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THE VIRGIN BIRTH
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The Virgin Birth of Christ is a doctrine which has long met with “lively opposition, mockery or incomprehension, from unbelievers, Jews or pagans.” (Catechism 498) Even among those who call themselves Christians, some fail to understand the importance of the fact that Christ was not conceived by human intercourse, but “by the power of the Holy Spirit became incarnate from the Virgin Mary.” (Nicene Creed)

St Luke’s account of the Annunciation is explicit enough. The Angel Gabriel visits a young virgin, Mary, in Nazareth. She is betrothed to Joseph. In Jewish custom betrothal is a firm commitment, only ended by divorce, but in which the couple do not live together as man and wife.

Mary’s amazement at the Angel’s news (“You are to conceive and bear a son”) corroborates this, and she replies, “How can this come about, for I know not man?” So Gabriel explains: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will cover you with its shadow. And so the child will be holy and will be called Son of God.” (1:34—5)

Scripture is therefore quite explicit about the Virgin Birth. How can Christian groups who claim to follow Scripture alone then deny it, especially in the light of Matt. 1:16? Here, at the end of the Messiah’s genealogy, St Matthew avoids saying that Joseph begat Jesus -as he wrote for the preceding 41 generations. Carefully he says, “Jacob was the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary; of her was born Jesus who is called the Christ.”

Many try to obscure the clear message of Scripture, that Jesus was born of a virgin. The rationalists argue that the Virgin Birth is a myth borrowed from pagan legends. For ancient mythologies contain numerous stories of gods, like Zeus, descending to earth and fathering children by earth women. Classical heroes like Romulus and Remus claimed divine descent, as today do the Dalai Lama and the Emperor of Japan. However, in pagan myths there is no exact parallel to a virginal conception without intercourse. The rationalist myth proves nothing.

Had St Luke invented his birth narrative as an embroidered legend, albeit to stress Jesus’ importance as Messiah, would the early Church have accepted his Gospel? They rejected as inaccurate and fanciful the so-called gospels of Peter and Thomas, full of apocryphal legends. They had to be very careful to make sure that the approved texts were truthful and reliable and above contradiction by living witnesses. The value and reliability we attach to the Gospel texts rest upon the witness and guarantee of the early Church, Catholic and Apostolic.

Indeed, since Jesus is God, why should his entry into the world not have some unusual features? A divine being might arrive in a spacecraft, or suddenly materialize among us like an angelic presence. Jesus came however not merely as a celestial visitor, but to assume and redeem human nature, by being conceived and born. Otherwise, the Incarnation would be open to the Docetist accusation of play-acting: Christ only pretended to be a human being, to feel pain and to die.

The Annunciation account evokes a beautiful symmetry. Jesus is both Son of God and Son of Mary, true God and true Man, a divine Person who takes on a human nature. St John Chrysostom puts it firmly:  

“As God He is truly begotten of God; so also as man He is truly born from the Virgin. In heaven He alone is the Only-Begotten of the One God; on earth He alone is the Only-Begotten of the unique Virgin. And as in the heavenly generation, to imply a mother is heretical, so in this earthly generation, to imply a father is blasphemy.”

Opponents of the Virgin Birth often have an unreasoned prejudice against a miracle-working God. They believe in a Creator who initially wound up the universe and now leaves it to operate by its own laws of nature “without divine interference.” This is not the God of the New Testament, the loving Abba of his adopted children.

Others argue that Luke 1:35 is a faked addition to the text to introduce the idea of a miraculous birth of Jesus. The earliest manuscripts show no evidence of this. Some have said that the idea of conception by the power of the Holy Spirit is un-Hebraic and unlikely, because the Hebrew word for Spirit, ruah, is feminine. It is not exactly clear why the Almighty’s plan of salvation should be thwarted by the rules of Hebrew grammar.

Some propose that Mary and Joseph conceived Jesus normally, but that he was then sanctified in the womb and adopted by God as “Son of the Most High.” However, this contradicts the clear meaning of Luke’s text.

Rationalist views are common today, and often end by denying the Divinity of Christ itself and departing from Christianity altogether. Old heresies reappear in bright modern wrapping paper and tinsel to deceive the elect e.g. Adoptionism. This sect presented Jesus as an ordinary man, son of Joseph and Mary, adopted by God and made into the Messiah, the great moral exemplar (but hardly the Divine Redeemer of mankind).

Jesus probably did not know he was the Messiah, they allege. We must separate the “Jesus of history” from the “Christ of faith.” Jesus did not claim divinity, but the Church granted him divine honours after his death. These views may be compatible with Judaism or Islam, but they are not Christianity.

The Apostles’ Creed (c.100 A.D.) attests to the conviction of the early Christian community: “He was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary” To deny the virginal conception of Christ is to cut oneself adrift from the faith of the Apostles. Since 553 A.D., Catholics and Orthodox have held as an article of faith the permanent virginity of Mary, aeiparthenos, ever-Virgin.

Our New Catechism explains the significance of the Virgin Birth. Firstly, it expresses the absolute initiative of God in the Incarnation. Jesus had God alone as His Father. “The human nature which He took on never distanced Him from the Father, naturally Son of his Father by divinity, naturally son of his mother by humanity, but properly Son of God in His two natures.” (Council of Friuli 796 A.D.)

Secondly, Jesus is the New Adam, a heavenly, not an earthly man (cf. 1 Cor. 15:47). From his conception Christ’s humanity is filled with the Holy Spirit, for God “gives Him the Spirit without measure.” (Jn 3:34). Our human nature benefits from His Spirit-filled nature: “From his fullness we have all received, yes, grace upon grace.” (Jn. 1:16)

Thirdly, this novel Virgin Birth symbolizes the new birth of the adopted children of God by the spirit, not by the will of the flesh. We are spiritually born from above in the waters of the font. The Church is a virgin, the font is her womb. New spiritual; life comes to us from God, not by human agency.

Finally, Mary’s virginity is a sign of her faith in God and her total openness to God’s will. In this, she is the pattern for us all. As Augustine noted, Mary was more blessed in receiving faith from Christ, than in conceiving the flesh of Christ.

The Virgin Birth is a doctrine rich in symbolism. Its denial opens the way to loss of faith in Christ’s divinity. It is not some disposable doctrine which can be conveniently abandoned in order to make Christianity more palatable to a faithless world. It is part of the seamless robe of Divine Revelation.

