A Strange Way to Save the World #4

“Why Her?”

Isaiah 7:14

Art Linkletter will forever be linked with his interviews with children called Kids Say the Darndest Things.  I think a spin-off could be produced entitled Kids Draw the Darndest Things. 

Perhaps you’ve heard the story of the Christmastime Sunday school class in which the teacher instructed the students to draw a picture about the Christmas story. Most of the drawings were of the manger scene or the shepherds or the wise men, but one little boy drew an airplane with four people inside.  When the teacher asked what his drawing had to do with Christmas, he replied, “This is the flight to Egypt.”


“Who are the people in the plane?” the teacher asked.


“This is Joseph, Mary, and the Baby Jesus,” he explained.


“Who’s the fourth one?”

“That’s Pontius, the pilot,” he said proudly.

Or the other drawing that had Joseph and Mary with baby Jesus in the manger, surrounded by shepherds, wise men, and a little fat man off to the side.  

“Who is that?” the teacher asked, pointing to the chubby character.

“That’s Round John Virgin,” the child replied. 


We chuckle at the childish misunderstanding of the words to the famous Christmas carol, “Silent Night”—”round yon virgin mother and Child.” While most of us are probably familiar with the phrase “virgin mother” or “Virgin Mary” with regard to the Christmas story, do we stop to think about what that means? Or do we even take the idea of Christ’s virgin birth seriously?  Not everybody does. John Stott points out,

Attacks on the virgin birth are not new. On the contrary, they are as old as Christianity itself. In the first century both the Jewish Ebionites and certain Gnostic sects de​nied the deity of Jesus and therefore went on to dismiss the story of his virgin birth. In the second century, the heretic Marcion, who completely rejected the Old Testa​ment, published a version of one Gospel only (Luke’s) which omitted its first two chapters. Since then the skep​tics and rationalists of every century have disputed or dismissed the virgin birth.


About a century ago, Professor James Orr wrote in The Fundamentals:

It is not only, however, in the circles of unbelief that the Virgin birth is discredited; in the church itself the habit is spreading of casting doubt upon the fact, or at least of regarding it as no essential part of Christian faith. This is the unhappiest feature in this unhappy controversy. Till recently no one dreamed of denying that, in the sincere profession of Christianity, this article, which has stood from the beginning in the forefront of all the great creeds of Christendom, was included. Now it is different. The truth and value of the article of the Virgin birth are challenged. The article, it is affirmed, did not belong to the earliest Christian tradition, and the evidence for it is not strong. Therefore, let it drop.


In recent times this denial of the virgin birth has become more acceptable within the Christian church. Consider the doubts raised by Rob Bell in his book, Velvet Elvis:
What if tomorrow someone digs up definitive proof that Jesus had a real, earthly, biological father named Larry, and archeologists find Larry’s tomb and do DNA samples and prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that the virgin birth was really just a bit of mythologizing the Gospel writers threw in to appeal to the followers of the Mithra and Dionysian religious cults that were hugely popular at the time of Jesus, whose gods had virgin births?

But what if, as you study the origin of the word “virgin” you discover that the word “virgin” in the gospel of Matthew actually comes from the book of Isaiah, and then you find out that in the Hebrew language at that time, the word “virgin” could mean several things. And what if you discover that in the first century being “born of a virgin” also referred to a child whose mother became pregnant the first time she had intercourse?

What if that spring were seriously questioned? Could a person keep on [believing]? Could a person still love God? Could you still be a Christian? Is the way of Jesus still the best possible way to live? Or does the whole thing fall apart?


Now, to be fair, Bell does assert that he affirms “the historic Christian faith, which includes the virgin birth” and more. But his argument at the very least makes the whole issue of the virgin birth less than essential to our Christian faith. Is it? Can we believe the biblical account of Christmas without the virgin birth? Can we believe the Bible at all without the virgin birth? Does it really matter if it seems that everybody else—secular and spiritual—denies the virgin birth? I agree with John MacArthur:

Unfortunately, a heart attitude of unbelief concerning Jesus’ identity has characterized the majority of men and women since the Fall. The Jews who opposed Christ vividly illustrated that attitude on more than one occasion (John 5:18; 7:28–30; 10:30–39). But such hostility and lack of faith should not discourage us or deter us from embracing and defending the truth of Christ’s virgin birth. The apostle Paul reminds us, “For what if some did not believe? Will their unbelief make the faithfulness of God without effect? Certainly not! Indeed, let God be true but every man a liar” (Rom. 3:3–4, 10:16; Isa. 53:1). The world’s opinion, popular as it might be, is rarely a reliable source of truth.

The Virgin Birth was Envisaged


The Apostle’s Creed declares, “I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord. He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary.” But is this simply a fabrication of early Christian writers who tried to elevate the stature of Jesus or cover up His illegitimate birth? Or did the doctrine have its roots in a time before the baby Jesus was born in Bethlehem?


The Bible clearly teaches that the virgin birth was envisaged before it happened, recorded in the pages of the Old Testament. Long before the New Testament recorded the virgin birth, the Old Testament anticipated it. In fact, the earliest messianic prediction in the Bible implies the virgin birth. Speaking to the serpent, “God said, ‘And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.’” (Gen. 3:15). How does this refer to a virgin birth, though? One resource explains,

That the coming Redeemer was to be the “offspring” or “seed” of the woman is important in a patriarchal culture. Why of a woman? Normally, descendants were traced through their father (cf. Gen. 5, 11). Even the official genealogy of the Messiah in Matthew 1 is traced through Jesus’ legal father Joseph. In the unique term, seed of the woman, there is implied that the messiah would come by a woman but not a natural father.


In our day and age it is not unusual for a child to be known as the son or daughter of the mother—in fact, many children retain their mother’s last name instead of taking their father’s name. But in the ancient world this was almost unheard of. Therefore, as Charles Feinberg concludes in his book, Is the Virgin Birth in the Old Testament?
Genesis 3:15 is to be understood as teaching the coming in ultimate victory over Satan of the virgin-born Messiah, Redeemer, and Son of God. The study of the Scriptural doctrine of the virgin birth of the Lord Jesus Christ must begin with Genesis 3:15, rightly called the Protevangelium, the first declaration of the good news.


A second Old Testament passage is found in Isaiah 7:14, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.” Clearly the context of this verse dealt with an incident during the lifetime of the prophet Isaiah and the reigning king Ahaz. Isaiah predicts the birth of a child, and by the time that child is weaned from its mother, the Lord would accomplish certain things.  And, as some translators and commentators point out, the Hebrew term rendered “virgin” can also be translated “young woman.” But, as we will see, Matthew quotes this verse in his gospel’s account of Jesus’ birth. Could this be referring to the virgin birth of Jesus, or was Matthew reading too much into it?


Old Testament scholar Walter Kaiser concludes, 
The [Hebrew] word ha’alma (“the virgin”) has caused much debate. …When all the passages in the OT with ‘alma are investigated, the only conclusion one can arrive at is that it means a “virgin” here. To date, no one has produced a clear context, either in Hebrew or in the closely related Canaanite language from Ugarit (which uses the cognate glmt), where ‘alma can be ap​plied to a married woman. Moreover, the definite article on this word does speak not of any virgin, but of “‘the virgin”—a special one whom God has in mind. Given the frequency with which OT and NT prophecy have both a now and a not-yet aspect to their predictions, Ahaz is granted evidence of this sign in his own day, even though the full impact of all that God has in mind will not be realized until the Messiah himself is born in a unique manner in fulfillment of this passage.


It is true that the Jewish rabbis before and at the time of Christ did not see Isaiah 7:14 as a messianic prophecy of a virgin birth, but some did see such a connection with another Old Testament passage, Jeremiah 31:22, which concludes with the words, “a woman shall encompass a man.” MacArthur points out,

Although they misinterpreted it, many of the rabbis exegeted Jeremiah 31:22 (“a woman shall encompass a man”) in a way that suggested the Messiah would have an unusual birth. Their fanciful explanation of that verse (“Messiah is to have no earthly father,” and “The birth of Messiah shall be like the dew of the Lord, as drops upon the grass without the action of man”) at least preserved the general idea that the Messiah’s birth would be unique.


Therefore, the claim that Jesus’ virgin birth was a late invention to either elevate Jesus’ stature among men or to explain away his illegitimacy is simply not true. The virgin birth of the Messiah was envisaged by the prophets—foretold centuries before it happened—and was understood that way before the fact.

The Virgin Birth was Experienced


When we come to the New Testament, we find that the virgin birth was experienced. The gospels of Matthew and Luke both tell the story of Jesus’ birth. Both agree that Jesus experienced a virgin birth, though we must agree with Leon Morris when he states, “The virgin ‘birth’ is actually a misnomer. It was the conception that was miracu​lous; we know of nothing abnormal about the birth.”


The most explicit description of this is found in Luke 1:30-35, in the conversation between the angel Gabriel and Mary:

…the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.”

“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. 

Matthew’s account also demonstrates the virgin birth:

This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 

But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel”—which means, “God with us” [Matthew 1:18-23].
Earlier in this chapter, Matthew details the genealogy of Jesus. The genealogy concludes with Joseph, described as the husband of Mary but not as the father of Jesus. Matthew will tell us a little later that the child was conceived as a result of the activity of the Holy Spirit.﻿﻿ The passive form here is probably the “divine passive,” indicating an activity of God; it certainly points to something different from what precedes and it prepares us for the narrative of the virgin birth… All this combines to make it clear that Matthew is writing about the coming into the world not simply of another baby, but of the very Son of God.


Even though Mark’s gospel does not recount the birth of Jesus, he begins the book by referring to Jesus as “the Son of God” (Mark 1:1), and later he refers to Him as “son of Mary” (Mark 6:3). The expression “son of Mary” is remarkable testimony to the fact that Jesus was Mary’s son, not Joseph’s. A Jew was named after his mother only when his father was not known.
 Thus the designation “Son of God” speaks to Jesus’ divine nature while “son of Mary” speaks of his humanity. Both can be explained only by a virgin birth.


John also neglects to record the birth of Jesus, but writes eloquently, “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14).  However, John records an incident in Jesus’ ministry that brings this whole matter into question: In John 8, Jesus and the Pharisees are locked in a heated argument. Jesus refers to His Father, and the Pharisees retort, “Where is your father?” to which Jesus replied, “You do not know me or my Father,” Jesus replied. “If you knew me, you would know my Father also” (John 8:19). Later, in verse 23, Jesus says, “You are from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world” alluding to the fact that He was not a mere human being.  An argument ensues about Abraham being the father of the Pharisees, at which time they state, “We are not illegitimate children… The only Father we have is God himself” (John 8:41). The Greek use of the emphatic pronoun ἡμεῖς (hēmeis) could be construed as an innuendo: “It is not we who are illegitimate,”
 implying that Jesus was. As John A. T. Robinson states, 
The first and most indisputable fact about the birth of Jesus is that it occurred out of wedlock. The one option for which there is no evidence is that Jesus is the lawful son of Joseph and Mary. The only choice open to us is between a virgin birth and an illegitimate birth.

The apostle Paul alludes to the virgin birth in Galatians 4:4, “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law.” Some feel that this refers to the promise previously considered from Genesis 3:15. In a Jewish patriarchal culture one is begotten of a male (the father). To bring attention to being “born of a woman” is to show that something unusual is occurring—in Jesus’ case a virgin birth.
 As David Stern points out, “This is as close as [Paul] comes to saying anything about the virgin birth.”
 The New Testament clearly teaches that the virgin birth was experienced.

The Virgin Birth was Essential

Finally we come to that all-important question, “So what?” Does it really matter whether Jesus born of a virgin or not?  I believe that the virgin birth was essential.

The first reason the virgin birth was essential is the legitimacy of the Scriptures.  On one level, of course, the virgin birth is important simply because we are told that it occurred. I realize this sounds a lot like most parents’ favorite line—“Because I said so!”—but if anyone can get away with it, it is God! Whether or not we can see a necessity for the virgin birth, if the Bible tells us that it happened, it is important to believe that it did because not to do so is a tacit repudiation of the authority of the Bible. If we do not hold to the virgin birth despite the fact that the Bible asserts it, then we have compromised the authority of the Bible and there is in principle no reason why we should hold to its other teachings. Thus, rejecting the virgin birth has implications reaching far beyond the doctrine itself.


The second reason the virgin birth was essential is the legality of the Sovereign.  In Jeremiah 22:30, a curse is pronounced on King Jehoichin (a/k/a Jeconiah or Coniah):

This is what the Lord says: “Record this man as if childless, a man who will not prosper in his lifetime, for none of his offspring will prosper, none will sit on the throne of David or rule anymore in Judah.”
This verse might not seem to have anything to do with Jesus, except that Joseph’s genealogy is traced through Jehoiachin! How could Jesus be the promised Messiah to sit on David’s throne if he is excluded by this divine decree? If He had been the biological son of Joseph, Jesus would have been disqualified to be the Messiah. However, since Joseph was only Jesus’ legal father (by virtue of taking Mary as his wife he adopted her unborn child), Jesus did not inherit the curse on Jehoiachin’s actual descendants. And since Jesus was the actual son of David through Mary according to Luke’s matriarchal genealogy (Luke 3), he fulfilled the conditions of coming “from the body of David” (2 Sam. 7:12–16) without losing legal rights to the throne of David by falling under the curse on Jehoiachin.
 In a way Jeremiah’s prophecy—that Jehoiachin would be reckoned as “childless”—supports the virgin birth.

The third reason the virgin birth was essential is the lordship of the Son. Warren Wiersbe writes succinctly, 

The virgin birth of Christ is a key doctrine; for if Jesus Christ is not God come in sinless human flesh, then we have no Savior. Jesus had to be born of a virgin, apart from human generation, because He existed before His mother. He was not just born in this world; He came down from heaven into the world. Jesus was sent by the Father and therefore came into the world having a human mother but not a human father.

The virgin birth insures that Jesus is no less than God in the flesh, indeed the second person of the trinity, God the Son. This was no mere baby born in Bethlehem’s stable; this was the Creator taking on the form of the creation. And only as God-in-the-flesh could His death provide salvation for those who believe in Him.


I realize that the concept of a virgin birth boggles the mind, and for that reason many reject the notion outright. It is unexplainable, therefore it is unbelievable. Yet, as Dr. Henry Morris concludes, 

Biologically, the Virgin Birth may have been impossible, but after all, that’s how we define a miracle of creation, an event that is sci​entifically impossible but happens anyway!


We may not be able to explain it or comprehend it, but we must believe it!
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