
 
 
 



1. Adam loses paradise (Gen 3) 

 

2. All nations will be blessed in Abraham 

3. Behold, a child is born – Prince of Peace 

4. Descendant of David – Spirit will rest on him 

 

5. Fear not Mary – you shall conceive - Emmanuel 

6. All the world shall be registered - Bethlehem 

7. Shepherds – tidings of great joy – peace on earth 

8. Wise men from the East led by a star bringing gifts 

9. The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us 
 

Nine Lessons and Carols 



 No evidence of a worldwide census 

 No evidence of a slaughter of infants 

 No evidence of a ‘moving star’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Historical Criticism 



 Even if a comet or supernova could suggest “go 
East”, it could not pinpoint a particular house. 

 A human being requires female as well as male 
chromosomes. 

 

 

 

 

 

Scientific Criticism 



 

Conclusion 

The events were invented to prove to Jews that  

Jesus was the promised Messiah 

 

 

 

Historical and Scientific Criticism 



Most of the quoted texts are not  

even prophecies in their original context 
 

 

 

Historical Criticism 



Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young 
woman (almah) is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name 
him Immanuel. He shall eat curds and honey by the time he 
knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good.  For before 
the child knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good, the 
land before whose two kings you are in dread will be deserted.  

 

Meaning  

Someone is pregnant or about to be pregnant 

and before her child reaches adulthood 

the threat will be over 

 

 

Isa 7:14-16 NRSV 



When Israel was a child, I loved him,  

and out of Egypt I called my son.   

The more I called them,  

the more they went from me;  

they kept sacrificing to the Baals,  

and offering incense to idols.  

 

Meaning 

God called Israel (‘my son’) out of Egypt but they rebelled  

 

 

Hos 11:1-2 NRSV 



But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little 
clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to 
rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mic 5:2 NRSV 



But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little 
clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to 
rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days. 

..... 

If the Assyrians come into our land and tread upon our soil, we 
will raise against them seven shepherds and eight installed as 
rulers.  They shall rule the land of Assyria with the sword ... 

 

Meaning 

A ruler will deliver Israel from the Assyrians  

and (perhaps) future threats 

 

Mic 5:2, 5 NRSV 



 
 
 



 
Not a chance! 

 

Absolutely Not! 



Paul Ricoeur 

 First naivety was ever to believe that Christianity could be 
literally proven in such a way – that is gone forever. 

 Second naivety is to believe that historical criticism has the final 
word on what is true. 

 

 

 

 

Should Historical/scientific criticism have  
the final word? 



If the texts were not prophecies in the first place, the rationale 
for inventing events to match them loses much of its force 

 

 

Craig Evans 

 No one reading Hos 11:1 would invent a trip to Egypt just so 
that Jesus can come out of Egypt and fulfil this text. 

 More likely - Jesus was taken to Egypt and subsequently 
settled in Judea – later when Jesus was regarded as Israel’s 
chosen one, this reminded the author of Israel’s sojourn in 
Egypt and subsequent departure as recorded in Hos 11:2. 

 

 

Three considerations 
1 



If the texts were not prophecies in the first place, the rationale 
for inventing events to match them loses much of its force 

 

 

Craig Evans 

 It is more likely that traditions/rumours that Joseph was not 
the father of Jesus and the Christian belief that God was 
acting in Jesus - led to a text which had already been 
translated into Greek as: ‘Behold, the virgin will conceive and 
bear a son and you will call his name Emmanuel’  (God with 
us). 

 Mutual influence may then have led to the assumption that 
Jesus was born of a virgin (correctly or incorrectly). 

 

Three considerations 
1 



 

It is anachronistic to  judge First Century Jewish texts by the 
standards of 19-20th Century historical/scientific criticism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Three considerations 
2 



 

It is anachronistic to  judge First Century Jewish texts by the 
standards of 19-20th Century historical/scientific criticism 

 

The questions we need to ask are: 

 What would a First Century Jewish audience have understood 
by words like ‘fulfil’ ? 

 Was scripture quoted in those days to verify what one already 
knew or to illuminate the meaning of something that has 
happened? 

 

 

 

 

Three considerations 
2 



 

It is anachronistic to  judge First Century Jewish texts by the 
standards of 19-20th Century historical/scientific criticism 

 

Dead Sea Scrolls 

 Qumran community disenchanted with Roman oppression 
and corruption of the Jewish Temple authorities. 

 Took to the desert to study the scriptures, maintain purity and 
wait for the eschatological battle between good and evil. 

 

 

 

 

 

Three considerations 
2 



 

It is anachronistic to  judge 1st Century Jewish texts by the 
standards of 19-20th Century historical/scientific criticism 

 

 ‘Prepare the way of the Lord in the wilderness’ (Isa 40:3) - 
refers to themselves. 

 ‘Their horseman come from far away; they fly like an eagle 
swift to devour’ (Hab 1:8) – refers to the Romans. 

 ‘the wicked swallow those more righteous than they’ (Hab 
1:13) - refers to the Jerusalem hierarchy. 

 ‘Write the vision; make it plain on tablets’ (Hab 2:2) - refers to 
the Qumran Teacher who can now reveal the true meaning. 

 

 

Three considerations 
2 



 

 

Roger Aus 

The birth stories are a ... typically Jewish Christian 
embellishment of the birth of Israel’s final redeemer, based on 
stories of the birth of Israel’s first redeemer Moses. It is not 
‘historical’ in the modern sense of the word ... but was the most 
natural way for a Jewish Christian like Matthew to express his 
belief about Jesus .  

 

(Matthew 1-2, p. 84 abbreviated.) 

 

 

 

 

Three considerations 
2 



 

 

Richard France 

As usual, Matthew’s christological interpretation consists not of 
exegesis of what the text quoted meant in its original context, 
but of a far-reaching theological argument which takes the OT 
text and locates it within an over-arching scheme of fulfillment 
which finds in Jesus the end point of numerous prophetic 
trajectories.  

 

(Matthew, p. 81 abbreviated) 

 

 

 

Three considerations 
2 



Post-structural history writing recognises that ‘what one knows 
and sees depends upon where one stands or sits’ 
(Brueggemann). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Three considerations 
3 



Post-structural history writing recognises that ‘what one knows 
and sees depends upon where one stands or sits’ 
(Brueggemann). 

 

1960s Liberation theology 

1970s Feminist theology 

1980s Postcolonial theology 

1990s  Queer theology 

 

 

 

Three considerations 
3 



Contextualism - what one knows and sees depends upon where 
one stands or sits - the socioeconomic-political reality of the 
knower is decisive for knowledge. 

Localism - the more one generalizes, the more one loses or fails 
to notice context ... it is impossible to voice large truth ... all one 
can do is voice local truth and propose that it might pertain 
elsewhere. 

Pluralism - the only alterative to objectivism once the dominant 
centre can no longer impose its view and to silence by force all 
alternative or dissenting opinion ... we are left with a cacophony 
of claims, each of which rings true to its own advocates.  

 
W. Brueggemann (Postmodern Theology, p. 8-9) 

Three considerations 
3 



 
 
 



 
Perhaps - for those who 

believe that Jesus is a  
sign of hope that God has  

not abandoned humankind 
 



 Before the infancy stories, Matthew sets the scene with a 
genealogy which includes four women who have all been 
‘wronged or thwarted by the male world’ (p.32) : 

Tamar – was raped 

Rahab – is called a prostitute (by the male author) 

Ruth – is forced to seduce Boaz or face starvation 

Bathsheba – was seduced by King David 

 

 

 

Jane Schaberg 
The Illegitimacy of Jesus 



 Before the infancy stories, Matthew sets the scene with a 
genealogy which includes four women who have all been 
‘wronged or thwarted by the male world’ (p.32) : 

Tamar – was raped 

Rahab – is called a prostitute (by the male author) 

Ruth – is forced to seduce Boaz or face starvation 

Bathsheba – was seduced by King David 

Mary – a magnificent virginal conception!!! 

 

Is the text amenable to a different interpretation? 

 

 

Jane Schaberg 
The Illegitimacy of Jesus 



 There is no evidence that anyone understood Isa 7:14 as 
referring to a virginal conception. The point is that a child will 
be born in dire circumstances who will nevertheless be a sign 
of deliverance. 

 Mary speaks of God looking upon her humiliation (tapeinosis) 
and showing mercy – seems to beincongruous. 

 The parallel story of Elizabeth conceiving in her old age is 
described as God taking away her disgrace (oneidos). 

 

 

 

Jane Schaberg 
The Illegitimacy of Jesus 



 There is no evidence that anyone understood Isa 7:14 as 
referring to a virginal conception. The point is that a child will 
be born in dire circumstances who will nevertheless be a sign 
of deliverance. 

 Mary speaks of God looking upon her humiliation (tapeinosis) 
and showing mercy – seems to beincongruous. 

 The parallel story of Elizabeth conceiving in her old age is 
described as God taking away her disgrace (oneidos). 

 

Is it possible that the connection with Isa 7:14 is not to prove a 
virginal conception (which is absent from Isa 7:14 anyway) but 
the parallel that deliverance will come from Mary’s disgrace? 

 

Jane Schaberg 
The Illegitimacy of Jesus 



When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before 
they lived together, she was violated, but the child she carried 
was from the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous 
man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to 
dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an 
angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, 
son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife even 
though you are not the father, for the child conceived in her is 
from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name 
him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this 
took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through 
the prophet: “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and 
they shall name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with us.” 
[Because Jesus will be a sign of deliverance and God is with him] 

  



 
Perhaps - for those who 

believe that Jesus is a  
sign of hope that God has  

not abandoned humankind 

 

1. Truth of God suspending the 
laws of physics so that Jesus 
could be born. 

2. Truth of God bringing 
particular significance from 
an ordinary young couple. 

3. Truth of God bringing light 
from a terrible act of abuse. 


