah. Several scholars tried to reconstruct the
original passage by removing the most flattering sections out
of this passage.{9} In 1972 Professor Schlomo Pines released a
study of a manuscript written in Arabic. The Arabic manuscript
was similar to the reconstructed passage that previous
scholars had come to.{10} The original wording is as follows:

At this time there was a wise man who was called Jesus. His
conduct was good and (he) was known to be virtuous. And many
people from among the Jews and the other nations became his
disciples. Pilate, because of an accusation made by the



leading men among us, condemned him to be crucified and to
die. But those who had become his disciples did not abandon
his discipleship. They reported that he had appeared to them
three days after his crucifixion, and that he was alive.

Most scholars agree that the reconstruction of the text and
the corresponding text from the Arabic manuscript show that
this is an authentic reference to Jesus by Josephus.{11l}
Josephus was aware that Jesus had a reputation to be a moral
person, and that he had Jewish and Gentile followers. He knows
that some Jewish leaders brought Jesus to Pilate, and the
result was that Pilate executed Jesus by crucifixion. Josephus
also tells us the Jesus’ disciples claimed that they saw Jesus
alive three days after his crucifixion.

Suetonius

Suetonius was a Roman historian who wrote about the lives of
the Caesars and other important men of the first

century. Writing early in the second century, he makes one
mention of Christus. The context is that during the reign of
Claudius the Jews were causing a public disturbance over
Christ. This fits with known tensions between Jews and
Christians at the time. Most historians are convinced that
Christus is a variant spelling or misspelling of Christ.
Suetonius writes, “As the Jews were making constant
disturbance at the instigation of Christus, he expelled them
from Rome.”{12} Suetonius also tells us about Nero persecuting
Christians after a fire burned much of Rome. “Punishment was
meted out to the Christians, a group of individuals given over
to a new and harmful set of superstitions.”{13} While this
does not tell us much, it does tell us that Christians in Rome
were worshiping Jesus, and that the people of Rome noticed
that they had different religious practices concerning
Christ.{14}



Tacitus

Tacitus was a Roman historian who lived from A.D. 55-120. He
mentions Christ in his Annals, which covers

Roman history from the death of Augustus to the death of Nero
(A.D. 14-68). Below is his mention of Christ Christus):

“Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite
tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called
Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had
its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of
Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius
Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition broke out.”{15}

While Tacitus does not give us much information to work with,
there are a few observations that we can make. First, Jesus
was crucified by Pontius Pilate. Second, Second, Jesus’
followers were called Christians by the people. Third, the
Christian movement spread to Rome quickly.{16}

Pliny the Younger

Pliny the Younger was the governor of Bithynia in Asia Minor.
As governor he interrogated Christians that lived in

the area. He wrote a letter to Trajan, the Emperor at the
time, to get advice on how to handle the Christians in his
province. The relevant part of the letter follows:

“They affirmed, however, that the whole of their guilt, or
their error, was that they were in the habit of meeting on a
certain fixed day before it was light, when they sang in
alternate verse a hymn to Christ as to a god, and bound
themselves to a solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds, but
never to commit any fraud, theft, adultery, never to falsify
their word, not to deny a trust when they should be called
upon to deliver it up; after which it was their custom to
separate, and then reassemble to partake of food-but food of
an ordinary and innocent kind."”{17}



From this letter we find that Christians in Bithynia held
themselves to a certain moral code, sang hymns to Christ as if
he was a God, and gathered to partake of food. It does not
tell us much, but it does tell us that Christians early on
worshiped Jesus as God.{18}

What conclusions can be reached from these sources? First,
Jesus was crucified under Pontius Pilate. Second, Some of
Jesus’' disciples claimed to see Jesus alive after his
crucifixion. Finally, the followers of Jesus worshiped him as
if he were a god.{19}

The Gospels

The gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are the primary
sources for the life of Jesus. Many New Testament scholars
claim that these Gospels were written anonymously, but there
is good reason to think that the traditional authors wrote
these gospels. Nonetheless, skeptical scholars do not trust
the Gospels as reliable sources.

Skeptical scholars argue that the traditional authors could
not have written these Gospels because they were wrong about
geographical details, and that they were illiterate.
Concerning the geographical details, while there are several
good scholarly responses addressing the asserted errors, this
simply does not lead to the conclusion that the Gospels were
not authored by Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. The worst-case
scenario only shows that they made an error in describing the
geography. (I don’t think they made an error, I simply do not
have to show that they didn’t make an error to show who the
authors were.)

Matthew was a tax collector, so he would have known how to
write, probably in both Aramaic and Greek. Mark was from a
wealthy family and easily could have learned to write in
Greek. Luke was an educated Gentile that would have been able
to write in Greek. Even if John couldn’t read or write, he



could have had a literate Christian record what John dictated
to him as a scribe.

In claiming that we do not know who the authors of the Gospels
were, the skeptics also ignore the traditions and the
manuscript evidence. The earliest attestation of authorship
for the Gospels is a Christian named Papias, a

student of John. Papias claims that John wrote a gospel. He
tells us that Mark wrote a gospel based on Peter’s teachings.
He also tells us that Matthew wrote a sayings gospel 1in
Hebrew. From Papias we can conclude that John and Mark wrote
gospels, and that Matthew wrote a sayings gospel that we do
not have.{20}

The next person of importance is Irenaeus, a student of
Polycarp, who was a student of John. Irenaeus tells us that
the gospels were written by Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. The
most reasonable explanation as to how Irenaeus came across
this information is that it is what Polycarp taught him.{21}
There are two early sources that the gospels were written by
the traditional authors. This means that the tradition 1is
early, and no one challenged it until the Enlightenment.

Most scholars believe that Mark was the first gospels to be
written. The majority of scholars think Mark wrote his gospel
around A.D. 70, although it could have been earlier. Most
scholars believe that John was the last gospel to be written,
around A.D. 90. Jesus’ death occurred in either A.D. 30 or 33.
This means that these gospels were written within living
memory of the earthly life of Jesus. The gospels being written
within living memory of Jesus means that people who were
eyewitnesses to the events were alive and could have provided
corrections if they thought that the gospels were in error.
This combined with the unanimous traditions and manuscript
evidence of who the authors were gives us good reason to say
that the information in these gospels is reliable, and that
they are good historical sources for examining the life of

Jesus.{22}



The Virgin Birth

In studying the life of Jesus, the first event we come to is
his birth. This is a fantastic claim, and it is understandable
why people would be skeptical of a claim like this. The
question is, where does the evidence lead?

The narratives of the virgin birth are found in Matthew
chapter 1 and Luke chapters 1 and 2. When examining these
narratives, skeptical scholars like Bart Ehrman point out
perceived contradictions in Matthew and Luke.{23} They see
that in Matthew, Joseph and Mary live in Bethlehem; in Luke
they lived in Nazareth and moved to Bethlehem. In Matthew the
angel appears to Joseph, but in Luke the angel appears to
Mary. In Matthew the baby Jesus is visited by magi, in Luke
Jesus is visited by shepherds. In Luke Jesus 1is presented in
the temple, in Matthew he is not. In Matthew Joseph takes Mary
and Jesus to Egypt to protect them from Herod, in Luke they
move to Bethlehem. They conclude that these differences mean
that both stories are made up. Is that the right conclusion?

When examined closely the perceived contradictions disappear
and the narratives fit together like a puzzle to form one
consistent narrative. The following narrative solves all the
issues listed above.

Zechariah was burning incense in the temple when an angel
appeared and told him that his wife Elizabeth would become
pregnant. An angel visits Mary in Nazareth and tells her that
she will become pregnant with Jesus. When Elizabeth was six
months along, Mary came to visit her. When Mary returns to
Nazareth, Joseph sees that she is pregnant and was going to
divorce her. An angel appears to Joseph and tells him that
Mary’s pregnancy is from God and he is to care for Mary and
the Child. Due to a Roman census Joseph and Mary travel to
Bethlehem. When Jesus was born angels appeared to shepherds
and told them that the Messiah was born and that they could
find him in Bethlehem. The shepherds go to Bethlehem and visit



Jesus. Joseph and Mary take Jesus to be presented at the
temple according to Jewish law. The magi from the east come to
visit Jesus. After the magi leave, Joseph is told by an angel
to take Mary and Jesus to Egypt because Herod wants to kill
Jesus. After living in Egypt, an angel

appears to Joseph and tells him to move back to Israel.

This shows that while the narratives in Matthew and Luke are
different, they do not contradict each other. This also shows
that the birth narratives in Matthew and Luke are not
borrowing from each other. These two sources are independent
historical sources.

Jesus Proclaimed the Kingdom

The central theme of the preaching of Jesus is the coming of
the kingdom of God, also called the kingdom of heaven. These
two phrases appear eighty-three times in the gospels. The
kingdom was the central message of Jesus’ preaching.

In Luke, when the angel visitedMary, the angel told her that
Jesus would “. . . be great and will be called

the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give to him
the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the
house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no
end.”{24} Mark states that Jesus first preached, “The time 1is
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and
believe the gospel.”{25} John records a conversation Jesus and
Nicodemus, a Pharisee, who wanted to learn about what Jesus
was doing. Jesus’ first statement to Nicodemus was, “Truly,
truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see
the kingdom of God.”{26} Matthew described the beginning of
Jesus ministry: “And he went throughout Galilee, teaching 1in
their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and
healing every disease and every affliction among the
people.”{27} These quotes, and all the teachings of Jesus,
show that proclaiming the kingdom of God was the central theme
of His preaching.{28}



Jesus also demonstrated that He was bringing the kingdom of
God with his ministry by casting out demons. After one
particular instance of casting out a demon the Pharisees said,
“It is only by Beelzebul, the prince of demons, that this man
casts out demons.”{29} Jesus’ response was, “But if it is by
the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of
God has come upon you."”{30}

We can see that the instances of Jesus casting out demons 1is
proclaiming the kingdom of God and the end of the reign of the
ruler of this age through His actions. Orthodox priest Andrew
Stephan Damik describes the meaning of Jesus’ exorcisms:
“Therefore, the exorcisms Jesus performed in His time on earth
were not a mere sideshow to demonstrate his power or an ad hoc
fix for people’s bodily ailments. Driving out demons was core
to His mission. He had come to claim the world for God’s
kingdom, so it makes sense that He would spend time driving
out the oppressors and false rulers.”{31}

Through His proclamations of the coming kingdom, and by
casting out demons, Jesus demonstrated that God was

bringing His kingdom to earth. Jesus, and later his apostles,
called people to come to God and join His kingdom. The kingdom
of God is God’'s kingly rule over His people and His
creation.{32} The coming of God’s kingdom means that through
Jesus, God has begun the work of setting things right.{33}

The Resurrection of Jesus

The resurrection is the most foundational claim made by the
earliest Christians. Jesus is the central person

in the New Testament. The central event in the life of Jesus
that confirms all His claims about who He is and what He said
about the kingdom is the resurrection. Paul states the
importance of the resurrection clearly:

“But 1if there 1is no resurrection of the dead, then not even
Christ has been raised. And if Christ has not been raised,



then our preaching is in vain and your faith 1is in vain. We
are even found to be misrepresenting God because we testified
about God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise if it
is true that the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not
raised, not even Christ has been raised. And if Christ has not
been raised your faith is futile and you are still in your

sins.”{34}

In Paul’s view there is no other event in history that is more
important than the resurrection. William Lane

Craig, a Christian philosopher, summarizes the importance of
the resurrection, “The Christian faith stands or falls on the
event of the resurrection. If Jesus did not rise from the
dead, then Christianity is a myth, and we may as well forget
it.”{35} In theology and history, nothing 1is more important
than the resurrection.

What kind of evidence could we have for such an event? Our
evidence is the New Testament documents. These sources were
written by real people in real time and places. We have
already seen that the Gospels are ancient biographies of Jesus
that are reliable historical sources. Paul’s letter 1
Corinthians is also an important source of information about
the resurrection of Jesus.

How does the evidence for Jesus’ 1life compare with the
evidence we have for other significant historical figures?
Alexander the Great died in 323 B.C. The first existing
biography we have of Alexander was written by Diodorus of
Sicily sometime in the first century B.C. This means there is
roughly a 200-year gap between the death of Alexander and the
first existing historical literature about his life. While
some historians may be skeptical about accuracy on some points
of the life of Alexander, no historian says that we cannot
learn about Alexander from Diodorus. Muhammad died in A.D.
632. Ibn Shag wrote the earliest biography of Muhammad 150
years after Muhammad died. What we have of that biography is
found in the work of Ibn Hisham. No one doubts that we can



learn about the life of Muhammad from these writings. When it
comes to Jesus, we have four biographies written about him
within 70 years of his death. That means that all four
biographies were written while people who were alive when
Jesus was crucified were still living. As I argued earlier,
two of these biographies were written by people who knew
Jesus. This implies that the Gospels are good sources to take
seriously.

What can we learn from the Gospels? First, Jesus died by
crucifixion. All the Gospels have a crucifixion narrative in
them.{36} While the Gospels give different minor details, they
agree that Jesus was prosecuted by the Sanhedrin in an unjust
trial. The Gospels also show that Jesus died of crucifixion
under the rule of Pilate. This is supported by evidence from
the works of Josephus and Tacitus that were discussed earlier.
New Testament Scholar Michael Licona writes, “We have looked
carefully at the data pertaining to Jesus’ death by
crucifixion and have observed very strong reasons for granting
the historicity of this event, and we have observed that it is
granted by the overwhelming majority of scholars.”{37} Given
the evidence from the Gospels, Josephus, and Tacitus, we can
confidently say that Jesus died of crucifixion.

Second, all the Gospels state that Jesus was buried in the
tomb of Joseph of Arimathea.{38} Joseph was part of the
Sanhedrin, the governing body that just convinced Pilate to
execute Jesus. It is unlikely that Jesus’ disciples would
invent a story where a member of the Sanhedrin would give him
an honorable burial after having him executed as a criminal.
Given the early consistent testimony from the Gospels, and
that it is unlikely that Jesus’ disciples would invent the
story, it is reasonable to believe that Joseph took Jesus’
body and buried Him in the tomb. All the evidence shows that
Jesus was buried in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea.{39}

Third, the tomb of Jesus was found empty by a group of Jesus’
women disciples. Once again, this is found in every



Gospel.{40} There are differences in the lists of women who
showed up at the grave of Jesus, but there are no
contradictions. A variation of details such as who was in the
room vary when examining eyewitness testimony. It is unlikely
that men would invent a story where they were hiding, and the
women were going to Jesus’ grave. N. T. Wright wrote, “If they
could have invented stories of fine, upstanding reliable male
witnesses being first at the tomb, they would have done it.
That they did not tells us either that everyone in the early
church knew that the women, led by Mary Magdalene, were in
fact first on the scene, or that the church was not so
inventive as critics have routinely imagined, or both.”{41}
The evidence shows that it is reasonable that Jesus’ grave was
found empty by a group of His women disciples.

Fourth, Jesus appeared to multiple people in multiple
settings. Mark does not record a post-resurrection appearance
of Jesus. The earliest manuscripts of Mark end at verse 16:8,
He records the appearance of an angel to the women who found
the tomb empty. Matthew, Luke, and John record Jesus appearing
to the women, then several appearances to several people in
different settings and even to groups of people. While
harmonizing these appearances 1is difficult, there 1is enough
evidence here to conclude that the apostles believed that they
saw the risen Jesus.

While the Gospels are early evidence of the death and
resurrection of Jesus, there is earlier evidence. This
evidence is a creed found in one of Paul’s letters, 1
Corinthians 15:3-8:

“For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also
received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with
the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised in
accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to
Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than
five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom are still
alive, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to



James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one
untimely born, he appeared also to me.”

This creed was designed to be memorized easily and 1is not
Paul’s normal style of writing. The differences and the
creedal pattern indicate that this was not originally composed
by Paul. So where did Paul get it?

In his letter to the Galatians Paul provides a clue to where
he got this creed. In chapters 1 and 2 Paul gives his “resume”
to the church at Galatia. Paul says that after his conversion
he went to Arabia, then returned to Damascus. Three years
later he visited Peter and James for 15 days. 14 years later
Paul met with Peter, James and

John. Both times Paul says that they approved of his
ministry.{42} Most scholars are convinced that Paul got this
creed from Peter and James. N. T. Wright states, “It was
probably formulated within the first two or three years after
Easter itself, since it was already in formulaic form when
Paul ‘received’ it. We are here in touch with the earliest
Christian tradition, with something that was being said two
decades or more before Paul wrote this letter.”{43}

What information does this creed give us? It tells us that
Christ died, that he was buried, that Jesus was raised, and
that Jesus appeared to multiple people. This evidence 1is
consistent with the evidence from the Gospels. All the
evidence indicates that Jesus rose physically from the dead.
William Lane Craig’s conclusion is, “Each of these three great
facts—the empty tomb, the appearances, the origin of the
Christian faith—is independently established. Together they
point with unwavering conviction to the same unavoidable and
marvelous conclusion: Jesus actually rose from the dead.”{44}
There are good reasons to believe that Jesus rose from the
dead. If Jesus did rise from the dead, his claims about the
kingdom of God/Heaven are true.



Conclusion

Skeptics often say that there is no evidence that Christianity
is true. They say that faith is blind, and that Christians
only believe because they were raised by Christians. It is
true that many Christians were raised by Christians, but this
does not show that Christianity has no evidence to support its
claims. These critics say that the Bible, in this case the
Gospels, are not allowed as evidence because they are
religious books. The academic discipline of natural theology
generally excludes the examination as well. They say if we
allow the Bible to be examined this way then we have to allow
all religious books to be examined this way. I welcome the
challenge. N. T. Wright responds to the exclusion of the Bible
in natural theology, “But Jesus was a figure of the real
world. The Gospels are real documents from the real world. To
refuse to treat them as ‘natural’ evidence because the
Christian tradition has seen them as ‘revelation,’ and to
dismiss Jesus similarly because the Christian tradition has
confessed him to be God incarnate, looks like the skeptic
bribing the judges before the trial.”{45} The best and most
important evidence for the birth, 1life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus is the Gospels. If my arguments are
true, then Jesus 1is who He claimed to be, the Messiah, the
world’'s sovereign King. Studying Jesus is not useful only for
apologetics, it is a necessary part of Christian discipleship.
When we know what the Gospels teach about Jesus, then we will
be better followers of Jesus, we will love Him more, and we
will be better at representing Him to those around us.
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Why the Stories of the Virgin
Birth Fit Together

Tom Davis answers the charge that the two nativity accounts 1in
the gospels contradict each other, showing how well they
complement each other by contributing details from two
different perspectives.

It is December again, the time of year that western culture
celebrates Christmas. Historically Christians claimed that
Jesus was born on December 25 as early as the late second
century.{1} The primary biblical and historical sources for
Jesus’ birth are found in Matthew chapters 1 and 2, and Luke
chapters 1 and 2. These chapters tell us the history of God
becoming one of us through the virgin conception and birth of
Jesus. The birth of Jesus is important because it is the
beginning of God fulfilling his promise to send a savior to
Israel. Many opponents of Christianity reject these stories as
myths or fanciful stories. Their view 1is that these stories
are made up to fulfill prophecy. They claim that these
accounts are two completely different stories that are
incompatible with each other.

Some Alleged Problems

One skeptic in particular, New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman,
claims that “The problem is that some of the differences
between Matthew and Luke are very difficult to reconcile with
one another.”{2} When reading objections like this it sounds
as 1if the early Christians were not aware that the four
Gospels were not identical in the way that they told the story
of the life of Jesus.

However, the early Christians were aware that each Gospel
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tells us about the life of Jesus from a particular point of
view. When these stories are examined, they complement each
other and give a more complete account of the birth of Jesus.
The end process of examining these issues and giving a
complete account is called a harmony. The first harmony, the
Diatessaron, was written by a Christian named Titian around
A.D. 170. {3}

Ehrman raises an issue that he thinks is irreconcilable:
“Where was Joseph and Mary’s home town?”{4} Ehrman points out
that Luke says Joseph and Mary live in Nazareth and have to
travel to Bethlehem because of a census, while Matthew does
not mention them living in Nazareth before the birth of Jesus.
But is this really a contradiction? No! Luke tells us about
the things that happened in Nazareth while Matthew chooses not
to address those things.

Ehrman points out that there are wise men in Matthew, but
there are shepherds in Luke.{5} But Luke tells us that the
shepherds visited Jesus on the night of his birth, while
Matthew says that the wise men came some time, probably more
than a year, after Jesus was presented at the Temple.

Ehrman also points out that Matthew tells us Herod wants to
kill Jesus, while Luke tells us Caesar wants a census
taken.{6} But these are not contradictory claims. There is no
reason to say that if one happened the other could not.

We have seen in a brief overview how the claim that the
stories of Jesus’ birth in Matthew and Luke are not compatible
with one another can be resolved. But how do the stories fit
together? I will summarize the narratives in Matthew and Luke,
then combine the narratives to show that when they are
combined they fit together to make one fuller narrative.

Matthew’s Narrative (Matthew 1:18-2:23)

As I summarize the birth narrative in Matthew, who is visited



by angels? Who is making the decisions? From whose perspective
is the story being told? These questions help tell us who is
the possible source of the story.

Matthew begins his narrative with Joseph. Joseph and Mary were
engaged to be married. In ancient Israel, engagements lasted a
year. Mary is pregnant before they are married. Joseph does
not want to marry Mary, but also does not want to disgrace her
family. He decides to make the divorce private.

While Joseph was thinking these things over, an angel from God
tells him that Mary’s pregnancy is an act of God. Joseph will
have a son, and the son’s name will be Jesus. Jesus will save
his people from their sins.

When Joseph wakes up he changes his mind and marries Mary.
Joseph and Mary do not have sexual relations and she is a
virgin when her son is born. They named their son Jesus as the
angel instructed Joseph. Matthew tells us that Jesus was born
in Bethlehem.

Later, some Magi, probably from Persia, show up looking for
the one who was born King of the Jews. These Magi claim to
have seen this king'’s star, so they came to worship him.

King Herod does not like the news that the Magi bring. He 1is
the king and there is no room for another king. So Herod goes
to the chief priests and the scribes to find out where the
Christ is supposed to be born. They search the scripture and
tell Herod that the Christ will be born in Bethlehem. Herod
tells the Magi that the new king was born in Bethlehem. Herod
asks the Magi to stop by on their way back to Persia and tell
him where the new king will be found so he can go and worship
him too. However, Herod wants to kill this new king, because
he is the king and there will not be another king.

As the Magi are approaching Bethlehem they see the star again.
The star leads them to the house where Mary, Joseph, and Jesus
are staying. The Magi worship Jesus and give him gifts of



gold, frankincense and myrrh. The Magi are warned in a dream
not to go back to see Herod, so they go back to Persia without
stopping in Jerusalem.

An Angel appears to Joseph in a dream and tells him that Herod
wants to kill Jesus, and that he needs to go to Egypt to
escape Herod. Joseph wakes up and takes Mary and Jesus to

Egypt.

Herod realizes that the Magi went back to Persia without
telling him where the new king was born. Herod is furious! He
sends soldiers into Bethlehem with orders to kill every boy
under the age of two.

Joseph, Mary, and Jesus live in Egypt until Herod dies. Then,
an angel appears to Joseph in a dream and tells him to return
to Israel. Joseph wants to return to Judea, but he is afraid
the new ruler, Archelaus, will kill Jesus so he moves to
Nazareth.

Notice that in Matthew the narrative focuses on Joseph’s role
in the events surrounding Jesus’ birth. Matthew 1 gives Jesus’
genealogy through Joseph’s lineage. The narrative begins with
Joseph having to decide whether he should divorce Mary, or
continue with their engagement and marriage. Joseph is visited
by an angel in his dreams three times. This focus on Joseph
suggests that this narrative is told from Joseph’s point of
view. Next I will summarize Luke's narrative.

Luke’s Narrative (Luke 1:5-2:52)

As we did with Matthew, ask, who is the main character in the
story? Who does the story focus on?

Zechariah, a priest faithful to God, had no children because
his wife, Elizabeth, could not have children. Zechariah was
selected to enter the sanctuary of the Temple to burn incense
when the angel Gabriel appeared to him. Gabriel tells
Zechariah that Elizabeth will become pregnant and they will



have a son who is to be named John. Zachariah is skeptical, so
Gabriel makes him unable to speak. As Gabriel said, Elizabeth
becomes pregnant.

Six months later Gabriel is sent to Nazareth to visit a
virgin, Mary. Mary is engaged to Joseph. Gabriel tells Mary
that she has found favor with God and she will conceive and
have a boy who is to be named Jesus. Mary does not understand
how this can be. Gabriel explains that it is the work of the
Holy Spirit.

Mary goes to visit Elizabeth, who happens to be Mary'’s cousin.
When Mary arrives John, who 1is not yet born, recognizes that
Mary's child, Jesus, 1is the coming Messiah. Elizabeth 1is
filled with the Holy Spirit and recognizes that Mary’s child
will be blessed.

Elizabeth gives birth to John. After John was circumcised her
neighbors and relatives wanted to name the child after
Zechariah. Elizabeth tells them the child is to be named John.
This causes an argument among the people because he has no
ancestor named John. Zechariah regains his speech and ends the
discussion by proclaiming that his son’s name is John. This
amazes the people and news of this spread throughout Judea.

Mary is back in Nazareth when Caesar calls for a census.
Joseph, her husband, is from the lineage of David, who is from
Bethlehem. This means that Joseph and Mary have to travel to
Bethlehem for the census. While they are there, Mary gives
birth to Jesus. Mary wraps Jesus in blankets and lays him in a
manger because there is no room in the guest room.

There were shepherds in the area who were watching over their
flocks of sheep. Suddenly an angel from God appeared to them.
This frightened the shepherds. The Angel told them not to be
afraid. He brought them good news, the Messiah was born in
Bethlehem. Then a group of angels appeared proclaiming, “Glory
to God in the highest heaven and peace on earth to people he



favored.”

When the angels leave, the shepherds decide to go to Bethlehem
to see the child. When they arrive, they find Mary, Joseph,
and the baby in a manger just like the angels told them they
would. The shepherds tell Joseph and Mary about the visit of
the angels and what they said about the child. The shepherds
leave praising God. Mary continues to think about these
things.

After eight days Joseph and Mary take Jesus to the Temple to
be circumcised. While at the Temple Joseph and Mary are
approached by Simeon, who has been told by the Holy Spirit
that he would see the Messiah before he died. Simeon shares
this with Mary and Joseph, telling them that Jesus would be a
light to the Gentiles and would bring glory to Israel. Then
Anna, a prophetess, comes to see Jesus in the Temple. Anna
thanks God and tells the people about Jesus.

After all the requirements of the law were fulfilled, Mary and
Joseph return to Nazareth.

Notice that in Luke, the angels appear to Mary. Luke includes
Mary’s journey to visit Elizabeth, and that John and Jesus are
relatives on Mary'’s side of the family. The genealogy in Luke
3 goes through Heli, who is Mary’s father. Luke'’s account of
the birth of Jesus seems to come from Mary’'s perspective.

Combining the Stories

Finally I will place the two stories together to make one
story. Do the transitions from Luke to Matthew, or from
Matthew to Luke, flow smoothly? Are there any contradictions
or irreconcilable differences?

Zechariah, a priest faithful to God, had no children because
his wife, Elizabeth, could not have children. Zechariah 1is
selected to enter the sanctuary of the Temple to burn incense
when the angel Gabriel appears to him. Gabriel tells Zechariah



that Elizabeth will become pregnant and they will have a son
who is to be named John. Zachariah is skeptical, so Gabriel
makes him unable to speak. As Gabriel said, Elizabeth becomes
pregnant.

Six months later Gabriel is sent to Nazareth to visit a
virgin, Mary. Mary is engaged to Joseph. Gabriel tells Mary
that she has found favor with God and she will conceive and
have a boy who is to be named Jesus. Mary does not understand
how this can be. Gabriel explains that it is the work of the
Holy Spirit.

Mary goes to visit Elizabeth, who happens to be Mary'’s cousin.
When Mary arrives John, who is not yet born, recognizes that
Mary’s child, Jesus, is the Messiah. Elizabeth is filled with
the Holy Spirit and recognizes that Mary’s child will be
blessed.

Elizabeth gives birth to John. After John is circumcised her
neighbors and relatives want to name the child after
Zechariah. Elizabeth tells them the child is to be named John.
This causes an argument among the people because he has no
ancestor named John. Zechariah regains his speech and ends the
discussion by proclaiming that his son’s name 1is John. This
amazes the people and news of this spreads throughout Judea.

Joseph and Mary were engaged to be married. In ancient Israel,
engagements lasted a year. Mary is pregnant. Joseph does not
want to marry Mary, but also does not want to disgrace her
family. He decides to make the divorce private. While Joseph
was thinking these things over, an angel from God tells him
that Mary’s pregnancy is an act of God. Joseph will have a
son, and the son’s name will be Jesus. Jesus will save his
people from their sins.

When Joseph wakes up he changes his mind and marries Mary.
Joseph and Mary do not have sexual relations and she is a
virgin when her son is born.



Caesar calls for a census. Joseph’s family is from Bethlehem.
This means that Joseph and Mary have to travel to Bethlehem to
be counted in the census. While they are there, Mary gives
birth to Jesus. Mary wraps Jesus in blankets and lays him in a
manger because there is no room in the guest room.

There are shepherds in the area who are watching over their
flocks of sheep. Suddenly an angel from God appears to them.
This frightens the shepherds. The angel tells them not to be
afraid. He brings them good news: the Messiah was born in
Bethlehem. Then a group of angels appear proclaiming, “Glory
to God in the highest heaven and peace on earth to people he
favored.”

When the angels leave, the shepherds decide to go to Bethlehem
to see the child. When they arrive they find Mary, Joseph, and
the baby in a manger just like the angels told them they
would. The shepherds tell Joseph and Mary about the visit of
the angels and what they said about the child. The shepherds
leave praising God. Mary continues to think about these
things.

After eight days Joseph and Mary take Jesus to the Temple to
be circumcised. While at the Temple Joseph and Mary are
approached by Simeon, who had been told by the Holy Spirit
that he would see the Messiah before he died. Simeon shares
this with Mary and Joseph, telling them that Jesus would be a
light to the Gentiles and would bring glory to Israel. Then
Anna, a prophetess, comes to see Jesus in the Temple. Anna
thanks God and tells the people about Jesus.

Later, some Magi, probably from Persia, show up looking for
the one who was born King of the Jews. These Magi claim to
have seen this king'’s star, so they came to worship him.

King Herod does not like the news that the Magi bring. He 1is
the king and there is no room for another king. So Herod goes
to the chief priests and the scribes to find out where the



Christ is supposed to be born. They search the scripture and
tell Herod that the Christ will be born in Bethlehem. Herod
tells the Magi that the new king was born in Bethlehem. Herod
asks the Magi to stop by on their way back to Persia and tell
him where the new king will be found so he can go and worship
him too. However, Herod wants to kill this new king, because
he is the king and there will not be another king.

As the Magi are approaching Bethlehem they see the star again.
The star leads them to the house where Mary, Joseph, and Jesus
are staying. The Magi worship Jesus and give him gifts of
gold, frankincense and myrrh. The Magi are warned in a dream
not to go back to see Herod, so they go back to Persia without
stopping in Jerusalem.

An Angel appears to Joseph in a dream and tells him that Herod
wants to kill Jesus, and that he needs to go to Egypt to
escape Herod. Joseph wakes up and takes Mary and Jesus to

Egypt.

Herod realizes that the Magi went back to Persia without
telling him where the new king was born. Herod is furious! He
sends soldiers into Bethlehem with orders to kill every boy
under the age of two.

Joseph, Mary, and Jesus live in Egypt until Herod dies. Then,
an angel appears to Joseph in a dream and tells him to return
to Israel. Joseph wants to return to Judea, but he is afraid
the new ruler, Archelaus, will kill Jesus so he moves to
Nazareth.

When we combine both narratives we can see that we have two
narratives that are told from two different perspectives.
These differing perspectives lead to an emphasis on different
details. When the accounts are harmonized we can see that
these details are not contradictory, they are complementary.
The narratives fit nicely together, like the pieces of a
puzzle, to make a more complete larger picture of the events



surrounding the birth of Jesus.

Conclusion

God became one of us. God did what he promised he would do in
the 0ld Testament. The conception and birth of Jesus is the
beginning of the defeat of death and sin. Jesus’ birth 1is
directly tied to His death and resurrection. The power of sin,
death, and Satan is broken. This is the reason that Christians
celebrate this event every year. As the angels said, “Glory to
God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to people he
favors.” (Luke 2:14 SCB)

Notes
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“Did I Commit the
Unpardonable Sin?”

I have read your answers to others who fear they have
committed the unpardonable sin, but they do not seem to
satisfy my fears for the same. I was raised in Christian home
and had Bible teaching all of my life. In my junior year of
high school, I had a conversation with a boy about the virgin
birth of Christ.

For some foolish reason, I had never ‘“caught on” to what it
really meant that the baby Jesus was put into Mary’s body by
the Holy Spirit. My words to him were, “Mary and Joseph had to
do something.” To which he replied, “But, I thought that was
the whole idea, that they didn’t do “anything”?” (referring to
fornication)

Is this denial of the work of the Holy Spirit? Is this the
unpardonable sin? I stated to him that Jesus was the Son of
God, but I just didn’t understand how it could have come to
pass without “something” (fornication) taking place. I know you
have probably never heard of someone being so ignorant of the
scriptures, but it had never been explained to me fully.

I am 40 years old, and I still struggle with this. I have
discussed it with my husband ONLY, and he assures me it is not
blasphemy of the Holy Spirit. I fear to not know and I fear to
know, but I need someone’s honest opinion who has no
attachment to me. Please be frank, it is hindering my life and
possibly the reflection of the church to the world. If I
cannot be saved, then God does not need me around hurting the
reputation of the saved. If I am, I need to get past this so I
can bring Him glory. I would appreciate your honesty.

I promise, you did not blaspheme the Holy Spirit, which
involves a hardness of heart and a wicked unbelief which you
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did not and do not have, or you wouldn’t be asking. When you
were in high school, during that momentous conversation, you
were just asking the same question Mary had when Gabriel came
to her: “How can this be?”

Do you have children? Let’s assume you do. Don’t you make all
kinds of allowances for them because they’re kids and not
adults? Especially when they were very young?

Why would your heavenly Father be any different? He completely
understood then, as now, that it just took you awhile to catch
on to the breathtakingly miraculous. He doesn’t hold it
against you that you were young and still working through this
“God stuff”!! <smile> He fully understands and LAVISHES grace
on you.

I send this with a prayer that God lets you hear His loving
and tender voice in your spirit saying, “She’s right, beloved
______ just relax in My love, and let go of this doubt
once and for all.”

I truly hope you find this helpful.
Sue Bohlin

© 2008 Probe Ministries

“Why Does Mark’'s Gospel Omit
the Resurrection and the
Virgin Birth?”

If Jesus really did rise from the dead, why didn’t Mark say he
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saw him after the fact? Is Mark not the first gospel written?
If I had hung around with a guy for three years and then seen
him after he had died I would certainly write about it. Also,
why does Mark not mention the virgin birth? If it were so
important why didn’t Paul mention it?

Your first question alludes to a textual problem in the
manuscript evidence for the end of the book—namely verses 9-20
of the last chapter (Mark 16:8-20). These twelve verses do
give an account of the resurrection of Christ. The controversy
comes about in that two of the earliest (almost complete)
manuscripts we have—(Sinaiticus and Vaticanus [dated mid-300's
A.D.]-omit the verses. What is also true is that the scribes
who wrote these two codices left some blank space after verse
8, indicating that they knew of a longer ending to the Gospel
of Mark, but they did not have it available from the
manuscripts they were copying.

Most all other manuscripts and early versions (translations
into other languages) include vs. 9-20. Even earlier evidence
is found among the Early Patristic Fathers (the church leaders
which followed immediately after the Apostles’ deaths),
substantiating that these twelve verses were not only known
two hundred years before Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, but that
there was support for their inclusion (since they each quoted
authoritatively from the “disputed” passage (cf. Justin
Martyr, Apology 1.45, ca. A.D.145; Tatian, Diatessaron, ca.
A.D. 170; and Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.10.6 ca. A.D. 180).

Your second question alludes to the fact that Mark was the
first gospel written. This is generally accepted, although
there is still a persistent argument among textual critics
that Matthew may have written his gospel in Aramaic first
(which was later translated into Greek).

Your third comment about Mark is based on a wrong assumption.
Mark was not one of the Twelve Disciples, and therefore he
didn’t “hang around with Jesus for three years.” What do we



know about Mark, or John Mark, as he is also called? There 1is
some scriptural evidence that the home in Jerusalem where
Jesus and His disciples celebrated the Passover in the Upper
Room the night before the crucifixion, and the place where
they gathered for prayer (Acts 1:13) after Jesus was laid in
the tomb, was the home of John Mark and his parents (Acts
12:12).

Also, there is an unusual event, unique to Mark'’s Gospel,
found in Mark 14:51-52. The preceding verses describe the
arrest of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, and the fact that
“Everyone deserted Him and fled, as Jesus had predicted,” (cf.
Mk. 14:27 and 14:50), including Peter. Immediately following
this, Mark records the incident of a young man following
Jesus, “wearing nothing but a linen sheet (a sleeping garment)
over his naked body; and they seized him. But he left the
linen sheet behind, and escaped naked” (Mk. 14: 51,52).

The Greek word used to describe him, neoniskos, indicates a
young man in the prime of his life, from late teens to late
thirties. Most interpreters believe that this young man was
John Mark. After Jesus and the disciples had celebrated the
Passover and left for Gethsemane, John Mark removed his outer
cloak and went to bed wrapped in a linen sleeping garment.
Apparently a servant awakened him and made him aware of Judas’
betrayal scheme, and he made his way to Gethsemane, not
bothering to dress, which is where the incident occurred. He
would hardly have mentioned such an incident unless it had a
special significance for him as a turning point in his life.

This is the same John Mark that accompanied Paul and Barnabas
later on their first missionary journey (Acts 12:25). This 1is
also the same John Mark that brought about a strong contention
between Paul and Barnabas as they discussed whom they would
take on their second missionary journey (Acts 15:37-40).
Barnabas wanted to take John Mark with them again, but Paul
resisted this, because apparently John Mark, still a young
man, had found the first missionary journey too “tough” and he



“deserted them in Pamphylia and had not gone with them to the
work” (Acts 15:38). So Barnabas took Mark, and Paul took
Silas, resulting in two missionary teams. As he had formerly
discipled Paul (the new convert), Barnabas, a builder of men,
now turned his attention to discipling John Mark.

Later on, we find that Mark became the travelling companion of
the Apostle Peter (1 Peter 5:13) and Peter speaks
affectionately of him as “my (spiritual) son, Mark” (1 Peter
5:13). This indicates that Mark was probably converted by
Peter. Even Paul later had a change of heart toward Mark,
saying of him to Timothy, “Only Luke is with me. Pick up Mark
and bring him with you, for he is useful to me for ministry (2
Timothy 4:11)"

Let me at this point discuss the four gospels a little, as
their authorship and purpose bear directly upon your next
questions.

With regard to authorship, the crucial factor of credibility
was eyewitness testimony: that is, the writers of the gospels
either had to have personally witnessed these events or they
had to have an intimate association of and verification from
those who had witnessed these events (from the baptism of John
to the Resurrection).

Both Matthew and John qualify because they were both among the
twelve disciples. Though not an apostle, Mark had the best
opportunity in his mother’s house in Jerusalem and his
personal connection with Peter, Paul, Barnabas, and other
prominent disciples for gathering the most authentic
information concerning the gospel history. And we also know
that Mark was the travelling companion of Peter, who is the
real eyewitness reflected throughout Mark’s gospel. The
document has been called by some the “Gospel of Peter”!

Papias, a Church Father, mentions Mark in the early 100’'s as
the “interpreter” of Peter, “writing down” the personal



reminiscences of Peter’s discourses/sermons delivered over the
course of their journeys together. Clement of Alexandria, a
little later in the second century, informs us that “the
people of Rome were so pleased with Peter’s preaching that
they requested Mark, his attendant, to put it down in writing,
which Peter neither encouraged nor hindered.”

We 1learn that Luke, though not an eyewitness, was the
travelling companion of the apostle Paul on some of his later
missionary journeys. Of the four gospels, his gospel reaches
the highest level of scholastic and literary quality, and his
Prologue (Luke 1:1-4) gives clear indication that he gave
careful consideration to the compiling of eyewitness sources
available to him: “—just as those who from the beginning were
eyewitnesses and servants of the Word have handed them down to
us” (1:2). His treatment of contemporary places, people and
events in the secular Roman world have a high degree of
accuracy when compared with non-biblical, historical material.

There is good evidence that both Luke and Matthew may have
used Mark’s gospel as a source (or a common corpus of material
which preceded Mark), as well as other oral or written
sources. Since the genealogy of Jesus in Luke’'s gospel appears
to be that of Mary, there is a strong possibility that the
source for Luke’s beginning chapters which record events
concerning Christ’s birth came directly from His mother.

Luke visited all the principal apostolic churches from
Jerusalem to Rome. He met Peter, Mark, and Barnabas at
Antioch, James and his elders at Jerusalem, Philip and his
daughters at Caesarea, and he had first hand access and
benefit to all the information which Paul himself had received
by revelation or collected from personal contact with all his
fellow apostles and other first generation disciples.

The four gospels are eyewitness portraits of the life and
events of Jesus Christ. They do, however, reveal somewhat
different purposes with respect to emphasis. The Gospel of



Matthew without doubt was intended for the Jewish community
and a primary focus on Jesus as the Messiah who historically
fulfilled the prophetic predictions and promises mentioned
throughout the 0ld Testament Scriptures.

The Gospel of Luke portrays Christ as the “Son of Man,” that
is, with an emphasis on the humanity of Christ, and it was
written primarily to the Gentile world.

The Gospel of John has yet a different focus. John clearly
identified that his primary purpose was to prove that Jesus
was God Himself. When John wrote his gospel near the end of
the first century, Gnostics and other sects were beginning to
question the divine nature of Christ, and John’s major intent
in his Gospel was to answer these critics.

The Gospel of Mark was written to demonstrate Christ as the
Servant: “For the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to
serve and give His life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). The
Nativity accounts in Matthew and Luke make sense, because they
would be important to establish both Messianic and human
lineage. It does not, however, suit Mark’s purpose, as the
lineage of a “slave” or a “servant” is unimportant. This
answers your question about why one would not expect Mark to
mention the virgin birth in his gospel. It did not suit his
purpose.

Your final question was why Paul did not mention the Virgin
Birth. I believe he does. In Galatians 4:4 we have these
words: “But when the fullness of time came, God sent forth His
Son, made, born of (ginomai—originating, coming from) a woman,
born under the Law.” Now obviously every person born is “born”
of a woman. So what is Paul referring to? He is referring
specifically to two promises from the 0ld Testament,
specifically, Isaiah 7:14 and Genesis 3:15. The Isaiah passage
says: “Therefore the Lord Himself will give you a (miraculous)
sign: Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and she
will call His name Immanuel (God With Us).” Matthew 1:23 cites



the fulfillment of this messianic promise. The sign 1is the
virgin birth.

Genesis 3:15 contains the first messianic prophecy in the 0Old
Testament. After Adam and Eve'’s disobedience God pronounces
three judgments: upon Adam, Eve, and Satan. Addressing Satan
in the verse God says: “I will put enmity (a barrier) between
you and the woman, And between your seed and her seed; And he
shall bruise (crush) your head, and you shall bruise his
heel.”

Following quickly after the entrance of sin comes the promise
of a solution. God promises that a way will be found to undo
and to rectify the consequences of their disobedience. It will
involve the promise of a “seed” which is referred to by the
personal pronoun “He.” A conflict or battle is described which
will occur at some future time and will result in a mortal
blow to Satan’s head and a non-mortal wound to the “seed’s”
heel.

Speaking to the disciples of His coming death, Jesus said,
“The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Truly,
truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the
earth and dies, it remains by itself alone; but if it dies, it

bears much fruit. . . Now my soul has become troubled: and
what shall I say, ‘Father, save Me from this hour?’ But for
this purpose I came to this hour. . .Now judgment is upon this

world; now the ruler (Satan) of this world shall be cast out.
And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to
Myself.’ But He was saying this to indicate the kind of death
by which He was to die” (John 12:23-33). This passage
describes the mortal blow Christ inflicted upon Satan by His
death and resurrection: “He shall crush your head.”

The passage also alludes to the bruising, suffering and death
Christ endured on the Cross—something that our Lord dreaded
here, and earlier in His prayer to the Father in the Garden of
Gethsemane: “Save Me from this hour; let this cup pass from



Me.” But in order for “the Seed of the woman” to triumph over
sin, it was necessary for Him to suffer at the hands of Satan:
“You shall bruise his heel.”

The “enmity” or “barrier” between Satan’s seed (those now
contaminated by sin) and the woman’s seed is the virgin birth.

Mary was that elect woman, a virgin, from whom the One Seed
came. He was to be the seed of the woman, not of Adam, the
man: “And Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I
know no man?” And the Angel said to her, “the Holy Spirit will
come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow
you; and for that reason that holy thing born of you shall be
called the Son of God” (Luke 1:34-35).

The Virgin Birth, therefore, 1is very important, because
without it, Jesus would be just another human being like you
and me, and He would in no way qualify to be a Redeemer for
even one sinful human being, much less for all humans. Shepard
has observed:

“No convincing evidence against the Virgin birth of Jesus .
.can be found in the New Testament. The difficulty of
accounting for His life on any other ground 1is greater than
the difficulty of accepting the Virgin birth as a fact.”
(J.W. Shepard, The Christ of the Gospels. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1946, p. 1).

Apart from this explanation, the context of Paul’s words in
Galatians 4:4 are meaningless. He is simply referring to the
broader, messianic context understood by all the Jewish
community when they referred to “the woman.”

. I hope this material will help answer the questions
you raised.

Sincerely yours,

Jimmy Williams, Founder
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Was Jesus Really Born of a
Virgin?

Aren’'t Miracles Impossible?

Of the four canonical gospels, there are two, Matthew and
Luke, that provide details about the birth of Jesus. The
accounts may reflect the unique perspectives of both Joseph
(in Matthew’s gospel) and Mary (in Luke’s), for there are many
differences between the two.{l} However, of the things they
share in common, one cannot be missed. They both declare that
Jesus was miraculously conceived through the supernatural
intervention of the Holy Spirit in the womb of a young virgin
named Mary.{2} Today, some scholars regard the doctrine of
Jesus’ virgin birth as simply a legendary development of the
early church. The story is said to be myth—not history.{3} But
if we ask why they think this, we may notice something very
interesting. For the virgin birth is usually not rejected on
grounds of insufficient historical evidence. Rather, it 1is
more often rejected on the presupposition that miracles are
simply impossible.{4} This is quite revealing. For 1if such
scholars really believe that miracles are impossible, then no
amount of evidence can convince them that one has actually
occurred. Their minds are made up before they examine the
evidence. In theory, they view miracle claims as guilty until
proven innocent. In actual practice, however, they never reach
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a verdict of “Not Guilty”!

The belief that miracles are impossible often arises from a
naturalistic worldview. Strict naturalism completely rejects
any notion of the supernatural.{5} All that exists are atoms
and the void.{6} If naturalists are right, it follows that
miracles are indeed impossible. While strange things that we
do not fully understand may sometimes occur, there must, in
principle, be a naturalistic explanation for every event in
the universe.

But are such naturalists right? Since my aim in this article
is to explore the historicity of Jesus’ virgin birth, I will
not attempt now to refute naturalism. Instead, I will simply
point out that if a personal Creator God exists (and there 1is
good evidence to believe that One does), then miracles are at
least possible. For clearly, such a God might choose to
intervene in His creation to bring about an effect for which
there was no prior natural cause. And that is at least one way
of describing a miracle.

Thus, if a personal Creator God exists, miracles are possible.
And if miracles are possible, then Jesus’ virginal conception
and birth are possible. And if the virgin birth is possible,
then the only way we can determine if it actually occurred is
by carefully examining the evidence both for and against it.
Next we will continue our inquiry by looking at an ancient
prophecy that some think actually foretold Christ’s virgin
birth!

Didn’t Matthew Misread Isaiah?

Matthew’s gospel tells us that Jesus was conceived through the
supernatural agency of the Holy Spirit while Mary was still a
virgin.{7} He then goes further, however, by declaring that
this miraculous event fulfilled an O0ld Testament prophecy in
the book of Isaiah. He writes:



Now all this took place that what was spoken by the Lord
through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying, “Behold, the
virgin shall be with child, and shall bear a son, and they
shall call his name Immanuel,” which... means, “God with

us.”{8}

Some scholars are unimpressed with Matthew’s interpretation of
Isaiah. John Dominic Crossan unequivocally states, “The
prophecy in Isaiah says nothing whatsoever about a virginal
conception.”{9} Did Matthew misread Isaiah?

Let’s acknowledge that the original context of Isaiah’s
prophecy may not be exclusively about the virginal conception
of Jesus. The year is 734 B.C. and King Ahaz of Judah 1is
terrified to learn that Aram and Israel have formed an
alliance against him. Isaiah is sent to reassure Ahaz that God
is in control and that the aims of the alliance will not
succeed. Ahaz is told to request a sign from the Lord, a means
of confirming the truth of Isaiah’s message. But he
refuses!{10} Annoyed at the king’s stubbornness, Isaiah
declares that the Lord will give a sign anyway: an almah (a
maiden of marriageable age) will conceive a son and call his
name Immanuel. He will eat curds and honey upon reaching an
age of moral discernment. But before this happens, the land of
the two dreaded kings will be forsaken.{1l1l} Should this
prophecy be understood to refer exclusively to Jesus’ virginal
conception? If so, how does it relate to the promise that the
Aram-Israel alliance would soon be broken and their lands
forsaken (a promise fulfilled within twelve years time)?{12}

It’s quite possible that Isaiah’s prophecy had a dual
fulfillment:{13} initially, in Isaiah’s day; and ultimately,
at the birth of Jesus. In this view the almah, or young maiden
of Isaiah’s prophecy, is a type of the virgin Mary, who later
conceived Jesus through the miraculous intervention of the
Holy Spirit.{14} So although a young woman in Isaiah’s day
bore a child named Immanuel, Jesus 1is later recognized by



Matthew to also be Immanuel, “God with us” in a new and
unprecedented way. Thus, Matthew didn’t misread Isaiah. And if
this is so, we must continue to consider this prophecy 1in
weighing the evidence for Jesus’ virgin birth.

But even if we’ve correctly explained Matthew’s use of
Isaiah’s prophecy, we must still consider the alleged
contradictions in the infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke.
We will address this issue in the next section.

Don’t Matthew and Luke Contradict Each
Other?

{15} Some scholars see the infancy narratives in Matthew and
Luke as contradictory. If so, their historical reliability is
in doubt, along with their accounts of Jesus’ virgin birth.
But are these narratives really contradictory? Let’s take a
closer look.

First, some think Matthew implies that Mary and Joseph resided
permanently in Bethlehem before Jesus’ birth, whereas Luke
says they lived in Nazareth and only came to Bethlehem for the
census.{16} But Matthew never actually tells us the couple’s
residence before Jesus’ birth. He simply says that Jesus was
born in Bethlehem, just like Luke.{17}

But if Mary and Joseph resided in Nazareth prior to Jesus’
birth, then why, after their flight into Egypt, does Matthew
seem to suggest that they intended to return to Judea rather
than their home in Nazareth?{18} It’s helpful to recall that
Jesus was “the promised king of David’s line.”{19} Might not
his parents, then, have wished to raise Him in His ancestral
home?{20} This is actually quite probable. But regardless of
their original intention, let’s not forget that Matthew goes
on to write that Joseph, being warned in a dream not to settle
in Judea, did take his family back to Nazareth after all.{21}

Finally, some think Luke’'s narrative leaves no room for



Matthew’s account about the visit of the magi and sojourn in
Egypt. These events could only have occurred after Jesus’
presentation in the Temple, forty days after His birth.{22}
But Luke 2:39, which concludes this presentation, says that
when Jesus’ parents “had performed everything according to the
Law of the Lord, they returned to . . . Nazareth.” This raises
a question. Does Luke’'s statement prohibit an initial return
to Bethlehem, thus casting doubt on Matthew’s account of the
magi and flight into Egypt?

It's important to notice the emphasis in Luke 2:39. It’'s not
so much on when Mary and Joseph returned to Nazareth, but
rather that they did not return until after they had fulfilled
the requirements of the Law.{23} Strictly speaking, Luke 2:39
does not disallow the events recorded by Matthew. Luke may not
have known of the visit of the magi and flight into Egypt, or
he may have chosen to omit this information. Either way,
however, “the silence of one narrative regarding events
recorded in another 1is quite a different thing from actual
contradiction.”{24} Thus, the virgin birth cannot be dismissed
on the grounds that the infancy narratives are
contradictory—they’'re not.

But aren’t we forgetting the most obvious hypothesis of all?
Is the story of Jesus’ virgin birth simply a myth, comparable
to other such stories from the ancient world? We’ll examine
this question in the next section.

Wasn’'t the Virgin Birth Story Derived
from Pagan Myths?

Not long after Matthew and Luke finished writing their
gospels, some scholars began contending that the story of
Jesus’ wvirgin birth was derived from pagan myths.
Unfortunately, such ideas continue to haunt the Church even
today. John Dominic Crossan cites parallels between the
deification of Octavius by the Roman Senate and that of Jesus



by the early church.{25} In each case, says Crossan, the
decision to deify their leader was closely connected with the
invention of a divine birth story. The official biography of
Octavius claimed the god Apollo in the form of a snake
impregnated his mother.{26} Jesus’ biographers claimed the
Holy Spirit in the womb of the virgin Mary conceived Him. In
Crossan’s view, neither story 1is historically true: “The
divine origins of Jesus are..just as..nythological as those of
Octavius.”{27} The stories simply help explain why these men
received divine honors.

Is Crossan’s hypothesis plausible? One can certainly find
scholars who embrace such ideas. But a careful comparison of
the biblical accounts of Jesus’ birth with the many miraculous
birth stories in pagan literature reveals several important
differences.

First, the accounts of Jesus’ virgin birth show none “of the
standard literary marks of the myth genre.”{28} Matthew and
Luke are written as history-not mythology. They mention
places, people, and events that can be verified through normal
methods of historical and archaeological inquiry. The
beginning of Luke’s gospel “reads very much like prefaces to
other generally trusted historical and biographical works of
antiquity.”{29} Thus, there is a clear difference in genre
between the gospels and pagan myths.

Another difference can be seen in the religious atmosphere of
these stories. The pagan myths are polytheistic; the gospels,
monotheistic. The miraculous birth stories in pagan literature
usually focus on a god’s lust for some mortal woman.{30} Since
this lust is typically gratified through sexual intercourse,
the resulting conception and birth are hardly virginal. We are
thus far removed from the description of Jesus’ virginal
conception in the gospels. There we find no hint that God’s
love for Mary in any way parallels the lust of Apollo for the
mother of Octavius.



These are just two of many differences between the gospel
accounts of Jesus’ birth and the miraculous birth stories in
pagan literature. But even these differences make the theory
of pagan derivation unlikely. Remember, this theory requires
us to believe that strict moral monotheists, who claimed to be
writing history, borrowed some of the crudest elements from
polytheistic myths to tell the story of Jesus’ birth! Frankly,
it’s incredible. But could a theory of Jewish derivation still
work? We’ll conclude with this question.

Wasn’'t the Virgin Birth Story Derived
from Jewish Thought?

Some scholars have speculated that the story of Jesus’ virgin
birth may have been derived from an imaginative Jewish
interpretation of the 0ld Testament.{31} The story is not
historical; it 1is a literary fiction of early Jewish
Christians. It may have resulted from reflection on Isaiah
7:14, which says in part, “Behold, a virgin will be with
child.” What could be more natural than this verse becoming
the source of inspiration for a legendary tale about the
virgin birth of the Messiah?{32}

But would this really have been natural? There’s actually no
clear evidence that pre-Christian Judaism understood Isaiah
7:14 as a prophecy of the Messiah at all, much less his
virginal conception.{33} Indeed, many contend that the Hebrew
text of Isaiah says nothing whatever about a virginal
conception and birth.{34} But if that is so, it would seem
quite unlikely for early Jewish Christians to have read the
verse in such a way!

Others believe the translation of Isaiah from Hebrew to Greek,
known as the Septuagint, may have provided the initial impulse
for such a reading. The Greek text of Isaiah 7:14 translates
the Hebrew term almah, meaning “a young woman of marriageable
age,” with the Greek term parthenos, meaning “virgin”. Could



this translation have led some Jewish Christians to conclude
that Isaiah was prophesying the virgin birth of the Messiah?
And if so, might they have invented the story of Jesus’ virgin
birth as the alleged “fulfillment” of Isaiah’s prediction?

While one can claim that they might have done so, there’s no
evidence that they actually did. But if not, what could
account for early Christianity’'s understanding of Isaiah 7:14
as a prophecy of the Messiah’s virgin birth? Well, the
historical reality of Jesus’ virgin birth could have done so!
After all, it’'s one thing to think that early Jewish
Christians, without any precedent in Jewish thought, would
invent the story of Jesus’ virgin birth from an imaginative
interpretation of Isaiah’s prophecy. But it’s another thing
entirely to think that by beginning with a historically
reliable account of Jesus’ virgin birth, they eventually
concluded that Isaiah had indeed prophesied such an event.{35}

Only the latter hypothesis 1is supported by evidence.
Particularly important in this regard are the gospels of
Matthew and Luke. These sources have been shown to be quite
historically reliable. Their accounts of Jesus’ birth, though
apparently written independently of one another, are free of
contradiction. Indeed, apart from an unproven bias against the
supernatural, there is little reason to doubt the accuracy of
their reports. Thus, there do appear to be adequate grounds
for believing that Jesus really was born of a virgin!
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