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Welcome to the Immersion Conference at Brentwood Baptist Church!

Why do we offer this Immersion Conference? We hear comments from our folks that go something 
like this: “I want to go deeper in my faith,” “I want to go beyond the Sunday School answers I was 
taught,” or “I want to be challenged in my understanding of Scripture and theology.”  

This year’s Immersion Conference will seek to address these comments by launching our 2013 
church-wide emphasis on the Life of Christ and Christology. Specifically, during this season of 
Advent, we’ll give particular attention to the birth narratives and the incarnation of Christ.

To accomplish this, we’ve invited one of today’s premier theologians on “Jesus” and 
“Christology,” Ben Witherington III. Touted as one of the top evangelical scholars globally, Ben 
is an elected member of the prestigious SNTS (Studiorum Novi Testament Societas) society for 
New Testament Studies. He’s a popular lecturer all over the world and has written more than 40 
books, including The Jesus Quest. And he’s become a personal friend of our Pastor Mike Glenn 
over the past few years.

“Several years ago, when all the Jesus seminar stuff was coming out about what we could know 
about the historical Jesus, I spent my sabbatical reading Christology, learning about the study of 
Christ and how we understand Him,” Mike said. “That was when I started reading books by Ben 
Witherington. Ben has written extensively on the issue of Christology—who Jesus is, how we 
know Him, how He expresses that, how He lives that out, what that means for us.”

Along with speaking engagements, Ben has interviewed on radio networks across the country 
and has been seen on the History Channel, NBC, ABC, CBS, CNN, The Discovery Channel, A&E, 
and more.

Mike said, “He’s one of the smartest people about Christology that you will ever have the 
opportunity to talk with. He’s one of the most humble servants of the Church that you’ll every 
have the opportunity to meet. What better gift can you give to you and your family than a deeper 
understanding of who Jesus Christ is—to understand the importance and significance of the 
person we celebrate on Christmas Day?”

We hope this conference will inspire and encourage you to get to know the baby in the manger 
in a deeper and more satisfying way.

W e L c o m e  t o  i m m e r S i o N  2 0 1 2
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Dr. Ben Witherington III
Jean R. Amos Professor of New Testament for Doctoral Studies 

Expertise:
 • Women in the New Testament
 • The Historical Jesus
 • Christologies of the New Testament
 • Pauline Exegesis and Theology
 • Johannine Exegesis and Theology
 • Women in Ministry
 • The Jesus Seminar
 • James Ossuary

Dr. Witherington joined the Asbury Seminary faculty in 1995 after teaching at Ashland Theological 
Seminary for more than a decade. He’s also taught at High Point College, Duke Divinity School, 
and Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary.

A prolific author, Dr. Witherington has written more than 40 books and six commentaries, 
including The Gospel Code: Novel Claims About Jesus, Mary Magdalene and Da Vinci (2004), 
The Problem With Evangelical Theory: Testing the Exegetical Foundations of Calvinism, 
Dispensationalism, and Wesleyanism (2005), and The New Testament Story (2004). 

One of his works, The Jesus Quest: The Third Search for the Jew of Nazareth (InterVarsity 
Press, 1995), was selected as the top biblical studies book of 1995 by Christianity Today and 
the Academy of Parish Clergy. In The Jesus Quest, Dr. Witherington surveys the contemporary 
Christological landscape in New Testament scholarship, offering a helpful perspective on one of 
the most significant and controversial religious debates of the past decade. 

In 1999, he again won the Christianity Today book award, this time for The Paul Quest: The 
Renewed Search for the Jew of Tarsus. He was recently featured in the BBC and PBS special 
called “The Story of Jesus.”

Dr. Witherington, who has led numerous study tours through the lands of the Bible, is known for 
bringing the text to life through incisive historical and cultural analysis. He’s a John Wesley Fellow 
for Life, a research fellow at Cambridge University and a member of numerous professional 
organizations, including the Society of Biblical Literature, Society for the Study of the New 
Testament, and the Institute for Biblical Research. 

Dr. Witherington has also spoken to many groups about his topics of expertise, and even had the 
opportunity to preach at the National Chapel in May 2006. 

In his leisure time, Dr. Witherington appreciates both music and sports. It’s hard to say which 
sound he prefers: the sophisticated assonance of jazz sensation Pat Metheny or the incessant 
tomahawk chant of the Atlanta Braves faithful. As a graduate of UNC-Chapel Hill, he’s a 
dedicated Tar Heels basketball and football fan. He and his wife, Ann, have two children. Ann 
teaches biology at Asbury College.

d r .  b e N  W i t H e r i N G t o N  i i i  b i o

Education:
 • B.A., University of North Carolina, 1974
 • M.Div., Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, 1977
 • Ph.D., University of Durham in England, 1981



—   6   —

On the Road with Jesus: Birth and Ministry
Chapter 1: “Unto Us a Son is Given,” Ben Witherington III

Abingdon Press, Nashville, March 2012

All the Gospels present Jesus on a continual road trip–God in motion, 
urgently making a way to us in defeat of the desert in which we wander. 

— William H. Willimon

MARY, MARY-EXTRAORDINARY

It is possible to begin the story of Jesus from before time and space, to begin it like a Star Wars 
introduction with “the story thus far” scrolling through the galaxy, bringing us up-to-date. In fact, 
this is where John 1 begins the story. You can almost hear James Earl Jones in his deep baritone 
saying not “long, long ago in a galaxy far, far away” but even more impressively, echoing Genesis 
1: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was 
in the beginning with God.” Scholars call this the preexistence language applied to God the Son, 
speaking about where he was and who he was and what he was doing before there ever was a 
material universe, before there was ever the proclamation “Let there be light.”

This way of starting the story is breathtaking and challenging. This is the language of “Incarnation,” 
of how the preexistent, divine Son of God took on flesh and dwelt among us. Indeed, the very term 
Incarnation implies that the person in question existed before he became a human being. The poet 
John Donne, reflecting on this very matter, wrote in his holy sonnet, which begins with the words 
“Wilt thou love God, as he thee? Then digest”: “’Twas much that man was made like God before, 
/ But, that God should be made like man, much more.” Indeed. It’s one thing to talk about human 
creatures being created in the image of God and something different altogether to talk about God 
taking on the image of human beings. And one has to be exceedingly careful about how one talks 
about this matter.

For example, I like to ask my New Testament students, “Did Jesus always exist?” Some of them, 
without hesitation will say “Of course, John 1 and Philippians 2:5-11 make this clear.” Then I will 
reply, “I did not ask, did the divine Son of God always exist? I asked, did Jesus, the human being, 
always exist?” Some of the brighter sparks in the class then get the point. Jesus is the name of a 
human being. If the Incarnation is real, if the Word really did, at some particular point in time, take 
on flesh, then the story of Jesus has a temporal beginning. There is a point in time when this person 
is given a human name because he has a temporal human beginning. Strictly speaking, before the 
Incarnation before the virginal conception, there was no Jesus the human being. There was only the 
divine Son of God who “became” Jesus when he took “on flesh.” And here is the great mystery—
he did this without leaving behind his divine nature. The Word took on flesh in an additive process. 
The Word did not cease to be the divine Son of God when he did so. But the story of Jesus, properly 
speaking, begins with the story of Mary. It begins with an announcement and a human response by 
Mary that has momentous indeed everlasting, consequences. As it turns out, from the outset, mere 
mortals become part of the story, part of the plan of God to save our world. 

c H a P t e r  o N e :  u N t o  u S  a  S o N  i S  G i v e N
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We owe the story of the Annunciation to Luke. We have heard it so many times that we are 
probably inoculated against really hearing it. It is a story about the unexpected, the dangerous, 
the improbable, the surprising. Let us hear the tale again and try to listen with new ears and an 
open mind. 

When Elizabeth was six months pregnant, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a city in Galilee, 
to a virgin who was engaged to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David’s house. The virgin’s 
name was Mary. When the angel came to her, he said, “Rejoice, favored one! The Lord is with you!” 
She was confused by these words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. The angel 
said, “Don’t be afraid, Mary. God is honoring you. Look! You will conceive and give birth to a son, 
and you will name him Jesus. He will be great and he will be called the Son of the Most High. The 
Lord God will give him the throne of David his father. He will reign over Jacob’s house forever, and 
there will be no end to his kingdom.” 

Then Mary said to the angel, “How will this happen since I haven’t had sexual relations with a man?” 

The angel replied, “The Holy Spirit will come over you and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you. Therefore, the one who is to be born will be holy. He will be called God’s Son. 
Look, even in her old age, your relative Elizabeth has conceived a son. This woman who was labeled 
‘unable to conceive’ is now six months pregnant. Nothing is impossible for God.” 

Then Mary said, “I am the Lord’s servant. Let it be with me just as you have said.” Then the angel 
left her. (Luke 1:26-38 CEB) 

Mary is a small-town girl, a mere teenager, probably a young teenager, engaged to be married 
and minding her own business when she receives a visit from one of God’s FedEx boys, God’s 
special messengers. And it’s not just any angel sent to deliver the news, but Gabriel, one of the two 
great angels, who, along with Michael, was involved with and watched over God’s people, Israel. 
Mary, whose name is in fact Miryam, named after the sister of Moses, the famous Old Testament 
prophetess, is of course dumbfounded by what the angel says. But why? Hadn’t she read Isaiah or 
at least heard from the scroll of Isaiah taught in the Nazareth synagogue?

The answer to this question may surprise you. Isaiah 7: 14 reads in the Hebrew: “And a young nubile 
woman of marriageable age will conceive and give birth to a child.” Yes, this verse implies that the 
woman would be a virgin. This text was written in an honor-and-shame culture where the virginity 
of the bride was of paramount importance and taken for granted. However this text does not focus 
specifically on the virginity of the woman, though the later Greek (LXX) translation of this verse 
does more narrowly stress the virginity of the woman in question. That LXX text is what Matthew 
quotes in his treatment of the story. But even if the Hebrew text was taken to read, “And a virgin 
will conceive and give birth to a child,” the normal and natural assumption would be that she would 
conceive by normal means, which is to say, with benefit of a husband. The text does not explain 
how the woman would come to be pregnant. Thus it was that the notion of a virginal conception 
would come as more than a little surprising to a young Jewish girl like Mary. No one in her context 
was likely thinking that the Jewish Messiah would come onto this world through miraculous means. 
After all, King David and King Solomon had come into this world like everyone else—through the 
efforts of their parents. They did not come into this world trailing clouds of glory.

Let me be clear that Isaiah 7:14 can be interpreted to refer to a virginal conception. It’s just not so 
specific that it rules out other ways of reading this piece of prophetic poetry. And clearly, Jews of 
Mary’s time did read it differently. What prompted the followers of Jesus to read this story in a 
very specific way was the event that happened in the life of Mary—an unexpected unlooked-for 
event—a virginal conception. The event caused the rereading of Scripture in a fresh way. You will 
notice that I did not call this miracle “the virgin birth.” The miracle in this case transpires at the 
point of conception, not at the point of the birth of Jesus, which from all we can tell took place in 
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a normal manner. And we might well ask: why the need for a virginal conception? After all, Joseph 
was a good, God-fearing man; there is nothing unclean or unholy about human sexual intercourse 
between a husband and wife in and of itself.

The answer to this question has to do with the darkness into which the light of the world came. 
Remember what John 1:5 says: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not 
overcome it.” Jesus was born into a dark, dangerous, sinful world. He was born into a world where 
people loved darkness more than light. In short, he was born into a fallen world, a world that C. S. 
Lewis once aptly characterized as a place where it was “always winter and never Christmas.” The 
world was in a sorry state; it was lost. And more to the point, human beings had fallen into sin and 
degradation and could not get up on the basis of their own efforts or understanding or willpower. 
Salvation would have to come in the form of a radical rescue effort, not a human self-help program. 
It would come to do its work “as far as the curse is found.” The virginal conception tells us that the 
savior would have to come into the world and be truly human without being a sinner, without having 
a fallen human nature. Only so could the Messiah be the literal Holy One of God; only so could he 
be the unblemished Lamb of God who takes away, rather than adds to, the sins of the world. As 
the author of the book of Hebrews was later to say, Jesus was tempted like us in every respect, 
save without sin. The virginal conception reminds us it would take a miracle to sort out the human 
dilemma and save humanity from itself. What does it mean for Jesus to be truly human? 

Though some people through the ages have equated being human with being a sinner, the writers 
of the New Testament are not among them. To be truly human means to live in human form and 
live with the normal limitations humans have—limitations of time and space and knowledge and 
power. It means to live with the limitation of mortality. God, however, never intended for sin to be 
an inherent or built-in component of what it means to be human. As Alexander Pope once said, “To 
err is human”; but the reverse of that is not true—one must err, one must sin, to be truly human. 
Jesus was truly human and yet not a sinner. He was Adam gone right, or, as Paul was later to call 
him, the last Adam, the last and true founder of the human race. I suspect that some of these ideas 
help explain why Jesus chose to call himself the “Son of Man.” We will say more about these things 
when we discuss Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness, but we must return to the Annunciation, the 
announcement to Mary. 

Let’s talk for a moment about where this announcement took place. It took place in a little backwater 
town, a little one-stoplight town on no major road, called Nazareth. 

There are no prophecies in the Old Testament alerting the hearer to watch out for the first 
announcement of the coming of the Messiah in such a locale. But the name of the town is something 
of a clue. Literally it is “Netzer-it,” meaning Branch Town, which is an allusion to the fact that a shoot 
or branch will come forth from Jesse and will be the final and greatest descendant of the line of 
David—the final, true Son of David, who will save his people. It appears that the town of Nazareth 
was a place to which descendants of David moved. This helps explain why it is that when the census 
rolls around (see Luke 2:1-3), Mary and Joseph have to go back to the ancestral town to register. 
Some of those families who had come from Bethlehem had ended up in Nazareth and now had 
to go back to the old home place for the registration. This is a tale of two cities, but quite unlike 
Charles Dickens’s tale of London and Paris. Instead, this is a tale of two small Jewish villages where 
the history of the world was to be irrevocably altered. 

The second thing to notice about this story is that Mary is betrothed. When we think of betrothal, 
we may not think of a formal and binding contract, but in the world of Mary, betrothal is a formal and 
legal commitment, and the only way to get out of it is to break the contract, indeed to divorce the 
person. This is why Matthew’s account of this story at one point says that when Joseph found out 
his wife was pregnant, knowing he was not the father, he resolved to divorce her quietly; though, 
honestly, how it could be kept quiet in a tiny village like Nazareth is a good question. The situation 
of Mary would be perilous if she was found to be pregnant out of wedlock and yet was betrothed. 
Indeed, the possible penalty for such a state was stoning. The story of the virginal conception is a 
dangerous story, dangerous to its principal character—Mary. Mary would be taking an enormous 
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risk not merely of being rejected by Joseph, but also of being condemned and stoned, or at least 
cast out of her village once the story got out about her pregnancy. 

Can you imagine the conversation that must have transpired between Mary and her parents after 
the angelic visitation? “Guess what, Mom and Dad?” says Mary, “I’m going to be the mother of 
the Messiah.” “There, there, dear,” says Mary’s mother, “every Jewish girl dreams of being the 
mother of the Messiah.” “No, seriously,” says Mary, “I am going to be the mother of the Messiah.” 
“And how do you know this?” asks Mary’s father. Mary replies, “An angel named Gabriel came 
and told me, and in fact I am already pregnant with the Messiah; but not to worry, this was a 
miracle performed by the Holy Spirit. No man has touched me yet.” What would you say in these 
circumstances if your thirteen-or-fourteen-year-old daughter told you a story like this? Would you 
not think that this might be a cover-up for premarital sex with someone? And indeed, we know that 
later non-Christian Jewish traditions critical of this very story suggested that Jesus was illegitimate. 
In fact one version told by Celsus, the Jewish dialogue partner of Origen, was that a Roman soldier 
named Pantera had impregnated Mary. 

You can see immediately how the skeptical would jump to such a conclusion. And this is precisely 
why it is unlikely that this story in Luke 2 is a mere fable. The earliest Christians, including Luke 
himself, were attempting to put their best foot forward in regard to the story of Jesus, doing 
apologetics and evangelizing one and all, and they intended to make clear that Jesus’ story was 
good (and godly) news, not news only fit for soap operas. My point is simple: they would not make 
up a story about a virginal conception. Furthermore, this story has no precedent. Not even the 
emperors, who in this era were sometimes called divine or the son of some deity, were thought 
to have come into the world by means of a virginal conception. This story is without parallel, and 
its potential to be seen as scandalous by Jews and Gentiles alike, makes it unlikely to have been 
invented by the Evangelists. Furthermore, Matthew and Luke, in two otherwise very different 
accounts, are in agreement, probably independently of each other, that the virginal conception 
definitely happened. 

In 1978, when my wife and I were living in England, I had the task of teaching a children’s Sunday 
school class at our local 

Methodist church in Durham. It was the Christmas season and I had been telling the children the 
story of the Annunciation and the virginal conception. One young lady named Rachel, who was 
very bright and about seven or eight, came up to me after class and asked the following excellent 
question, “Now, let me see if I have got this right. If God is Jesus’ father, and Mary is Jesus’ mother, 
are God and Mary married?” This was followed by a dramatic pause, and then in a softer voice, 
“And if not, is Jesus illegitimate?” Out of the mouths of babes. Rachel had rightly sensed the 
potentially scandalous nature of this story if Mary’s pregnancy was not miraculous, as the story 
claims. I explained to Rachel that God and Mary were not married-indeed she would go on to marry 
Joseph and have more children, the brothers and sisters of Jesus-but that God through the Holy 
Spirit had given Mary the gift of a child: “Unto us a son is given.” 

Next, let’s look at the reassurance the angel gave Mary. He told her not to worry, for the Lord was 
with her, by which I assume he meant that God was looking after her and that she had the singular 
honor of being chosen by God, of being highly favored by God, to bear the Messiah, who, as Luke 
says, would be the savior of the world. Notice as well that neither Mary nor Joseph get to choose 
the name of this child. The angel says that he shall be called Jesus, which is to say Yeshua, much 
the same as the name Joshua, which means “Yahweh saves.” What an appropriate name for the 
Messiah. The promise says that this child will be called Son of the Most High God, will be given a 
throne, and will rule over Israel forever. 

Now, if you are reading this story in its appropriate context, namely in light of Luke 1, you will 
notice there is a contrast between this story and the story of what happened to Zechariah when he 
received his visitation. Mary’s response to the angel is simply, “How will this happen since I haven’t 
had sexual relations with a man?” (v. 34 CEB). This is unlike Zechariah’s query, “How will I know that 
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this is so?” (v. 18). Mary is simply asking the means by which this is to happen. Zechariah appears 
to be asking a doubting question, asking for proof, as it were, that what the angel says is true. The 
former question comes from a posture of faith seeking understanding; the latter from a posture 
of doubt seeking proof. This is why Zechariah is struck dumb whereas Mary is enabled to praise 
God and offer us one of the truest and most noble and self-sacrificial statements ever made by a 
person of faith. 

One of the major themes in Luke’s Gospel is the theme of reversal—the least, the last, and the 
lost will become the foremost, the first, and the found. What we have in Luke 1–2 is male-female 
reversal, with Mary being portrayed as more of a person of deep faith and trust in God than even 
the priest Zechariah when he is in the Holy of Holies. There is then deep irony when Mary says 
exactly what Zechariah should have said, “I am the Lord’s servant. Let it be with me just as you have 
said” (Luke 1:38 CEB). In a Gospel full of portrayals of disciples—both female and male disciples—
Mary is presented as the first person to respond fully positively to the good news about Jesus, the 
Messiah, the Savior, the Son of God. As we shall see, however, what happens in Nazareth does not 
stay in Nazareth. Soon thereafter there is a necessary journey to Bethlehem, where the Messiah is 
meant to be born, according to the prophecies of Micah 5:2-5. 

BORN IN A BARN? 

I was in Bethlehem not long ago, in my favorite olivewood shop—The Three Arches. In this shop 
there was every imaginable size and shape carving of the “Nativity scene.” There were even three-
foot-tall statues of Mary and Joseph and camels and donkeys. I don’t think those will fit in anyone’s 
luggage. One of the interesting things one can study is the history of the celebration of Christmas. 
For example, did you know that the first person to set up a Nativity scene, in this case a living one, 
was Saint Francis of Assisi? He’s the one who positioned sheep and donkeys and camels together 
in a single scene, which is hardly a surprise considering his great love for animals. (See the hymn 
“All Creatures of our God and King.”) Unfortunately, sometimes when traditions get going, they 
are very hard to change. But this tradition is in need of some changing, because, in fact, Luke 2:7 
does not say that Jesus was born in a barn. It says that he was laid in a manger, a corncrib, because 
there was no room in the katalyma. What is a katalyma? As it turns out, this is the word Luke uses 
for a guest room. For example, in Luke 22:11 Jesus asks his disciples to go and requisition a “guest 
room,” a katalyma, so that he and the disciples might share the Passover meal. Luke does not use 
this word to refer to an inn. Luke instead uses the word pandoxion for an inn (see, for example, 
Luke 10:11). 

The story Luke is telling in chapter 2 about the visit to Bethlehem is not a story about the Holy 
Family finding no room in the inn and so having to settle for birthing their child in a barn. To the 
contrary, this is a story about finding no room in the guest room of the ancestral home, and so 
instead they are put in the space in the back of the house where one normally kept one’s beast of 
burden, hence the corncrib or manager. All of these sermons about Jesus being cast out by the 
world are not well grounded in Luke’s story. 

What is well grounded in Luke’s story is the fact that we hear that shepherds, generally considered 
unclean but existing in plentiful quantities in Bethlehem (the center of sheep rearing for the sacrifices 
in the Temple in nearby Jerusalem, six miles away), themselves receive an angelic message and go 
to see the birth of their Messiah. Here again the theme of reversal is in play. In Luke there are no 
visits from kings or their courtiers, the wise men or magi. There is instead a visit from the lowly 
sheepherders. Jesus really is the savior for everyone up and down the social scale. What this story, 
of course, also suggests is the humble origins of Jesus and the ordinary nature of his family. They 
are not patricians; they are not of a priestly line (unlike John the Baptizer); they are not landed 
gentry like many Sadducees. They are a family of artisans—carpenters or stonemasons or both—
for this is what the Greek suggests. This does not make them peasants or illiterate or landless, but 
it does mean that they are not wealthy. 
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This impression is only further confirmed by a text like Luke 2:22-24, where we hear that in the 
process of going through the ritual of purification (something Mary would not likely have done if 
she felt she was not unclean or not sinful) Mary and Joseph make an offering of two turtle doves 
and two pigeons. This is not the offering of a wealthy family. There has been some unnecessary 
quibbling over the notion that people went to their ancestral homes for tax registration. In fact, 
this was a historical practice in the early decades of the Roman Empire, as there are records of it 
in Egypt, the next province over from Judea. There has also been some unnecessary questioning 
of Luke’s knowledge about the census of Quirinius. It is certainly true that there was a famous 
census by Quirinius in the first decade or so after Jesus’ birth, and in fact Luke’s text can be read as 
follows: “This registration happened first, [before] the governorship of Quirinius in Syria.” Luke is 
a careful ancient historian, striving hard to get his facts straight, and in Luke 2 he is syncing up the 
macrohistory of the empire with the microhistory of Jesus. The irony is, of course, that Jesus was to 
become much bigger than the empire. The empire would strike out, but Jesus is still going strong. 

In regard to the date of Jesus’ birth, we can now say with considerable assurance that Jesus was 
born somewhere between 2 and 6 B.C. Jesus was born before the death of Herod the Great, who 
died about 2 B.C. Why then is our calendar messed up, such that Jesus was born B.C.—”before 
Christ”? Well, the answer comes from a medieval monk named Dionysius the Short, or, as some call 
him, “Denny the Dwarf.” Dionysius is the one who did the calculations about when the Christian era 
began, and he missed it “by that much.” He was off anywhere from two to six years. At the other 
end of the story of Jesus, we can be a bit more precise as to when Jesus died. He died either in early 
April A.D. 30 (more likely) or in the spring of A.D. 33 (less likely). As Luke himself tells us, he lived 
only into his early thirties (see Luke 3:23). 

STARGAZERS AND CHRISTMAS GIFTS 

If we turn back to the manger scene for a moment and compare Luke 2 to Matthew 2, we will di 
cover that it appears the Magi came to visit Jesus and the Holy Family when they were “at home,” 
as the text says. The Magi entered “the house” (Matt 2:11, not the barn) and visited with them, 
giving them gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. These “Magi” were not present at the birth of 
Jesus but came sometime afterward. Our creche or manger scenes reflect Saint Francis’s blending 
of these various stories into a single tale on a single occasion, but the Gospels tell us otherwise.

The Magi, from magos (magi: the word from which we get the word “magician”), are not kings, nor 
does the story in Matthew tell us there were three—this is simply a guess based on the number 
of gifts. Two Magi could have brought three gifts, and so could three or more. We simply do not 
know. What we do know is that these men were stargazers, astrologers, and they followed a star 
to Jerusalem and then on to Bethlehem. The behavior reported of the star in Matthew 2:9 (cf. 2:2) 
is peculiar, and this may reflect the ancient belief that the stars, or at least some of them, were the 
heavenly host, namely angels, who indeed could guide a person or group of persons to the precise 
house where the Holy Family was staying. As for their gifts, they are gifts fit for a king, with myrrh 
perhaps the most interesting of the gifts, since it was used in burials, including royal burials (see 
John 20). 

The story in Matthew 2, like the story in Luke 2, is full of irony. The real king lives humbly; the false 
king lives opulently. 

The false king sends the Magi to find (and worship) the real king, but the false king wishes to do him 
harm. So we have the altogether believable tale of Herod slaughtering the innocents in Bethlehem 
to protect his throne. Coming from a man who was so paranoid he killed some of his wives as well 
as some of his offspring, the killing of a few infants in Bethlehem would not be a surprising act. 
We must remember that Bethlehem, like Nazareth, was a tiny town on no major road, and the 
population in Jesus’ day was minuscule. In fact, there probably wasn’t even an inn in Bethlehem, 
in that era, so small was the village. We should not imagine then a mass execution of dozens of 
children, when perhaps a half dozen or so were involved. This would have been a minor event in the 
annals of a king who killed so many to gain and maintain power. 



—   12   —

If we are wondering why it is that there is so much focus on where Jesus comes from, it is because 
in antiquity it was often believed that geography, generation, and gender determined who you 
were and could be—and who you weren’t and could never be. Perhaps you will remember the 
conversation in John 1 when one potential follower of Jesus says to another, “We have found the 
one about whom Moses and the prophets wrote, Jesus, son of Joseph from Nazareth,” to which 
Nathanael rebuts: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” (author’s translation). In antiquity, 
cities had honor ratings, and Nazareth was by no means at the top of the list. There was no Jewish 
expectation of a messiah coming from Nazareth (see John 7:41-42). Notice as well the ironic note 
that Philip seems to think he knows that Jesus is the son of Joseph. But, in fact, in this Gospel we 
have already been told that Jesus is the Word who came from God. Jesus’ human origins would 
continue to be controversial throughout his life. 

Though it may seem strange to us, ancient people believed that one’s personality and character 
were determined from birth, and thus to some degree so was one’s human potential. To be the 
Messiah you had to be born a Jewish male, you had to come from Bethlehem, and you had to 
be of the line of David, according to the conventional thinking based on reflection on the Old 
Testament prophets. Jesus didn’t seem to fit the bill. But in fact he had been born in Bethlehem, 
as both Matthew and Luke confirm, though his parents were from and he grew up in Nazareth, not 
Bethlehem. Jesus, in any case, did not come to meet people’s expectations of what the Messiah 
must look like. He came to meet their needs. But there is much more to the story of Jesus than the 
story of his origins. One also needs to know a good deal about one of his relatives—John, the son 
of Zechariah and Elizabeth, a child born out of due season in life, when his parents were old and 
beyond normal childbearing age. 

ENTER JOHN THE ESCHATOLOGICAL PROPHET

It is a fact that all four of the Gospels feel compelled for one reason or another to tell us something 
of the story of John the Baptizer at the beginning or even before the story of Jesus. No one would 
guess that Luke’s Gospel was the story of Jesus, if one read only the first few columns of the original 
manuscript. Unlike Mark’s Gospel (Mark 1:1), Luke does not mention Jesus at the beginning; indeed, 
he is not mentioned until Luke 1:26-38, where we have the story of the Annunciation. Why exactly 
was John’s story so important to understanding Jesus’ story, and what should we make of John? 

It is clear that in the Gospels, John will be portrayed as the forerunner of Jesus, and indeed one 
who will ultimately defer to Jesus, but it would be a mistake to think that John and his movement 
simply disappeared into the Judean desert once Jesus showed up. In fact, his movement continued 
on for some decades after his premature death. We hear about followers of John the Baptizer as 
late as Acts 18 and 19 and in places like Ephesus, a long way from the Judean wilderness. And 
then there is also the fact that Jesus highly praised John on several occasions, even calling him the 
greatest person ever born of woman! We would do well then to explore in some depth John and 
his movement. 

In the first place, there is the issue of John and his relationship to the Qumran, or Dead Sea, 
community. The Qumran community had been in existence for well over one hundred years before 
John came on the scene as an adult. This community seems to have had a falling out with the 
Temple hierarchy in Jerusalem, and some priests and others who had purity concerns seem to have 
gone off into the desert with a leader called the Teacher of Righteousness (we don’t actually know 
who he was) well before the birth of Jesus. They set up their community by the Dead Sea, practiced 
daily ritual purification rites, ate communally, copied Scripture scrolls and community documents, 
and awaited the eschatological intervention of God, who would come to judge the corrupt Temple 
and leadership in Israel. Like John and like Jesus they believed they were living on the cusp of the 
end times.1 It is probable that they are the same group whom the first-century Jewish historian 
Josephus calls the Essenes. 
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So what is this group’s connection with John? The answer involves several things. Notice how in 
Mark 1 we have the citation of an important scripture from Isaiah 40:3: “A voice cries out: / ‘In the 
wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, / make straight in the desert a highway for our God. You 
will notice how I have punctuated this verse. The verse could also be read “the voice of one crying in 
the wilderness,” where it is the voice in the wilderness rather than the preparation in the wilderness 
that is stressed. In either case, the wilderness in question, so far as John or the Qumranites were 
concerned, is the same—the Judean chalk wilderness. The idea is for them to prepare the way for 
God’s coming judgment. It would appear that the theme Scripture that the Qumranites used to 
justify where they were and what they were doing is also the theme Scripture in the Gospels used 
to explain John the Baptizer. 

Second, both John and the Qumranites were famous for water rituals and some kinds of asceticism. 
Third, it was God’s direct intervention in judgment on Israel’s leadership that was to be a core 
message for both John and the Qumran community. Yes, both John and the Essenes talked about 
messianic figure coming, but they believed that God’s judgment would fall on Israel prior to that 
or as a part of that whole eschatological scenario. It is my view that John had been a part of this 
Qumran community but split off and began his own baptismal practice at the Jordan, warning of 
God’s coming wrath. There will be a difference in emphasis between Jesus and John in this regard. 

Whereas John emphasizes the coming judgment, Jesus stresses the good news of God’s in-breaking, 
divine, saving activity, or royal reign. Whereas John practices asceticism, Jesus banquets with the 
bad and even with tax collectors. Whereas John is best known for his baptism of repentance, Jesus 
himself water-baptized no one during his ministry (though apparently his early disciples, perhaps 
those who had first been John’s disciples, did baptize; see John 4:1-2). The similarities between 
John and the Qumran community seem stronger than those between John and Jesus. It is perhaps 
not a surprise then, since Jesus did not seem to be doing the same thing as John, that near the end 
of John’s life he sent some disciples to ask Jesus if he was indeed “the one who is to come, or shall 
we look for another?” (Matthew 11:3; Luke 7:19 ESV). 

Jesus was carving out his own messianic niche rather than conforming to preconceived notions, 
even those of John the Baptizer. Why in the world then did Jesus submit to John’s baptism? We will 
probe that issue and others in our next chapter. 

NOTE
1. See Witherington, Revelation and the End Times (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010). 
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