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The Birth of Jesus of Nazareth 

 

(3) - Theology on Tap – (3) 

 

14 December 2016 

 

Nostos - Great Expectations – Nostos 

 

pia fraus? 

 

(3) – ToT - (3) 
 

‘And is it true, and is it true, this most tremendous tale of all, seen in a stained-glass 

window hue, a baby in an ox’s stall?’ (John Betjamen)  

 

some preliminary considerations (in no order of importance) 
 

1 The Gospels are not simply factual reporting of what happened during Jesus’ 

ministry; they are documents of faith, written to show the significance of his life in 

retrospective hindsight.
1
 

 

2 Writing circa 50 CE, St. Paul began his First Letter to the Thesssalonians with 

these words: ‘To the Church of the Thessalonians, in God the Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ: grace and peace to you’ (1:1). This verse is almost certainly the first 

mention in literature of Jesus of Nazareth, who was born most probably in 4 BCE and 

executed most likely in 30 CE. Its two titles, Lord and Christ, are unlikely to have 

been used by the historical Jesus; our use of them, however, is legitimate.  

 

3 ‘The substance of the ancient deposit of faith is one thing, and the way in which it is 

presented is another’ (Pope St. John XXlll).
2
 

 

‘It is necessary to remember that the Passion Narratives do not offer eyewitness 

accounts or a modern transcript of historical events’ (Catholic Bishops’ Conference of 

England & Wales). 

 

4 ‘Everyone is entitled to his or her own opinions, but no one is entitled to his or her 

own facts’ (the late U.S. Senator Daniel Moynihan).  

 

5 Jesus of Nazareth is the most famous person in history. He is not, however, for 

obvious reasons, the first recorded name in history – that honour most probably 

belongs to Kushim: 

 

“If we look for the first words of wisdom reaching us from our ancestors 5, 000 years 

ago, we’re in for a big disappointment. The earliest messages our ancestors left us 

read, for example, ’29086 measures barley 37 months Kushim.’ 

 

                                                 
1
 This statement is adapted (without any alteration of meaning,  from The Virginal Conception & 

Bodily Resurrection of Jesus (1973 edition, page 17),  by the late (Fr.) Raymond E. Brown, an 

outstanding twentieth century biblical scholar.  
2
 Ibid, page 7, quoting Pope John’s opening speech at the Second Vatican Council (11 October 1962) 
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The most probable reading of this sentence is ‘A total of 29, 086 measures of barley 

were received over the course of 37 months. Signed, Kushim.’ 

 

Alas, the first texts in history contain no philosophical insights, no poetry, legends, 

laws or even royal triumphs. They are humdrum, economic documents, recording the 

payment of taxes, the accumulation of debts and the ownership of property. 

 

‘Kushim’ may be the generic title of an office-holder or the name of a particular 

individual. If Kushim was indeed a person, he is probably the first individual in 

history whose name is known to us. 

 

With the appearance of writing (between 3500 and 3000 BCE  some unknown 

Sumerian geniuses invented a system for storing and processing information outside 

of their brains, one that was custom-built to handle large amounts of mathematical 

data, thereby releasing their social order from he limitations of the human brain, 

opening the way for the emergence of cities, kingdoms and empires), we are 

beginning to hear about history through the ears of its protagonists. 

 

When Kushim’s neighbours called out to him, they might really have shouted 

‘Kushim!’. 

 

It is telling that the first name in recorded history belongs to an accountant, rather than 

to a prophet, a great conqueror or a poet.”
3
 

 

6 ‘Over the past 10, 000 years, Homo sapiens has grown so accustomed to being the 

only human species that it’s hard for us to conceive of any other possibility. … And 

perhaps this is why our ancestors wiped out the Neanderthals – they were too familiar 

to ignore, but too different to tolerate.’
4
 

 

7 ‘Better to be Herod’s pigs than Herod’s sons’ (Caesar Augustus).  

 

8 ‘The Gospels present us not with history remembered, but with prophecy 

historicized’ (John Dominic Crossan).  

 

9 ‘I am still learning’ (Michelangelo, on his death bed). 

 

10 ‘A sign that will be opposed’ (Luke 2:34b). 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

‘In the fullness of time, God sent his Son, born of a woman …, so that we could 

receive adoption as sons’ (Galatians 4: 4-5). 

 

The Christmas Story invites adults to re-engage with the innocence of their youth and 

children with a sense of positive expectation, thereby encouraging us all to encounter 

the better angels of our nature. Christmas is also about everyone wanting their past 

forgotten and their present remembered! 

                                                 
3
 Yuval N Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2014 English edition, adapted from pages 

138 to 139) 
4
 Ibid, page 20 
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Not all people invest the Season with such optimistic expectations, and it is unlikely 

that when Jesus was born, in 4 BCE, any such Great Expectations were anticipated of 

his life, the most famous person in history. 

 

No one, not even the proud father-to-be, sits in a maternity unit awaiting the birth of 

his great son or daughter; indeed, most of us would find such a prospect most odd, to 

say the very least. 

 

And so it was for Jesus of Nazareth: ‘He was in the world, … and the world did not 

recognise him’ (John 1:10). 

 

[The old Penny Catechism (1951 edition) states that ‘Christ was born on Christmas 

Day, in a stable at Bethlehem’ (art. 86 – cf. f/note 16).]   

 

Kierkegaard (died 1855) famously remarked that we live life forwards and 

understand it backwards. The context is not a reference to Jesus, but Kierkegaard’s 

words are nonetheless a pithy encapsulation of how we have come to understand the 

significance of the life of Jesus, probably born in Nazareth, reflecting the pertinence 

of the late (Fr.) Raymond E. Brown’s observation that ‘the Gospels are not simply 

factual reporting of what happened during Jesus’ ministry; they are documents of 

faith, written to show the significance of his life in retrospective hindsight’.  

 

[Brown was the most outstanding Catholic biblical scholar of the twentieth century. In 

fairness, it is only right to acknowledge that he most probably would not endorse 

everything proposed in this monograph.] 

 

The term ‘retrospective hindsight’ exemplifies how we are invited to interpret the 

Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. 

 

However, before turning to an analysis of these canonical texts, it is worthwhile 

taking a look at one from The Infancy Gospel of Thomas, written originally circa 150 

CE (the earliest extant manuscript is in Syriac, dated to the sixth century of our era)
5
: 

 

When this boy, Jesus, was five years old, he was playing at the ford of a rushing 

stream …, making the water instantly pure. He then made soft clay and shaped it 

into twelve sparrows, which he did on the Sabbath Day. But when a Jew saw what 

Jesus was doing …, he immediately told Joseph, Jesus’ father: ‘Your boy is at the 

ford and has taken mud and fashioned twelve birds with it, thereby violating the 

Sabbath.’ Joseph shouts at Jesus: ‘Why are you doing what is not permitted on the 

Sabbath?’ In response, Jesus clapped his hands and said to the sparrows: ‘Be off, 

fly away and remember me you who are now alive.’
6
 

 

Richard Holloway writes that when he goes to the cinema the trailers are often 

preferable to the main feature(s), ‘because they usually give you the best bits, tasters 

                                                 
5
 Richard Holloway, The Good Book: How to Read the Bible, by Richard Holloway (2014 edition, 

pages 68 to 69) 
6
 Ibid, page 68 
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of what is to come’.
7
 In the ancient world, authors employed a version of this modern 

technique, when writing about the childhood of significant figures. 

 

The above story is a good example of this craft, but it also shows how easy it is for 

modern readers to mis-read old texts. We tend, understandably, given the context of 

our living in a society shaped by the scientific revolution (it emerged about 500 years 

ago), to focus on the miracle described in the above passage. But this was not the 

intention of the writer(s) of this Infancy Gospel. The miracle is incidental to the 

narrative’s purpose, which is ‘to prefigure the attitude of Jesus to the Sabbath, 

something that would be a major theme later in his ministry’ (Holloway, page 69). 

 

Jesus of Nazareth, or at least the teachings attributed to him, never used philosophical 

language when preaching his message of the imminent arrival of the Kingdom of God 

(a concept which is most elusive, but as The New Jerome Biblical Commentary 

notes, it is probably best understood in dynamic rather than spatial terms
8
). 

 

However, much of what he said appears to distinguish between what are nowadays 

termed instrumental goods and intrinsic goods, a vocabulary associated with the 

great Immanuel Kant (died 1804), but in no way to be identified exclusively with him. 

 

[Kant was very proud of his baptismal name, ‘Immanuel (which he mis-spelt!)’; 

however, he was not too pleased with the appellation Son of God, when used of Jesus, 

arguing that we are all Sons of God – see treatment of this term, below, which may 

well have ‘delighted’ Kant!] 

 

Instrumental goods refer to actions which are good for something else; in other 

words, they serve a kind of utilitarian function (as in the practice of passing – 

sometimes controversial – legislation ‘for the greater good’). 

 

Intrinsic goods, on the other hand, refer to the notion of certain actions that are 

always good in themselves (a decision not to commit murder, for example). 

 

How the Sabbath is observed illustrates the distinction between these two goods. In 

the final analysis, it is an instrumental good. The intrinsic good is the principle that 

people require and are entitled to times of rest. The day of the week in which this 

principle is honoured is neither here nor there (we shall leave to one side, in this 

context, the theological/liturgical significance of Sunday for Christians): 

 

‘The Sabbath can never be an absolute, and in practice the Jews did not believe it was 

– they knew that it would be absurd to refuse to rescue someone from drowning 

because it would involve forbidden activity on the Sabbath, since saving a life is more 

important than taking a nap.’
9
           

 

This is the point of the story of the miracle of the sparrows. It reminds us that Jesus’ 

ministry was primarily concerned with orthopraxis, and not with orthodoxy (to be 

developed on 14 December). 

 

                                                 
7
 Ibid, page 69 

8
 1991 edition, page 1320 

9
 Ibid, pages 69 to 70 
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[Of course, there will always be people, for the most part well-intentioned, who fail to 

allow for such distinctions, confusing process and purpose. And that is why ministers 

of religion in particular - but also teachers, counsellors and even medical professionals 

- are charged with a duty of sensitive pastoral care when dealing with the oftentimes 

perplexing challenges that confront some believers in their search for truth.] 

 

The same methodology of the unknown writer(s) of The Infancy Gospel of Thomas 

was used by the author of St. Luke’s Infancy/Child Narrative. 

 

Luke 2: 41-50 (in association with 51-52) is the account of Jesus among the Doctors 

of the Law, which will be familiar to most of you. The punch-lines, for our purposes, 

are verse 49-50: 

 

Why were you looking for me, did you not know that I must be in my Father’s 

house? 

But they did not understand what he said to them. 

 

However, before analysing these verses, it is worth noting that the passage as a whole 

fits awkwardly in its present context. Luke 1: 26-38, The Annunciation, tells us that 

an Angel had appeared to Mary, telling her that she would give birth to a son who will 

be great, the Son of the most High, and that God will give him the throne of David, 

his ancestor (v. 32).  

 

Is it not peculiar, to say the least, that now – twelve years later – Jesus’ parents 

remonstrate with him?, in words attributed to Mary: ‘My child, why have you done 

this to us?’ (v. 48).
10

 

 

Scholars have offered various solutions to this conundrum, but the most likely one is 

that, in literary/historical terms, it is not possible to synchronise these two passages, 

which is the reason why most academics conclude that The Story of the Boy Jesus in 

the Temple is an independent tradition interpolated by Luke into his overall text, 

without bothering to amend it in the light of his general editorial line 

 

[What is unique about 1 Thessalonians 1:1 – Paul, Silvanus and Timothy, to the 

Church in Thessalonica, which is in God the Father and the Lord Jesus – is that this 

verse is almost certainly the first recorded mention of Jesus in history. 

 

And what is unique about Luke 2:49 – Why were you looking for me, did you not 

know that I must be in my Father’s house? – is that this verse is reputedly the 

earliest recorded words of Jesus of Nazareth.] 

 

The pericope’s original provenance suggests that it was a pronouncement story, one 

which knew nothing of Jesus’ virginal conception, later utilised by the Gospel’s 

author (written c. 83). According to The New Jerome Biblical Commentary, it is 

likely that the story has its origins in ‘the human tendency to find the man in the boy’. 

The Commentary also notes that there are parallels in (other) Jewish sources of the 

era, typically Josephus (died c. 100), who wrote of Samuel beginning to prophesy at 

                                                 
10

 Ibid, page 71 
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the age of twelve. However, Josephus’ likely source for his story – 1 Samuel 3 (where 

Samuel is said to have opened the doors of the Temple) – makes no reference to age.
11

 

 

If The Jerome’s interpretation is right, then the complete section is almost certainly 

an instance of Midrash (we shall return to vv. 49-50). 

 

This Hebrew word is not easy to translate, but its meaning can be conveyed by terms 

such as ‘to search out’, ‘to seek’, ‘to enquire’, notes Richard Holloway, who also 

observes that ‘all religious traditions develop a literature of imaginative responses to 

their sacred writings’.
12

 In our time, the concept is perhaps best translated as faction. 

 

[It is of the first importance to emphasise that, in the opinion of this writer, it is 

most difficult to understand the Bible in general and the New Testament in 

particular without reference to the literary and theological methodology known 

as Midrash. One may as well try to drive a car without using its brake and 

accelerator!] 

 

How Midrash works is well illustrated by recounting a story told by Holloway, 

formerly the Anglican Bishop of Edinburgh.
13

 

 

At Midnight Mass about twenty years ago, he informed the congregation that instead 

of giving the usual Christmas homily, it was his intention to share with them a recent 

literary discovery, dated by scholars to c. 70, though many of them disputed its 

authenticity, despite its remarkable contents. 

 

It appeared to be an autobiographical meditation, written by Jonathan the son of 

Simon, inn keeper at Bethlehem at the beginning of the first century. An American 

academic, Professor Capote, had made a translation of the document, which started 

thus: 

 

I, Jonathan, son of Simon, of Bethlehem in Judaea, wish to set down my memory of 

events that are now being spoken of and written about, most recently in a text called 

The Good News According to Luke, which has recently come to my attention. 

 

Some days’ later, a newspaper published the homily, and Holloway received letters 

asking for copies of the document. There was no such text. He had been following an 

ancient religious tradition, making up a story in order to communicate an important 

theological message. Holloway even planted a clue as to what he was doing – the 

reference to (Truman) Capote, author of Breakfast at Tiffany’s, who had ‘pioneered 

modern versions of this ancient technique in his book, In Cold Blood, about a 

multiple murder in a Kansas farmhouse’. 

 

In Cold Blood ‘was neither fiction nor pure documentary, so the critics dubbed it 

faction’. Capote used this form of narrative, ‘including imaginative reconstructions of 

lengthy, unrecorded conversations, to get inside the complexity of a hideous event’. 

 

                                                 
11

 Page 685 – the rather odd term ‘pericope’ come from the Greek word meaning a ‘little snip of text’ 
12

 Doubts and Loves  (2001 edition, page 143) 
13

 Ibid, pages 142 to 143 
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Holloway’s intention at Midnight Mass had been the same, except that his event is a 

proclamation of ‘news of great joy, a joy to be shared by the whole people …, in the 

town of David a Saviour has been born to you, Christ the Lord (Lk. 2: 10-11, 

abridged).  

 

And this news of great joy is communicated to us primarily through the medium of 

Midrash.  

 

In the ancient world, it was not uncommon for literature to be written in this way. 

Herodotus (died c. 424 BCE), for example, and known as the Father of History, had 

no compunction about putting long speeches of his own composition into the mouths 

of generals, in his account of  The Persian Wars. Herodotus was following the 

conventions of his craft, peculiar though it may seem to us moderns.
14

 

 

In other words, if we have a genuine desire to understand the message of Scripture, 

regardless of denominational affiliation, there is no honest way of interpreting it 

without reference to the literary conventions of the time, even if we find this approach 

at times challenging and even uncomfortable.  

 

It follows from this claim that fundamentalist-type interpretations of the Christian 

Proclamation, be they scripturally or doctrinally motivated, are profoundly inimical 

to the spirit of this great Faith tradition, which enjoins upon its followers the 

imperative not only to love God, but also to love one’s neighbour as oneself (Mark 

12:33).  

 

This verse includes the clause with all of your understanding. There can be no 

mealy-mouthed mental reservations when it comes to living-out this invitation to 

utilise our full understanding, in the effort to understand the Mystery of the 

Incarnation, our ‘hope of glory’ (Colossians 1:27), in the context of applying 

responsible and accountable historical and theological methodologies, recognising the 

principle of honouring the literary conventions of the time, when these foundational 

narratives (written and oral) were put together.      

 

Thus, there is no difficulty interpreting Luke 2: 49-50 in the manner suggested above. 

And the cheeky riposte by Jesus, ‘Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s 

house?’ (v.49), written long after his death and resurrection, alerts us to a literary and 

theological principle of great importance in our study of the Infancy Narratives. It 

represents the backward development of New Testament Christology, meaning that 

the Gospels’ Birth Stories reflect an understanding of the status of Jesus developed at 

a time long after his birth. 

 

This observation does not mean that such ‘developments’ are untrue or illegitimate 

(though many scholars have argued in favour of this deduction). But it does mean that 

it is theologically untenable to maintain, as some people do, that the Infancy 

Narratives are unambiguously historical, in the sense that our society, influenced 

understandably by the Scientific Revolution (it emerged about 500 years ago), 

interprets that term. They are not, and there is no requirement for a Christian so to 

believe. 

                                                 
14

 Ibid, adapted 
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Given our time constraints, I propose to elucidate this conviction – that the Infancy 

Narratives of St. Matthew’s and St. Luke’s Gospels are ‘not so much recorded 

history as retrospective theology’
15

 – with some pertinent examples, in addition to the 

one analysed above. 

 

[Before launching upon this enterprise, I wish to recount a true story, from many 

years ago. 

 

At that time, the Infancy Narratives were required study for the OCR qualification in 

‘A’ Level Religious Studies (an error, in my opinion, but that is not the point). It was 

generally accepted by teachers that these Narratives must not be studied before 

Christmas, which sounds ‘daft’, but there was a kind of mad logic about it. 

 

One year, there was an administrative cock-up at UCL, and St. Dominic’s College 

was asked if it could fast-track a belated PGCE qualification, majoring in Religious 

Studies. It agreed to the request, and the young teacher-to-be- turned up, bright and 

enthusiastic, on a frosty November morning, ready to teach (it was my job to ‘sign-

off’ this part of her teaching course).  

 

In those days, things were rather less formal than they are now, and I asked her, ‘What 

do you want to teach?’ Her cheery response was, ‘It is six weeks to Christmas, so I’ll 

do the Birth Stories. My heart sank, but it was too late. Our fates were sealed, and I 

leave to your imagination what later transpired! 

 

So, if you do not leave now, there is a small possibility that, at Christmas Dinner 

2016, you might be using the salutation  Happy Mithras!
16

].         

       

In (loose) chronological order, we shall examine briefly 1]  the ancestry of Jesus, 2] 

the virginal conception of Jesus (commonly but slightly inaccurately known as the 

virgin birth, 3] the birthplace of Jesus, 4] the Visit of the Magi, 5] the Flight into 

Egypt,/Massacre of the Innocents, 6] from Egypt to Nazareth, 7] Jesus’ 

Presentation in the Temple and 8] Jesus and the Doctors of the Law (already 

discussed, above).
17

 

                                                 
15

 Holloway, The Good Book, page 73 
16

 In 1954, a temple dedicated to Mithras (reputedly a redeemer, Persian, god) was discovered in the 

City of London, close to the Bank of England. Mithraism was a military religion, popular in the first 

century, which had spread throughout the Roman Empire. Its ceremonies were typically performed in 

caves, honouring Mithras by sacrificing bulls to him. For a time, in the opinion of certain scholars, 

Mithraism rivalled nascent Christianity as a religion which could have been adopted officially by the 

Roman Empire (the Emperor Commodus, died 192, he of the film Gladiator fame, inaugurated it as an 

Imperial Cult). In our calendar, Mithras’ birthday is 25 December, the Winter Solstice. Jesus was 

almost certainly born during the month of Nisan (our March-April), in the year 4BCE.  It was 

Hellenistic Christianity which – for understandable reasons – adopted 25 December as the ‘official 

date’ of Jesus’ birth. One source for this f/note is Stuart E. Rosenberg’s book, The Christian Problem: 

A Jewish View, 1988 edition, page 44. Rosenberg also maintains, somewhat contentiously, that ‘even 

the Sabbath, the Jewish seventh day appointed by God in Mosaic Law and hallowed by His own resting 

on that day after the work of Creation , had to be abandoned in favour of the Mithraic first day, the 

Day of the Conquering Sun(‘ ibid). The claim is ‘contentious’ because we are in a kind of ‘chicken 

and egg’ situation here (to be explained on 14 December).    
17

 The role of John the Baptist and his parents in the Infancy Narratives are  being left to one side for 

the purposes of brevity  
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[This Talk will not address the infancy relationship between John the Baptist and 

Jesus, except to remark that the account of John’s birth is a midrash on 1 Samuel (see 

below).]   

 

1] St. Matthew’s Gospel traces Jesus’ ancestry back to Abraham (1: 1-17), through 

the line of Joseph, and St. Luke’s Gospel traces it back to Adam (3: 23-38). 

 

The New Jerome Biblical Commentary notes that there are more differences than 

similarities between Luke’s genealogy than Matthew’s. These differences can be 

explained in two ways: a) ‘Luke has drawn upon a Davidic-ancestry source different 

from Matthew’s, using thirty-six unique names’ (in other words, they do not feature 

anywhere in Matthew or the Hebrew Bible). This source uses the Sacred Number 7 in 

its theology (it is more or less no accident that there are seven days in our week, and 

typically seven Christian sacraments!). ‘From Joseph to God there are seven times 

eleven names. Jesus is the culmination of what God has done for creation and God’s 

people, since he begins the twelfth and final set of seven
18

, and according to this view 

‘God enjoys the doubly perfect number 77, and David is number 42 (six times 

seven). b) Genealogies were composed for different purposes, ranging from the need 

to authenticate the offices of priests and kings to showing that ‘as was the character of 

the ancestor, so too the character of the descendant’. Luke’s genealogy did not have 

the intention of providing his readers with archival records; its purpose was to make a 

theological claim – that Jesus was the legitimate heir to the Throne of David, and 

therefore entitled to have his messianic status recognised universally by the world [cf. 

The Benedictus, Lk. 1: 67-79, and Lk. 2:11 – Today, a Saviour is born to you in the 

city of David, he is Christ the Lord.]
19

 

 

Matthew’s genealogy is also complex in its structure, but suffice to say that its chief 

purpose is the claim – which was later to become most controversial – that Jewish 

history is fulfilled in the person of Jesus. 

 

Geza Vermes has written of the genealogies that they were shaped largely by the two 

Evangelists, and that this fact ‘would not be the only well meant act of creativity (pia 

fraus) in religious history’, concluding that they had access to ‘records of a somewhat 

contradictory nature’, and what they did was to redact them, so that they both ended 

(or started) with Joseph and Jesus (or Jesus and Joseph). Similar lists were circulating 

amongst Jews living in Palestine in the first century, implying that the Gospel 

genealogies are by no means a unique literary genre (cf. above observations from The 

NJBC).
20

 

 

Vermes also claims that the genealogies manifest an inherent contradiction. Their 

establishing of a justifiable claim to Jesus’ Messianic status as a member of the House 

of David (through Joseph) is one thing, but the idea of the virginal conception (vc) is 

altogether different. 

 

In their attempts to combine the two, Matthew and Luke ‘unwittingly confused the 

aim of the genealogies’. Vermes’ meaning is that in order for the Evangelists to 

                                                 
18

 The NJBC implies that we are here dealing with a midrash on 4 Ezra 14:11. 
19

 The NJBC, 1994 edition, 687 to 688, adapted 
20

 Geza Vermes, Jesus –Nativity – Passion –Resurrection, 2010 edition, pages 41 to 45 
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promote belief in the vc, they were of necessity forced to deny Joseph’s real paternity 

of Jesus, thereby also undermining the claims made about Jesus’ (royal) Messianic 

status.
21

 [The reference in Luke 3:23 b to St. Joseph being the supposed father of 

Jesus (the sole departure from his genealogical list) is, according to Vermes, an 

obviously secondary addition to the text, its purpose being to conform the genealogy 

to the earlier story of the vc.]             

 

In summary, the genealogis were compiled for doctrinal and not for historical 

reasons. 

 

We now turn to the relationship between ‘history’ and ‘doctrine’, with regard to the 

vc. 

 

[At this time of year, one not infrequently hears of, and reads about, the vc being 

termed the Immaculate Conception (ic); of course, the latter term refers to Mary, and 

only indirectly to Jesus.
22

]   

 

2] Before turning our attention to the vc and, after it, the birth of Jesus, it is worth 

first referring to the idea of miraculous births in Judaism and Paganism. 

 

The idea is not to be found in the Hebrew Bible, nor is it present in post-biblical 

Jewish literature in antiquity. However, ‘stories implying some kind of miraculous 

birth circulated in abundance in various corners of the ancient world, both among 

Jews and among Pagans’
23

. 

 

Vermes makes the important point that, at the time of Jesus, knowledge of biology 

and physiology was very rudimentary, and the mystery of fertility was steeped in 

religious awe. Pagan antiquity understood fruitfulness to be arranged by the gods, and 

in Judaism it was understood to have been a blessing granted by the (monotheistic) 

God of Israel (think back to some of the lad examples given on 23 November), who it 

was said had the power to open and close the wombs of women. In a sense, every 

pregnancy was thought of as having been a divine gift, some more than others (cf. 

Genesis 17), but there is no suggestion whatsoever – not even for the ninety-nine year 

old Abraham and the ninety year old Sarah – that the spouses were not expected to 

play their part in the process.
24

 

 

Judaism 
 

The Gospels’ Infancy Narratives should be considered against the backdrop of 

miraculous or quasi-miraculous pregnancies featured in the Hebrew Bible. All of the 

women in question were regarded as having been sterile for long periods of time. 

                                                 
21

 Ibid, page 45 
22

 ‘The doctrine of the Immaculate Conception of Mary is not to be confused with the doctrine of the 

virginal birth of Jesus; but, once you accept the premise of the reality of original sin, there is an exotic 

link between them. In this theological context, the purpose behind the idea of the Virgin Birth of Jesus 

is to show that , since he did not have a human father,  God miraculously intervened at the moment of 

her conception and blocked the transmission of original sin, presumably because He had already 

identified her as the maternal vehicle for the birth of his own Son (Holloway, The Good Book, page 

23)  
23

 Vermes, page 48  
24

 Ibid, page 49 
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One example (there are many others) will suffice. Hannah, at first infertile but later 

the mother of the prophet Samuel, was most unhappy with the words of her chauvinist 

of a husband, Elkanah: ‘Am I not more to you than ten sons?’ (1 Samuel 1:8b). 

Hannah’s prayers eventually induced God to give her a son (1 Samuel 1:20).
25

 

 

The first chapter of 1 Samuel (it concludes at v. 28) is important, because Luke used it 

when fashioning the story of the birth of John the Baptist (1: 5-23). In other words, 

the latter narrative is a Midrash on 1 Samuel, its purpose being to prepare Luke’s 

readership for the miraculous birth of Jesus. 

 

Mary’s pregnancy, however, is unique, in the sense that it does not involve the 

removal of sterility, because in her case she was young and unmarried (see below). 

 

Paganism 

 

Figures close to the time of Jesus who had the reputation of being fathered by a god 

include Plato, Alexander the Great and Emperor Augustus (died 14 CE, who was said 

to have been conceived after a snake entered his mother, Atia, who had fallen asleep 

during a midnight service in the Temple of Apollo). Thus, Augustus was proclaimed 

to be divine (Divi Filius, a title he received also because of Augustus’ family link 

with Julius Caesar, who was deified by the Roman Senate in 42 BCE, less than two 

years after Caesar’s famous Ides of March assassination
26

).  

 

No doubt, attempts to explain the vc by reference to these and other (often quite 

extraordinary) legends will be found convincing by those who are already inclined to 

such views.  

 

They remain helpful nonetheless as an indicator of the likely context in which Gentile 

readers of the Gospels would have responded to accounts of the vc. In addition, and 

this is a most important consideration for the proposed title of the final Talk in this 

series (Christological-Trinitarian Formulations: Do They make Sense?, 21 June 

2017), these stories provide a way of understanding the mind-set of those Hellenized 

Jews who, like Philo (died c. 50 CE), were thoroughly immersed in classical culture 

and religion.
27

 

 

Hellenistic Jewish birth stories in Philo 

 

Philo employed very figurative language when discussing Sarah’s birth of Isaac, using 

the interesting construction that ‘God was the Author of her visitation’, meaning that 

Isaac was begotten of God. His allegorical-Midrashic approach to this story 

amounts to the symbolic claim that Sarah conceived by God’s power, and gave birth 

to the Son of God.
28

 

 

With regard to Genesis 5:21 – ‘Isaac prayed to God on behalf of his wife, for she was 

barren. God heard his prayer, and his wife Rebekah conceived’ – Philo interpreted it 

                                                 
25

 Ibid, page 50 
26

 Ibid, pages 56 to 57, adapted 
27

 Ibid, page 58 
28

 Ibid, page 59 



 12 

to mean her conception by the power of God. Vermes notes that the image of the 

Cherubim, as understood allegorically by Philo in relation to the above context, 

directly parallels Mary’s conception by the power of the Holy Spirit (cf. Matthew 1: 

18b and Luke 1:35).
29

 

 

The interested reader/listener is referred to pages 62 to 83 of Vermes’ book for a 

comprehensive account of his interpretation of the Gospels’ accounts of Jesus’ 

conception. Salient points will be covered briefly in what follows, including the 

teaching of the Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

 

What is necessary to bear in mind is that the original context for what we now know 

as the vc doctrine was articulated in Greek, in a Hellenized Jewish and Gentile milieu. 

It was almost certainly unknown to the disciples who followed Jesus during the course 

of his public ministry. 

 

It is impossible to understand the vc against its original Jewish (and post-

Resurrection) setting without analysing Isaiah 7:14. 

 

A prelude to this study is to emphasise the paramount importance of the fact that 

‘there is no trace in biblical or post-biblical Jewish tradition that would anticipate a 

pregnancy with no male contribution. Virginal conception is never contemplated in 

Judaism, not even in the case of the King-Messiah’.
30

    

 

The Gospels of Matthew and Luke call Mary’s baby the Son of God. In Matthew, the 

appellation derives from Isaiah 7:14 – ‘a young woman is with child, and will give 

birth to a son whom she will call E/Immanuel’. In the context, ‘Immanuel’ means 

‘God with us’. And Matthew’s account of Jesus’ return from Egypt articulates the 

words placed on the lips of the Lord by the Prophet Hosea: ‘Out of Egypt have I 

called my son’ (Hosea 11:1, quoted in Matthew 2:15). In Luke’s Gospel, the 

designation is even more explicit, when the Angel Gabriel declares: ‘Look, you are to 

conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you must name him Jesus – he will be 

great and will be called the Son of the Most High. … And so the child will be holy, 

and will be called Son of God’ (1:32, 35). 

 

In Jewish tradition, the term ‘Son of God’ often referred to Angels, as we learn from 

the LXX (the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible). It also meant people who – for 

whatever reason – were believed to be associated with God in a special way: “Every 

male Israelite could pride himself on being a ‘son of God’, and reciprocally he was in 

a position to call God his Father’.”
31

 

 

Jewish scholars are in complete agreement that the term Son of God is used 

exclusively in a metaphorical sense (that is, a figure of speech in which a concept 

literally denoting one idea is applied to another one, suggesting a type of analogy or 

likeness between them, as in Titanic ploughed the Atlantic that fateful night in 1912). 

 

In other words, it never designated the notion of one who is believed to be 

simultaneously man and God, a person sharing to some degree in the divine nature.  

                                                 
29

 Ibid 
30

 Ibid, page 63 
31

 Ibid, page 54 
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Jews living in the Holy Land certainly subscribed to this view, according to Vermes.  

 

Diaspora Jews, however, living at that time outside of Palestine, in Gentile 

environments imbued with Graeco-Roman religious culture, were exposed to ‘legends 

about the miraculous, divinely effected birth of heroes and great leaders, past and 

present’.
32

 

 

Vermes’ meaning is plain – the doctrine of the vc originated in a Hellenistic milieu. It 

is a claim, of course, which does not of itself invalidate – theologically or historically 

– traditional interpretations of the vc. But it does necessitate the requirement that it is 

important to recognise that there are divergent, entirely legitimate, understandings of 

the doctrine (see Catechism, below, which adopts one particular interpretation). 

 

We turn now, remaining with Vermes, to an exegetical study of Isaiah 7:14. It is the 

most important verse in the Synoptic Gospels concerning what has come to be known 

as the Doctrine of the Incarnation, which derives from the concomitant Doctrine of 

the VC (see below).  

 

(This Session will be referring to the famous Prologue to St. John’s Gospel only in a 

tangential sense; it effectively affirms Christ’s equality with the Father, but in an 

inferior manner, and – like the Infancy Narratives in Matthew and Luke – the 

Johannine Prologue postdates the main body of the Gospel.) 

 

Isaiah 7:14 is a proof text – as implied above – used by Matthew (Luke has none), 

‘the purpose of which is to announce a miraculous pregnancy or virginal 

conception’.
33

 

 

Vermes argues that the text works only if we follow the Greek Septuagint (LXX) 

version of this verse.  

 

This Greek version of the Hebrew Bible would have been understood in the manner 

intended for those Greek-speaking Jews (and others) living in the Diaspora. 

 

St. Matthew’s Gospel was written in Greek. It is not sufficiently appreciated, 

however, that its original public was Palestinian-Jewish, and that story of the Birth 

Narrative was communicated through the medium of Aramaic, and possibly also that 

of Hebrew.  

 

The point is that for these Palestinian Jews, living for the most part in the 

Galilee, the text of Isaiah 7:14 – ‘a young woman is with child, and will give birth to 

a son, whom she will call E/Immanuel’ – would have been quoted from the Hebrew 

Bible, and not from its Septuagint version.
34

 
 

The Hebrew version of Isaiah 7:14 does not refer to a virgin. It designates a young 

woman – almah -  with child (translated by The New Jerusalem Bible, used by many 

                                                 
32

 Ibid, pages 54 to 55, slightly adapted without alteration of meaning 
33

 Ibid, page 67 
34

 Ibid, page 68 
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world-wide Catholic institutions, as the virgin is with child, and will give birth to a 

son …, Mt. 1:23). 

 

The phrase ‘a young woman’ does not have to indicate ‘virginity’. In the Song of 

Songs (6:8), for examples, it occurs in a context manifestly having nothing to do with 

this idea.
35

            

 

In addition, the historical circumstances pertaining to Isaiah 7:14 concern King Ahaz 

[at that time, towards the end of the eight century BCE, he was involved in a struggle 

with neighbouring adversaries, the Kings of Assyria, for example (cf. Isaiah 7:16)], 

and the ‘young woman’ referred to in the prophecy is his (non-virginal) wife.
36

                                

 

Isaiah’s reference to her (almah) is to be understood to mean that if Israel’s remnant 

continues to maintain its trust in YHWH, there will one day be fulfilled the promises 

to David of a Kingdom of Messianic Peace (cf. 2 Samuel 7).
37

 

 

Hebrew Isaiah’s original prophetic text refers not to a mother’s virginal conception, 

but to the significance of the name (‘E/Immanuel’) of her son. It represents the claim 

that ‘God with us will bring divine protection to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, who at 

that time were under threat’ (the importance of the reference to Isaiah 7:16, above).
38

 

 

It is a virtual certainty that the Semitic version underlying the Greek text of St. 

Matthew’s Gospel ‘in no way could comprise a prediction of the virginal conception 

of the Messiah’
39

.   

 

According to Vermes, the idea of the vc entered St. Matthew’s Gospel ‘by sheer 

accident’. The Greek translator of (Hebrew) Isaiah 7: 14 carelessly rendered the term 

alnah (‘young woman’) as ‘virgin’, though it may also mean ‘unmarried woman’ or 

‘maiden’. This godsend enabled the translator ‘to present to his Greek-speaking 

readers the conception of Jesus as unique, towering above all the other miraculous 

conceptions of the Old Testament’.
40

  

 

Vermes thus argues that it was the clear intention of the translator of Isaiah 7:14 to 

convey to the Greek-speaking public of Matthew’s Infancy Narrative that Jesus would 

be conceived of the Holy Spirit, and miraculously produced by a virgin, Mary. 

 

His claim is that the birth story of Jesus, told in Hebrew or Aramaic and quoting 

Isaiah in Hebrew, could never have given rise to the idea of the vc – ‘such a 

development was possible only in a Greek-speaking, Hellenistic cultural 

environment’.
41

 

 

                                                 
35

 Ibid 
36

 Ibid, adapted for the purposes of clarification 
37

 The New Jerusalem Bible (Reader’s Edition, 1990, page 879 and pages 288 to 289) 
38

 Vermes, pages 68 to 69 
39

 Ibid, page 69 
40
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In due course, maintains Vermes, this development gave rise, via St. Paul, the 

Johannine Writings and the Greek Church Fathers ‘to the deification of Jesus, Son 

of the God-bearing (Theotokos) Virgin’.
42

 

 

We know from the writings of some Church Fathers (and other authorities) that there 

were Jewish-Christian communities, most notably the Ebionites (the Poor), surviving 

most likely into the 400s of our era, who rejected the Theotokos doctrine. They 

argued that the Hebrew Matthew and not the Septuagint Matthew was a more faithful 

account both of Isaiah 7:14 and the identity of Jesus of Nazareth. Interested 

readers/listeners are referred to the relevant writings of St. Irenaeus (Bishop of Lyon, 

died c. 200) and Eusebius (Church historian and bishop, died c. 340).
43

 

 

St. Luke’s account of the vc (1: 26-38) is independent of St. Matthew’s Gospel and 

the Greek translation of Isaiah 7:14. Vermes maintains that it is nonetheless ‘odd’, in 

the context of Palestinian-Judaism of that time (page 78). 

 

He notes that many scholars have found difficulty with verse 1:34, “Mary said to the 

Angel, ‘How can this come about since I have never known a man?’”, for the reason 

that the question is wholly inappropriate in the social and cultural setting pertinent to 

the historical Mary. The question put on her lips by the Gospel’s author makes no 

sense, ‘for someone whose wedding day must have been fairly imminent’ (page 78). 

All she had to do was to say to Joseph, ‘get a move on!’ 

 

Vermes’ observation must seem rather odd to us, but he develops it by elucidating at 

some length how, at the time (when child marriages were commonplace), virginity 

could be understood in two ways (virgo intacta and mirabile dictu, the latter term 

meaning that a girl was virginal in respect of her menstrual cycle, but that she could 

conceive after her first ovulation and before a first period, with the possibility that she 

could even give birth to more than one child).  

 

Vermes suggests that it is this second definition of virginity – mirabile dictu – which 

makes best sense in the context of St. Luke’s Infancy Narrative. In other words, there 

is no requirement, in his opinion, to subscribe to the notion of virgo intacta, as 

traditionally understood by Christians (pages 79 to 81, abridged). 

 

Vermes maintains that the concept of the vc is a late addition to the Infancy Narratives 

and, despite its special character and its subsequent extraordinary influence in 

scholarly and popular Christian interpretations of the Christ event, ‘it has made no 

impact either on Matthew or Luke, or on any other part of the New Testament, and its 

removal would not even be noticed’ (page 81, adapted). 

 

He concludes this thought-provoking analysis of the vc doctrine by examining the 

assertion that Jesus was illegitimate (pages 82 to 84), one source for this claim being 

John 8: 41b – ‘We were not born illegitimate; the only father we have is God’.  

Vermes makes no judgement about these claims, but it would seem that he is not 

convinced, to say the least, that Hitler was right when he told Martin Bormann that 

                                                 
42
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‘Jesus’ father was a ‘Gallic Legionary’. One learns something new most days of the 

week!
44

 

 

[This Session will not be addressing the figure of St. Joseph in any depth. In the 

opinion of certain scholars, he is Jesus’ biological father, an opinion favoured – at 

least initially – by the renowned Catholic biblical scholar and Jesuit priest (a 

contemporary and close friend of Raymond Brown’s), Joseph A. Fitzymer: ‘When 

Luke’s account is read in and for itself, without the influence of St. Matthew’s 

Infancy Narrative, it can be understood as a child born to Mary in the usual human 

way’. He later abandoned this position, under pressure.
45

  

 

Other scholars have adopted a position more ‘radical’ than Fitzymer’s (original) 

thesis, maintaining that St. Joseph is a fictional, composite figure, patterned on the 

Patriarch Joseph in the Book of Genesis (37:2 – 50:26)] 

 

In The Birth of the Messiah (1993), Raymond Brown concedes many of the points 

made by Vermes; but in the final analysis, he adopts a retrogressively conservative 

position, ‘affirming that it is easier to explain the New Testament evidence of the 

virginal conception by postulating a historical basis for it than by accepting it as pure 

theological creation’.
46

 

 

It has been the Church’s constant teaching that the doctrine of the vc is not a ‘pure 

theological invention’: 

 

The Gospel accounts understand the virginal conception of Jesus as a divine work 

surpassing all human understanding and possibility. … The Church sees here the 

fulfilment of the divine promise given through the Prophet Isaiah: ‘Behold, a virgin 

shall conceive and bear a son’ (Catechism of the Catholic Church, art. 497). 

 

The Catechism provides a theological note concerning the above quotation: 

 

People are sometimes troubled by the silence of St. Mark’s Gospel and the New 

Testament Epistles about Jesus’ virginal conception. Some might wonder if we were 

dealing merely with legends or theological constructs, not claiming to be history, and 

to this we must respond: Faith in the virginal conception of Jesus met with lively 

opposition, mockery and incomprehension from non-believers, Jews and Pagans. So, 

it could hardly have been motivated by Pagan mythology, or by some adaptation to 

the ideas of the age. The meaning of this event is accessible only to faith. … (art. 

498). 

 

On the Catechism’s understanding of the matter, Vermes’ conclusion that the Infancy 

Narratives ‘are not the stuff out of which history is made’ (page 165) is clearly 

incompatible with Church teaching. 

 

This ‘teaching’, favouring a particular interpretation of Isaiah 7:14, is legitimate in 

the context of Catholicism’s self-understanding, with particular regard to how it 

interprets the relationship between the doctrines of Fall, Incarnation and 
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Atonement/Redemption, all of which depend upon the concomitant idea of special 

revelation, famously articulated by (the Blessed) John Henry Newman (died 1900), in 

his book Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (1845/6).  

 

But it remains open to many criticisms, and not least the one from circularity, 

brilliantly and wittily encapsulated more than 200 years ago by Matthew Tindal (died 

1773): 

 

It’s an odd jumble to prove the truth of a book by the truth of the doctrines it 

contains, and at the same time to conclude these doctrines to be true because they 

are contained in that book.  

 

 

3] The Birthplace of Jesus is traditionally ascribed to Bethlehem (cf. Luke 2:4 and 

Matthew 2:1). Other references in the Gospels – there are ten of them (including three 

in the main body of St. Luke’s Gospel, cf. 4:16) – clearly suggest that he was born in 

Nazareth: ‘What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? (Mark 1:24).  

 

Of course, it is possible to interpret verses such as ‘We have found him of whom 

Moses in the Law and the Prophets wrote, Jesus, son of Joseph, from Nazareth’ (John 

1:45) in the light of the Bethlehem tradition (the plain meaning of art. 437 of the 

Catechism), but this view is contested by liberal interpretations (radical ones 

understand the Infancy Narratives to be nothing more than the vehicle for 

communicating pious legends) of the available theological and historical data. 

 

On the assumption that the liberal interpretation is probably more right than wrong, 

the best explanation for Bethlehem’s inclusion in these two Gospels is that it is 

representative – once again – of the technique known as Midrash. 

 

In other words, the Evangelists (or their likely original, Hebrew, source) have 

constructed a ‘Bethlehem Narrative’ to fulfil the words of Micah 5:2 (NRVS , 2007 

edition):  

 

‘But you (Bethlehem) Ephrrathah, the least of the clans of Judah, from you will 

come for me a future ruler of Israel, whose origins go back to the distant past, to 

the days of old.’ 

 

Their purpose was to situate Jesus’ birth in the birthplace of David and, for a long 

time before the birth of Christ, Jewish expectation had included the restoration of the 

throne of David as part of its developing messianic tradition. 

 

And how are we to understand the census (Luke 2: 1-5)? In the first instance, it 

should be noted that there is no evidence that one ever took place, let alone during the 

reign of Augustus (died 14CE). It is a literary artifice, probably based to some extent 

on Luke’s confusion about two notable dates in Palestinian history – 4BCE, the death 

of Herod and 6CE, when the Roman province of Judaea, governed by Quirininius, 

was created. The latter one involved a political crisis resulting from the imposition of 

a system of taxation, and it is probably this screen memory, many years later, which 

worked its way into Luke’s story, with the added advantage of his symbolically 

transferring Mary and Joseph from Nazareth to Bethlehem, thereby placing the birth 
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of Jesus in Bethlehem, for the ‘Davidic reason’ given above.
47

 The ‘census reference’ 

also clearly manifests the Gospels’ interest – particularly that of Luke’s – in 

proclaiming the spiritual, universal significance of ‘a baby in an ox’s stall’: ‘I bring 

you news of great joy, a joy to be shared by the whole people’ (Luke 2:10b).    

 

One commentator has suggested that, rather like the Queen, Jesus has two birthdays. 

The Queen’s biological birthday is 21 April, and her official one is the annual event 

(in June) known as ‘Trooping the Colour’. It is rather similar with Jesus. He was born 

sometime during March-April 4 BCE in our calendar, and his ‘official/theological 

birthday’ is 25 December (also the birthday of Mithras, the Persian Sun-God – see 

f/note 16): 

 

Jesus of Bethlehem, born in Nazareth 

 

It is important, however, not to lose ourselves in the historical and theological 

complexities of these Narratives. They also serve a profound social and pastoral 

purpose; one that is too easily forgotten in this Age of Materialism (was it ever 

otherwise?) 

 

A central theme of St. Luke’s Gospel is Jesus’ identification with the poor and those 

who were society’s outcasts, which is encapsulated in the saying ‘Be compassionate, 

just as your Father is compassionate’ (6:36).  

 

We need but recollect two of his most famous parables, The Good Samaritan (10: 29-

37) and The Rich Man and Lazarus (16: 19-31), to illustrate this central motif, one 

that is prefigured in the Infancy Narrative. 

 

Jesus is born in the least propitious town in Judah. We (understandably) idealise the 

verse about ‘shepherds out in the countryside’s fields’ (2:8). In reality, they were 

travelling people – the gypsies of the time, feared and mistrusted by the settled 

population (some things never change!). It is the shepherds who are first to hear the 

news of Jesus’ birth.  

 

We forget, at our spiritual peril, the momentous significance of what Luke is telling 

us, that the love of God Incarnate is made available to every human being, without 

any exception whatsoever, and in a special – but not unique – sense to those who, for 

whatever reason, are marginalised from society, some of whom may be present at this 

colloquium.  

 

In the words of Pope Francis, ‘Jesus teaches us not to be ashamed of  reaching out to 

human misery, of touching his flesh in our suffering brothers and sisters’.  

 

We are so influenced by a ‘Christology from on high’ that too easily ignored is a 

‘Christology from below’ (terms to be explained on 14 December). It – ‘from below’ 

– is a clarion call to embrace the theological, social and pastoral implications of the 

Bethlehem Story, which ‘identifies God not with power, but with the victims of 
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power’. It is this reversal in the (often) traditional manner of our thinking that is the 

key to understanding the Story of Christmas.
48

 

 

4] The Visit of the Magi (Matthew 2: 1-12) is a Midrash on Isaiah 60:3, 6: ‘And 

nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising …, they 

shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the Lord.’  

 

The notion of three kings is an (understandable) urban myth, almost certainly derived 

from Mt. 2:11, which adds ‘myrrh’ to the verses from Isaiah. The gifts have further 

biblical resonances, associated with Solomon and the Jerusalem Temple, and the 

myrrh with the Queen of Sheba (cf. 1 Kings 10: 1-13). In Christian tradition, they 

have come to symbolise the kingship, suffering and divinity of Jesus.
49

 

 

It is also worthy of mention that, in Jewish legends of the era, the Pharaoh was said to 

have received information from wise men (cf. Mt. 2).
50

   

 

The Star tradition is probably best understood in terms of how people at that time 

understood the sky to be the Earth’s roof and Heaven’s floor (they knew nothing of 

Copernicus and Galileo!). In this view of the world, stars were a way of announcing 

significant births (one is said to have heralded the birth of Augustus, for example) 

and, in (later) Jewish tradition, stars were said to have announced the births of 

Abraham, Isaac and Moses.
51

 

 

At this time of year, some newspapers run stories written by (astronomical) academics 

identifying the Star with some comet or other thought to have been present at the time 

of Jesus’ birth. Alas, there was no such Star, a fact that will not deter the 

manufacturers of Christmas cards, and that is all to the good: we cannot reinvent 

centuries of tradition, and it would be foolish in the extreme to make such an attempt. 

 

5] The Flight into Egypt /Massacre of the Innocents (Matthew 2: 13-18) is also a 

Midrash, this time based on Exodus 1:15 – 2:10. There, an Egyptian Pharaoh had 

slaughtered male babies, in the expectation of killing Moses, before he could grow up 

to be the one to free Israel from its captivity in Egypt.  

 

[Hosea 11:1 – ‘When Israel was a child I loved him, and I called my son out of Egypt’ 

– is clearly also a verse of importance in this context.]   

 

The pericope from Matthew also reflects Rachel’s ‘weeping for her children’ (that is, 

the defeated Northern Tribes, cf. Jeremiah 31:15), and tradition has it that she was 

buried close to Bethlehem. 

 

Herod the Great was, by any standards, an appalling man. He murdered many people, 

including his wife, her mother and her brother, and – to cap it all – three of his sons! 
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It is no wonder that Augustus said of him, ‘Better to be Herod’s pigs than Herod’s 

sons’ (being a Jew, he did not eat pork!)!
52

 

 

But, for all his known (and unknown) crimes (even planning a blood-bath to coincide 

with his own funeral, which was mercifully cancelled by a surviving sister), Herod 

most certainly did not Massacre the Innocents.  

 

The story is a classic example of Midrash. It is a theological construct (which can be 

rather loosely termed a theologoumenon, meaning that it refers in an indirect manner 

to a Christian doctrine of significance, that is, in this context, belief in the Incarnate 

Son of God).  

 

In effect, it is Matthew’s intention to establish the figure of Jesus as ‘the completion 

or consummation of the great line of the heroes of Israel, including, in particular, 

Moses and David.’
53

 In this endeavour, he has been extraordinarily successful: Jesus 

became the New Moses and the fulfilment of the hopes for the House of David. 

 

6] The pericope from Egypt to Nazareth (Matthew 2: 19-23) is of significance, 

primarily to the extent that it explains why Joseph settled his family in Galilee 

(Nazareth), rather than in Judaea. The NJBC (page 636), for interested readers, 

develops interpretations of this pericope, which do not require amplification for the 

purposes of this monograph. 

 

7] The Presentation of Jesus in the Temple (Luke 2: 22-40) is preceded by Jesus’ 

circumcision (cf. Leviticus 12:3) with the formal declaration of his name (v.21). 

 

Luke 2: 25-38 has three main sub-sections to it: a) the Nunc Dimittis, b), Simeon’s 

Prophecy and c) Anna’s Prophecy. 

 

Elements of the entire passage (to v. 40, Luke 2) are ‘slightly off true’, to quote a 

rather novel phrase of Vermes’ (page 136) – for example, the reference to ‘their 

purification’ (v. 22) makes no sense in the context of the time, when only the mother 

was subject to ritual cleansing. 

 

The main point of the three sub-sections is to indicate that ‘God-fearing Jews, inspired 

by the same Holy Spirit who was instrumental in the conception of Jesus, recognised 

from the very beginning his future greatness’ (page 137): ‘My eyes have seen your 

salvation, which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for 

revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people, Israel’ (vv. 30 to 32). 

 

In other words, Simeon’s and Anna’s roles are to proclaim in advance that Jesus is the 

Messiah, the Redeemer of Israel.  

 

However, often forgotten are verses 34 to 35: “Simon blessed them, and said to his 

mother, Mary, ‘This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, 

and to be a sign that will be opposed, so that the inner thoughts of many will be 

revealed, and a sword will also pierce your heart’.” 
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St. Luke’s hint about ‘a sign that will be opposed’ is the substantive basis for a 

Presentation in the New Year. In the meantime, may you have a joyous Christmas, 

mindful of the words of Pope Francis: 

 

Jesus is not a figure from the past. He continues now and always to light-up the 

path for us. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

PWK, 14 December 2016 
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