
Two of the four gospels, Matthew and Luke, record the account that Mary
conceived Jesus through the Holy Spirit. Luke gives the greater detail in the
account. The Holy Spirit came on Mary, so that the power of the Most High
overshadowed her, Mary thus conceiving the holy Son of God. Matthew reminds
the reader that the prophet Isaiah had, hundreds of years earlier, foretold exactly that
event. A virgin would conceive to bear God, who would then be with us. John’s
gospel puts the exclamation on it, that God would indeed come into the world. The
Word would become flesh, making his dwelling among us.

The significance is exactly there. If Jesus had a natural mother and father, then he
would be what many non-Christians regard him, just another great teacher and
perhaps even a prophet. Jesus would be like his cousin, the baptizer John, who had
the priest Zechariah and his righteous wife Elizabeth as natural parents. Jesus would
be fully human, as indeed he was, but not at all God, when Jesus is instead also
fully God.

The whole of Christian faith relies on God’s long-predicted and precisely specified
entry into the world as its Savior. Jesus’s birth to a virgin, in Bethlehem under a
guiding star, as a chosen Israelite within the line of Judah and David, to a family
who had traveled to Bethlehem from their Nazareth home, under an evil king who
would murder Bethlehem’s children to try to eliminate him, causing his parents to
flee to Egypt for safety, to return years later, so that Jesus could prove his divinity
by repeated miracles, teach the people his good-news message, die a crucifixion
death, and rise three days later—Jesus fulfilled these and dozens of other
prophecies.

The virgin birth is thus central both to Jesus fulfilling prophecy and to his having
God as his Father. John 3:16 calls Jesus God’s only begotten Son. As Abraham’s
near sacrifice of Isaac foreshadowed and foretold, God would save the world by
making the ultimate sacrifice of his own Son, his only Son. Jesus was not an
adopted child as God adopts those who accept Jesus. Jesus had to be, and was,
God’s own child, begotten, not adopted. To be his Father’s image, the exact
representation in the world of his Father’s being, Jesus had to have his Father’s life,
his whole, his nature. To be God, one with his Father, Jesus had to be of the Father
and from the Father and in the Father. They had to be one.



The virgin birth is thus not a quirk, an anomaly, something small just to puzzle,
challenge, or impress. It is certainly not a cover-up for a premarital indiscretion by
Joseph or Mary. Indeed, the virgin birth challenged both Mary and Joseph to
proceed on faith, which was another purpose that it served. God brought his Son
into a family that he knew had righteous character. Mary and Joseph had formed
and fostered the capacity to proceed against every custom and convention, fully
trusting and relying on God, when others around them would not have.

The virgin birth thus also revealed a first extraordinary act of faith around the Son
of God. Mary was the first and Joseph the second to heed God’s good news, believe
God, and accept Jesus as God’s own Son, even before Jesus’s birth. Mary did so,
believing the angel Gabriel, while Joseph did so out of a dream. They both believed.
Mary’s celebration song heralds her faith to us, down through the ages, as does the
celebratory faith of her relative Elizabeth, pregnant then, naturally rather than
supernaturally, with the baptizer John.

The virgin birth was thus not a passing mention, a footnote to divine history. Rather,
the virgin birth was the centerpiece of an exquisitely crafted stage, one perfectly
fitting for God’s entry into his creation. For God did not come as a conqueror, the
child of a great military ruler backed by an army of thousands. If he had, then he
would have been born in a security compound, protected by the best soldiers. Nor
did God come as an earthly ruler, the child of a king, potentate, or pharaoh. If he
had, then his birth would have been in a palace, attended by the best physicians, to a
fanfare of trumpets and banquets.

God instead came as sacrificial Savior, to lay down his life in utter humility. And
so, a teenage virgin, engaged but not yet wed to a humble young man, bore Jesus, in
an animal shelter, after a cross-country trek. They laid the Son of God in a manger
for humble shepherds, called there by an angel to witness the world’s Savior, the
Messiah. Magi from the East found the child God, bringing him the perfect gifts fit
for a priest, king, and sacrifice.

Yes, the world would more-readily accept an account that Jesus had a natural father
rather than divine Father. Those of the world will always prefer to regard Jesus as
fully human, not at all divine. But Jesus is the Son of God, which required virgin
birth. His virgin birth, a fact, even if an inconvenient one, immediately confronts



one with a choice whether to regard him as God. Some might wonder why God
didn’t just come into the world as an apparition, or as an original being of unique
form. But God created humans in his image. When God joined humans, he would
necessarily do so in his own form. That he chose a betrothed teen to carry his Son is
a marvel but a perfectly sensible one at that.

God is sovereign, having his own plans and designs. Those plans and designs
constantly startle us, even though God sends prophets to reveal his plans to those
who carry his Spirit’s discernment. The world has learned to celebrate Jesus’s birth,
although with the virgin birth, many still struggle. God contends with you, inviting
you to exercise your faith. Commit to truth, exercising your spiritual muscle. God
has knit together billions of humans in their mothers’ womb. That God’s Spirit
would, on one announced occasion, overshadow a teen virgin to bring forth God’s
Son is a fully comprehensible fact. Take that small step of faith, to find yourself
halfway home.


