
II. 

THE NEW TESTAMENT ACCOUNT OF THE 
BIRTH OF JESUS. 

SECOND ARTICLE. 

HAV~~G discussed the hypothesis that the New Testament 
narratives of the birth of Jesus are to be explained as de

pendent upon facts, we turn now to the alternative hypothesis that 
the narratives arose in some other way. I ..,. 

Let us begin by mentioning two theories which may be distin
guished from the others as being predominantly legendary rather 
than predominantly mythical. . 

Haeckel* has recently revived, with apparent seriousness, the 
second-century Jewish Pandera story as calling forth, in defe~ 
of the Christia,ns, the story of the virgin birth. Haeckel's def~nse 
of his view is an even better refutation of it than the refutations 
by Loofst and Hilgenfeldt. We need pause only to observe that 
the universal rejection of the Pandera story in modern times is 
due not to its revolting nature, but to the overwhelming mass of 

'historical evidence which is arrayed against it. 
Beyschlag§ deserves somewhat more careful attention. Accord

ing to 'him, at the time when Matthew wrote or Luke gathered hi,s 
sources, any free invention of the birtn story would, on PalestiniBJ;l 
ground, have met with contradiction from the family of ,Jesus. 
Rather should we suppose that the idea, legend-like, wound itself 
around the fast-disappearing tradition, as an ivy ab.out a crumbling 
wall, yet not so completely as to prevent our being able to discern 

,here and there bits of the real facts. Such credible elements are, the 
name Jesus, the stall, the census (as a cause for the crowded house, 
though not for the journey), the birth in Bethlehem, Symeon and 
Anna, the Davidic descent, the membership of Joseph and Ma:J;yj~ 
the circle of humble and pious Israelites. The course of events m~y 
have been somewhat as follows: Joseph, being a descendant of 

, * Weltrathsel, neue Aufl., 375f.; E. T., 375ff. 
t Christliche Welt, 1899, 1069f. 
t Zeitschri/t /. wi8senschaltliche Theologie, 1900, 265f. 
§ Leben Je8u, 3te Auff., I, 159f. 



38 THE PRINCETON THEOLOGICAL REVIEW. 

David, and Mary, his bride, belonging also to those who were waiting 
quietly for the consolation of Israel, had high hopes that they them
selves might be blessed with the son who should rule Israel. They 
therefore moved their home to Bethlehem in order that the prophecy 
of Micah might be literally fulfilled, but on account of some Jewish 
census could find no shelter except in the stable. The pious hopes 
for the expected child were not concealed from sympathetic pious 
Israelites; hence the shepherds at the manger, who had interpreted 
their inward joy as the song of a heavenly host. The joyful news 
spread to the pious in the neighboring capital; hence the greetings 
of Symeon and Anna. Indeed, even heathen astrologers at Herod's 
court heard of the child and the hopes clustering around him, and, ' 
interpreted Kepler's constellation as announcing the coming of the 
expected Jewish world-ruler. Hence the rage of Herod and his 
command to kill the male infants in Bethlehem of David's race. 
The story of Elisabeth and John the Baptist grew up out of a carry
ing back of the later intimate relation between Jesus and His fore
ruimer. The belief in the virgin birth arose solely on Jewish-Chris
tian ground from the belief in Christ as a fresh start in human
ity, determined as to form by the tradition of such children of 
promise as Isaac and John, and assisted by the Septuagint trans
lation of Isaiah vii. 14. 

This derivation of the doctrine of the miraculous conception is 
by no means peculiar to Beyschlag, and will be more conveniently 
considered further on; but Beyschlag's proposed account of the 
real events of the birth is all his own. It will hardly be necessary, 
I think, to refute the theory in detail, beyond merely calling atten
tion to its artificiality-a defect which i; concealed only by the 
ingenuity of the conception and the real beauty of the language 
in which it is clothed. To take only the most ~3triking point,of the 
whole account of Beyschlag-.-:..-the reason for the journey to Bethle
hem-we can at once point out its unnaturalness. For, if Joseph 
and Mary 'belonged to that circle of humble faithful folk which 
Beyschlag so charmingly describes, it would have been a psycholo
gical impossibility for them to hope that out of their lowly home was 
actually to spring the ruler of Israel. And if, as Beyschlag argues, a 
stable would never have been represented by the Church as the 
bIrthplace of Christ, still less would it have been the centre of 
Messianic hopes of Jews, whose ideas of the Messianic kingdom 
must, after all, have been far more external than those of Christians. 
Beyschlag has done a great service in pointing out the reasons why 
a number of the elements in the birth narratives can only be his-
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torical, but he has not succeeded in showing how the. other ele
ments could have been evolved from these. Until at least some 
conceivable account of that evolution has been afforded us-Bey
schlag himself does not maintain that his account is in detail neces
sarily the correct one-we may well be skeptical as to the legendary 
explanation of the narratives. 

Perhaps we shall find more satisfaction in a more thorough-going 
theory. Such a theory we certainly have in the work of Conrady.* 
According to him, the source of the infancy narratives of Matthew 
and Luke was the so-called Protevangelium of James, an heretical 
but important writing which was the first to enter the field of the 
early life of Jesus. Matthew performed the double function, on 
the one hand, of preserving and defending, and, on the other hand, 
of epitomizing and implicitly correcting this Protevangelium. 
Since this first attempt at using the source did not prove sufficient, 
Luke undertook by more radical measures so to work over the Prot
evangelium (especially in the interests of anti-docetism as against 
the docetism of the source), as to make subservient to the dogmatic 
interests of the Church a field previously fertile only for heresy. 
The Protevangelium, according to Conrady, was originally written 
in Hebrew, but breathes a heathen spirit, and is a poetical compo
sition adapted from the Egyptian Osiris-Isis myth. These three 
writings-the Protevangelium and the two derivative narratives 
of Matthew and Luke-were the only sources current in the Church 
for the infancy of Jesus. 

In this theory we have an extreme instance of the difficulty 
connected with all arguments from literary dependence. It is 
usually easy to discover· that there is a connection between the 
works in question; but this connection almost always admits of 
reversal. It would seem, however, that in the present instance we 
have a case where the order is perfectly plain, though it is the re
verse order from the one advocated by Conrady. Noone who reads 
the Protevangelium can avoid the almost irresistible impression 
that the judgment of all scholars, except Conrady, is correct when 
they declare the Protevangelium to be based upon Matthew and 
Luke rather than vice versa. Everything points to a more advanced 
stage in the development, notably the carrying back6Hhe miracu
lous element to the birth of Mary. Indeed, in the Protevangelium 
the miraculous begins to run riot; as in the later apocryphal gospels. 
Compare, for instance, the simple, grave account of the birth in 
Luke with the morbid and sensational detailsrof the Protevangelium. 

* Die QueUe der kanonischen K indheitsgeschichte Jesus'. 
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It would have required a wonderful genius to invent the account of 
Luke; it would have required absolutely superhuman genius to 

... evolve it out of the Prote?Jangelium. N or is our impression of the 
matter much weakened by Conrady's argument* for the original 
character of the Protevangelium. The Protevangelium is thought to 
possess a marked unity, and yet to exhibit such a lordly disregard for 
little contradictions and difficulties as is quite in accord with the 
freshness and freedom of an original production. But those difficul
ties, no~ably the unexplained dumbness of the priest, t look too un
mistakably like bits taken from Matthew or Luke. As for the 
derivation of the ideas of the Protevangelium from Egypt, we may 
well refrain from going so far afield until we have proved the sim
pler deriY,.ation through Matth~w and Luke to be iIJ!.possible. 
Conrady's whole complicated, theory requires labored proof at every 

~ point (e.g., as to the possibility that a purely Gentile writing would 
be' written in Hebre~), and practically every point depends upon 
Conrady's conclusion about wnat has gone before; so that the 
chances thlt the final result is correct are very slight. It is not, 
likely that Conrady will ever change what he confesses is the univer
sal opinion of scholars. t 

Somewhat related to the theory of Conrady is that of Reitzen
stein, § who, like Conrady, supposes that there was a common source 
at the basis of our two narratives and, like Conrady, looks to EgYItt for 
important elements in his scheme. Reitzenstein's theory is founded 
largely upon a poorly preserved Egyptian fragment of about the 
sixth century, which contains in the first part the dialogue between 
the angel and Mary in a different form from the one given by Luke. 
The Egyptian fragment, Reitzenstein argues, cannot be derived from 
the narrative of Luke,foron that theory the differences cannot well be 
explained, whereas Luke's narrative is in itself incomprehensible arid 
clearly secondary. Rather the fragment was derived from a gospel 
other than the one we now possess. A notable difference from Luke 
is the omission of (fvJ.J.1!'¢"{j b ra67:pi in the promise of the angel. 
These words· being omitted, Mary would naturally, iIi accordance 
with ancient usage, understand xezap'Twp.l~"fJ, eopes zap'> rrapa 7:(1 ()elfi 

* Op. cit., 207£. 
t See Hilgenfeld, Zeitschrift f. wissenschaftliche Theologie, 1901, 196. 
t In criticism of Conrady, see Hilgenfeld,op, cit., 186£. and elsewhere in the 

course of the article; T. Allan Hoben, Am. J. Theol., VI, 476ff.; J. Weiss, Thea:
logische Rundschau, 1898, 158, 159; cf. Holtzmann, Theolog. Litteraturzeitung, 
1901, 135£. 

§ Zwei religionsgeschichtliche Fragen nach ungedruckten griechischen Texten der 
Strassburger Bibliothek, 112f. 
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and d~r; u[6~ to mean that she was already pregnant. Her ques
tion, therefore (appearing in the form 7':6()2~ {LOI 'roU'rO ye[vrj<THal, €7':el 

lJ.yopa ou rmn<Txw],) becomes perfectly natural, whereas in the narra
tive of Luke, where the conception is put in the indefinite future, 
the question is meaningless.* This representation that the narra
tive of the annunciation is itself a narrative of the conception
a representation which appears in Origen, in those early Christian 
documents which speak of a conception from the Logos, and notably 
in a prayer discovered at Gizeht-Reitzenstein brings into connec
tion with that contemporary religious idea according to which one 
God produces another through his speech.t Starting with this 
religious idea, Reitzenstein says, the writer of \he gospel from 
which the fragment is derived constructed the firs~ account of the 
conception; his account, however: was often misunderstood, and 
two examples of such misunderstanding appear in our canou.ical 
narratives. In Matthew the miracle is announced only aftel!' it 
has happened, whereas in the original account it was in indis-' 
soluble connection with the annunciation itself. In Luke the 
miracle is announced beforehand, to bring it into parallel with the 
case of John the Baptist. In both cases the original significance of 
the ~nnunciation is lost. 

To this theory one obvious objection is the late date of Reitzen
stehl's fragment, as compared with our canonical Gospels. Even 
Reitzenstein himself seems to be unable to trace back the gospel 
upon which the fragmen t is based to a date earlier than the last part of 
the second century, § and our canonical Gospels certa?-uly cannot be 
put so late. N or does the fragment, as interpreted by Reitzenstein, 
bear such indisputable internal evidence of its primary character 
as Rei~zenstein seems to attribute to it. For example, Mary under
stands the words of the angel to mean. that she is already pregnant, 
yet the angel takes care to inform her that the wonder is dependent 
upon her consent; in which rather intricate progress of the narra
tive the steps are by no means clearly marked. II In general, we 
must say that entirely too much is built upon a meagre foundation 
for the theory ever to attain the solidity of proved fact. The frag-

. ment in question is itself very badly preserved, so that, even from 
the outset, much has to be left to conjecture. For example, the 

* Cf. below, 57. 
t Jacoby, Ein neues Evangelienfragment. 
t Reitzenstein, op. cit., 124, 83. 
§ Op. cit., 126.· 
Ii See Anrich, Theolog. Litteraturzeitung, 1902, 304, 305. 
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;most fundamental thing of all is that the fragment does not contain 
\the words (JUAA7)fJ.¢;; b ratrrp{; yet there is a gap at the proper place. 
The gap is thought not to be large enough-very probably it is not 
large enough. But the fact remains that, even in such a funda
mental point, we are not dealing with definite certainty. Or sup
pose (as indeed seems probable) that the words 6uJ.ktjfJ.c/'"{j, etc., were 
omitted. Even then, it is by no means even certain that the author 
had any different view of the annunciation from that of Luke, for 
the omission might well have arisen merely from loose quoting. 
Indeed (JuJ.J.f;fJ.¢!) in connection with Ti~r; may have almost seemed 
like unnecessary fulness of expression, so that one of the phrases 
may easily have been omitted. If we find reasons for doubt at the 
very basis, how much more in the remoter conclusions-for exam
ple, that Matthew as well as Luke represents a weakening of the 
original account. However interesting Reitzenstein's fragment 
may be, it has ~ccomplished nothing toward solving the vexed 
problem of the sou!ees of our canonical infancy narratives. From 
this it follows that it has accomplished nothing toward explaining 
the origin of those narratives. For they in'themselves contain 
no hint of that religious idea of creation by the Word; therefore 
we have no reason to regard them as attempts to embody that idea 
in narrative form. 

We have mentioned first the theories of Beyschlag, Conrady, 
and Reitzenstein, because they are, after all, sporadic and peculiar, 
and may best be put aside before we begin to investigate more 
widely accepted theories which may be said to constitute the gen
eral trend of recent investigation. To this more serious task we 
now address ourselves. 

We have attempted to show that the accounts whose mythical 
or legendary origin is to be explained are, so far as external evideBce 
can show, parts of two very early Christian writings, the first and 
third Gospels. Now, since this fact, by ~aking more probable an 
early da te for the infancy narratives, greatly increases the difficulty 
of explaining the evolution of their ideas, it is natural to expect that 
recent criticism should here, as elsewhere, have recourse to divisive 
hyp~theses, in order to weaken the force of the external evidence. 
Nor is the expectation without fulfilment. To the development 
of these divisive hypotheses several logical motives have con
tributed. 

In the first place, as we have just hinted, if the virgin birth cannot 
be a fact, then the origin of it beliet in it can be better explained if 
we pu t the first witness of such a belief at a late date. But against 
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such a late date is the external testimony to the Gospels. The 
mythical explanation is therefore much easier if it can be shown that 
the account of the virgin birth was no part of the original Gospels . 

•• In the second place, as we have already seen, one of the chief 
arguments against the virgin birth is that it is contradicted by the 
rest of the N:ew Testament, which traces the Davidic descent 
through Joseph. But the remarkable fact is that this supposed 
contradiction appears every whit as strong within the first and 
thirdGospelsthemselves, as between those Gospels and the rest of the 
New Testament.'; So if those Gospels were each written throughout 
by the same men, then plainly these authors, at least; did not regard 
the thing as a c~ntradiction at all; so that we cannot say that by 
emphasizing the Davidic sonship or calling Joseph the father of 
Jesus those other writers meant to exclude the virgin birth, any 
more than Matthew and Luke meant to exclude it by doing the 
selfsame thing. So if the" contradiction" is to be used as an argu
ment against the virgin birth, it is very desirable to show that the 
writers of those portions of the first and third Gospels which recount 
the virgin birth were not the same as the writers who trace the 
Davidic descent through Joseph and call 'Joseph the father of Jesus. 

In the third place, the task of those scholars who deny the fact 
of the virgin birth is not merely to show that the belief may have 
arisen somewhere or other in the 'Yorld of those days, but specifi
cally to show that it could have peen accepted by the particular 
authors who actually record it, or by their sources. If, therefore, 
it is desired, for example, to regard the belief as of Gentile origin, 
though it is actually recorded in distinctly Jewish narratives, the 
easiest way out of the difficulty would be to show that the record of 
it;. is no original part of those narratives, but is an interpolation. 

It is also very advantageous, in the fourth place, for those who 
deny the fact of ti'!e virgin birth to show that its attestation is not 
really twofold, as it seems to be. But in ~iew of the manifest inde
pendence of the infancy narratives, this can be done only by 
showing that the notice about the virgin birth is, in at least one 
of the narratives, an interpolation . 

• . These four considerations, we believe, represent the four chief 
logical motives for the rise of recent theories of interpolation with 
regard to the birth narratives. But we do not for a moment mean 
to imply that these are the chief or the only grounds by which those 
theories have been supported. True, some recent writers have 
taken liberties with the text merely on the ground of preconceived 
views about the whole course of mythical development. But 



44 THE PRINCETON THEOLOGICAL REVIEW. 

others, more cautious, have attempted to ground their theories in 
arguments which, while devoid of external support, are yet ostensi
bly, at least, definitely based upon a fair and minute examination 
of the text itself. It is this latter kind of argument which we should 
first examine. 

In the Gospel of Luke, i. 5-ii. 52 seems to form a section in itself, 
and is prefixed to the account of Christ's public ministry, which 
begins in Luke as in the' other Synoptists with the baptism. It is 
therefore not surprising that critics have seized upon this whole 
section as a later addition to the Gospel. In this case, however, no 
argument for regarding the section as an interpolation can be drawn 
from the account of the virgin birth in itself, as contradicting the 
rest of the Gospel, which traces the Davidic descent through Joseph. 
For that contradiction, if it be a contradiction, appears in some 
respects in an even more striking form within the birth narrative 
itself than between the birth narrative and the rest of the Gospel.* 
But certain other arguments have been offered: 

1. Hilgenfeld argues that the prologue of the third Gospel, so 
far from pointing to the section i. 5-ii. 52 (~r. 3), actually 
excludes it, for the things" fulfilled among us" (i.e., in Christian
ity), the things which had been related by eye-witnesses, could begin 
only with the baptism of Jesus, since before that time there was no 
Christianity nor was there any chance for eye-witnessing. 

Hilgenfeld is right that avw(hv does not strictly require that Luke 
should begin his narrative further back than at the point where the 
"many" others (ver. 1) had taken up the story, for the avwO!:v may 
simply be taken with xaOc:!;ij, to express the one thought of orderli
ness or historical method. Yet it is too much to say that the 
birth narrative is excluded. For, in the first place, as Zimmermann 
has hinted,t it is altogether arbitrary to limit the ~v ~p.iv to things 
done after the baptism. Taw 7rE:7r:h)p0<pvp7jp.ivwv lv ~p.Tv 7rparp.riTWV can
not be interpreted in a narrower sense than "Christian facts" (if 
even that much be a4m~tted), and among "Christian facts" it 
is very natural to include everything that could possibly be learned. 
about the life of the founder, to whose very person, and not merely 
to whose work, was attributed such supreme importance by the 
writer of the Gospel---especially if that writer was a Paulinist as .. 
Hilgenfeld so vigorously insists. Further, we cannot admit that 
avwOc;v is even merely neutral; for avwOov and xaOo!;ijr; and the whole 
sense of the prologue indicate an historical purpose, a desire to 

* See Luke i. 27, 32; ii. 4, 33, 41, 43. 
t Theologische Stlldien und Kritiken, 1903, 264. 
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search out all that could be learned; and such a spirit of investiga
tism wO)lld Il.{lver be satisfied with beginning the narrative abruptly ~ 
at Jesus' thirtieth year, if~ there were any who could tell 
fi-om personal experience or through eye-witnesses what had gone· 
before. It seems to me that this is rather confirmed than otherwise 
by the words o[ a7!" apxTJ'> aUT67!"rac Ka1 {)7!''1)p€mc rev6p.evoc TOU ).6rou. It 
seems to have been the author's fixed purpose to obtain his informa
tion not, merely from eye-witnesses, but from eye-witnesses whose 
tesijmony extended as far back as possible. 

2. Hilgenfeld's argument that the chronological data in i. 5, ev mi,> 

~p.tpac,> 'Hp,piJO{J /3aucUw,>, and in iii. 1, 23 are contradictory shatters 
upon the little word tiJ/Ter. in iii. 23. If Jesus was about thirty years 
old, He may well have been a year or so older than that round 
number indicates. * 

·3. Hilgenfeld arguest that John the Baptist is introduced in 
Luke iii. 2 as if for the first time (cf. Luke v. 10), because he is 
defined by the name of his father. The reader of Luke i, says Hil
genfeld, would have no need to be told which John was meant. 

If anything, the argument may be turned around, for it would be 
just the reader of Luke i, who would be interested in the name of the 
father, and to whom just that detail rather than the baptizing ac
tivity of John (Matthew, Mark) could be assumed as known; and it 
would be just the writer of Luke i, who would be able to supply the 
father's name. Furthermore, the fact that John was in the desert 
is introduced incidentally, in a way which seems to imply acquaint
ance with Luke i. 80.t 

4. According to Corssen,§ the Logos in Luke's prologue is the 
personal Logos, and his appearance upon the earth (the" beginning" 
of the Word) was the baptism, when God said to His Son, "This 
day have I begotten thee." With this agrees the absolute apxlp.nll'> 

in iii. 23 and Acts i. 21, 22., 'QtTei (i. 23) is to be taken in a strictly 
comparative sense: the 'Logos appeared in the form of a man of 
thirty years. 

The difficulties connected with this view are of course apparent. 
In the first place, it rests upon the more than doubtful reading of 
the Western text in iii. 22, "This day have I begotten thee." In 
the second place, to interpret iiJtTei as comparative is here impossible, 
because it comes in close conjunction with a numeral, where no one 
would think of any other meaning than the common meaning, 

* See Zimmermann, op. cit., 264, 265. 
t Zeitschrift f. wiss. Theologie, 1901, 466-468. 

' .. t Cf. Zimmermann, op. cit., 265. 
'.§ GOUingische gelehrte Anzeigen, 1899, 31Of. 
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Ii about." The apxuf1.<yor;; (iii. 23) indicates 'I the beginning of the 
Word" only if we allowCorss~n's reading in iii. 22 and his interpre-. 
tation of the baptism. If we interpret the baptism as the begin
ning of Jesus' Mess~anjc work, rather than as the beginning of His 
divine Sonship, then the apxtJp.€vor;; evidently refers to the same thing. 
So apxup.€YOr;; proves n·othing in itself. Nor does Acts i. 21, 22, 
give it any added force, 40r there it is a question merely of the con
ditions necessary for apostleship. To be an apostle a man had to 
have been a disciple of Jesus only from the baptism, because before 
that Jesus had had no disciples. 

Nor does the elaborate attempt (Luke iii. 1) to fix the date of the 
baptism necessarily prove (even in comparison with the method of 
Thucydides) that that was what Luke desired to fix as the "begin
ning" mentioned in the prologue. Perhaps the reason he did not 
so elaborately fix the date of what is recorded in i. 5ff. is that he 
did .not there happen to possess such complete information. In 
any case, the baptism, even if not the beginning of the whole history, 
was surely an event important enough to lead a historian like Luke, 
writing for Gentiles and Romans, to give as complete chronological 
details as his sources would permit. 

5. In Acts i. 1, the Gospel of Luke is described as a treatise con
cerning all that Jesus began to do and to teach until He was taken 
up. In this 1W'oiy To xal ihJdO"xm, says Hilgenfeld, the narrative of 
Luke i. 5-ii. 52 cannot be included; therefore those first two chap
ters were no part of the Ii former treatise." 

But we must remember that Luke is at the beginning of Acts 
characterizing his former treatise as a whole and as contrasted 
Cuty) with the hist,ory to follow. From such a point of view, it 
might well be described in general terms as an account of Jesus' 
earthly activity, even though it contained some introductory 
matter necessary to explain that earthly life. In a modern biog
raphy, we do not think it strange to find at the beginning a descrip
tion of the state of affairs at the birth of its subject, or an account of 
family-relations for some generations back. Furthermore, as Zim
mermann points out, we cannot, even on Hilgenfeld's theory, inter
pret the ?!O(f:iv TO WI ;MriO"XClY too strictly, for even the main part of 
the Gospel contains an account of events where Jesus was not the 
agent-e.g., tne preaching of the Baptist. Finally, if Hilgenfeld's 
view is correct, it is rather remarkable that in Acts i. 1 we do not find 
the baptism mentioned as the terminus a quo as in Acts i. 22.* 

* The foregoing enumeration of the objections to chaps. i, ii, is that of Zimmer
mann, op. cit., 263f. I have also followed him to a great extent in the answers 
given. 
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Thus far we have not mentioned what at first sight seems to be 
the most striking indication that i. 5-ii. ,52 was no part of the origi
nal Gospel-namely, the striking contrast in the style and diction of 
this section, both with the prologue on, the one hand, and with 

, what follows it on the other. It is ~ne of the 90mmonplace~ of New 
Testament investigation that at Luke i. 4, 5, the most flowing 
Greek period and perhaps the most strongly Hebraistic section of !_ i

the New Testament come together. Yet from this undoubted 
fact no conclusion can at once be drawn against the genuineness 
of the infancy section, for it is possible that in i. 5-ii. 52, Luke was 
so closely following a source that he refrained from changing its 
style and diction. This explanation is the more probable because 
the contrast between i. 5-ii. 52 and what follows is by no means so 
great .~s between that section and the prologue. It is an undoubted 
fact that in the admittedly original part of the Gospel, the author 
has allowed the style of the source to color the narrative. There-
fore, he may well be carrying out the same method a little more 
fully in the infancy section. The difference would be one of degree, 
not of kind. But this is not all. Harnack* has argued that the 
Magnificat and the sections ii. 15-20, 41-52 (the latter two being 
chosen because of the difference of the subject-matter from the rest 
of the Gospel and Acts) exhibit specifically Lukan characteristics 
of style; and Harnack's investigation has been completed for the 
rest of the infancy section by Zimmermann,t with a similar result. 
N ow with reference to the Magnificat, Spittat has undoubtedly 
pointed out a serious defect in Harnack's method. Harnack has 
picked out the Old Testament passages upon which he supposes 

,the Magnificat to rest, and has then extracted from the song the 
fourteen words which were not given by these passages. These 
words, he argues, are Lukan. Spitta's general criticism is that we 
cannot be certain enough that just Harnack's Old Testament pass
ages and no others were consciously or unconsciously in th~mind of 
the author of the song. So that if we find that Harnack's fourteen 
words are common in the Septuagint, we can scarcely dra'w any sure 
conclusion as to the Lukan authorship. But even if we allow to 
this objection its full weight, it does not vitiate the whole argument 
of Harnack and Zimmermann; for the method objected to is not 
carried through the other passages examined, or at any rate is not 

* Sitzungsberichte der koniglich preussischen Akademie der Wissenschajten, 1900, 
538-556. 

tOp. cit" 250f. 
t TheoZogische Abhandlungen fur Holtzmann, 78f. 
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fundamental there. Indeed, the cumulative evidence adduced for 
the linguistic affinity of the birth narrative with the other Lukan 
writings must, I think, be pronounced very convincing-far too 
convincing to allow us to stop short with the hypothesis of a com
mon redactor merely. It seems highly probable that the writer 
of the Gospel and of Acts impressed his style upon the infancy 
narrative, although not so as to destroy the strongly Semitic charac
ter of the language of that section. 

Of course there are several possible ways of explaining these 
facts. In the first place, we might say with Harnack that the Se
mitic coloring and Old Testament spirit. of i. 5-ii. 52 are due largely 
to the conscious art of the writer, rather than to a close adherence 
to Semitic sources.* But I do not think we should by anf means 
go so far as to suppose that Luke, in possession, on tp.e one hand, 
of a certain unadorned tradition, and acquainted, on the other hand, 
in a general way with Jewish modes of expression, went deliberately 
to work artificially to mould that tradition into the language best 
suited to the time and place described. For example, it is highly 
improbable that Luke actually composed the Magnificat, as Harnack 
maintains. Rather should we say that in the first two chapters 
of the Gospel the author must be closelycreproducing Palestinian 
tradition. It is not certain that that tradition was given to him in 
anything more than oral form; for it does not seem too much to 
expect that Luke should have had literary discernment enough to 
catch the charm of the beautiful Jewish stories and literary ability 
enough not to spoil that charm in the writing. But in view of the 
strongly Semitic character of the language, and the still more Se
mitic and strictly Jewish character of the thought, it is an impossi-

; bility to suppose that Luke was the actual composer of the stories, 
as Pfleiderer has contended. That would attribute to him too much 
historical sense and dramatic art for any historian of any time; 
much more for a historian possessing the characteristics of Luke and 
living at the time when he lived. Indeed, after all, the general effect 
of the section will probably always be such as to suggest tomostmjnds 
that the author is using a written source, and a source which could 
have arisen only on Palestinian ground, and in circles where the 
ancient Jewish traditions and aspirations were preserved in their 
purest form. The linguistic data collected by Zimmermann point 
very strongly to the use of an Aramaic document, for how else but 
upon the theory of translation can we explain the distinctly Lukan 
character of the superficial coloring as against the yet more dis-

* Cf. Pfleiderer, Urchristenthwn, He Auff., 416f. 
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tinctly Jewish character of the warp and woof? This, however, we 
must leave undecided. The special arguments for the theory of 
translation as given by Zirhmermann* do not prove the matter, 
though they may show that that theory explains very satisfactorily 
at least some of the facts.t However, we may regard it as proved 
that Luke i. 5-ii. 52 follows closely a Jewish Christian source, which, 
if not written in Aramaic, was yet thoroughly Palestinian in char
acter. But the linguistic characteristics of the section rather favor 
than oppose the view that the source was used'by the author of the 
rest of the Gospel. 

One other argument against the genuineness of our section re
mains to be considered-namely, the argument of Hilgenfeld that 
in the first two sections certain un-Pauline ideas are emphasized, 
such)as the obliggtion of the law (ii. 22, 23, 39), righteousness of 
works (i. 6, 15,75, ii. 25), the throne of David and the eternal king
dom over the house of Jacob (i. 32, 33); things which could never 
have been added to the Gospel by the Paulinist Luke. But, in the 
first place, Hilgenfeld's objection rules out of court on purely 
a priori grounds the view that the author in writing his narrative 
may have consulted the facts or the sources as well as his own dog
matic prepossessions. It is not impossible that a Paulinist should 
have written i. 5-ii. 52, unless it is impossible that a Paulinist should 
have desired to tell the truth-and the latter proposition is not so 
self-evident as ;Hilgenfeld and others of his school seem to suppose. 
Tn the second place, Hilgenfeld supposes that the redactor who 
added the two songs (with certain Pauline alterations, i. 55b, 73a, 
76-79), and joined the whole narrative to the Gospel, was himself a 
Paulinist. It is not clear why, if the second Paulinist could do 
that, the first one, or the writer of the Gospel, could not have done 
it just as well. So Hilgenfeld's theory, aside from its other defects, 
is hardly consistent. . 

The first question, then, we may regard as settled. There are no 
good solid reasons for regarding i. 5-ii. 52 as an interpolation. Fur
thermore, in settling this question, we have incidentally established 
the fact that the narrative in i. 5-ii. 52 is of distinctly Jewish-Chris
tian origin:j:-a fact which we shall find to be of great importance. 

The attempts to separate Luke i, from Luke ii, or to separate 
their sources, § may be at once dismissed as devoid of evidence. 

* Op. cit., 268f. 
t Against the theory of translation, see Wernle, Synoptische Frage, 102. 
~ Cf. Feine, Eine vorkanonische U eberlieferung des Lukas, 13£. 
§ E.g., by Schmiedel, Encyclopmdia Biblica, art. Mary, § 12. 

4 
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Holtzmann* argues that Nazareth, Joseph and Mary are mentioned 
in ii. 4 ff. as though these names were not already known from i. 26, 
27; but really the manner of repetition is perfectly natural as taking 
up the narrative where it had been dropped. So Luke ii. 4, 5, 
seems, if anything, rather to presuppose a previous mention of 
Joseph and Mary. Joseph's Davidic descent is introduced again in 
order to explain the journey. Moreover, the view in question is 
directly contradicted by ii. 21b (" which was so called by the angel 
before he was conceived in the womb"), where i. 31 is referred to. 
So Schmiedel is obliged to regard this clause (ii. 21b) as added when 
the two chapters 'were put together-a purely artificial expedient 
to bolster up a baseless theory. The two chapters are closely con
nected so far as style and diction are concerned, and have other 
things in common. For example, the same character is attributed 
in both chapters to Mary, and in both she is given a peculiarly 
prominent position in the narrative.", 

Far more serious is the attempt to exhibit i. 34,35, as an interpo
lation; indeed it is against these two verses that the chief attack of 
all has been directed. Among those who have argued against the 
original presence of the two verses in the context where they now 
stand may be mentioned Hillmann,t Usener, J. Weiss (with a 
little hesitation), Harnack, Zimmermann, Schmiedel, Pfleiderer 
and Conybeare, to say nothing of others who less deserve mention, 
because they make little attempt to ground their objections to the 
verses upon anything more definite than their general theories of 
mythical or legendary development. The integrity of the passage 
has been defended by Hilgenfeld and Cl~men,t as well as by "con
servative" scholars. 

First, we must remind ourselves that there"is no external evidence -whatever for regarding verso 34, 35, as an interpolation. Cony-
beare, it is true, emphasizes the reading in MS. b which substitutes 
ver. 38 for vel'. 34 and omits vel' 38 (cl1rEY .... TO pijfLU) from its 
proper place; but that may have been a mere blunder in transcrip
tion, especially as the two verses begin alike, "dixit autem Maria" 
(Headlam). Or perhaps the change might have been made by the 
scribe to save Mary from the appearance of unbelief. The testimony 
of J oim of Damascus to the omission of the phrase" seeing I knO\v-

* Hand-Commentar, on Luke ii. 5. 
t Hillmann, Jahrbb. f. protest. Theol., 1891, 213f., first developed the argu

ment for the interpolation theory, though Holtzmann (Hand-Cammentar) seems 
to have made the first suggestion. 

• :j: Hilgenfeld, Zeitschrift f. wiss. Theol., 1901, 199f., 313f.; Clemen, Thealag. 
LiitemtuTzeitung, 1902, 299. 
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not a man" in some Greek codices is too late to be of great im
portance. Conybeare* claims the authority of Tischendorf (8th 
ed.) for the omission of verso 34, 35, in the Protevangelium of \ • 
James. But the facts are that the Protevangelium, though it 
omits ver. 34 in this context, substitutes what is rather an elabo
ration of that verse (Ellrw IIUV:rjP.cjJop.w ws rr:a.lIa rUY~ r~YYlj-), and ac
tually contains the greater part of ver. 35.t That Conybeare 
can claim Tischendorf for his view about the Protevangelium 
seems to be due, as Headlam has pointed out, to a surprising 
misunderstanding of Tischendorf's notes, which arose from not 
looking under ver. 31 as well as under'ver. 34.t 
1 The evidence for the interpolation theory must therefore be 
purely internal evidence. 

In the first place, we must at once dismiss the argument§ that 
since the ·fatherh(')od of the Spirit of God [?] would suit very badly a 
purely Jewish Christian source (tf'ibeing feminine, and the Jewish 
conception of God being transcendental), and since the basis of 
Luke i, ii, was such a source, therefore verso 34, 35, could not have 
stood originally in their present place. This argument proves that 
a conception from the Holy Spirit, or a birth described in such 
terms as even to suggest the personal Holy Spirit as Father, would 
never have been invented on Jewish ground; but it does not prove 
that it may not have been recorded in a Jewish-Christian narrative 
if it were a fact. What we are just now trying to do is simply to 
lay the basis for future investigation by estimating the narrower 
and more solid grounds for supposing the whole or portions of the 
birth narratives to be interpolations-grounds which will hold firm 
upon any general theory of early Christian history. There are 
many who suppose the doctrine of the virgin birth, assuming it to 
be untrue, to have arisen on Jewish-Christian ground, and they 
may appeal, among other things, to t4e strongly Jewish character 
of the records. Against such scholars it is begging the question 
to say that since the doctrine of the virgin birth must be of Gentile 
origin, therefore it must he an interpolation where it finds a place 
in Jewish narratives. 

It is further urged, that i. 34, 35, is not merely without corrobora
" tion frbm the rest of the infancy narrative, blj.t is even contradicted 
, by it; for the whole of the first two chapters except our two verses 

* Glwrdian, March 18, 1903. 
t See Chap. xi. 
~ See Conybeare, Guardian, 1903, March 4, March IS, April!, etc.; and against 

mm, Headlam, Guardian of the same year, March 11, March 25, AprilS. 
§ Cf. Zimmermann, op. cit., 274. 
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proceeds upon the supposition that Jesus was the son of Joseph and 
traces his Davidic descent through him. We freely admit (though 

, in contradiction to B. Weiss) that in i. 27 €~ OlXOV iJavda must almost 
certainly be taken with '[w(nj'P rather than with 7rapO{vov, for on any 
other interpretation the manner of addition of r1js 7rapO{yov is very 
hard to explain. So that when the angel (ver. 32) calls David father 
of the coming child, it seems most natural that his words should be 
understood of a descent through Joseph. The emphasis on Joseph's 
Davidic descent rather than on that of Mary in ii. 4, however, proves 
nothing, for it was the man only who would be considered as deter
mining the place of enrolment. But if the Davidic descent of Mary 
is presupposed, surprisingly little emphasis is placed upon it, for, 
as has been observed, in the only place where anything is clearly 
said about her family relations (i. 36) she is called kinswoman of 
the Levite Elisabeth. The repeated occurrence of such words as 
roY.i" appli~d to Joseph and Mary; and 7ranjp, applied to Joseph, 

. has already been noticed; but these two terms do not necessarily 
imply anything more than that there was really an adoptive relation 
between Joseph and Jesus, and that Jesus before the world was 
regarded as an actual son. The failure to refer to i. 35 in ii. 21 
proves absolutely nothing, * for any such reference would have made 
the sentence extremely clumsy. Nor is the phrase "their cleans
ing" in ii. 22. very convincing. It is quite in line with a good many 
things connected with the life of Christ, e.g., the baptism of a sinless 
man. As to the failure of Mary to understand, or her astonishment 
at what was said about the child by Symeon and Anna and by 
the boy Jesus Himself, even Zimmermann admits that this has little 
bearing :upon the question of the original presence of i. 34, 35, in 
the narrative. The astonishment of the parents was due to the 
fact that Symeon and Anna and the boy Jesus were found to be 
possessed of the secret of the Messiahship. Only thus, according 
to Zimmermann, can the passages be explained, whether the par
ents knew about the supernatural conception or only about the 
Messiahship of their son. 

In general, we can say.that it is unreasonable to expect that the 
account of the supernatural conception should be repeated again 
and again. In a narrative it is enough that it should be given once, 
whatever might be true of a dogmatic treatise. Yet, after all, we 
do not desire to depreciate the force of the argument against the 
two verses, derived from the silence or seeming contradiction of the 
rest of the story; for although that argument may not prove the 

* Against Zimmermann, op. cit., 280. 
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verses to be an interpolation, it will do much to render us hospitable 
to other proofs. If we really find that in the rest of the first tWQ 

chapters there is not the slightest hint that might point to the 
virgin birth, or that there is a good deal that seems almost 
directly to, deny it, we shall be very much disposed to look 
with suspicion upon the only two verses that tell of such a 
remarkable event. .Ai3 a matter of fact, however, this is not the 
case. 

In, the first!place, i. 27 deserves the most careful attention.· We 
there read in' the clearest terms that Mary was a virgin when the 
aIlJlouncemeI).t was made to her by the angel. . Now, since the:r;e 
i!3 no subsequent mention of a marriage to Joseph, the natural conclu
sionis that in i. 27 we have a preparation for i. 34, 35.* To avoid 
this co:t;tclusion two expedients have been adopted. In the first 
place; Usener suggests that the redactor has left out a statement 
(which originally came after ver. 38ythat Joseph took Mary to Wile 
and that she conceived by him. But that is a mere supposition. 
In the second place, Harnack supposes that the word 7rapO{yo,> in 
i. 27 is an interpolation made by the same redactor who added 
verso 34, 35. For, he says, the word lp.~7)tn:eup.{YTl in ii. 5 can only 
mean" wife," so that the same author could never have written a 
few verses back 7rapO{yov lp.v7)lT"eup.{Y7)v. One of the words must be 
removed, and ~he most natural one to remove is, of course, 7rapO{v~Y. 
But this really begs the question. For €p.Y7)lTieup.{vTl in ii.5 
means shnply "wife" only on the supposition that i. 34, 35, are to 
be deleted-which is exactly the thing to be proved. Nor is the 
removal of themention of the 'virginity of Mary from i. 27 at allan 
easy task, for the word 7rapO{vo,> occurs twice (7rapO{vov, 7rapO{you) , 

and is indissolubly connected with the very structure of the sen'" 
tence. t Whatever may be said about the ease with which the two 
;v'ers~s, i. 34, 35, taken by themselves, may be removed; if the re
:moval of those verses necessarily requires another deletion, 
wliich, far from being equally easy, is so harsh as to be practi
cally impossible, then the former deletion must be seriously re
considered. 

Harna~kl's argument has led us to the second chief reference to 
the two verses in question. In Ii. 5 we find the phmse Tif €P.V7)~eup.{YTl 
.aoTlt oUITTJ bxugJ-a phrase absolutely inexplicable unless i. 34, 35, 

. is J:eferred to. For, after all, if the author had meant "wife," he 
would certail].ly have said "wife"-at any rate, he certainly would 

* See Hilgenfeld, ZeitBchrijt j. wiss. Theol., 1901, 314, 315. 
t Cf. Bardenhewer, Biblische Zeitschrijt, 1905, 158, Anm. 3. 
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not have used €flYT)6rw,ub!l in conjunction with €vxu'fJ.* So evident is 
this that most of those scholars who regard i. 34, 35, as an interpola
tion can overcome the difficulty only by choosing the reading ruvom 

instead of oflVT)cT:WfloY: in ii. 5~ 1he external testimon,r is briefly as 
fonows: ruva,x, IS omItted altogether by ~ B C* D L el, 1, 131, e, f, 
q**. sax. sah. copt. syr.sch arm. rUyam is added afteraurw by 
A C2 TAil, 1, q*, vg. goth. syr.p aeth~ rtwa:xI is read without a pre
ceding oflvT)ITrWfloYT) or corresponding word by the Latin manuscripts a, 
b, c, fP, and by syrsin• The reading with both Ii:/J.YT)ITrwp-€:vT) and rUyam 

is evidently to be dismissed at once as a mixed reading. Now of 
course thiR leaves the overwhelming manuscript authority in favor 
of oflVT)6r without rUyal"", and this authority has been followed by 
Tischendorf (8th ed.), WH,Baljon, etc. Some scholars, however, 
hav:e argued that ruvam represents the original reading, on the 
ground that ruvam might easily have been changed into eflVT)6r for 
dogmatic reasons, whereas there would have been no ground for an 
Ebionitic alteration of efLvT)6r.t But it is not necessary to think of 
an Ebionitic alteration, since eflYT)6r might easily have given offense 
on account of the difficulty of conceiving of Mary as only betrothed 
when she made the journey with Joseph, as well as on account of 
Matt. i. 24, where it is said that Joseph took Mary to wife. Also 
Matt. i. 20 may have had an influence.t Therefore, in view of the 
preponderance of the external testimony for the omission of ruvam, 

it is almost as violent a change to insert it as it is to delete the 
words 7rapOboy and 7rapObou in i. 27. 

The important point to observe is that i. 27 and ii. 5 (to say noth
ing of passages which seem to attribute a peculiar importance to 
Mary rather than Joseph, and to say nothing of i. 41 where Elisa
beth seems to greet Mary as already mother of the Lord) rest 
as dead weights upon any theory which separates i. 34, 35, from 
the context. The theory must have exceedingly strong indepen
dent support if it is not to break down under the strain. We now 
examine that independent support. 

Harnack§ has enumerated as many as ten arguments for regard-

* Whether the writer actually had in mind exactly the relationship described 
in Matt. i. 24 remains uncertain. Here we are only interested in observing that 
whatever EIlV1Jt5TWlliv1J meant to the author, it did not mean to him simply yvvalKi. 

To us it means naturally" wife," in the sense of Matt. i. 24. See Weiss, ll{eyer, 
9te Auft. on Luke ii. 5. 

t See Hillmann, op. cit., 216f. 
t Cf. Hilgenfeld, Zeitschrijt f. wiss. Theol., 1901, 314; B. Weiss, Meyer, 9te 

Aufl. on Luke ii. 5. 
§ Zeitschrift f. d. neut. Wissenschaft, 1901, 53--57. 
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ing i. 34, 35, as an interpolation. Let us briefly examine them to 
see whether they are as formidable in quality as they are in quaD
tity.* 

1. In vel's. 34,35, we find the particles hrd and 8u), one of which, 8u;, 

i>tands a# number of tim~s in Acts, b~t only once in the third Gospel, 
while hrd (according to the best text of Lukevii. 1) occurs nowhere 
else in the Lukan writings. Harnack concludes that i. 34, 35, be
trays a non-Lukan diction, and is therefore an interpolation. 

To derive any argument from a,6 is plainly to rely too much upon 
"the constancy of the use of particl~s in the Gospel of Luke," espe
cially since we have one other case where the word occurs. As to 
?7I:c:I, it will be enough to remark that it is rash to attribute too much 
weight to one word in an argument from diction, especially in view 
of the Lu~an expressions which Zimmermann has pointed out in the 
two verses.t Of course, too, Harnack's argument from the non
Lukan character of t7l:d depends on the correctness of his opinion 
that Luke was the author (rather than merely the translator pr 
redactor) of the first two chapters. And even if Luke was the 
author, yet it is not unlikely that his source may have here and 
there exerted an influence on his diction, in particulars such as 
these particles where he usually followed his own habits. 

2. The conversation in i. 34, 35, unduly separates WI laou (w),)'rjp.</'?l 

~n ver. 31 from the corresponding xat lauD 'E)'uui(kr ~ aurre~{s flOU WI 

aur~ auvd),Yj<pF:v (ver. 36). 
An argument of this kind cannot have much independent weight, 

because prose style is seldom perfectly regular. 
3. Ver. 35 is a doublet of verso 31, 32, and is in part inconsistent 

with those verses. In verso 31-33 Jesus is called son of David and 
son of the highest; in ver. 35 He is called son of God, because He is 
that through His birth. If the writer had had in his mind the 
"son of God'i of ver. 35, h-e would have omitted the" son of the 
higllest" and the "David his father" of verso 31-33. 

As Hilgenfeld has pointed out, though Ulos uINar"u does not re
quire any such thing as is described in ver. 35, yet it by no means 
excludes it. And the mention of the" throne of his father David" 
simply indicates that the promise was put in Old Testament terms, 
though the promise of the everlasting reign perhaps points to an 
explanation to follow (Hilgenfeld). Even if the Davidic descent 
through Joseph is really incompatible with i. 34, 35, that does not 
prove that those two verses are an interpolation, for if the redactor 

* For the criticism of Harnack's arguments, cf. Bardenhewer, op. cit" 158f. 
t Zimmermann, op. cit., 21)6. 
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did not feel the contradiction, perhaps the original author did not. 
After all, the thing is largely a question of taste. Perhaps Hilgen
feld, who sees a well-conceived progress in the whole passage, is as 
well entitled to his opinion as is Harnack, who sees in it only a pair of 
clumsily joined doublets. Wernle* (with a different purpose) argues 
along the same lines as Hilgenfeld, pointing to Ignatius and to the 
readings of SyrSin in Matt. i as shQwing that a part of the ancient 
Christians could think of "from the seed of David" and" from the 
Holy Ghost" together without offense. So perhaps the double 
interpretation of divine sonship would n.ot be regarded as contra- • 
diction but as climax. It is therefore by no means necessary to 
follow B. ,Veiss in regardingver. 35 (at,) Kat • ••• ufos (Jwu) as sup
plied by the Evangelist. Probably the meaning of uios (JEOU in con
nection with what precedes should not be pressed too far. On any 
view, however, ver. 35 would make Jesus ufos (Jwu, even though 
He might also have been called that on less definite grounds . 

.4. The words in verso 36, 37 (pointing to the example bf Elisa
beth), obtain a good sense only if no mention of a conception by the 
working of the Holy Spirit has gone before; for if the most wonder
ful thing of all has already been promised, then it is weak and not con
vincing to point in support to Elisabeth's conception in her old age. 

This, so far from being a support for Harnack's position, is really 
an argumel1t against it. There could, in the nature of the case, 
be no parallel for the unique miracle. But what the angel could 

) 

do was to point to. a miracle which WaS at least sufficient to illus-
trate the general principle that 007. aauva~rjl1'et rcapa TO;:' (Jeuv rciiv pijAa. t 
And it is almost ne'cessarijy :requir~d'for the logic of the passage that 
the greater event in which the belief was solicited, should be in the 
same sphere with the example used. If merely verso 31-33 had 
gone before, then we should expect that the angel would point 
rather to the promised career of John than to something miraculous 
in his birth, to which miracle there was to be no counterpart in the 
case of Jesus. Zimmermann admits the weakness of the argument 
drawn from verso 36, 37, against the integrity of the passage; but 
I must go still further. To me it will always be a mystery how the 
argument ever came to be formulated from vel's. 36, 37, against the 
integrity of the passage rather than in favor of it.t 

* Synoptische Frage, 103-104. 
t Bardenhewer, op. cit., 161. 
t Cf. Hilgenfeld, Zeitschrift f. wiss. Theologie, 1901, 202-203,' 316-317, and 

especially E. P. Badham, Academy, January 26, 1895. B. Weiss, in Meyer,9te 
Auf!., on ver. 35, calls attention to the KaL avril of ver. 36 as pointing in the direc
tion we have indicateg. 
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5. The question of Mary, 71:W, €(l'ra( ,aUTO, €71:St lIyiJpa OU r(YO)(YX{J); is 
open to objection in two respects: 

(a) Since Mary was betrothed to Joseph, and since he was of 
the house of David, it would have been perfectly natural for Mary 
to apply the promise of the angel to the fruit of the coming marriage 
1(l5v)).rjp.rpr; future). So the question is a mere device of the redactor 
to introduce ver. 35. 

Perhaps the difficulty arises in part from a too exact and mechani
cal interpretation of the question, for the question need be little 

, more than the unthinking expression of the maidenly consciousness 
of Mary, startled as she was by the strange appearance of the angel. 
We may either think of the exact form of the question as due to 
the narrator, who, however,correctly represents the general sense 
of what Mary said to the angel or conveyed to him by look; or we 
may think of the present form of the question as given by Mary 
herself. In either case; there is no difficulty sufficient to justify the 
theory of interpolation. For the difficulty is as well explained by 
the natural confusion of Mary as by the clumsiness of the interpo
lator. An interpolator might even be expected to smooth things 
out. Or it is possible to take another view of the matter, and to 
suppose that there was something in the annunciation in its original 
form, or in the manner in which the words were spoken, to indicate 
that the conception was to be immediate or of a unique character.* 

(b) This question of Mary expresses unbelief as much as does the 
question of Zacharias, xa,,z ,{ r~w6op.aI ,OU'O ; (ver. 18); yet Mary is 
praised as having believed (vel'. 45), wher~as Zacharias is punished 
with dumbness as having doubted. _ 

The two questions are not quite equivalent, however sophistical 
Harnack may pronounce the attempts to show a difference be
tween them. The question of Mary may be simply the involuntary 
expression of surprise and perplexity; that of Zacharias must be 
a deliberate request for a sign. And even if we give the objection 
its full foree, it does not prove much, for in any case the final answer 
of Mary was 'JiJau ~ iJobJ..Yj f{vp{ov • rho(T6 P.O( xa,,z' ,0 pijp.a 60V.t 

6. Mary is represented throughout the first two chapters as 
pass~ve and silent-as keeping all these things and pondering them 
in her heart, as receiving blessing without reply. This picture is 
disturbed by the question of i. 34. 

In the first place, this argument rests upon Harnack's doubtful 
view that the Magnificat is to be attributed to Elisabeth, and in the 
second place, it is merely subjective at the best. 

* For a careful statement, see Allen, Interpreter, February, 1905, 121, 122. 
-r Cf. Hilgenfeld, Zeitschrift f. wiss. Theologie, 1901, 316. 
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7. After the necessary changes have been made in i. 27 and 
iii. 23, the Gospel of Luke knows nothing of the virgin birth, except 
in i. 34, 35. "After these few and easy deletions, which are 
required, as soon as we are convinced of the interpolation of verso 
34, 35, but which otherwise also obtrude themselves upon us, the 
narrative is smooth and nowhere presuppo~es the virgin birth." 

As we have already shown, Harnack has no ground for saying 
that the removal of r.apObo<; in i. 27 has its own reasons, apart from 
the theory about i. 34, 35. Other objections also have .already been 
noticed. 

8. The composition of verso 34, 35, is easily discerned. Ver. 34. 
prepares for ver. 35 (very clumsily it is true); ver. 35 is to be ex
plained from Luke i. 31, 32, and Matt. i. 18-25. 

It is rather suspicious that the redactor should be so clumsy in 
one point, and should yet exhibit positive genius in imitating 
(ver. 35) so admirably the style and spirit of the narratives. 

9. So Matt. i. 18-25 becomes the starting-point for the represen
tations of the virgin birth, which simplifies matters in the history 
of the legend. 

In our judgment, however it may be in Harnack's, this is 
merely begging the question. 

10. Whether Luke himself subsequently or an interpolator 
inserted the virgin birth in the Gospel cannot be decided, though 
the former alternative is less probable. 

This does not seem to be intended as an argument at all, and so 
demands no answer. 

Against all these minuter arguments may be balanced the import
ant consideration of the parallelism with the annunciation to Zacha-

'rias. In verso 11-20 we have (1) the appearance of the angel, 
(2) fear of Zacharias, (3) promise by the angel, (4) surprised 
question of Zacharias, (5) reiteration of the promise, with a sign. 
To these details we have in the fun text of the annunciation to 
Mary striking parallels, and the details are' there arranged, in the 
same order. The general impression is very strong that this paral
lel was intended by the writer, so that it is very unlikely that verso 
34, 35, are to be removed; for without these verses the symmetry 
of the chapter is destroyed.* 

Our conclusions may be formulated as follows: 
(1) It is impossible that verso 34, 35, should have been interpo

lated into the completed Gospel. That is excluded by the weight 
of extern'!.l evidence. (Against Harnack.) 

* Weinel, Zeitschrift f. d. neut. Wissenschaft, 1901, 37f. 
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(2) It is highly improbable that verso 34, 35, are an, addition 
made by the Evangelist to a Palestinian source that elsewhere he 
follows closely. On that view it is difficult to explain the peculiarly 

I marked Semitic style and spirit which prevails in the two verses, 
so precisely in harmony with the rest of the narrative. (Against 
Zimmermann. ) 

(3) It is less improbable (but still far from likely) that in i. 34, 
35, Luke is departing from a Palestinian source which he does not 
here follow closely but employs in so loose a way that we can seldom 
.cas here) separate the source from the finished. composition.* 
Against this view of the matter, Wernle himself notices the objec
tion th'at it, fails to account for the apparent contradictions and 
roughness caused by the insertion, but he supposes that that con
tradiction was not apparent to Luke in the same way as to us. 
So Wernle holds that the birth narrative is the work throughout 
(e~n through i. 31-35) of one author, and is as closely knit as we 
caJi\ expect in a time of lively productiveness and variegated 
religious syncretism. But how, then, can we be confident of sepa
r~ting.,.between author and source in i. 3lff.? Wernle would per
haps be more consistent if he were more skeptical about this point. 
Perhaps, too, the same line of reasoning as that of Wernle will allow 
us to attribute the whole to some writer other and earlier than the 
writer of the Gospel. At any rate, grave objections may be raised, 
for example, from style and diction, against the large place which 
Wernle attributes to the Evangelist in the composition of chapters 
i, ii. t 

Before passing on, we must notice a remarkable modification of 
the interpolation theory we have just been considering-a modifica
tion which has recently (1900) been suggested by Kattenbuscht 
and defended by Weulel. § According to Kattenbusch, the birth 
from the Holy Ghost was originally thought of independently of 
the birth from a virgin, and it is to the former conception that 
Luk~'s narrative attaches the chief importance. Indeed, even i. 35, 
taken by itself, does not mean anything more than that the Spirit 
of God so overshadowed the mother that not merely was the child 
filled with the Spirit from the moment of birth, as in the case of 
John, but that which was begotten (rmW,IJ.2Y(W) partook from the 
very first of the nature of the Spirit .. · Thht verse excludes the 

* Wernle, op. cit., 102f. 
f In defense of the integrity of the passage, see esfeciallY E. P. Badhalll , 

Academy, January 26, 1895. 
t Verbreitung und Bedeutung des Tau/symbols, 621-622, 666f. Anm. 300. 
§ Zeitschrift f. d. r:eut. ·Wissenscha/t, 1901, 37f. 
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human father only when it is taken in connection with the last 
clause of ver. 34 (E1l"2! l1~(Jpa 00 r,~W6XW). So that in order to remove 
the virgin birth from Luke's narrative and thus secure unity of 
representation, it is not necessary to delete the whole of verso 34, 35, f 
with Hillmann, but merely to remove the four words €1l"21 l1y(Jpa 00 

The special grounds that speak in favor of this new suggestion 
(as they are to be gleaned partly from Kattenbusch, but particu
larly from Weinel, who is more confident about the literary and 
critical question) seem to be derived largely from the comparison 
with the annunciation to Zacharias. As we there find no sugges"" 
tion of the agency of Zacharias, because that was regarded as a 
matter of course, so the agency of Joseph is in this second annuncia
tion similarly regarded as a matter of course. In the second place, 
the statement of ver. 35 about the 1l"veupa firw~ canno't exclude the 
cooperation of the human father, because it is expressly correlated 
with the conception by Elisabeth (ver. 36). In the third place, the 
very giving of a sign (ver. 36) requires that a surprised or doubting 
question should have preceded. But this requirement is not satis
fied by Hillmann's theory. And in the fourth place, the parallelism 
of structure between the accuqnts of the two annunciations, which 
is destroyed by Hillmann, is preserved by this new suggestion. 

As to this last argument, we observe that the parallelism is not 
preserved by ·Weinel's suggestion so well as by the maintenance of 
the integrity of the passage. For in ver. 18 Zacharias gives the 
reason for his doubt, to which reason there is nothing corresponding 
in the case of Mary unless the words €1l"St l1v(Jpa 00 rwal6xw are retained. 
Therefore this very q,rgume~t of Weinel speaks very' strongly 
against his own theory, 3,s it does against the theory of Hillmann. 
The most attractive thing about the new theory is that it removes 
one difficulty about Mary's question, in that it makes her surprise 

. centre about the greatness of her son, rather than about a hitherto 
unmentioned peculiarity in the manner of His birth.* Furt,her:" 
more, by retaining ver. 35, it procures the great advantage over 
the theory of Hillmann of not obliging us to attribute to a redac
tor such a marvelous genius in imitating the spirit and style of the 

, original writing. Indeed, we are almost tempted to admit that the 
new theory is preferable to the old; at any rate, we gladly admit 
that the old has received a new wound from the fresh arguments of 
Weinel, especially the literary argument from the parallelism with 
i. 11:ff. But these arguments oppose the older interpolation theory 

* See Weinel, op. cit., 38, 39. 
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as much in the interests of the integrity of the whole passage as in 
the interests of the new theory. 'On the other h~d, many of the 
arguments of Harnack, and arguments upon which the champions 
of the old theory were accustomed to stake their cause to no mean 
extent, fall to the ground if ver. 35 is retained. Furthermore, 
although Kattenbusch is correct in saying that ver. 35 does not 
require the virgin birth, yet it naturally suggests something of the 
kind, so that it is better in place if the clause trrd l1vtJpa 00 r/YtUtTXW has 
preceded. ' And then one great objection to the new theory (an 
objection which Weinel has not altogether ignored) is the extreme 
cleverness 6f the redactor. According to the new theory the redac
tor is too clever, as according to the old theory he displayed too 
much literary genius. On the ,whole, the two theories are about 
equally improbable; for, after all, the really fundamental objec
tions apply to both alike, while the peculiar difficulties are about 
equally divided. 

In Matthew" Hillmann supposes the first two chapters to have 
(been no p~rt of the ?riginal ?ospel, while IIjJgenfeld ,regards i,18-ii. 
\2~_~anmterpolatlOn. It 18 argued that the tv '1'au'Z'a'~ '1'ar~ ~f1,{pa,~ 
of iii. 1 would not be natural if the third chapter was originally 
joined to what now goes before. According to Hillmann, probably 
some, chronological note similar to that in Luke iii. 1 was left off 
by the redactor who added chaps. i, ii; for the redactor was so far 
from the time described that he would take no offense at applying 
the phrase tv '1'aU'1'a,~ '1'at~ ~f1.tpa,~ to what really happened after an 
interval of tpirty years. But this is a mere supposition. Perhaps 
the author of the Gospel would himself have been looking back over 
a long enough interval not to have objected to the phrase, espe
cially in View of the loose way in which the incidents are coupled 
all through the Gospel. Nowhere is the chronological succession 
very clear. 

Hilgerifeld supposes that the tv '1'aU'1'a,~ '1'ats' ~f1.tpa,~ refers to the close 
, of ,the genealogy, for it would be perfectly natural to mean by the 
'phrase merely" in the time of Jesus," if it is taken in connection 
with the many generations indicated in i. 1-16. But this seems. 
rather unlikely, for the genealogy is the expression of one idea, and 
has no chronological purpose. It would, therefore, be very un
natural to separate i. 16 from the rest by applying to it the phrase 
lv '1'au'Z'a!S '1'. ~f1.. That phrase requires that something in the nature of 
narrative should have gone before, and this requirement is not satis
fied by the genealogy. Meyer argues further that iv. 13 manifestly 
refers to ii. 23. 
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As to the content of the section, Hilgenfeld* enumerates as marks 
of the redactor (1) the Old Testament pragmatism, (2) the friendly 
attitude toward the heathen, (3) the view of Christ as born Son of 
God. But the Old Testament pragmatism is rather a mark of the 
author of the whole Gospel, who is interested throughout in showing 
the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy. The friendly attitude -
toward the Gentiles proves nothing if the story of the Magi (Gen
tiles) is essentially true, for in the mere form of the story there is no 
evidence of a desire to magnify the Gentiles at the expense of the 
Jews. And it is not at all self-evident that the author of the rest 
of the Gospel should not himself have felt the contrast between the 
acceptance of the gospel by the Gentiles and its rejection by the Jews. 
Finally, why may not the idea that Christ was born Son of God have 
been the view of the author of the Gospel? Some one-i.e., the 
redactor at least-held to both the Davidic sonship and the virgin 
birth. Why may not the author have done so? 

One piece of supposed external evidence must be mentioned, even 
though we consider it to be of little value. Conybearet and Hilgen
feId attribute considerable weight to a Syriac tract, extant in a 
sixth-century manuscript (British Museum, Add. 17,142), and pub
lished, with a translation, by Wright in the Journal ot Sacred Litera
ture, 1866, Vols. IX and X. The tract is attributed to Eusebius 
and purports to be an account of the Star and the Magi, the history 
having been written down in 119 A.D. According to Conybeare, 
"the Syriac author of this tract . . . . had in his hands a pre
canonical Greek source of 119 or 120," to which belonged the colo
phon that gives the date. Conybeare's conclusion is that the date 
119 or 120 is the terminus a quo of the introduction of Matt. ii. 1-15 
into the canonical text. The document is interesting, but the con
clusions drawn from it seem to be best described as "problematical" 
-a word which J. Weiss aptly applies to Conybeare's Ephraem 
passage about Luke. And in view of the undisputed Unity of style 
and diction between i. 18-ii.23 and the rest of the Gospel-a unity 
far too perfect to be explained as due merely to a common redactor 
-we may safely agree finally with J. Weiss when he declares that 
there never were forms of the Gospels of Matthew and Luke without 
the infancy narratives.t 

As to the sources of the infancy section in Matthew, nothing very 
definite can be said. It is mere speculation, for example, when 

* Zeitschrift f. wiss. Theologie, 1900, 269. 
t See Guardian, April 29, 1903. 
t Theologische Rundschau, 1903, 208. 
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Schmiedel makes i. 18-25 an addition later than chap. ii. Indeed, 
for all we can see, the two chapters might go back to the same source, 
for the failure to mention the place Bethlehem in i. 18 instead of 
in ii. 1 proves very little;* but, after all, the theory of merely oral 
Bources can never be disproved. The ultimate ~ome of the sources 
is far more likely to have been Palestinian than Gentile, for the 
section shows acquaintance with Jewish customs, and with the 
Hebrew text of the Old Testament; and perhaps is combatting 
Jewish slandersJ The story of the Magi does not oppose this view 
of the matter, for the Gentile coloring, so far as it exists, might be 
que to the Gentile subject;t and perhaps it is even a positive evi
dence for the Jewish character of the narrative, for it may represent 
the Jewish MessiJIDic conception of a gathering of the heathen for 
worship to Mount Sion. If Matthew's Gospel is in general destined 
for Jews, then it is not necessary to suppose that i. 18-ii. 23 is a 
foreign element; or rather it is not necessary to do so until we have 
proved that the idea of the supernatural birth could not possibly 
have arisen on Jewish ground.§ 

As to the genealogy of Matthew, the attempt of Charlesll to prove 
that it is a later addition to the Gospel (about A.D. 170) is interesting 
only in showing how more usual critical theories can be reversed. 
Conybeare~ has shown how impossible it would have been for the 
genealogy to have been added at that late date, when interests other 
than the interest in the Davidic descent were predominant; and 
Badham has argued with some weight against separating i. 1-17 
and i. 18-ii at all. At any rate, there can be no doubt whatever 
that the genealogy was part of the original Gospel, or, to sum up 

. our results, that the whole of chaps. i, ii, is genuine. 
~_~e discovery of Syrsin in 1892 has made Matt. i. 16, from a 

textual point of view, one of the most extensively discussed verses 
in the New Testament, and has acted as a lively stimulus to the 
investigation of the genealogies in general. The bewildering mazes 
of the textual question** must here, for obvious reasons, remain 

-* See PRINCETON THEOLOGICAL REVIEW, October, 1905, 664ff. 
t See W. Allen, Interpreter, February, 1905. 
::: Cf. Church Quart. Rev., July, 1904, 389. 

, § For the Jewish character of Matt. i, ii, see especially G. H. Box, Zeitschritt 
f· d. neut. Wissenschatt, 1905, 81£. 

II Academy, December 1, 1894. 
~ Academy, December 8, 1894 .. 
** See a long controversy carried on by Conybeare, Badham, Charles, Allen, 

Rahlfs, Sanday, White, Skipwith, and a few others in the .Academy from Novem
ber 17, 1894, to February 23, 1895; Farrar in the Expositor, 1895 (Vol. I), Iff.; 
J. R. Harris in Contemp. Rev., LXVI, 656ff;; Conybeare in Hibbert Journal, I, 
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unexplored; nor do we need to explore them for our purpose. For 
after the first shock of discovery has passed away, the general con
sensus of scholarship seems to be leaning to the opinion that the 
readings of the new manuscript do not tell us as much as was at first 
supposed. As has been remarked, the reading at i.16 merelyintensi
fies difficulties already present; at any rate, it cannot prove that i. 
18f£. was not a part of the original Gospel. Either one of two lines 
of solution seems to me to be possible. In the first place, we may say 
with J. Weiss* that the original form of the genealogy was" Joseph 
begat Jesus," though this was, of course, never the reading in the 
Gospel; the problem then being how to account for the variants 
after the change had once been made. This problem J. Weiss dis
misses as insoluble. Wilkinson, t in one of the most convincing 
papers which I have seen upon the subject, attempts something of 
a solution. He decides (and correctly) that our present Greek text 
is the original text of the Gospel. For the narrator of i. 18ff. had 
two motives: (1) to assert the miraculous conception, (2) to assert 
that the birth took place while Mary was Joseph's wife. The latter 
was the narrator's way of effecting a "compromise"[?] between the 
virgin birth and the Davidic Messiahship. Now i. 16 in our critical 
text is in exact accord with this purpose, as the reading of Syrsin is 
not, while Conybeare's reading from the Dialogue of Timothy and 
Aquila is manifestly conflate. The other readings, Wilkinson con
tinues, were due to two causes: correction due to dogmatic sensi
tiveness, and corruption from the original sources (i.e., from the 
reading of the original genealogy, "Joseph begat Jesus' '). There are 
many attractive features about such a construction of the history 
of the variations, but I am not quite convinced that" Joseph begat 
Jesus" was the reading of the original genealogy-if there was a 
ge~ealogy of this peculiar type-before the author of the Gospel 
made use of it. For, in the first place, the compiler who inserted 
the names of women throughout the genealogy would have been 
likely to mention the mother of Jesus; indeed, it is not impossible 
that he inserted the women expressly in view of the fact that 
there was something remarkable about Mary-i.e., the virgin 
birth.t We must simply refrain from trying to make a decision. 

In the case of Luke, perhaps there was an original genealogy 

96ff.; J. R. Wilkinson in Hibbert Journal, I, 354ff.; Allen in Interpreter, Febru
ary, 1905; Schmiedel, Art. Mary in Enc. Biblica, etc. 

* Theologische Rundschau, 1901, 210. 
t Hibbert Journal, I,354ff. 
t Cf. Allen, Interpreter, February, 1905, 112, 113; Box, Zeitschrift j. d. neut. 

Wissenschaft, 1905, S3f. 
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which .made Joseph the father of Jesus without indication of any
thing peculiar in the relationship. At any rate, the w~ sV()fJ-{~eTo was 
added at least as early as the reception of the genealogy into the 
Gosp~l, and probably earlier. Indeed, I think we should not be too 
certain that the words of ver. 23 were ever without the w~ tVOfJ.{~~TO, 
for it is not even so evident as is sometimes supposed that no one 
would have gone to work to compile a genealogy who was expecting 
to remove (apparently, at least) the very point of it by these words. 
~or~ t<y e~phasize what we have mentioned many times, we know 
/that there were some who were interested to prove both Davidic 
id~scent and virgin birth. Why may not the compiler of the gene
alogy have been one of these? And suppose the genealogy was 
not first compiled at all in order to show the Davidic descent of 
Jesus, but was a long-prized family record which was continued 
from the generation to generation. If it was to be continued at all 
after Joseph, it could be continued only in the form in which we 
now have it-that is, in case the virgin birth was a fact. So there 
would be no question of going to work to construct a genealogy of 

. Jesus; the genealogy already existed as a genealogy of Joseph. 
It must be remembered that our discussion of divisive theories 

about the infancy narratives, long and tedious as it has been, is 
merely a means to an end. The great problem for those who deny 
the historicity of the birth stories is to show how the idea of the 
virgin birth could have arisen in such a way and at such a time and 
in such a place as to find a lodgment in those stories. This problem 
would be much simplified if certain things about the character and 
date of the account of the virgin birth could be established by clear 
internal evidence. Now the result of our examination of the sup
posed internal evidence, we believe, has been to show that the 
propositions-which we enumerated as the four logical motives 
for divisive theories-have not been established. fu_the._fi!.~t 

plac.e..,..~·.ID£an~.~ll~;rLl1,.tiye!3are not ipterpolations in the 
Q.9spels; so all the evidence for the early date of the Gospels is also 
evidence for the early date of the infancy narratives. In the second 
place, those portions of the infancy narratives which tell of the 
virgin birth cannot so be separated from the rest as to allow us to 
suppose that the Davidic descent could not in the early days be 
maintained by the same writer that also believed in the virgin birth. 
So if the other New Testament writers emphasize the Davidic 
descen"t, it is no proof that they did not also believe in the virgin 
birth. In the third place, one of the narratives of the virgin birth
that of Luke-is pronouncedly Jewish-Christian and even Pales-

E; 
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tinian in origin; while the narrative of Matthew also bears marks 
of Jewish-Christian origin, and at any rate is contained in a Gospel 
probably destined for Jews. Finally, since the account of the virgin 
birth is part of the fundamental structure of both narratives, and 
since the narratives are manifestly independent of each other, it 
follows that o_~:r_l-'vO testimonies to the virgin birth cannot be 
r~duc~(::ltQ_CJn~. The narratives being of such a character, the prob
lem now is to show how the virgin birth, unless it were a fact, ever 
could have found a place in them. vVe must not merely show how 
the idea of the virgin birth might have been developed during the 
first century; we must further show-and this is often neglected
how this idea was ever taken up by just those narratives in which 
we now find it.* 

Since the narratives of the virgin birth are Jewish in character, 
it is lhost natural to suppose that the basis of the idea is to be found 
<Ql1 Jewish-Christian ground.t Within the limits of Judaism itself, 
two starting-points have been suggested for the development of the 
idea of the virgin birth. In the first place, certain great heroes of 
old-such as Isaac-being born by a peculiar exercise of the power 
of God, were regarded as begotten not xaTa (uipxa, but xara nycup.a (cf. 
Gal. iv. 29); and Luke even gives an account of such a birth in the 
case of John the Baptist. So since Jesus was considered greater 
than these spiritual children, it was only a short step to exclude the 
human factor altogether by making the Holy Spirit, in this case, not 
IOnly.an important factor, but the sole factor in His conception in His 
mother's womb (cf. the case of John, Luke i. 15). Not only was 
this" greater than the prophets" to be filled with the Spirit" from 
his mother's womb," but the Holy Spirit was to be the very con
stituting element of His personality. To this short step in advance 
the virgin p~ophecy of Isa. vii. 14 would afford the necessary 
impetus. Of course, as Beyschlag says, all this is merely the formal 
factor of the representation of the virgin birth; the material factor 
was the belief in Jesus Christ as a new beginning in humanity, as 
the one who came down from above. The course of development 
has been (ully described by Lobstein:t The disciples began with a 
profound impression of the uniqueness of Jesus' personality. This 
impression they interpreted at first along merely Jewish lines-they 
interpreted the title "Son of God" as applied to 'Jesus merely in a 

* For the question now about to be discussed, see especially Weiss, LelJen Jesu, 
T., I, 221£. . 
t So Beyschlag, Harnack, Lobstein. 
:$: Die Lehre von der ubernaturlichen Geburt Christi, 2te Aufi., E. T., 1903. 
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Messianic or theocratic sense. But as Christian thought began to 
seek for the underlying causes of what it had at first accepted with
out deep reflection, the simple explanation of the unique personality 
of Christ/as rooted in His Messiahship was no 'longer able to suffice. 
Thus arose the Pauline doctrine of p~xistence, and finally, under 
the influence of Alexandrian philosophy, the more highly developed 
}2gQ§:_QJ1rist21gegy_oi_tl1E)JQllrth Gospel. To the theocratic sonship 
was added the metaphysical sonship. But parallel with this theo
logical development, or preceding it, a more popular development 
had been going on. To the popular mind-assisted by the stories 
of spiritual children such as Isaac, and by the prophecy of Isa. vii.e 

14-'-the most natural explanation of the unique personality of 
Christ was that He was not born like other men, but begotten di
rectly by God. So we have not only the theocratic and the meta
physical sonship, but also (inferior to the latter) the physical 
sonship. 

Such a theory has an advantage over some that we shall presently 
consider, in that it does not call in elements which could not possibly 
have been included in Jewish-Christian narratives.· Even here, 
however, we might with some reason object that the stage of mythi
cal development required by Lobstein's theory is too advanced to 
be represented in a narrative reflecting so purely as that of Luke the 
spirit of the Old Testament and of Palestinian thought. But we 
waive this point, in order to emphasize even more serious objections. 
In the first place, Harnack is basing his theory upon a very unsteady 
foundation when he makes the passage Isa. vii. 14 not only a neces
sary element in the development, but apparently the only deter..: 
mining cause for the peculiar form which the myth has assumed.* 
For the word used in the Hebrew, ilO,?,Vil, would give no impulse 
whatever to the idea of a virgin birth; while there is no evidence that 
the Septuagint translation (napf}{;vos) had ever as a matter of fact 
given r.ise to the inference that the Messiah was to be born of a 
virgin-certainly not within the limits of pure Judaism.t In 
gener~l, modern criticism has learned to be much more skeptical 
than formerly about the omnipotence of Old Testa]Ilent prophecy 
in creating· stories simply in order to fit the predictions. There 
must be something to support before Old Testament prophecy can 

* Harnack, Dogmengeschichte, E. T. from 3d ed., I, 100, note 1. 
t Cheyne rejects Isa. vii. 14, LXX, as accounting for the narrative of Matt. i; 

but makes an interesting attemptt() explain the origin of the mistranslation 
itself. He supposes that napHivor was a title taken over from the goddesses of 
certain heathen religions, who were mothers but not originally wives. Box s~g
gests Christian influence to account for the present form of the LXX passage. 
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be dragged in to support it, even though the form of the prophecy 
may have some effect in altering details.* Nor is it true that par
thenogenesis was" in the air" at the time of Christ. It is not true 
that, as has been said; "To the narrator the miracle is simply a more 
impressive instance of what God wrought in the case of Elisabeth, 
Rebekah and Sarah, without affecting the paternity of John the 
Baptist,Jacob or Isaac."t It is not true that Jewish-Christians, 
on account of the examples of Isaac, Samson and Samuel, etc., 
would already be expecting something like a virgin hirth, so that the 
Septuagint translation of Isaiah, even though not very convincing, 
would still be able to supply a strong enough impulse to lead to the
definite formulation of the doctrine as we find it in Matt. i. and Luke 
i. For the step from a birth by promise, such as that of Isaac, to a 
birth without human father, such as that of Jesus, is by no means an 
"easy step," as is often asserted, but involves practically the whole 
of the mystery. The conception by means of an extraordinary 
power given to men is quite in accord with the workings of God in 
Providence-though it may exceed them in degree-whereas it is 
just the exclusion of the human agency that gives the miracle of the 
virgin birth that peculiar character which is so difficult to explain. 
Such cases as Isaac and Samson do not really go very far in explain
ing the origin of the unique idea as reflected in the narratives of 
Matthew and Luke. To bridge the gap is especially hard upon 
Jewish ground. For, in the first place, the noun tr~j is feminine r 

so that it is hard to see how the idea could among Jews ever have 
found expression in just the form in which it appears in both our
narratives (begotten "of the Holy Spirit"). Of course, it may be 
said that we should not take the phrase" Holy Spirit" as personal 
here, but merely as expressing the general idea of the power of God 
(cf:' Luke's conjunction of 7r~euf1-a and ~[JYaf1-!"). Still the form of 
statement would naturally have been different-e.g., ex '!"ov AorOU (fOU, 

a phrase which actually occurs in this connection in early Christian 
literature. That the representation of the present narratives of Luke 
and Matthew would hardly have originated on Jewish ground is 
shown by the Gospel according to the Hebrews, which made the Holy_ 
Spirit the mother of Jesus. Furthermore, attention has often been 
called to the fact that the idea of the direct action of God in the way 
described in Matthew and Luke is not at all in harmony with 
the strict Jewish monotheism of that day, with its sharp sepa-

* Nestle, Jahrbb. f. prot. Theologie, 1892,641, can at the very most show merely 
a verbal connection between Luke i. 35 and Gen. i. 2. Even that is more than, 
doubtful. 

t B. W. Bacon, Independent, LV, 3037. 
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ration of the Divine Being from the world of sense.* In order 
to avoid these difficulties, or rather in order to demonstrat!') 
the eJ4stence of a force capable of overcoming them, recourse has 
been had to that peculiar development of Judaism, the sect of the 
Essenes, or to the ascetic tendency prevalent in the Christian 
Church and observable in ascending degree ill Paul and in the writer 
of the Apocalypse (so Hilgenfeld). But aside from all questions 
as to the date of our narratives, and as to the possible influence of 
the Essenes upon the writers of the narratives if those writers were 
ordinary Jews, this theory of an ascetic impulse to the doctrine of the 
virgin birth receives its deathblow from the entire absence of an 
ascetic tendency in the birth narratives themselves. (Cf. the ex
pressions, "father and mother" and "parents" in Luke.) In gen
eral, it may be mentioned as a remarkable fact-if the origin of 
the myth was Jewish-that it was just from Jewish-Christians (the 
Ebionites) that the conspicuous denial of the virgin birth in the 
early Church proceeded. t 

It seems, therefore, reasonable to conclude that if the idea of the 
conception from the Holy Ghost in the womb of the virgin were to 
be received by the Jewish mind, there must have been some over
powering impulse to overcome the prepossessions of the current 
theology. The only such impulse that has been discovered is the 
impulse that would have been in evidence had the virgin birth been 
a fact; so if we are to deny the fact, we must go farther afield for 
the origin of the idea. It is not at all surprising, therefore, that very 
many recent scholars who deny the fact of the virgin birth are 
obliged to admit the inadequacy of the purely Jewish-Christian 
'explanation of the origin of the myth. . 

The next step to take is that from primitive Jewish Christianity to 
Gentile Christianity, and this step was taken by Pfleiderer.t He sup
posed that the ideas which lie at the basis of the birth narratives 
came 'specifically from the theology of Paul, and only the details 
from the Old Testament. The Pauline dogma of "Christ Jesus 
deClared to be the Son of God according to the spirit of holiness" 
led to Luke's poetical narrative of the virgin birth, while the 
accompanying dogma "born of the seed of David according to the 
flesh" led to the narri,tive of the journey to Bethlehem. Against 
this derivation of the birth stories from Pauline ideas might be 

, urged, in the first place, the absence of any trace in Pauline writings 

>II See Holtzmann, Lep,rbuch der neutestamentlichen Theologie, I, 413. 
t Weiss, 0p. cit., I, 229., 
:j: Urchristenthum, He Aufl., 417f. 
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of the beginnings of such a development of dogmatic interest in 
the mode of Christ's entrance into the world.* In the second place, 
as we have remarked in another connection, Pfleiderer's theory 
necessarily attributes to the Gentile Luke an historical imagination 
and a dramatic power-a power of making purely imaginary cir
cumstances appear to be real-which is utterly foreign to the 
literary habits of those days (especially to dogmatically motived 
narratives), and which would be worthy of a Defoe. Pfl~ide.ter's 

"theory therefore runs directly counter to what we have established 
as to the genuinely J ewisli spirit of the narrative in the third Gospel. t 

Being defeated on purely Jewish and Christian ground, those 
who deny the fact of the virgin birth betake themselves next to 
Alexandria, and seek to derive the idea from that mixture of Greek 
philosophy and Old Testament religion which we find best exempli
fied in the writings of Philo. So Conybeare and Volter. 

The lattert develops his theory in connection with the narrative 
of Luke. He begins with the observation that it is remarkable 
that in a Christian writing so much space should be occupied with 
John, who was regarded as a mere forerunner. So the first chapter 
embodies a tradition about John which was not Christian, but 
purely Jewish, and regarded John as of independent importance. 
The Christian compiler was not able to do away with this tradition 
entirely, but used it by making John subordinate to Christ. This 
he did simply by inserting the middle portion (vers. 26-56) of the 
first chapter of Luke (in which middle portion, however, some ele
ments of the original tradition can still be observed), without troub
ling the text of his Jewish source in the other portions. But this 
did not suffice for the second redactor, who transcended the narrow 
Jewish standpoint of his predecessor. So the second redactor inter
preted i. 27 as referring to Mary rather than to Joseph, put Elisa
beth's song into the mouth of Mary, inserted i. 34, 35, and made 
some changes in the song of Zacharias. The second chapter was 
written by Redactor I of the first chapter, and was altered at ii. 5 

* Of. Weiss, op. cit., I, 230, 231. 
t Pfleiderer has since 1887 radically modified his opinion, and now has recourse 

to pagan elements in accounting for the origin of the idea of the virgin birth. 
Thus he falls in line with a number of scholars whose opinion we shall iiiscuss 
presently. He no longer regards the author of the third Gospel as the originator 
of the idea or the first to embody it in a canonical book, but accepts the common 
view that Luke i. 34, 35, is an interpolation. In general, his view loses its indi
viduality. See Urchristentum, 2te Aufl., I, 406f., 692f. 0(. PRINCETON THEO

LOGICAL REVIEW, October, 1905, 648, footnote. 
t Die Apocalypse des Zacharias im Evangelium Lucas, Theologisch Tijdschrift, 

1896, 244-269. 
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and ii. 32 by Redactor II, who was probably identical with the 
redactor of the third Gospel. Both the original writer of the first 
chapter and Redactor I were Jews pure and simple, and wrote in 
Aramaic (or Hebrew). Redactor II interpreted Isa. vii. 14 accord
ing to the Septuagint and in other ways transcended the narrow 
Jewish standpoint, and therefore was no Palestinian Jew; but, on 
the other hand, he must have understood Aramaic in order to 
translate the writings of his predecessors, and so could not have 
been a mere Gentile. So he must have been a Hellenist. This 
conclusion is confirmed by his dogmatic position. For on accolmt 
of the gender of the word tT~j, and the current Jewish conception 
of God, the belief in the virgin birth could scarcely have arisen on 
Jewish· ground. But influenced by the heathen notions of "chil
dren of God," some such conception had entered into the thought 
of the Hellenistic Judaism of the Dispersion, as we can show from 
the writings of Philo. 

Of course, Valter's elaborate theory of redactors is interesting 
only as a curious example to show how easily theories of interpola
tion may run mad. Everyone of the main steps in the argument 
is based almost entirely upon subjective reasoning, and lacks even 
such show of support as is possessed by arguments such as that of 
Harnack for regarding i. 34, 35, as an interpolation. If we have 
refuted even these latter arguments, then it will hardly be worth 
while to mention the numberless difficulties that spring up on every 
hand against Valter.* One criticism only may be mentioned here 
as being particularly in point at the present stage of our discussion. 

Valter mentions two grounds for supposing that the narrator of 
the virgin birth in Luke was a Hellenist: (1) He transcends the 
narrow Jewish point of view and, for example, holds to the non
Jewish conception of the virgin birth; so he can be no Jew. This 
argument, at least so far as it refers to the virgin birth, we gladly 
allow (always supposing the virgin birth not to be a fact). (2) He 
was able to translate an Aramaic document, and was therefore no 
mere Gentile. But was the document really written in Aramaic? 
And if so, had it not already been translated? These are ques
tions which need much more careful examination than Volter 
seems to have given them. We may safely conclude that, 
whether or no the original spring of the doctrine of the virgin 
birth was, as a matter of fact, Hellenistic Judaism, Valter's reason
ing has not proved it. His attempt to show by literary criticism 
the actual course of development going on before our eyes in the 

* For some of these, see Spitta, op. cit., 6f. 
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text itself has after all been a failure. If we look to Alexandria 
we must be led to do so by more general considerations-for exam
ple, by some striking similarity of thought between Alexandrian 
philosophy and our canonical birth narratives. 
. Such an argument has been most fully developed by Conybeare.* 
According to Conybeare, such of the followers of .Jesus as were 
Aramaic-speaking Jews recognized Jesus as the Messiah, while 
those followers who were Greek Jews and proselytes recognized in 
Him the Divine Logos. " But viewed as the Logos in human form, 
how should his birth be represented except as from a virgin?" 
For these followers among the Greek Jews lived in much the same 
intellectual atmosphere as Philo. And Philo regarded the Logos as 
born of Sophia, an "ever-virgin, gifted with an incontaminate and 
unstainable nature." In the second place, these same Hellenist 
disciples "believed that many of their holiest men had been born 
of the Holy Spirit, when God visited from on high their mothers in 
their solitude." "Thirdly, there was in that age a general belief 
that superhuman personages and great religious leaders were born 
of virgin mothers through divine agency."t "Fourthly, in Philo 
we have not a few indications of how those who held the belief that 
Jesus vms the incarnate word would be likely to formulate the other 
belief which inevitably went therewith-namely, that he was born 
of a virgin." 

As to the first of these points, Charles has shown how little weight 
'can be attributed to it, fortnat Logos which was born of Sophia is 
'not in Philo a personal conception. There are also insuperable ob
jections of a literary and historical character against supposing that 
the account of the virgin birth came into the first and third Gospels 
only through the conception of Christ as the Logos. Conybeare's 
second point is not very clear, but seems to mean that, as he says 
in another place, "the Jews in the time of Christ deemed it 
possible for a child to be conceived of the Holy Spirit, and yet at 
the same time to be begotten in the ordinary way." "The one 
process gave his soul or reason, which was a gift of the Divine Spirit; 
the other process gave him flesh, blood and the faculties of sense." 
In Matthew, verso 19,20 of the first chapter represent a too literal in-

* Academy for 1894, November 17, December 8, December 22; for 1895, Janu
ary 12, January 19, February 16. For criticisms., see Charles, Academy for 1894, 
December ~l9; for 1895, January 5, February 2. Cf. also a number of papers by 
Badham in the course of the same discussion. 

t Here we pass over into the purely heathen sphere; so we shall defer this point 
till we come to speak of the ncxt class of theories about the origin of the virgin 
birth. In Conybeare the point is not at all. fundamental. 
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terpretationof such a philosophy. Mterward, Conybeare, corrected 
by Badham, seems to substitute for this argument the more positive 
one that an actual virgin birth is to be found spoken of in Philo, so 
that the writer in Matthew did not even have to remove the idea 
to a lower sphere. Conybeare's really important argument is under 
his fourth head. Here he brings forward Philo's treatment of 
Sarah, Rebeka, Leah, Zipporah. E.g., Philo says-to quote Cony
beare's reproduction of his words-" Moses having taken his wife 
findeth her with child of nothing mortal ~ = of the Divine Spirit)." 
Conybeare maintains-at any rate at first-that Philo's own idea 
of the marriage of virgin souls with God was wholly mystical and 
allegorical, but that he issued a warning against those who degraded 
his allegory" into the gross and fleshly' meaning whi~h it has as
sumed in Matt. i.19." If this interpretation of Philo is right, then we 
have not found any direct parallel for Matthew. For there seems 

--to be no evidence from the mere fact that he "warns the supersti
tious from the mystery he is propounding" that he is referring to 
those who held"to a view like that of Matthew. And when Badham 
maintains that the correspondence between Philo's examples (Sarah, 
Zipporah, etc.) and Matthew's narrative is still closer than Cony
beare at first believed, it is perhaps due to Badham's impossible 
exegesis of Matthew's account.* 

. Furthermore, against the whole argument may be opposed the 
'Igreat gulf fixed between the strict Palestinian Judaism and the 
Judaism of Alexandriat-a gulf which Conybeare has not really 
succeeded in bridging over. Again, we ought to consider the oppo
sition of the whole spirit of the New Testament accounts to the 
speculations of Philo. It is impossible to see how the two things 
can have sprung up out of the same intellectual atmosphere, for 
the difference seems almost infinite; and Conybeare does not help 
his position by pointing out Alexandrian elements, like the concep
tion through the ear and by rays of light, which later affected the 
form of the Christian narrative. The remarkable fact is that those 
elements do not appear in our canonical narratives, as we should 
expect they would if the Christian idea of the virgin birth arose out 
. of Hellenistic ground. The sobriety of the canonical narratives, 
'the absence of grotesque details, is a strong proof of their independ
ence of Alexandrian speculations. If Luke i. 34, 35, is, as we 
think we have proved, no interpolation, so that Luke's narrative 
as well as that of Matthew comprises the virgin birth, then the argu-

* See PRINCETON THEOLOGICAL REVIEW, October, 1905, 669. 
t See Charles, articles cited. 
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ment which we have just derived from the general spirit of our New 
Testament account becomes absolutely invincible. For Luke's 
narrative, at least, whatever may be said of Matthew, represents 
a bout as perfect an antithesis to Philo as could possibly be imagined. 

The insufficiency of theories which would derive the idea of the 
virgin birth from Jp.daism is strikingly attested by the fact that so 
many recent critics feel obliged to have recoun;e to the heathen 
world.* But just at this point we must register a decided protest. 
In the first place, as Harnack has stoutly maintained against Usener, 
we cannot lightly break through the barrier that separates the early 
Church from the heathen world. "Over against all this [i.e." the 
connections which Usener finds between heathen customs, etc., and 
Christian t~aditions]," says Harnack, "I remind the reader of the 
fact that the oldest Christianity strictly refrained from everything 
polytheistic and heathen, and that therefore every hypothesis that 

-will explain from heathendom a piece of the original Church tradi
tion is subject to the greatest difficulties, and demands the most 
careful examination. The unreasonable method of collecting from 
the mythology of all peoples parallels for original Church traditions, 
whether historical reports or legends, is valueless."t In another 
connection Harnack is even more explicit: "The Greek or Oriental 
mythology I should leave entirely out of account; for there is no 
occasion to suppose that the Gentile congregations in the time tip to 
the middle of the second century adopted, in despite of their fixed 
principle, popular mythical representations." In the second place, 
if it is thus unlikely that heathen elements could up to 150 have 

,been received even into the Gentile Church, it is even more 
unlikely that they could have been received into strongly Jewish 
Christian narratives, such as we have proved our canonical infancy 
narratives to be. It is therefore evident that every theory of the 
virgin birth which calls in heathen elements is absolutely dependent 
upon the doubtful view that Luke i. 34, 35 (or the essential part of 
those verses) is an interpolation.t And even if that should be 
granted, the weighty objection of Harnack must still be reckoned 
with. It is therefore not altogether unreasonable to say that when 
we consent to entertain any suggestion as to the heathen origin of 
elements in the myth of the virgin birth, we do so merely for the 
sake of the argument. However, since Harnack's view of the 
course of early Christian history and our view of the integrity of 

* E.g., Usener, Hillmann, Holtzmann, Soltau, Pfleiderer. 
t Theologische Litteraturzeitung, 1889, 205. 
t Cf. Hillmann, op. cit., 231. 
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Matthew and Luke have both been questioned (though, we think, 
altogether without good cause in the latter case), it will be well to 
examine as fairly as possible? the supposed points of contact between 
heathen mythology and our birth narratives. Are these points of 
contact so evident and so important as to break down the objections 
that we have mentioned against any historical connection between 
the two fields of thought? 

It will be well to outline briefly one or two of the main theories of 
development, in order that we may the better judge of the likeli
hood that in the matter of the virgin birth heathen ideas had their 
place. 

One of the most thorough-going representations is that of 
Usener.* Usener supposes that when Jesus came to be regarded 

'1'«'~~._ . 

as the Messiah, it followed by logical necessity that all the Old Testa-
ment attributes of the Messiah should be applied to Him. In the 
first place, He had to be descended from David-hence the gene
alOgies. In the second place, he had to be born in the city of David, 
Bethlehem (Micah'~. 1. Of. John vii. 40, Matt. ii. 6)-hence the 
infancy narratives transplant the parents thither, more or less at 
the risk of running counter to the firmly fixed Nazareth tradition. 
In the tbirsl place, Jesus, as the Messiah, and hence the chosen one of 
God,had to be brought into closer relations with God-hence the 
narrative of the gr~at event at the baptism. This narrative appears 
in two forms: in Matthew, Jesus merely receives divine attestation; 
in Luke, He is divinely generated. (Usener retains the words, 
"This day have I begotten thee.") ~-But as time went on, it was 
felt to be impossible to postpone this consecration or adoption to 
the thirtieth year. - Rather He "must hav~J)E)en_ God's chosen 
instrument from his very birth." Iience the story of the nativity. 
This story appears in two forms, each carrying back one of the two 
forms of the baptism narrative. In 4ke we have divine attesta
tion (Usener regards i. 34, 35, as a later addition); in Matthew we 
have divine begetting. But we have also in Matthew something 
entirely new, the virgin birth. "Here we unqu(jstionably enter 
the circle of pagan ideas," for" the idea is quite foreign to Judaism."t 
"The embroidery comes from the same source as the warp and 
woof," for the star is paralleled by the heathen ideas of the stars 

. * Religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen, I; Ene. Biblica, .Art. Nativity (this 
article appeared later in its original German form, as prepared for the Encyclo
pmdia, in Zeitschrijt f. d. neut. Wissenschaft, 1903, 1-'21). 

t For.the pagan analogies, see Usener, Religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen, I. 
69f. -
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. that appeared at the birth of heroes, while the story of the Magi 
perhaps originated" in the journey of homage made by the Parthian 
king Tiridates to Nero in Rome." Perhaps, also, Herod is a picture 
of Nero. 

S,Ultau* gives the following accolmt. If Jesus was to be the Mes
siah, the first conclusion would be that his real home must have 
been Bethlehem. Hence the original form of the special history of 
.Jesus' childhood is given in Luke ii. 1-7,21-40, where Joseph always 
appears as the father of Jesus, but where the place of birth is 
changed from Nazareth to Bethlehem. In Matthew we have "a 
further-developed Jewish-Christian version of the story," to the 
effect that Bethlehem was the real native place of Jesus, so that the 
difficulty is not to explain why His parents journeyedfromN azareth 
to Bethlehem, but why they journeyed from Bethlehem to Nazareth. 
Then this Jewish-Christian tradition was altered by three additions: 
. (1) the generation of Jesus through the Holy Spirit (in Luke, and in 
Matthew in a different form from that in Luke), (2) the angels' 
song of praise (Luke), (3) the journey of the Magi (Matthew). These 
three ideas were probably of purely heathen origin, though the form 
they have taken may have been due to Jewish-Christians. The 
angels' song of praise is the adaptation of rejoicings at the birth of 
Augustus, who was hailed as the saviour of the whole human race. 
In the story of the Magi, perhaps the presentation of gifts may be 
traced back to the Old Testament. The other details are all based 
on heathen mythology-the star, upon the stars seen at the birth 
of great men; the journey of the Magi, upon the journey of the 
Parthian king Tiridates to pay homage to Nero. The Christians 
transferred spontaneously to their Prince of Peace the homage paid 
"to the earthly prince of peace, Augustus"; to their Messiah, the 
act of adoration paid to the Antichrist Nero. The story of the 
virgin birth may be viewed in three aspects: (1) "As regards form, 
the whole narrative is simply a deliberate recast of the older Jewish 
fable about Simon and John." (2)" As regards matter, on the 
other hand, it is to be explained as a transformation of Biblical con
ceptions due to misconception." In Paul and John we have the dual
istic theory that Christ is not only born of the seed of David but also 
Son of God. When this dualism, "having been translated into pOp1,l
lar language, penetrated to the lower classes of the people, it was 
almost bound to lead to the view becoming common among Chris
tians untrained in philosophy that Christ, in calling God His 

* Die Geburtsgeschichte Jesu Christi, E. T. For a criticism, see Lobstein, 
Theolog. Litteraturzeitung, 1902, 521£. 
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Father, did not merely call Him so in the sense in which all are 
children of God, but that he was even bodily of higher derivation, 
of divine origin." (3)" At the same time, those elements drawn 
from heathen mythology can be detected, which promoted the trans
formation of Christian ideas and the development of a wrong con
ception." Especially Augustus himself was said to bave been 
begotten of a serpent (representing Apollo). So all the three inser
tions into the original story-song of praise, virgin birth and 
journey of the Magi-" referred to what had been handed down 
and proclaimed in honour of the Roman Emperor, especially of 
Augustus, to the true Saviour of the world." 

Usener and Soltau have thus made two attempts to trace more 
or less definitely the actual course of development through which 
our present narratives have been produced; but in this attempt, 
at any rate, they can hardly be said to have attained success. For 
they have been obliged to rely upon hypotheses to support hypothe
ses. To take merely one example, Usener can establish his 
parallelism between the two separate forms of the baptism story 
(divine attestation and divine generation) and the two forms of the 
birth narrative (Luke and Matthew) only by choosing a doubtful 
reading in Luke's account of the baptism in order to differentiate 
that account from Matthew, and by removing i. 34, 35, from Luke's 
account of the infancy so that it suits that representation.* 
Of course, these are merely details; but one problem for those who 
would see in our narratives the outcome of a course of mythical or 
legendary development is to show how that outcome came to be 
represented in just the way it is expressed in Matthew and Luke. 
Therefore, we have accomplished something when we have recog
nized that it is not possible to see the details of the course of devel
opment actually crystallized in our narratives. 

Perhaps, however, we can yet discern the main outlines of such 
a course of development. In such a more cautious way the matter 
is discussed by Holtzmann.t He despises none of the supposed 
starting-points which have been suggested by various writers for 
the idea of the virgin birth. He even begins with ascetic tendencies 
in Judaism (e.g., among the Essenes), and then uses all the other 
arguments for the Jewish origin of the idea, as well as for the origin 

* The idea seems to be that the notion of the virgin birth, after it was introduced 
into the third Gospel, being inconsistent with the divine generation at the baptism, 
led to the corruption of the original form of Luke iii. 22 into our accepted text. 
See Pfleiderer, Urchristentum, 2te Aufi., I, 694. The whole course of reasoning 
can never rise above the level of supposition. 

t Lehrbuch der neutestamentlichen Theologie, I, 409f. 
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c' from the dogmas of the Pauline theology. But, he continues, the 
idea could never on Jewish ground have ripened into its present 
form; for on Jewish ground the abstract-transcendent notion of 
God and the Jewish doctrine of the Spirit stood effectually in the 
way. But when the report of the" Son of God" was spread abroad 
in the Gentile world,* it found an atmosphere friendly in the highest 
degree to the development of such a story as we have in Matthew 
and Luke. For in the heathen world there were many" children 
of God," as Justin insists. Among them may pe mentioned Hermes, 
JEsculapius, Dionysius, Hercules, etc., as well as Pythagoras, Plato, 
Alexander, Augustus. t These heathen representations "of the 
eoming of the great from above needed only to strip off their coarsely 
sensuous forms in order to be transferred to the world-conquering 
Son of God from the East." 

We answer that, after all, at least in the case of the mythological 
examples like Hercules, etc., when you have stripped off the 
coarsely sensuous form of the heathen representations you have 
changed their very essence. It is perfectly natural that the Greek 
gods should beget children, because they are simply enlarged men. 
It could not be said that the birth of demigods was regarded as a 
miracle; it was in the same sphere as an ordinary hunlan birth; 
But there can be little doubt that in Matthew and Luke we have the 
narration of a miracle-and a miracle because the Hebrew notion of 
God is not lowered in the slightest degree. In the case of such 
heroes as Augustus and Alexander this objection is not quite so 
strong, because there it is hard to see how the human father could 
be definitely excluded. After all, however, the same merely 
anthropomorphic view of God prevails there too; so that the 
comparison with Matthew and Luke seems almost grotesque. 
At any rate, the parallel is certainly not so close as to overcome the 
grave objections which we mentioned against any theory of heathen 
influence. 

We have thus far examined the theories that account for the 
origin of the idea of the virgin birth by means of Jewish, of Hel.; 
lenistic, and of heathen elements. One possibility remains, namely, 
that the idea is Jewish, but that the Jews themselves received it 
from heathen nations. Such is the theory advocated recently by 
Cheyne.t Cheyne supposes that by means of his Babylonian, 
Egyptian and Persian parallels (cf. Rev. xii), he can show that" the 

* Where, according to Pfleiderer (Urchristentum, 2te Aufl., I 695), the Jewi~h 
conception of sonship would not be readily understood. 

t Cf. Usener, Religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen, I, 69f. 
t Bible Problems, 1904. 
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passage in the prelude to the first gospel is a Jewish Christian trans
formation of a primitive story, derived ultimately, in all probability, 
from Babylonia, and analogous to the Jewish transformation of the 
Babylonian cosmogony in the opening section of Genesis." Rev. 
xii is derived ultimately from the same sources, and in Matthew we 
have certain parallels with that chapter (e.g., Herod=the dragon; 
the flight to Egypt=the flight into the desert). Into Cheyne's 
learned discussions of Dusares, Tammuz, etc., we cannot now enter; 
but we can point out Qne general line of criticism. Cheyne appar
ently admits that by a study of the undoubtedly and narrowly Jewish 
writings approximately of the time of Christ, we can find no suffi
cient basis for the idea of the virgin birth. But there is a basis, says 
Cheyne, for that idea in the mythology of other Eastern peoples, 
and we know that the Old Testament has, as a matter of fact, been 
in various ways influenced by those mythologies. Therefore, con
cludes Cheyne, the influence may well have extended to the present 
case. But is not that argument rather indirect and unconvincing? 
Cheyne would probably not maintain that absolutely everything in 
the Babylonian mythology had an influence on Hebrew thought; for 
he recognizes the fact that the Hebrews gave a new meaning even to 
that which they did actually accept. So how can we be at all sure 
that the Babylonian 7rap(h£~o> idea in particular had such an influ
ence? We find no such proof of this idea in the Old Testament, as 
we find even of the other Babylonian ideas which Cheyne thinks 
were imported into Israel. It is therefore a rather doubtful pro
ceeding to determine the content of Judaism by writings not of the 
Jews but of other nations.* Of course, if we do not share Cheyne's 
confidence that Babylonian ideas were in general easily carried into 
Hebrew thought, we shall be still less likely to accept his theory in 
the present case. 

In concluding our discussion of mythical theories of the virgin 
birth, we call attention to the fact that such theories have by no 
means attained their end when they have shown that there was a 

. logical motive leading the early Christians to look for something 
miraculous about Jesus' entrance into the world. If Jesus' was 
believed to be divine, then we freely admit that it was perfectly 
natural to conclude that He came into the world by a miracle. 
Furthermore, the conclusion is just as natural to-day as it was in 
A.D. 100, and it always will be natural, as long as sound reasoning 

* The interpretation of Rev. xii is too problematical to be confidently adduced 
as an evidence that the heathen 7rapIHvot; idea had penetrated into Judaism. See 
Expository Times, February, 1905. 
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continues. So-to borrow the thought of a recent writer*-the 
heathen myths that we have been considering, so far from involving 
in suspicion anything at all similar to them, even illustrate a truth 
necessary to our argument. If Alexander was divine, then probably 
his birth was marvelous. The argument is sound, but the premise 
is false. If Jesus was divine, then probably His birth was marvelous. 
Here, too, the argument is sound, the only question being whether 
in this case the premise is true. Lobstein is correct in supposing 
that there might well have been a natural impulse in the early 
Church to invest Jesus' birth with the miraculous. But neither 
he nor anyone else has shown how that impulse could have mani
fested itself in just the particular form in which it is now crystal
lized, unless in dependence upon fact. If Jesus was really divine, 
then we can say that probably there was something miraculous 
about His birth. Starting from that position, the most probable 
conclusion is that the canonical infancy narratives correctly inform 
us as to what that" something" was. For, otherwise, it is hard to 
see how they could have been evolved .. 

It is time to sum up our result. We examined, fu;:st, the 
hypothesis that the New Testament narratives of the birth of 
Jesus are to be explained l!8.. based upon facts. We showed that 
the narratives have very early attestation, and themselves give 
clear evidence that they are not pure inventions, but are based upon 
earlier sources. We then showed that the events narrated are not 
impossible unless all miracles are impossible; and that the supposed 
contradictions with the rest of the New Testament, and within the 
limits of the narratives themselves, have not been firmly established. 
We then examined the alternative hypothesis that the narratives 
are to be explained in other ways than as based upon facts. We 
showed that such an explanation cannot be assisted by any con
vincing independent proof that the narratives are composite in 

. character; and that many theories about the origin of the idea of 
the virgin birth depend almost necessarily upon such unfounded 
interpolation theories. Finally we passed in review the various 
attempts to explain the origin of the account in Matt. i. 18ff., and 
Luke i. 34, 35, and found that the Jewish explanations fail on 
psychological grounds, whereas the heathen explanations must in 
addition face the gravest literary difficulties. 

So we have found that there are grave objections both to the 
historical and to the mythical explanations of our narratives. 
What decision ought we to make? To this question we believe that 

* G. A. Chadwick, Expositor, January, 1905, 54. 
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. there is bufone just answer, namely-that on the basis of a narrowly 
historical and critical examination of this one account, we can make 
no decision at all. The decision depends upon our point of view 
with regard to the miraculous in general. If, after an examination 
of all the other evidence, we are convinced that no miracle has 
occurred, then the New Testament account of the birth of Jesus 
can produce no sufficient reason for altering our opinion; but, if 
we believe that Jesus rose from the dead, then we shall avoid the 
greater difficulties if we accept the miracles in the first two chapters 
of Matthew and Luke. For there are two almost insurmountable 
difficulties connected with the mythical theory. In the first place, 
it is hard to see how the idea of the virgin birth arose unless based 
upon fact, and in the second place it is hard to see how the narra
tives could have attained such an appearance of trustworthiness 
unless substantially historical. The virgin birth is not one of the 
evidences of Christianity like the resurrection; but neither is it a 
stumbling-block. If Christ rose from the dead, then there is no 
reason to doubt that He was born of a virgin. Such, in brief, is 
the result of our examination. Ultimately, the decision lies in a 
field even more remote-namely, in the field of ethics. If we be
lieve that there is nothing worse than imperfection in the world, 
then we shall be content with the ethical Christ of Lobstein or 
Harnack; but if we believe that there is such a thing as guilt, then 
we shall be predisposed to accept the miraculous Christ, who, 
among other things, was ~, conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the 
Virgin Mary." 

Princeton. J. GRESHAM MACHEN. 

6 


	birth-2_machen01
	birth-2_machen02
	birth-2_machen03
	birth-2_machen04
	birth-2_machen05
	birth-2_machen06
	birth-2_machen07
	birth-2_machen08
	birth-2_machen09
	birth-2_machen10
	birth-2_machen11
	birth-2_machen12
	birth-2_machen13
	birth-2_machen14
	birth-2_machen15
	birth-2_machen16
	birth-2_machen17
	birth-2_machen18
	birth-2_machen19
	birth-2_machen20
	birth-2_machen21
	birth-2_machen22
	birth-2_machen23
	birth-2_machen24
	birth-2_machen25
	birth-2_machen26
	birth-2_machen27
	birth-2_machen28
	birth-2_machen29
	birth-2_machen30
	birth-2_machen31
	birth-2_machen32
	birth-2_machen33
	birth-2_machen34
	birth-2_machen35
	birth-2_machen36
	birth-2_machen37
	birth-2_machen38
	birth-2_machen39
	birth-2_machen40
	birth-2_machen41
	birth-2_machen42
	birth-2_machen43
	birth-2_machen44
	birth-2_machen45

