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AIM OF THIS STUDY 

The July 2012 issue of Awake! states that the narratives of Jesus‘ birth show that the Bible is ―A Book 

of Accurate Prophecy.‖ 

 

The aim of this Study is to find out what the birth narratives do reveal about the nature of 

the Bible. 

 

Is the situation as simplistic as Awake portrays? Or does investigation expose depths 

that have implications on the way these Jewish writings are to be read and applied? 

 

There is no doubting that Micah 5:2 promised a leader who would come from David‘s town of 

Bethlehem. 

There is no doubting that in their narratives of the birth of Jesus (Yeshua), the Gospels according to 

Matthew and Luke say he was born in Bethlehem. There is no denying that in the Gospel according to 

John, people said the Scriptures declare that the Christ (Messiah) would come from Bethlehem, not 

from Nazareth. 

The article in the July 2012 issue of Awake says these demonstrate fulfilment of the prophecy made 

800 years previously by the prophet Micah. Virtually every Christian and Muslim agrees with this 

assessment, and in recognition of their belief, pilgrims of both faiths make homage to Bethlehem each 

Christmas time. 

 

Do investigations of the pathway trodden by Micah chapter 5 and of the Gospel narratives open a door 

to a better comprehension of the nature of Scripture? Does investigation expose a shallow and 

superficial understanding of Scripture by the article in Awake? 

 

It is the reader‘s right and responsibility to weigh up all the evidences laid out in this Study and in 

others, including Awake!, and arrive at their own decisions, unencumbered by peer pressure or 

succumbing to the desire to justify previously held views. 

 

This point is so important, it bears repeating: 

Awake! says that the prophecy at Micah 5:2 and its fulfilment in the birth of Jesus at 

Bethlehem provide clear evidence as to the nature of the Bible. The aim of this Study is 

exactly the same. 

 

Doug 
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ENTER THE MINDS OF THE WRITERS, EDITORS, AND THEIR AUDIENCES 

 

 

 

In order properly to understand and evaluate the Sacred Writings, we need to convey our thinking to 

the time, environment, and circumstances under which the messages were originally given and the 

records made. To become acquainted with the Bible writers, with their character, personality, 

temperament, background and status in life, and with their characteristic modes of thought and 

expression is of great value to an understanding of what they wrote under the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit. 

We need to ascertain what they, and the Holy Spirit through them, intended to be understood in the 

light of the influences under which they lived, worked, and wrote; also, the contemporary 

geographical, climatic, economic, social, political, and religious circumstances, and the prevailing 

thought of the time. 

We need also to know something of the people to whom the messages were originally addressed, of 

their condition and needs, and of the specific purpose of the messages addressed to them. 

We must avoid the fallacy of inadvertently attempting to transport the writer and his record to our 

own day. In considering each statement we need to be aware of the person by whom and to whom it 

was originally spoken, and to ascertain its original sense in terms of the circumstances under which it 

was spoken or written. … 

Care must therefore be taken to understand the language of the Bible in terms of what it meant to 

those who used it. (Problems, pages 95 – 96) 
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It has become all too common in theological circles today to hear assertions as to what God must have 

done or what must have been the case during the apostolic period of the Church – and to find that 

such assertions are based principally upon deductions from a given system of theology or supported 

by contemporary analogy alone. The temptation is always with us to mistake hypothesis for evidence, 

and to judge our theological and historical formulations by their coherence and widespread acceptance 

rather than first of all by their correspondence to historical and exegetical data. History is replete with 

examples of this sorry condition and its sorry results, and hindsight permits us to recognize it in the 

past for what it was: a perversion of truth. But we are ―sons of our fathers,‖ composed of the same 

stuff and subject to the same pressures and temptations. And nowhere do we need to guard against our 

own inclinations and various pressures more carefully than in our understanding of the New 

Testament writers‘ use of the Old Testament. Neither piety nor speculation – both of which are 

excellent in their own ways when properly controlled – can here substitute for careful historical and 

exegetical investigation. Nor can traditional views of either the right or the left be allowed to stand 

unscrutinized in light of recent discoveries. (Longenecker, page 205) 
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THE PRESENTATION BY AWAKE! 

 
Awake! July 2012, page 23 

 

Prophecy and fulfilment 

Awake! says this shows that the Bible is ―a book of accurate prophecy‖: a Bible writer says a Ruler 

would come from Bethlehem and another two Bible writers claim their Leader Jesus (Yeshua/Joshua) 

was born there. This methodology is devoid of any objective external evidence or proof. 

Micah lived in the provinces of Judah about 700 years BCE, when nations were in subjection to the 

might of the Assyrians. The prophet, who was scathing in his attacks on Jerusalem, predicted that the 

nation would be rescued from the Assyrians by a leader coming from Bethlehem, not from Jerusalem. 

The person (or people) who wrote the Gospel ascribed to Matthew, wrote the account more than 70 

years after Jesus‘ birth, when Mary would have been about 90 years old, if she was still alive. 

―Matthew‖ employs an eschatological ―this – is – that‖ formula (known as ―Pesher‖) to reinterpret 
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Micah‘s account. Matthew loosely misquotes Micah, reverses some of Micah‘s prediction, and brings 

in texts from other locations. 

The person (or persons) who composed the Gospel titled ―Luke‖ and the ―Acts of the Apostles‖ lived 

and wrote about the end of the first century CE, some 90 to 120 years after Jesus‘ birth. The record of 

several historical events is mistaken and unreliable. 

The birth narratives by Matthew and Luke are contradictory, as are their genealogies. 

Messianic expectation 

The Jews‘ expected the Messiah(s) would be a regal person from the seed of David as well as a 

successful military figure. Some thought this would be one person while others expected two 

Messiahs. 

They believed Messiah would lead and rescue the nation from its downtrodden state and restore it to 

its former glory and power. Although 8th century Micah did not employ the word Messiah, he did 

expect a victorious military leader, and in the inter-testamental period (from 2nd century BCE) this 

feature became embodied into one concept of Messiah. 

The Jews‘ expectation that Messiah would come from David‘s seed was destroyed by Matthew and 

Luke, who wrote that Joseph was not Jesus‘ father. Neither Gospel writer states that Joseph fathered 

Jesus, with both writing that Jesus‘ conception was by a divine being. 

The birth narratives and history 

For some reason, Awake! places the birth of Jesus at 2 BCE. The historical records show that King 

Herod died two years earlier, in 4 BCE, while the census by Quirinius referred to by Luke took place 

much later, in 6 CE. 

Awake! is unable to show that Herod lived as late as 2 BCE nor can it provide any reference to a 

census that supports its date of 2 BCE. If such an empire-wide had been taken, some record of it 

would exist. 
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IS AWAKE! JUSTIFIED? 

This Study, which broadly follows the structure set out in Awake!, provides information from a range 

of scholars. 

The following pages point to the respective Summary of each Section of this Study: 

(1) The Expected Messiah (page 6) 

(2) Prophecy (page 13) 

(3) Fulfilment (page 25) 

(4) History (page 51) 

The information provided in each Section comprises citations from responsible and respected sources 

of Biblical scholarship. 
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THE EXPECTED MESSIAH 

Summary 

The expected Messiah: pages 7-12 

 Be careful not to begin with a concept of the New Testament Christ. Appreciate the historical 

preparation in Israel for the coming of Messiah. 

 First ask what the people of Israel heard when they developed their understanding of the 

Hebrew term. The Messiah was traditionally a royal figure associated with political and 

military triumph but this could not be said of Jesus. 

 A ―messiah‖ is one ―anointed‖ with oil. This was done for the high priest when he took office 

and for the king when he was crowned. 

 The messiah of biblical and rabbinic tradition is definitely and truly human. In the Hebrew 

Bible, the term usually designates the current ruler of Judah or Israel: being anointed with oil 

was the way one assumed office in the ancient Near East. 

 When David was anointed king, God promised that one of David‘s line would never fail to sit 

on his throne. The centrality of the Davidic dynasty for the messianic hope was vital. 

 When the last king Zedekiah died, there were no more kings of Israel, but this did not stop the 

Jews believing God‘s promises, and they expected that the messiah-king to be a man who 

would restore some of the former glory and power and independence to Israel. 

 Usually, ―messiah‖ was reserved for an expected future king who will deliver the people from 

their present oppression or misfortune and restore the glory of David‘s kingdom. It would be 

a mistake to believe that Israel possessed a single, unified hope for such a savior-king. 

 In the inter-testamental period, there was no idea that the messiah dies to atone for sin. The 

dying messiah falls in battle, a prelude to the coming messiah son of David. The one whose 

sufferings expiate the sins of others in the Servant Songs of Isaiah is the people of Israel. 

 The Qumran community by the Dead Sea hoped for two Messiahs, one from Aaron (priestly) 

and the other from Israel (political). The leading role would be played by the priestly 

Messiah. 

 The dual character of the messianic concept stressed ―politico-national salvation‖ and 

―religio-spiritual redemption‖ walked arm in arm as both king and redeemer, the great 

political and spiritual hero at one and the same time. 

 The Gospels make it clear that Jesus had little sympathy with the politico-national aspects of 

the messianic role. In the wilderness he rejected the suggestion of Satan that he fulfil such 

expectations. 

 One Jewish tradition talks of the Messiah as suffering for his people but in their Scriptures 

this was not linked to his role of saviour. That was developed later within Christianity. 

Prophecy 

Go to page 13. 

Fulfilment 

Go to page 25. 

History 

Go to page 51. 
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Awake! July 2012, pages 22, 23 

Do not read the Jewish “Messiah” through Jesus 

Because Christians are principally concerned with Christ, they have a special interest in looking for 

prophecies of Christ in the Old Testament. This quest, in fact, has traditionally shaped much of the 

attention Christians have paid to the Old Testament. Some have been tempted to deal with these 

themes apart from the context in which they were developed. (Lasor, page 688) 

 

We must be careful, therefore, not to begin with a concept of the New Testament Christ. We must 

appreciate the historical preparation in Israel for the coming of Messiah. Otherwise, we work 

backwards in time without a true grasp of the real significance of time. We should first ask what the 

people of Israel heard when they developed their understanding of the Hebrew term. It was typically 

used as an adjective meaning ―anointed,‖ often with respect to ―the anointed priest‖ (Lev. 4:3, 5,16) 

and several times with reference to kings (Pss. 2:2; 18:50 [MT51], etc.). Sometimes it is used as a 

substantive, ―anointed one,‖ applied even to the Persian king Cyrus (Isa. 45:1). But nowhere in the 

Old Testament does the word occur with the technical meaning of ―Messiah.‖ (Lasor, page 689) 

 

There is also the development of the concept of the Messiah, Christos, ‗the anointed one‘, in Greek. 

Although the word ‗Christian‘ is first attested in Antioch rather than Jerusalem, Acts suggests that 

‗Messiah‘ may have been used in Jerusalem from early on. Whether it was universal remains unclear. 

The sayings that make up the hypothetical Q do not contain the title at all. However, by the time of 

Paul, who uses the word ‗Christ‘ no less than 270 times in his core letters, the title can be used 

alongside Jesus‘ name (Jesus Christ) or even substituted for it. The Messiah was traditionally a royal 

figure associated with political and military triumph but this could not be said of Jesus. It appears that 
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the early church came to believe instead that it was the death of Jesus and, above all, his rising from 

the dead ‗according to the scriptures‘ that gave him messianic status. (Freeman, page 42) 

 

When we use the term ‗Messiah‘ (or ‗Christ‘, its Greek equivalent) we usually think in fairly general 

terms of the one through whom God was going to fulfil his purpose of salvation for his people, as 

promised in the Old Testament. It is important therefore to realize that the breadth of meaning which 

Christian hindsight sees in the term would not have been its natural connotation for a Jew in Jesus‘ 

day. Different strands of Old Testament hope were remembered and prized by different groups, but it 

seems clear that the title ‗Messiah‘ would, for most ordinary Jews, have pointed to a coming king of 

the line of David, whom God would send to restore his people to national independence and to their 

rightful pre-eminence as the people of God. The wide range of ‗fulfilment‘ ideas, however naturally 

they may be fitted into our idea of ‗the Messiah‘, would not necessarily have been triggered off by the 

term in the mind of a Jew who had not learnt to see them all brought together in Jesus. (France, page 

45) 

 

[The Anchor Bible, vol 26: Matthew] page 194 regards ‗the transliteration of the Gr, Christos by 

Christ‘ as ‗inexcusable‘, presumably because of our familiarity with ‗Christ‘ as virtually a ‗name‘ of 

Jesus obscures for us the fact that it is a title for the Jewish Messiah. (France, page 45, footnote 49) 

 

With us, ―Christ‖ has become little more than a personal name for Jesus. But properly it is a title, ―the 

Christ‖, and it means ―the anointed‖ (as does ―Messiah‖). In the Old Testament various people were 

anointed, but notably priests and kings. The rite was used to set men apart for special functions. When 

in due course the expectation grew up that one day God would send into the world an especially great 

Person, a mighty Deliverer, One who would represent Him in a very special sense, this coming great 

One was thought of not as ―an anointed‖, but as ―the anointed one‖, ―the Messiah‖. Among those set 

apart by God for special functions, He stood out. So the title was applied by believers to Jesus, and it 

remains to remind us of this public and official aspect of His ministry. 

Footnote: The word ―Christ‖ is the transliteration of the Greek Christos, ―anointed‖. This in turn is a 

translation of the Hebrew which we transliterate as ―Messiah‖. Since Christos is a translation, not a 

transliteration of the Hebrew, it can be argued that we should translate it here and read ―Anointed‖. 

But we are so used to the term ―Christ‖ that it is probably best to retain it. (Morris, John, pages 133-4) 

 

The Gospels make it clear that Jesus had little sympathy with the politico-national aspects of the 

messianic role. In the wilderness he rejected the suggestion of Satan that he fulfill such expectations. 

When he was acclaimed as ―Messiah,‖ he sought to counter the ascription, apparently because of its 

political connotations, and to stop its spread among the people.
 
It is possible that as many as four or 

five of the Twelve had formerly belonged to the Zealot movement and were eager to have Jesus 

assume leadership in the cause of rebellion against Rome. When the multitude wanted to force him 

into the kingship, he withdrew to the hills to thwart their purpose and possibly to pray for divine 

guidance and strength (John 6:15). (Blair, pages 51-52) 

 

Etymology 

Literally, a ―messiah‖ is one ―anointed‖ (with oil). Such anointing was done for the high priest when 

he took office (Ex 29:7), and for the king when he was crowned (1 Kgs 1:39). It signified the 

consecrated status of the person before God that set him off from ordinary people. (Boadt, page 532) 

 

The Word “Messiah” The English word derives from Heb. masiah (sometimes written mashiach), a 

common adjective meaning ―anointed.‖ It was translated into Greek as christos ―anointed‖ from 
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which come ―Christ‖ and ―christen.‖ The words ―Messiah‖ and ―Christ‖ have the same basic 

meaning. (Lasor, page 689) 

 

The Messiah of Jewish hope was always pictured as God‘s representative, empowered by God and 

acting in his behalf. 

Mowinckel concludes that the conception of the Messiah in Judaism has its roots in the old royal 

ideology of Israel, which represents a modification under the influence of Yahwism of Canaanite and 

Babylonian king-concepts. In the Israelite ideal the king as Yahweh‘s adopted Son was regarded as 

both human and divine. Through anointing and Spirit-empowerment he had been elevated above his 

fellows as the representative of God to the people and of the people to God. As God‘s chosen and 

appointed instrument he was to be completely subordinate to Yahweh and he was to become the 

channel of God‘s covenant blessings to Israel. He was to reign in righteousness (i.e., in accordance 

with God‘s standards of justice), to deliver Israel from her enemies, to maintain peace and prosperity 

in the land. As the official leader in the national cultus he was to intercede and sacrifice for the people 

and become the channel through which God‘s blessings were mediated to them. (Blair, page 48) 

 

Christos is a Greek word meaning Anointed, and is the translation of the Hebrew word Mashiah, 

usually Anglicized as Messiah. The Israelites, like the English, used to anoint their kings, and it was 

felt that this anointing consecrated them. Saul was anointed king by Samuel. (Goulder, page 99) 

 

MESSIAH. According to Jewish belief, the Messiah is a world transformer who helps to overthrow 

foreign authority, establishes an independent Jewish state, is the Davidic king, and, with God‘s help, 

ushers in an era of universal peace, thereby establishing the universal rule of God, the Kingdom of 

God. (Wilson, page 281) 

 

messiah (Heb. ―anointed‖): Originally denoting anyone who had been set apart for a special function 

through anointing, such as a priest, the term became associated particularly with David and the kings 

descended from him. In later prophetic and apocalyptic thought, the messiah was to be a deliverer 

descended from David‘s house whose coming would mark the restoration of Israel, the in-gathering of 

the exiles, the redemption of Gentiles from idolatry, and an age of universal peace. (Fredriksen, Jesus, 

page 222) 

Anointing of and promise to David 

In the course of time David was himself anointed king, and God promised that there would never fail 

one of David‘s line to sit on his throne, for ever; God would punish any national disobedience, but he 

would never take away the kingship from David‘s dynasty, in perpetuity (II Sam. 7.14). The word 

Messiah is used occasionally in the Old Testament for the Israelite king. (Goulder, page 99) 

 

On the basis of this covenant the terms ―house of David,‖ ―throne of David,‖ and ―son of David‖ 

assume a large role in Old Testament prophecy. (Lasor, page 691) 

Promise to David repeated 

The centrality of the Davidic dynasty for the messianic hope becomes vitally important. 

Isaiah proclaimed a hope concerning the ―latter time‖ (Isa. 9:1). A child would be born and would 

take upon himself the burden of government, ―to establish it, and to uphold it with justice and with 

righteousness from this time forth and for evermore.‖ The authority of this government was to be 

―upon the throne of David‖ (vv. 6f.). Isaiah also mentioned ―a shoot... from the stump of Jesse, and a 

branch... out of his roots‖ (11:1). The reference is to David as the son of Jesse; even though cut down, 

the Davidic line would spring up again from the same roots. Jeremiah too, features the Davidic 
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covenant (Jer. 33:17, 20f.), citing ―a righteous branch‖ and ―a shoot of righteousness to spring up for 

David‖ (Jer. 23:5f.; 33:14-16). He even announces that ―they shall serve . . . David their king, whom I 

will raise up for them‖ (30:9). Ezekiel says: ―I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant 

David,‖ who ―shall be prince among them‖ (34:23f.). Similar statements are found in other prophets 

(Hos. 3:5; cf. Mic. 5:2 where ―Bethlehem‖ is to be the hometown of a new ruler). The prophetic 

tradition and the hope it would create in Israel is profoundly bound up with the Davidic dynasty. 

(Lasor, page 692-693) 

 

Son of David. According to Jewish usage in the inter-testamental and New Testament periods (ca. 300 

B.C.-A.D. 300), ―Messiah‖ meant specifically that Son of David who was to appear as the messianic 

king according to God‘s ancient promise to the House of David (2 Sam. 7). (Lasor, page 691) 

Ending of the Davidic line did not end the expectation 

Israel‘s ideal of kingship was of course never realized historically. The hope that an ideal king would 

come must have been accentuated by the death of every faithless monarch and the anointing of each 

successor. The hoped-for ideal king, so far as we can see from the Old Testament, was not called ―the 

Messiah.‖ This is a technical term that arose in the inter-testamental period for an eschatological 

figure (or figures) whose role was to put into effect God‘s final purposes for mankind. 

When Israel fell before the Assyrians and the Babylonians and national life came to an end, the 

conditions were at hand for the rise of the messianic hope. Israel‘s kingly ideal was now projected 

into the future. In the inter-testamental period and subsequently the hope for a coming deliverer took 

many forms. 

In the dominant popular form the Messiah was thought of as a human being from the line of David, 

divinely appointed and endowed but nonetheless human. He is pictured clearly in the Psalms of 

Solomon, a Pharisaic work of about 45 B.C. Here God is besought to raise up‖ for Israel ―their king, 

the son of David,‖ who will ―shatter unrighteous rulers‖ and ―purge Jerusalem from nations that 

trample (her) down to destruction,‖ who will himself be ―pure from sin‖ and ―gather together a holy 

people, whom he shall lead in righteousness.‖ The nations will come from the ends of the earth ―to 

see his glory.‖ ―He will smite the earth with the word of his mouth for ever.‖ In his great, God-given 

wisdom ―he will bless the people of the Lord with wisdom and gladness,‖ ―shepherding the flock of 

the Lord faithfully and righteously.‖ His authority, power, wisdom, and righteousness are said to 

derive from God. He is called ―the anointed of the Lord.‖ The role of the Messiah portrayed in these 

Psalms is both political and religious. (Blair, pages 49-50) 

 

David son of Jesse and his descendants ruled in Jerusalem for more than four centuries, from 1000 BC 

to 586; but then the city was captured by the Babylonians, the last king, Zedekiah, died in exile, and 

there were no more kings of Israel. This did not stop the Jews from believing God‘s promises, and in 

dark days it could be prophesied: 

There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch 

shall grown out of his roots (Isa. 11.1). 

By the end of the old era this hope came to be expressed in the form that God would soon send ‗Lord 

Messiah‘ (Psalms of Solomon, 17.32). Other people than kings were anointed, including High Priests, 

and it was possible to speak of a High Priest as a Messiah too: in the Dead Sea Scrolls there is an 

expectation of the coming of two Messiahs, a Messiah of Aaron - a High Priestly Messiah - and a 

Messiah of Israel. But in later Jewish writings ‗the Messiah‘ is the expected king, of the line of David; 

and this is the sense which underlies the New Testament. (Goulder, pages 99-100) 

 

The terms ―house of David,‖ ―throne of David,‖ and ―son of David‖ assume a large role in Old 

Testament prophecy. ... The Davidic dynasty continued until the fall of the southern kingdom. The 

postexilic prophets and the writings (Ezra and Nehemiah) demonstrate that the Davidic line was 
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established once more in the person of Zerubbabel. In the New Testament genealogies of Jesus (Matt. 

1; Luke 3), Jesus was of the line of David. The centrality of the Davidic dynasty for the messianic 

hope becomes vitally important. (Lasor, pages 691-692) 

 

Subsequent expectations 

Joseph Klausner points out that the messianic concept throughout its history had a dual character: on 

the one hand, it stressed ―politico-national salvation‖; and, on the other, ―religio-spiritual 

redemption.‖ ―These two elements walked arm in arm. The Messiah must be both king and redeemer 

... he is the great political and spiritual hero at one and the same time.‖ Klausner declares that no 

Jewish Messiah, for all his spirituality, could be imagined as saying what Jesus is reported to have 

said, ―My kingdom is not of this world‖ (John 18:36). It is evident from these comments that the 

Messiah as a heavenly king and judge, as portrayed in I Enoch, is quite exceptional and even 

unJewish. (Blair, page 51) 

 

The Qumran community by the Dead Sea hoped for two Messiahs, one from Aaron (priestly) and the 

other from Israel (political). The leading role was to be played by the priestly Messiah. Neither 

appears to have been thought of as in any sense divine. The subordination of the political to the 

priestly Messiah seems to indicate that these sectarians thought of Israel‘s future more in religious 

than in political terms. (Blair, page 50) 

 

There is evidence that the Qumran community expected two messiahs, one a priest and one a king, to 

correspond to the two traditional anointed figures. Usually, however, ―messiah‖ is reserved for an 

expected future king who will deliver the people from their present oppression or misfortune and 

restore the glory of David‘s kingdom. It would be a mistake to believe that Israel possessed a single, 

unified hope for such a savior-king. (Boadt, page 532) 

 

A third form is to be seen in the Son of Man expectation, known to us from the apocalypse called 1 

Enoch. Here the future deliverer is a supernatural figure hidden away with God in heaven. He will 

come to judge the world, open the kingdom to the righteous, and destroy the wicked. 

In some quarters of Judaism in New Testament times the Messiah clearly was thought of as a second 

Moses. ... 

Yet another form appears in the Messiah ben Joseph (or Ephraim) expected by Jews of the second 

century. He was thought of as a warrior Messiah, who would precede the appearance of the more 

religious or spiritual Messiah ben David. (Blair, pages 50-51) 

 

How the world would end was ... the subject of intense debate. Some, the Essenes, talked of a final 

battle between the forces of light and darkness, ‗good‘ Jews fighting bad Jews and their allies such as 

the Philistines, ancient enemies of the state of Israel, others of a general desolation in which the fields 

would be barren and the storehouses empty, even fountains of water ceasing to flow. ... 

What these narratives have in common is the belief that there will be a ‗coming‘ which will result in a 

dramatically different society but there is little agreement as to what form this will take. ... 

Equally there was disagreement over whether a human being, sent by God, perhaps, would usher in 

this transformed world. The specific figure of the Messiah, as one who is anointed by God, Chnstos in 

Greek, runs far back in Jewish history. From early times, the Messiah was identified with kingship 

and a royal investiture marked by anointing with oil. Passages in Isaiah (11:1-5), Jeremiah (33:14-26) 

and Ezekiel (37:24-8) use royal imagery when talking of the Messiah and the title was even given to a 

Gentile, Cyrus, the ‗King of Kings‘ of Persia, who freed the Jews from their Babylonian captivity in 
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the mid-sixth century BC. In the first century AD it was common among Jews to talk of a coming 

messiah who is usually described as associated with ‗the house of David‘. Some of the Qumran scrolls 

also talk of two messiahs: one a king and one a priest. Messiahs were expected to bring some form of 

political and military triumph. The Psalms of Solomon talk of ‗the son of David‘, a king who will 

shatter unrighteous rulers, destroy the pride of the sinner and then gather together a holy people whom 

‗he shall lead in righteousness‘ (Psalms of Solomon 17:55ff.). One tradition talks of the Messiah as 

suffering for his people but in the scriptures this was not linked to his role of saviour. The latter was a 

distinct development within Christianity, although the Romans and the Jewish priesthood would 

always tend to see a self-proclaimed messiah as a disruptive and threatening force. (Freeman, pages 

15 – 16) 

 

Only ... in the intertestamental period did the word come to be used as a technical term, usually with 

the article, ―the Anointed‖ (Pss. Sol. 17:36; 18:8; cf. 1 Enoch 48:10; 52:4). (Lasor, page 689) 

 

The most common theme of messiah in the Bible centers on the role of King David. ...  

This same shift from ... praise of the present Davidic king to the hope for a future and more obedient 

king can be seen in Micah 5:2-5, Jeremiah 23:2-6, and Ezekiel 34:23-24. ...  

The third stage takes place after the exile when the actual Davidic kings no longer exist. ... Messianic 

hope ... expected the messiah-king to be an actual historical man who would restore some of the 

former glory and power and independence to Israel. (Boadt, pages 532-533) 

 

The messiah of biblical and rabbinic tradition is definitely and truly human. In the Hebrew Bible, the 

term (which occurs only thirty-nine times) usually designates the current ruler of Judah or Israel: 

being anointed with oil was the way one assumed office in the ancient Near East. Accordingly, we 

also find meshiach (anointed one) in reference to the High Priest (e.g., Lv 4:3, 5, 16). But at one point 

the entire people are called ―God‘s anointed‖ (Ps 105:15; 1 Chr 16:22), and elsewhere so is Cyrus the 

Persian, "whose right hand I have grasped, to subdue nations before him" (Is 45:1), no doubt because 

Cyrus was a mighty warrior who executed judgment on Babylon and freed the exiles to go home. 

But the historical anchor for the messianic tradition is the warrior king David. Thus in 

intertestamental apocalyptic writings, we may find two messiahs at the final battle, one priestly and 

one military (1 QS 9:11), or only one messiah (e.g., 2. Bar), or no messiah at all (Assumption of 

Moses). But where we do find a messiah, he is a human being, albeit divinely endowed and 

empowered to lead God's forces in the eschatological battle. Like the David esteemed by tradition, the 

messiah will be someone in whom are combined the traits of courage, piety, military prowess, justice, 

wisdom, and knowledge of Torah. The Prince of Peace must first be a man of war: his duty is to 

inflict final defeat on the forces of evil. But – and, in light of the symbol's resonance with the royal 

and military Davidic tradition, unsurprisingly – we find in the Judaism of this period no idea that the 

messiah is to die to make atonement for sin. The dying messiah falls in battle, a prelude to the coming 

messiah son of David; the one whose sufferings expiate the sins of others in the Servant Songs of 

Isaiah is the people of Israel. These two concepts might be conjoined in a later, and significantly 

different, first-century apocalyptic movement; but within traditional Judaism they were distinct. 

Thus, given their evocation of the independent monarchy, the Return from Babylon, and that 

fundamental myth of redemption, the Exodus, the term messiah and indeed the whole tenor of 

apocalyptic eschatology express a memory and a hope of liberation that no astute ruling foreign power 

could fail to perceive as threatening. Any such religious revivalism in a polity such as Israel, where 

religion and politics were scarcely distinguishable in principle, would have had a decidedly political 

aspect. Small wonder then that Jews in this period who proclaimed the nearness of the Kingdom of 

God, and perhaps of his messiah, would find themselves the objects of Rome's active displeasure. 

(Fredriksen, Jesus, pages 85-86) 
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PROPHECY 

Summary 

The expected Messiah 

Go to page 6. 

Prophecy: pages 15 – 24 

Nature of Messianic prophecy 

 However much messianic prophecy relates to the coming Messiah, it also had force that 

applied to the times in which it was given. We cannot, therefore, treat biblical prophecy as if 

it were a ―timeless‖ prediction of the time of Messiah. 

 Daniel does not equate the ―son of man‖ with the messiah, whom he names as a human being 

who falls in battle. ―After the sixty-two weeks, the messiah will be cut off and be no more‖. 

Ongoing amendments to the written text 

 We read the canonical book through the eyes of the postexilic community. 

 Prophetic books originally concerned mainly with judgment had oracles of hope added to 

them by editors living at the time of the restoration that followed Jerusalem‘s fall. 

 The titles of books under individual names such as Amos or Hosea do not imply that they 

contain just the words of Amos and Hosea. 

 Editors frequently added words that are similar in theme and add to the thought of the 

prophet. 

 Later generations who cherished the words of an Amos or Micah occasionally added new 

applications and comments from their own centuries to the words of the long-dead prophet. 

 Biblical literature did not spring into being in empty space and texts were put in writing from 

the end of the eighth century to the second century BCE. Their authors, with their different 

outlooks, belonged to ideological schools that existed in their days. Some of the stories bear 

the imprint of a priestly origin and convey priestly messages, while others reflect 

Deuteronomistic views and messages. 

Micah the prophet 

 Micah‘s location influences an understanding of his context and his message. 

 Micah was a provincial, and not a Jerusalemite. 

 He was a provincial champion of oppressed small farmers in Judah. 

Micah’s aggression towards Jerusalem 

 Micah was evidently hostile to the establishment in Jerusalem. 

 He hardly mentions Jerusalem or the temple. 

 Few passages from the prophets can match the fiery fury of Micah‘s denunciations of 

Jerusalem‘s leaders.  

Ongoing amendments to the text of Micah 

 While the oracles of judgment in chapters 1 – 3 have generally been accepted as Micah‘s, 

considerable question has arisen over dating the oracles of chapters 4 – 7. 

 The final canonical edition of Micah gives the impression of coming from early postexilic 

times. 

 Prophets whose original words had been hostile to Israel and Judah, to the point of offering 

nothing beyond God‘s annihilating judgment, had oracles of hope added to the books 

attributed to them.  
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 Micah, the most uncompromising critic of the Temple, was treated drastically, edited in a way 

that softened his polemic. Oracles of salvation were inserted into his oracles of destruction. 

Final structure of Micah 

 The double note of judgment and hope gives Micah its basic structure. 

 The double note of judgment and hope gives Micah its basic structure. 

 The book divides into three sections, the editorial clue being an initial ―hear‖ (or ―listen‖) in 

1:2; 3:1; 6:1. 

 Its middle part mingles notes of distress and hope, gradually altering the proportion in favour 

of hope (4:9-10, 11 -13; 5:1-6). 

Final structure of Micah 5 

 Micah 5:2 – 5 represented an important alternative to the view manifested in the many parts 

of the Hebrew Bible that glorify Jerusalem. 

 At Micah 5:2 – 3, the prophet was looking for a new beginning that would switch the centre of 

God‘s activity from Jerusalem to Bethlehem. Because the line of David had become corrupted 

in Jerusalem, it would be replaced by a new line, issuing from the small village of Bethlehem. 

Just as a leader from Bethlehem (David himself) had once delivered his people, so a new 

leader from that town would deliver them anew. 

 Bethlehem is mentioned to stress the humble origin of both David and his future successor, 

who would be a true shepherd of the people (v. 4). 

 In its context, the oracle prophesies not the birth of the coming king, but the continuity of the 

line of David. 

Fulfilment 

Go to page 25. 

History 

Go to page 51. 
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Nature of Messianic Prophecy 

Like biblical prophecy in general, messianic prophecy is not simply ―history written in advance.‖ 

However much it relates to the coming Messiah, it also had force that applied to the times in which it 

was given. We cannot, therefore, treat biblical prophecy as if it were a ―timeless‖ prediction of the 

time of Messiah. (Lasor, page 689) 

 

The expression Son of Man occurs in three explicitly apocalyptic works: in Daniel, chapter 7, and in 

two later writings which draw on Daniel, 2 Esdras and 1 Enoch. In his vision, ―Daniel‖ relates briefly, 

―behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a Son of Man. He came before the Ancient of 

Days [God], and was presented before him, and to him was given dominion and glory and kingdom‖ 

(7:13-14). ―One like a son of man‖ means ―something or someone in human form‖ (cf. Ez 38-39, 

where God addresses the prophet: there the periphrasis simply means ―you‖, i.e., a human). But 

Daniel seems to refer here to a corporate entity, the eschatological Israel of the saints. Thus ―one like 

a Son of Man‖ was given ―dominion and glory and kingdom‖ (7:14), while the saints, after much 

persecution and suffering, receive ―dominion‖ and greatness and ―everlasting kingdom‖ (7:17). In 

other words, when Daniel prophesies that Israel‘s suffering will lead to its vindication at the end of 

time (12:9), he seems to speak in terms of a ―son of man‖ much as Isaiah, in similar circumstances, 

had spoken in terms of a ―suffering servant.‖ Daniel does not equate such a figure with the messiah, 

whom he names later in his text as a human being who falls in battle. ―After the sixty-two weeks, the 

messiah will be cut off and be no more‖ (9:16). Here the author most likely refers cryptically to a 

particular political figure slain in a struggle over Jerusalem, to whom historians have assigned various 

identifications. (Fredriksen, Jesus, page 85) 

Ongoing amendments to the written text 

We read the canonical book through the eyes of the postexilic community of faith, who come to the 

fore in [Micah] 7:8-20. So it is best to start there and then look back. ... (Lasor, page 272) 

 

Prophetic books originally concerned mainly with judgment had oracles of hope added to them by 

editors living at the time of the restoration that followed Jerusalem‘s fall. (Cambridge, page 229) 

 

When trying to capture the spirit of the prophet‘s thought, readers often assume that every word 

comes from the prophet himself. Yet the titles of books under individual names such as Amos or 

Hosea do not imply that they contain just the words of Amos and Hosea, but also words about, and in 

the tradition of, the prophet. ... Editors frequently added words taken from disciples of the prophet, or 

even unknown prophetic words that are similar in theme and which add to the thought of the prophet 

in whose book they are included. 

Even more dramatically, later generations who cherished the words of an Amos or Micah occasionally 

added new applications and comments from their own centuries to the collected words of the long-

dead prophet. This was a natural development. ... 
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Israel still read the words of the prophets as inspired guides for a new age, but they needed to show 

that those words now applied to life in exile or without a temple and royal family. It is much the same 

as when Christians apply the meaning of Jesus‘ Gospel to problems that never existed in his own 

time: nuclear war, abortion, test tube babies and others. (Boadt, page 313-314) 

 

The work of the collectors did not stop with arranging the material available to them. Critical 

commentators on most prophetic books have agreed that original oracles were reworked and 

expanded. The word from God that the oracles contained was believed to be relevant, not only for its 

original occasion of speaking but also for later situations, so that this attempt to extend the meaning of 

what a prophet had said was only natural. Prophecy was a living tradition, begun by individual 

prophets but sustained by generations of disciples engaged in the interpretation of the initial words. 

The Babylonian exile of the sixth century B.C.E. proved a decisive context in the transcription of 

prophetic books. ... The influence of the exile seems eventually to have brought all the existing 

prophetic traditions under the control of a combination of priestly and scribal authorities in postexilic 

Judah. (Cambridge, page 182) 

 

Even after the discovery of ancient texts in the Judean Desert, we still have no knowledge of copies of 

biblical books that were written in the first stage of their textual transmission, nor even of texts which 

are close to that time—with the exception of 4QDan
c,e

, whose presumed date, 125-100 BCE, is close 

to that of the last stage of the composition of the book, approximately 165 BCE. A second exception 

is the LXX translation of the late biblical books – from the second century BCE – which is closer to 

the time of their composition than are many Hebrew texts from Qumran. ... 

Since the centuries preceding the extant evidence presumably were marked by great textual fluidity, 

everything that is said about the pristine state of the biblical text must necessarily remain hypothetical. 

The textual diversity visible in the Qumran evidence from the third pre-Christian century onwards is 

probably not representative of the textual situation in earlier periods, at which time the text must have 

been much more fluid. ... 

Most of the biblical books were not written by one person nor at one particular time, but rather 

contain compositional layers written during many generations. This especially applies to the books 

that underwent literary processes such as the deuteronomistic revisions (that is, revisions made in 

accordance with the book of Deuteronomy) in the historical books from Joshua to Kings and in 

Jeremiah. Since the process of literary development was long, one needs to decide which, if any, of 

the final stages in the presumed literary development of the book should be considered the 

determinative text for textual criticism. (Tov, 2nd edition, page 169) 

 

At the end of the composition process of a biblical book stood a text which was considered 

authoritative (and hence also finished at the literary level), even if only by a limited group of people, 

and which at the same time stood at the beginning of a process of copying and textual transmission. 

During the textual transmission many complicated changes occurred, rendering the reconstruction of 

the original form of that text almost impossible. These difficulties, however, do not undermine the 

validity of the assumption of an original text. 

The formulation of the original text is complicated by the assumption that in some books the 

authoritative edition such as known from [Masoretic text] was preceded by earlier literary editions, 

each of which was accepted as authoritative by subsequent generations. (Tov, 2nd edition, page 177) 

 

Many changes of various types were inserted throughout the long period of the copying and 

transmission of the biblical text. (Tov, 2nd edition, page 258; see pages 258 – 284, ―Readings 

Intentionally Created by Scribes‖) 
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A unified text tradition before the turn of the eras never existed. In the last centuries BCE, a large 

number of copies of the biblical text, attesting to a large number of different texts, circulated in 

ancient Israel. Each manuscript constituted an independent entity, since scribes allowed themselves 

much freedom. (McDonald, page 239) 

 

We know from textual evidence preserved at Qumran and in the LXX and Samaritan Pentateuch that 

Hebrew texts were in flux. (Carr, page 166. Note also pages 248-249 regarding the revision of Micah 

during the neo-Babylonian era.). 

 

A book may be authoritative even though it does not have a fixed text. The spelling of its words, 

certain whole words themselves—even whole verses – such things could and did vary from one 

written copy to another. ... Indeed, it is highly likely that the biblical text became stable only in the 

early rabbinic period. ... The Dead Sea Scrolls community considered authoritative a Bible of sorts, 

yet they did not have a single stable text for its books. That ancient desert community still proceeded 

to expound their texts – sometimes in versions that are quite different from those found in (what later 

crystallized as) the Masoretic text. In fact, in at least one case, they seem to be interpreting two 

different versions of the same verse. In other words, just because they believed a certain work to be 

holy and inspired did not imply that it had to exist in a single version. (Brettler, page 277) 

 

In ancient texts such as Hebrew-Aramaic Scripture, these corruptions (the technical term for various 

forms of "mistakes") were more frequent as a result of the complexities of the writing on papyrus and 

leather and the length of the transmission process, conditions that prevailed until the advent of 

printing. The number of factors that could have created corruptions is large: the transition from the 

early Hebrew to the square script, unclear handwriting, unevenness in the surface of the leather or 

papyrus, graphically similar letters which were often confused, the lack of vocalization, unclear 

boundaries between words in early texts leading to wrong word divisions, scribal corrections not 

understood by the next generation of scribes, etc. 

Those who are unaware of the details of textual criticism may think that one should not expect 

corruptions in [Masoretic text], or any other sacred text, since these texts were meticulously written 

and transmitted. The scrupulous approach of the soferim and Masoretes is indeed manifest in some of 

their techniques. They even counted all the letters and words of [Masoretic text]. Therefore, one 

would not expect corruptions to have been inserted into the text through their work, or corrections to 

have been made. Yet, in spite of their precision, even the manuscripts that were written and vocalized 

by the Masoretes contain corruptions, changes, and erasures. More importantly, the Masoretes, and 

before them the soferim, made their contribution at a relatively late stage in the development of the 

biblical text; at that time the text already contained corruptions and had been tampered with before the 

scribes began to treat it with such reverence and before they put their meticulous principles into 

practice. Therefore, paradoxically, the soferim and Masoretes carefully preserved a text that was 

already corrupted. (Tov, 3rd edition, pages 9-10) 

 

One of the postulates of biblical research is that many details in the text preserved in the various 

representatives (manuscripts, editions) of what is commonly called the Masoretic Text, do not reflect 

the "original text" of the biblical books. Even though the concept of an "original text" necessarily 

remains vague, differences between [the Masoretic Text] and the other textual witnesses will continue 

to be recognized. Scholars will constantly hesitate regarding the originality of the readings of either 

[the Masoretic Text] or one of the other sources. However, one thing is clear, it should not be 

postulated that [the Masoretic Text] better or more frequently reflects the original text of the biblical 

books than any other text. Furthermore, even were we to surmise that IK reflects the "original" form 

of Scripture, we would still have to decide which form of [the Masoretic Text] reflects this "original 
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text," since [the Masoretic Text] itself is represented by many witnesses that differ in small details. 

(Tov, 3rd edition, pages 11-12) 

 

There is not necessarily a connection between the sacred status of the Scripture books and the nature 

of the scribal transmission. Even the most sacred Scripture book, the Torah, was not transmitted more 

carefully than the other books, neither in the proto-Masoretic scrolls nor in other text traditions. (Tov, 

3rd edition, page 21) 

 

The biblical text developed and changed much throughout [from the compositional stages until the 

Middle Ages], as can be seen from the many differences among the textual witnesses and the changes 

of script, layout, and content. (Tov, 3rd edition, page 191) 

 

In the course of the copying, scribes created variation in minuses, pluses, interchanges, and sequence 

differences. In addition, scribes changed the layout of the texts and embedded their interpretations in 

the sense divisions inserted in the text. ... [These changes] resulted from the copying process and 

many of them reflect scribal mistakes. (Tov, 3rd edition, pages 221, 240; see pages 221-239) 

 

While most of the [scribal] changes were unintentional, ... [some] were intentional. Some scribes took 

the liberty of altering the content of the text in both large and small details. The following types of 

changes are recognized, with a certain degree of overlap: (a) exegetical changes, (b) linguistic-stylistic 

changes, (c) insertion of synonymous readings, (d) harmonizations, (e) additions to the body of the 

text. ...  

In our analysis, a distinction is made between (a) authors-scribes and editors-scribes and (b) copyists-

scribes. ... Scribes-copyists gave further shape to the books in transmitting the finished compositions 

while also inserting occasional changes. (Tov, 3rd edition, page 240) 

 

Persian period Judah is the most likely setting for the final construct of much of the material in the 

Hebrew Bible, even though many of the independent traditions originated in earlier periods. However, 

extracting information that may be relevant to the social situation during this time is like, to use 

Leach‘s metaphor, trying to unscramble an omelet. Even the material that is directly related to the 

Persian period poses difficulties, particularly because much of it appears to be propagandistic in 

nature. ... 

The emphases in the Persian period texts include the importance of reconstructing Jerusalem and 

establishing a temple center there, instituting religious law and a ―covenant‖ relationship with a single 

deity, and promoting ethnic consciousness, all features that are clearly related to a process of self-

definition (or redefinition). 

The literate class of this new society, usually regarded as having been composed of those who had 

returned from Babylonia, appear, then, to have generated a kind of ideological superstructure in which 

they created an identity and heritage that were continuous with the Iron Age II kingdoms of Israel and 

Judah. Written into this ―history‖ was an ―Israel‖ that promoted their own self-interests and explained 

their own situation, over against those of others such as the ―people of the land,‖ that is, those who 

had remained behind, and peoples from other regions such as Samaria. ... 

The construct of ―Israel‘s‖ ―history‖ in Chronicles reflects the Persian period context in that it is 

strongly biased in favor of Judah, Jerusalem, and the people who remained faithful to the Jerusalemite 

cult as comprising the true ―Israel.‖ (McNutt, pages 182, 184) 
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Biblical literature did not spring into being in empty space, and we may well ask to what extent it 

continued the Canaanite epic. The answer is far from straightforward. ... 

Since the texts in question were put in writing in the course of some six centuries, from the end of the 

eighth century to the second century BCE, we may assume that their authors, with their different 

outlooks, belonged to ideological schools that existed in their days. 

Some of the stories bear the imprint of a priestly origin and convey priestly messages, while others 

reflect Deuteronomistic views and messages. 

Evidently, neither group wrote on behalf of the throne, since their texts often were highly critical of its 

individual occupants and of the monarchy in general. 

Most scholars agree that the Deuteronomistic portion of the sequence (from Deuteronomy through 

Kings) was redacted during the Babylonian exile (sixth century BCE) or a little earlier (the end of the 

seventh century BCE), and the first four books of the Pentateuch were placed ahead of it some time 

later, toward the end of the Babylonian exile and the beginning of the Persian period. 

The various hands that left their imprint on the composite work in the stages of writing or editing also 

account for its diversity of views even in the unbroken continuity of unfolding history. (Arnold, 

Williamson, pages 715 – 715) 

 

A chief problem of biblical scholarship is that none of the original writings (sometimes called the 

autographa) of Scripture has survived. All we possess are copies. For the most part scribes were 

attempting to copy the text accurately. Yet ancient manuscripts of the Old Testament in Hebrew and 

in translation indicate that a certain amount of freedom must have prevailed among the scribes who 

copied the biblical documents in the pre-Christian centuries. Moreover, as human beings they were 

bound to commit errors despite their concern and care. Centuries of copying and sometimes even 

editing have allowed changes, or variant readings, to be introduced into the text. 

It is apparent why some mistakes were inevitable. Both the Paleo-Hebrew script and the later square 

alphabet contain letters which can be confused because they look alike. In addition, earlier 

manuscripts lacked vowels or punctuation. They did not have even verse or chapter markings. 

Without these things there are ambiguities which can spawn problems in transmission. A scribe might 

make a subjective judgment about the meaning and then supply an explanatory word or phrase, or 

perhaps rearrange elements to clarify the passage. Occasionally a copyist would substitute a more 

common word for an obscure one. Furthermore, as the Hebrew letters yoD, w`w, and h@ gradually 

were utilized as vowel markers, the possibility of errors in spelling increased. In cases where the 

scroll was read aloud to a room of scribes, auditory mistakes could arise. 

The science (and art) of textual criticism is the task of spotting the errors and restoring the Hebrew 

and Aramaic texts to a form as close to the original as possible. Scholars carefully compare the 

available manuscripts to examine and evaluate the variant readings. How can a scholar know which 

reading is an error? Sometimes it is obvious that a scribe has unwittingly repeated a letter, word, or 

phrase. This is known as dittography. The opposite is haplography: failing to repeat something in the 

copy which is found twice in the source manuscript. Brief sections may have been omitted by 

homoioteleuton (Greek for ―similar ending‖), when a scribe‘s eye skipped from one phrase to another 

with a similar ending, omitting the intervening material. When something is left out because of a 

similar beginning the error is called homoioarchton. 

At times, as in the case of Jeremiah‘s book (see Ch. 24), two or more separate editions seem to have 

existed simultaneously. Explanatory notes or other marginal comments by one scribe may have been 

included within the text by another. Again, one scribe‘s textual omissions crowded into the margin or 

between the lines may have been regarded as glosses and left out by his successor. Theological 

prejudice accounts for a few changes, such as the substitution of B)v\t (―shame‖) for the element 

B^U^l (―Baal‖ or ―lord‖) in some proper names in the books of Samuel. Another possible source of 

variation is oral tradition. Sections of the text may have been transmitted orally in forms somewhat 
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different from the written version. In other cases two or more oral forms may have been preserved in 

the text when reduced to writing. ... 

Few disciplines in Old Testament studies call for as much discernment as textual criticism. More than 

with the New Testament, for which manuscripts are both more abundant and closer to the date of 

origin, the Old Testament presents severe problems to the textual scholar. The chief problem is to get 

behind the attempted standardization which began in the early Christian centuries. Such efforts have 

been frustrated frequently by the scarcity of early manuscripts. Before the discovery of the Dead Sea 

Scrolls the earliest complete Hebrew manuscripts dated from the tenth century A.D. Adding to the 

problems are the difficulties which obscure Hebrew words and phrases posed for the early translators 

into Greek, Syriac, and Latin. Although these and other ancient translations offer considerable aid in 

reconstructing the earliest Hebrew text, they sometimes fail just at those points where help with an 

unclear passage is needed most. It seems that the ancient translators on occasion were as baffled as 

their modern counterparts by the Hebrew Bible.  

How then does a textual critic recover the original reading where Hebrew manuscripts or ancient 

translations offer variant readings or where the Masoretic Text (MT) is itself puzzling? One must 

carefully weigh all the evidence to determine which is the earliest and best reading. It is important to 

determine each case on its own merits, for in one verse a certain Greek manuscript may be more 

reliable, while in another the scales may tip in favor of a Qumran reading. Other times the MT is 

superior. (Lasor, pages 611 – 613) 

Micah the prophet 

Micah‘s location influences an understanding of his context and his message. He was not a 

Jerusalemite, but a provincial. (Cambridge, page 230) 

 

[Micah‘s] name is an abbreviation of Mikayahu ―who is like Yahweh?‖ Moresheth, his hometown, is 

Moresheth-gath (1:14), a village about twenty-five miles southwest of Jerusalem in the Judean 

foothills. Several lines of evidence mark him as a country man, perhaps a peasant farmer. He attacks 

the crime and corruption of Jerusalem and Samaria as one not really at home in either capital (1:1, 5-

9; 3:1-4, 12). (Lasor, pages 270 – 271) 

 

The poem of Micah 1:10 – 16 locates Micah‘s home somewhere on the Bet Shemesh – Lachish route. 

... He lived in an area that was fertile and also strategic, in that anyone invading Judah would use the 

route from Bet Shemesh to reach Lachish, Judah‘s second city after Jerusalem. In 701 B.C.E. the 

Assyrian king Sennacherib besieged and captured Lachish. ... The forcible militarization of the area 

would also explain the bitterness that Micah felt toward Jerusalem. (Cambridge, pages 230 – 231) 

 

The book‘s title (1:1) places Micah in the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, roughly 735 – 700 

B.C. The message in 1:2-9 was given before the destruction of Samaria in 721. ...  

The judgment on Judah depicted in 1:10-16 seems to be linked with Assyrian campaigns against the 

Philistines in 720 or 714-711. ... The tradition that Micah, like Isaiah, prophesied just before and after 

the fall of the northern kingdom finds internal support. (Lasor, page 271) 

Micah’s aggression towards Jerusalem 

Micah was a provincial leader, evidently hostile to the establishment in Jerusalem. ... [He] was a 

provincial champion of oppressed small farmers in Judah, who protested their treatment by the central 

government in Jerusalem at a time when Judah was threatened with invasion from Assyria. 

(Cambridge, pages 229, 178, 232) 
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[In] Micah, hardly a mention of Jerusalem or the temple occurs anywhere. Instead, he talks of the 

villages and small towns, the tribal territories and the border cities of the Philistines to the west. 

(Boadt, page 334) 

 

Few passages from the prophets can match the fiery fury of [Micah‘s] denunciations of Jerusalem‘s 

leaders in chs. 2 and 3. 

―Hear this, you rulers of the house of Jacob and chiefs of the house of 

Israel, who abhor justice and pervert all equity, who build Zion with 

blood and Jerusalem with wrong!‖ Mic. 3:9-10 (Lasor, page 270) 

 

Ongoing amendments to the text of Micah 

The third century B.C.E. was a period of important editorial activity of the Hebrew scribes. To 

appreciate the scope and significance of their work, we can start by looking at their edition of the 

Minor Prophets. Originally most of the Minor Prophets ... were works on separate scrolls, some of 

which were in existence in pre-exilic times. ... Around 250 B.C.E., however, the Jerusalem scribes 

decided to publish all the Minor Prophets on a single scroll. Moreover, they artificially turned their 

number into twelve by inventing a prophet by the name of Malachi. (Toorn, pages 252-253) 

 

While the oracles of judgment in chs. 1-3 have generally been accepted as Micah‘s, considerable 

question has arisen over dating the oracles of chs. 4-7. The major role of the pre-exilic prophets was 

to give a negative critique of conditions in the nation and to announce the judgment that must follow. 

So scholars look very carefully at messages of hope. They ask whether they came from the prophet 

who gave his name to the book or from later prophets. Certainly the final, canonical edition of the 

book gives the impression of coming from early postexilic times. (Lasor, pages 271 – 272) 

 

A common convention accepts only chapters 1-3 as original, while a maximalist view contends that 

.... chapters 5:2-6 (Hebrew, 5:1-5), 10-15 (Hebrew, 9-14), 6:9-16, and 7:1-7 may also derive from [the 

prophet] Micah. If this was the original core of the book, additional material was added that reflects 

the exile and the exilic period (during the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.E.). ...  

The influence of the exile seems eventually to have brought all the existing prophetic traditions under 

the control of a combination of priestly and scribal authorities in postexilic Judah. Such an alliance 

had not been natural prior to the exile. ... The prophetic books nonetheless reached their final form 

under the auspices of this new coalition. ...  

One result of the new homogeneity was that prophets whose original words had been hostile to Israel 

and Judah, to the point of offering nothing beyond God‘s annihilating judgment, had oracles of hope 

added to the books attributed to them. ...  

Micah was treated ... drastically, with oracles of salvation interspersed among oracles of destruction. 

... Amos and Micah had been proved correct in their warnings of coming judgment, but there had also 

been a restoration, and the final editors set the messages of Amos and Micah in that context. ...  

In this process, a pro-Temple view triumphed, but without severe criticism of the cult being excised. 

Thus ... the most uncompromising critic of the Temple, Micah, was edited in such a way that his 

polemic was softened. ... 

In [Micah and Amos] (and also at the end of Zephaniah) oracles of hope were added by the postexilic 

editors to show that after judgment came restoration. ... Prophetic books originally concerned mainly 

with judgment had oracles of hope added to them by editors living at the time of the restoration that 

followed Jerusalem‘s fall. (Cambridge, pages 232, 182, 183, 189, 229) 
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There was a collection of Micah oracles, since two texts from the early exilic period quote from it. 

However, the two citations are from the beginning of chapter 1 (1 Kings 22:28 quoting Mic 1:2) and 

the end of chapter 3 (Jer 26:17-19 quoting Mic 3:12). It is theoretically possible, therefore, that the 

pre-exilic Micah collection consisted of only the first three chapters of the present book – precisely 

the part that many critics regard as the original core.
 
Much the same is probably true of other 

prophetic collections; the pre-exilic scrolls were forerunners of the later books, and presumably 

considerably smaller. (Toorn, page 177) 

Final structure of Micah 

The book of Micah as it stands is structured in alternate layers of judgment and 

promise of salvation: 

Judgment   Promise of Salvation 

1:1 - 2:11   2:12 - 13 

3:1 - 12   4:1 - 8 

4:9 - 5:1 (Heb. 4:9-14)   5:2 - 9 (Hebrew, 5:1 - 8) 

5:10 - 6:16 (Heb. 5:9 - 6:16) 7:1 – 20 

(Cambridge, page 233; see also Boadt, page 334) 

 

The double note of judgment and hope gives Micah its basic structure. The book divides into three 

sections, the editorial clue being an initial ―hear‖ (or ―listen‖) in 1:2; 3:1; 6:1. ... Its middle part 

mingles notes of distress and hope, gradually altering the proportion in favor of hope (4:9-10, 11 -13; 

5:1-6). This literary architecture suggests a deliberate attempt to underscore the twofold nature of 

Micah‘s prophetic tradition, as both bad news and good news. The good news highlighted the concept 

of the remnant and gives central place to the sure hope of messianic deliverance (5:1-6). (Lasor, page 

272) 

 

[Micah] Chapters 1-3 open with a condemnation of the leaders of Judah for their sins. ... This 

shocking series of oracles ends in a final climactic vision in 3:12 that sees the total destruction of 

Jerusalem and the end of the temple. ...  

Following immediately after this horrible prediction, chapters 4-5 reverse the picture and describe a 

time of rebuilding Zion and Judah more gloriously than ever before. Not only shall the great capital of 

Jerusalem shine, but even the small towns and villages will live in peace and prosperity undreamed of 

in the past. ... Many scholars are convinced that such a hopeful series of oracles can only come from 

a later date after Israel won back its freedom from exile under King Cyrus the Great of Persia 

in 539. ... Although it is very possible that these oracles were edited and put into their final written 

form sometime later than the prophet himself, their basic message still reflects the original preaching 

of Micah. (Boadt, page 335) 

The book ... [opens] with a striking picture of the majestic coming of God to judge Samaria. ... 

However, it is not only Samaria that is targeted; Jerusalem is also under the threat of judgment. ... 

Jerusalem will be destroyed and never rebuilt (3:12). Micah‘s harsh words are then softened by the 

oracles concerning the exaltation of Jerusalem in the Latter Days (4:1—5) and a promise of gathering 

together those who have been scattered from Zion (4:6-7). A new deliverer from Bethlehem is 

promised (5:2-6; Hebrew, 5:1-5), and Jacob is described as a lion among its enemies. (Cambridge, 

page 233) 

Final structure of Micah 5 

If Micah 5:2-5a (Hebrew, 5:1-4a) in fact was written by the prophet (and many scholars would deny 

this attribution), his prophecy represented an important alternative to the view manifested in the many 

parts of the Hebrew Bible that glorify Jerusalem. 

At the end of chapter 3, Micah announces that Jerusalem will be destroyed and never rebuilt 

(becoming a wooded height). 
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(Micah 3:12) 

Therefore on account of YOU men Zion will be plowed up as a 

mere field, and Jerusalem herself will become mere heaps of ruins, 

and the mountain of the house will be as the high places of a forest. 

If his words originally continued in 5:2-3, then the prophet was looking for a new beginning that 

would switch the center of God‘s activity from Jerusalem to Bethlehem. Because the line of David 

had become corrupted in Jerusalem, it would be replaced by a new line, issuing from the small village 

of Bethlehem. Just as a leader from Bethlehem (David himself) had once delivered his people, so a 

new leader from that town would deliver them anew. ... 

The drama of [Micah] moves from the awesome description of God‘s coming in judgment to the 

moving affirmation of his graciousness, from the detached description of the divine judgment on 

injustice to the personal and intimate discourse of God and Zion. This elegant literary development 

from exterior to interior and from judgment to hope no doubt added nuances to the original sentiments 

of the historical Micah, who expressed a more primal outrage at the unjust treatment of his people. 

The tradition and literary editing gave this outrage a deeper dimension that has not suppressed the 

words of Micah, but has created new ways of appreciating them. (Cambridge, pages 231, 232, 234) 

 

Notice the term ―now‖ in 4:9, 11; 5:1. The last of the three is well known as a messianic promise (see 

Matt. 2:6). Like Isaiah, Micah reaffirmed ancient promises associated with the Davidic covenant (2 

Sam. 7:8-16), and celebrated in the royal psalms (see Ps. 2). Hezekiah‘s weakness during the Assyrian 

blockade of Jerusalem was to be followed by a new era of power and peace under a true son of David. 

Bethlehem is mentioned (v. 2) to stress the humble origin of both David and his future successor, who 

would be a true shepherd of the people (v. 4). In its context, the oracle prophesies not the birth of the 

coming king, but the continuity of the line of David. (Lasor, page 275) 

 

Verse 1, added at the siege of Jerusalem, 200 years after Micah 

(Micah 5:1) 

―At this time you make cuttings upon yourself, O daughter of an 

invasion; a siege he has laid against us. With the rod they will strike 

upon the cheek the judge of Israel. 

 

Verse 2: probably from Micah. Israel‘s rescuing military ruler would come from Bethlehem 

Ephrathah 

(Micah 5:2) 

―And you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, the one too little to get to be among 

the thousands of Judah, from you there will come out to me the one who 

is to become ruler in Israel, whose origin is from early times, from the 

days of time indefinite. 

(Micah 5:3) 

―Therefore he will give them up until the time that she who is giving 

birth actually gives birth. And the rest of his brothers will return to the 

sons of Israel. 

This military leader from Bethlehem would defeat the Assyrians 
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(Micah 5:4-6) 

―And he will certainly stand and do shepherding in the strength of 

Jehovah, in the superiority of the name of Jehovah his God. And they 

will certainly keep dwelling, for now he will be great as far as the ends 

of the earth. And this one must become peace. As for the Assyrian, when 

he comes into our land and when he treads upon our dwelling towers, we 

shall also have to raise up against him seven shepherds, yes, eight dukes 

of mankind. And they will actually shepherd the land of Assyria with the 

sword, and the land of Nimrod in its entrances. And he will certainly 

bring about deliverance from the Assyrian, when he comes into our land 

and when he treads upon our territory. 

The following was added by the exiles after the neo-Babylonian era 

(Micah 5:7-9) 

―And the remaining ones of Jacob must become in the midst of many 

peoples like dew from Jehovah, like copious showers upon vegetation, 

that does not hope for man or wait for the sons of earthling man. And the 

remaining ones of Jacob must become among the nations, in the midst of 

many peoples, like a lion among the beasts of a forest, like a maned 

young lion among droves of sheep, which, when it actually passes 

through, certainly both tramples down and tears in pieces; and there is no 

deliverer. Your hand will be high above your adversaries, and all 

enemies of yours will be cut off.‖ 

(Micah 5:10-15) 

―And it must occur in that day,‖ is the utterance of Jehovah, ―that I will 

cut off your horses from the midst of you and destroy your chariots. And 

I will cut off the cities of your land and tear down all your fortified 

places. And I will cut off sorceries out of your hand, and no practicers of 

magic will you continue to have. And I will cut off your graven images 

and your pillars from the midst of you, and you will no more bow down 

to the work of your hands. And I will uproot your sacred poles from the 

midst of you and annihilate your cities. And in anger and in rage I will 

execute vengeance upon the nations that have not obeyed.‖ 

 



 

25 

FULFILMENT 

Summary 

The expected Messiah 

Go to page 6. 

Prophecy 

Go to page 13. 

Fulfilment (pages 28 – 50) 

The environment 

 Situation among the Christians 

o There never was a single, united church. 

o The missions agreed about the supreme significance of Jesus, but they disagreed 

about almost everything else. 

o In the third century CE, the Paulines triumphed with their creed and their New 

Testament. 

 Jewish expectations of the messiah were not met in Jesus 

o Nowhere did Judaism anticipate a dying and rising messiah. 

o Jesus was not a credible messianic candidate and his apostles knew it. If Mk 11:35-

37 recalls any historical incident, Jesus knew it too. The messiah everyone expected 

was the Davidic messiah. 

 Jesus demanded silence 

 They had to prove their Leader was the expected Messiah 

Steps taken by the Christians 

 Assigned the Davidic traditions to Jesus 

o When the apostles were concerned with establishing Jesus‘ messianic claims, they 

centred on Old Testament passages that mentioned David. 

 Searched for confirmation from the Hebrew Scriptures 

o The Christians began with what they knew about Jesus and with that they went to the 

Scriptures. 

o The Gospels are built ―backward‖ from the basic Kerygma that ―Messiah died for 

our sins, in accord with the Sacred Writings, that he was buried, that he arose on the 

third day, in accord with the Sacred Writings.‖ 

 Christians applied ingenious reinterpretation 

o Traditions evolved and genealogies in the later writings of Matthew and Luke 

ingeniously supplied Jesus the Galilean with the correct messianic lineage 

o Prevented from providing Jesus with a messianic past, his followers gave him a 

messianic future. When he comes again, Jesus would come the way the royal messiah 

was supposed to come. And he was coming very soon. 

o Soon after Jesus‘ death, the word Messiah became firmly attached to his name. It was 

acceptable to the first Christians only because its meaning had been reinterpreted by 

them. 

o Christian connotations become broader than those assigned to the historic Jewish 

―Messiah.‖ 

o Luke divests the term ―Messiah‖ of its political content. Jesus‘ radical message of 

peace at any price, indeed his entire demeanor, excludes any traditional Jewish 

understanding of the messiah. 
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Impact on the Christians’ thinking 

 Outcome of their Christ centred perspective 

o The Christ centred perspective of the earliest Christians gave them a new 

understanding of the course of redemptive history and of their own place in it. 

The written sources 

o Matthew was written in the late 70s. 

 Matthew re-interpreted OT sources 

o Somebody went seeking in the Old Testament for a text that could be interpreted as 

prophesying a virginal conception, even if such was never its original meaning. 

o Several of the Old Testament texts explicitly quoted are not ones which would 

naturally be associated with Messianic fulfilment. 

o The original situation for the prophecy at Isaiah 7:14 was a failed attempt in 734 or 

733 B.C.E. to persuade Ahaz to trust in God. Since Ahaz refused divine assistance, he 

received a prophecy of doom. 

o Matthew‘s use of Scripture is extensive and goes much beyond what has been called 

historico-grammatical exegesis 

 Matthew used pesher treatment 

o Matthew interprets Isa 7:14 in pesher fashion. That is, he finds a second, 

eschatological meaning 

 Matthew’s method of citing Micah 

o The text cited in Matthew differs considerably from the Hebrew and other known 

versions of Micah 5:2: the ancient name of Bethlehem, Ephrathah, is replaced. 

o Matthew reverses Micah‘s statement of Bethlehem‘s insignificance. 

o Matthew includes a paraphrase of Micah 5:2, with an allusion to the shepherd theme 

in v. 4, but the actual words are drawn from 2 Samuel 5:2. 

 Luke 

o There is a growing consensus that Mary did not journey to Bethlehem in Judea. 

o Luke carries over the Pauline teaching of Jesus‘ literal, human descent from David 

and his designation as God‘s Son by the resurrection 

 John 
o When the objectors at John chapter 7 appeal to ―the scripture‖, they do not refer to a 

precise place where the Old Testament. It seems that here they refer to the general 

tenor of several Old Testament passages. 

Contradictions 

 Birth narratives 

o The Nativity narratives in Matthew and Luke diverge on key points. 

o Matthew and Luke contribute clashing elements in their accounts of the birth of 

Jesus. 

o The differences between the two accounts make it difficult to integrate them into a 

single coherent and consecutive version. 

o It is not possible to reconcile Matthew‘s and Luke‘s accounts of what happened 

immediately after the birth of Jesus. 

 Genealogies 

o Luke‘s version of Jesus‘ genealogy differs considerably from that of Matthew‘s. 

o Matthew tends to arrange his material in groups. His genealogy is arranged in three 

groups of twice-seven, and his observation here is theological rather than statistical! 
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o The argument is rooted in allegory, for fourteen is the symbolic number often 

associated with the name of David. The numerical values of the Hebrew letters of the 

name David add up to fourteen (D = 4, W = 6, D = 4) and David‘s name is the 

fourteenth in Matthew‘s list. 

o Most of the names mentioned in Luke‘s birth list are unknown and probably 

legendary. 

 Both genealogies say that physically Jesus was God‘s Son, but legally he was Joseph‘s. Thus 

Jesus was the adopted son of David. 

History 

Go to page 51. 
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The environment 

Situation among the Christians 
From as far back as we can trace it (to the 40s) there never was a single, united church. There were (in 

fact from the 30s) two missions: one run from Jerusalem, with Peter and the sons of Zebedee in 

charge, and later James, Jesus‘ brother, and other members of his family; the other run by Paul, from 

various centres. 

The two missions were agreed about the supreme significance of Jesus, but they disagreed about 

almost everything else – the validity of the Bible, whether the kingdom of God had arrived or not, sex, 

money, work, tongues, visions, healings, Jesus‘ divinity, and the resurrection of the dead, for 

example. 

The New Testament gives the impression of a united, developing body of belief because it is a 

selection of writings; naturally it was selected by the winning mission, that is the Paulines, and that is 

why it consists of the Epistles of Paul (and his followers), and four Gospels, two of them ultra-Pauline 

and two building bridges to Jerusalem. (Goulder, pages ix-x)  

 

On the one side were the main body of churches: the bishops of Caesarea and Jerusalem in Palestine, 

Victor, Bishop of Rome, the bishops of Pontus (North Turkey), Gaul (including Irenaeus, Bishop of 

Lyons), Osroene (South-east Turkey), Corinth and ‗great numbers of others‘. 

On the other side, were the bishops of the whole of Asia‘ (probably the rest of Turkey), led by 

Polycrates, Bishop of Ephesus. ...  

The ‗catholics‘ are represented by the churches of France, Italy (Rome), Greece (Corinth), outlying 

parts of Turkey (Pontus and Osroene), and the two Palestinian dioceses; the Asians probably cover the 

rest of Turkey. 

But where are the great dioceses of Syria and Egypt - Antioch, Damascus, Alexandria, and points 

east? ... The likely conclusion is that they were not part of Christendom as Victor and Polycrates 

understood it: they were heretical, Ebionites, as Irenaeus would have described them. ... 

The churches of the old Pauline mission, now the majority church, recognizing only Pauline 

orthodoxy. The churches of Palestine, Syria and Egypt were the descendants of the Jerusalem mission, 

with a now outmoded Petrine theology. ... 

In the third century the Paulines would win over most of the Christians of these provinces, reducing 

the rump to the status of moribund deviants. 

So the Paulines triumphed in the end. ... Their creed is the Pauline creed and their New Testament is 

the Pauline Epistles and the three Pauline Gospels, Mark, Luke and John, and the Pauline Acts; 

supplemented by ‗bridge‘ writings, Matthew, James and the Apocalypse. It would be interesting to 

know the detail of how the Paulines won. 

The visit of Peter to Antioch (Gal. 2.11-14) was a disaster for Paul. ‗Even Barnabas was carried away 

by their hypocrisy‘, and now that the chips were down, all the Jewish members sided with Peter. If 

Paul had defied Peter, the Jerusalem church would have disowned [Paul]; they would have split his 

Cypriot and Galatian churches as they had his Antiochene mother-church, taking the Jewish members 

with them, and leaving the Gentiles to rot. He swallowed the bitter alternative, with a bad grace (‗I 

withstood Cephas to the face‘). ...  

A chastened Barnabas went back to Cyprus to impose the new discipline, and Paul, setting out on a 

second mission, had to submit to the indignity of being supervised by a Jerusalem Christian, Silas. 

When they came to Paul‘s mission church at Derbe, he was forced to have his half-Gentile convert 

Timothy circumcised (Acts 16.1-3). ... 

The uneasy partnership of Paul and Silas soon broke up. Paul went down to Corinth while Silas 

remained in Macedonia, and when Silas joined him, it was not for long. ... It is clear that [Silas] had 

wrought a good deal of mischief in the Macedonian churches. The Thessalonian mission, for example, 
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had lasted only a few weeks, but had included Silas‘ encouragement to the converts to give up work, 

and to believe that the day of the Lord had already come; Paul had had to speak about these matters at 

the time: ‗as we charged you‘ (I Thess. 4.11), ‗when I was still with you‘ (II Thess. 2.5; 3.10), and to 

write two letters - with Silas‘ reluctant agreement - to put things straight. (Goulder, pages 182-183) 

Jewish expectations of the messiah not met 
Nowhere did Judaism anticipate a dying and rising messiah; and the apostles, like Paul after them 

(Rom 1:3-4), would have had no reason to infer from his resurrection that Jesus was the messiah. 

What else do we know about Jesus, then, that would explain his apostles‘ messianic interpretation of 

him? Only that he was their leader, one who apparently claimed exceptional personal authority as the 

final forerunner of the Kingdom. 

Jesus, both before and especially after his execution, was not a credible messianic candidate, and his 

apostles knew it. If Mk 11:35-37 recalls any historical incident, Jesus knew it too. The messiah 

everyone expected was the Davidic messiah. (Fredriksen, Jesus, page 141) 

 

The paradox of a Messiah whose role it was to be crucified would prove a continuing stumbling-block 

for Jews (see 1 Cor. 1:23). (France, page 46) 

 

[1 Cor 2:1-3] makes sense contextually only if ―Christ crucified‖ in fact means ―a crucified Messiah.‖ 

This was the ultimate scandal for the Jews, which at the same time would have been such utter folly to 

the Greeks. ... Paul says, we preach a crucified Messiah, knowing full well how both Jew and Greek 

would respond. ... 

But one may still ask, ―So what?‖ with regard to Pauline Christology, to which the answer is, ―One 

will simply never understand Paul himself, nor the depth of his commitment and utter devotion to 

Christ, who does not start here.‖ (Fee, page 533) 

 

[1 Corinthians] 1:18-25 turns out to be one of the two places in Paul‘s letters where the Greek word 

Christos probably should be rendered by the Jewish title ―Messiah‖ rather than the title-turned-name 

―Christ.‖ ... 

At stake for Paul is his proclamation of a crucified Messiah, an inherent (deliberate) affront to both 

Jewish and Greek worldviews. To the one (the Jew who awaits displays of messianic power), a 

crucified Messiah is the ultimate scandal; to the other (the Greek who pursues ―wisdom‖), it is the 

height of folly. Nonetheless, Paul asserts, we so preach because what is folly and scandal to Jew and 

Greek is in fact ―God‘s power and God‘s wisdom‖ at work in the world – God‘s power to those 

―seeking signs‖; God‘s wisdom to those ―looking for wisdom‖ (v. 22). (Fee, page 101) 

 

Jesus demanded silence 
So while Matthew himself has no hesitation in describing Jesus as the Messiah (1:1, 16,17,18; 11:2; 

16:20), and no doubt reads into that title the wide range of his own understanding of Jesus‘ mission of 

‗fulfilment‘, he only once (23:10) represents Jesus as applying it to himself. It was, apparently, a term 

too loaded to be openly encouraged. (France, pages 45-46) 

 

It is not surprising, then, that when the title ‗Christ‘ is used in this Gospel in discussing what Jesus‘ 

mission is there is a note of hesitation in his response. Much of [Matthew‘s] Gospel will indicate the 

differing attitudes of Jews to Jesus, owing at least in part to their differing expectations of ‗the coming 

one‘. In the event Jesus‘ mission of suffering and death, with its aim the forgiveness of sins and the 

restoration of a broken relationship with God, could not fail to be at least a puzzle, more likely a total 

disappointment, to those whose idea of the Messiah was along quite different lines. (France, page 45) 
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I mentioned scholars‘ suspicions that Peter did not really attach the label the Christ to Jesus in his 

lifetime. ... Wrede pointed to the number of times in Mark where Jesus tells the disciples to keep 

quiet. When Peter says, ‗You are the Christ‘, Mark says, ‗he charged them to tell no one about him‘ 

(8.30). After the vision on the mount of Transfiguration ‗he charged them to tell no one what they had 

seen, till the Son of Man should have risen from the dead‘ (9.9). Going through Galilee, Jesus ‗would 

not have anyone know it; for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, The Son of Man will be 

delivered ...‘ (9.30f). 

These commands to silence come up a lot in other ways. Demons announce that Jesus is the Son of 

God ‗and he strictly ordered them not to make him known‘ (3.12; cf. 1 .25). A healed leper is told, 

‗See that you say nothing to anyone‘ (1 .44). Jairus and his wife are ‗strictly charged that no one 

should know‘ about the raising of their daughter (5.43). After the healing of the deaf and dumb man, 

‗he charged them to tell no one‘ (7.36). Even the parables are said to be told not to make the truth 

clear but to make it obscure: ‗for those outside everything is in parables, so that they may indeed see 

but not perceive, and may indeed hear but not understand, lest they should turn again and be forgiven‘ 

(4.11f.). 

William Wrede said that the picture Mark draws is incoherent and unbelievable. In many cases (the 

demons, Jairus‘ daughter, the deaf and dumb man) large numbers of people are present, so the 

command to silence is futile. In other cases (the Gerasene demoniac, Bartimaeus) no effort is made 

for silence, or proclamation is urged. Parables told to conceal the truth would be not merely cruel but 

pointless. So he suggested another reason for the secrecy motif. 

Jesus preached the kingdom, and performed many healings and exorcisms; but there were other 

preachers of the kingdom like John Baptist, and other healers (Matt. 12.27). People would naturally 

use a general word for such holy men, like prophet (Luke 7.16). The thing that really made Jesus 

different was the resurrection experiences. After that his followers would be looking for a unique 

position for him, and Christ might then occur to Peter. But then how could a Christian preacher 

explain to his hearers that Jesus had never claimed such a title for himself – and the even higher title 

Son of God? So comes the explanation: it was a secret. The demons knew about it, and Jesus himself 

knew about it, and Peter divined it; but the thing was a secret, because Jesus was a Christ who had to 

suffer, a Son of God who must rise from the dead. The answer, Wrede said, was hinted at in Mark 9.9, 

‗he charged them to tell no one what they had seen, till the Son of Man should have risen from the 

dead‘. You see, that was why no one had heard about Jesus‘ being Christ in his lifetime: they knew 

about it of course, but Jesus told them to keep quiet till after the resurrection. (Goulder, pages 104-6) 

 

It also seems unlikely that (during his lifetime) Jesus spoke of himself as the expected Messiah. There 

is no mention of Jesus as Messiah in any of the Q sayings, for instance, and the first recorded use of 

the word Christian, as in followers of Christos, the anointed one or Messiah, is from Antioch not 

Jerusalem (although the title does appear to have been used early on in Jerusalem as well). In so far as 

the Messiah was normally associated with military or political triumph, then it seems most unlikely 

(and unrecorded) that Jesus would have seen himself in this role. There would have been no quicker 

or more certain way of inviting retaliation from both priesthood and Jews. Messiahs needed armed 

force in their support, as the self-proclaimed messiah Shimon Bar Kokhba understood when he led a 

revolt against the Romans in AD 132. In short, Jesus probably spoke with confidence of his role as the 

direct envoy and agent of God, ‗the Son of God‘, a role transmitted to him from God through the Holy 

Spirit, but as no more than this. John 6:15, where Jesus refuses to let his disciples proclaim him a 

king, makes sense within this context. (Freeman, page 30) 
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Steps taken by the Christians 

Assigned the Davidic traditions to Jesus 
According to Jewish usage in the inter-testamental and New Testament periods (ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 

300), ―Messiah‖ meant specifically that Son of David who was to appear as the messianic king 

according to God‘s ancient promise to the House of David (2 Sam. 7). The New Testament uses it 

precisely in this sense. Thus Jesus asked the Pharisees: ―What do you think of the Messiah? Whose 

son is he?‖ and they replied, ―The son of David‖ (Matt. 22:42). When Jesus rode into Jerusalem in a 

manner recalling Solomon‘s coronation (1 Kgs. 1:38) and suggesting the fulfillment of Zechariah‘s 

prophecy (Matt. 21:5; cf. Zech. 9:9), the crowds shouted, ―Hosanna to the Son of David!‖ (Matt. 

21:9). When the apostles were concerned with establishing Jesus‘ messianic claims, they centered on 

Old Testament passages that mentioned David (Acts 1:16; 2:25), and argued that it was actually the 

Messiah who was intended (see Acts 2:29-31, 34-36, substituting ―Messiah‖ for ―Christ‖). (Lasor, 

page 691) 

 

In the second Epistle to Timothy, probably written by a disciple of Paul on his behalf, we are again 

exhorted to ―remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, a descendant of David‖ (ek spermatos 

David, literally ―from the seed of David‖) (2 Timothy 2:8). Another pseudonymous letter, attributed 

to Paul, makes the case even more forcefully that ―it is evident that our Lord was descended from 

Judah‖ (Hebrews 7:14). The Davidic claim is later reiterated in Mark and the book of Acts as well. 

(Isbouts, page 43) 

 

So the Pastor writes, ‗Remember Jesus Christ, risen from the dead, from the seed of David, as 

preached in my gospel‘ (II Tim. 2.8); and the Pauline Ignatius can write unashamedly, ‗For our God, 

Jesus the Christ, was conceived in the womb of Mary according to a dispensation, of the seed of 

David but also of the Holy Ghost‘ (Ephes. 18). (Goulder, page 102) 

Searched for confirmation from the Hebrew Scriptures 

Blind Bartimaeus addresses Jesus, ‗Son of David, pity me!‘ (Mark 10.47f), to everyone‘s amazement; 

and as Jesus enters Jerusalem the crowd cries, ‗Hosanna! Blessed be the coming kingdom of our 

father David!‘ (Mark 11:9f.). The angel Gabriel says of Jesus to Mary, ‗The Lord will give him the 

throne of his father David‘ (Luke 1.32). If Jesus is the son of David, then to Christians that means he 

is the Christ. It is obviously an important moment in Mark‘s Gospel when Peter says, ‗You are the 

Christ‘, even if Mark thinks that is only part of the truth (Mark 8.29). We cannot be sure if Peter said 

this during Jesus‘ lifetime: some later insights were afterwards read back into the time of the ministry, 

and it has often been suspected that Peter tumbled to this only after Jesus‘ death and resurrection. 

(Goulder, page 100) 

 

Mary is clearly established in Luke‘s Gospel as a native of Nazareth (Luke 1:26).
 
Matthew, however, 

equivocates on the issue. Throughout his Gospel, Matthew is deeply concerned about providing 

scriptural precedent for the words and deeds of Jesus so as to eliminate any doubt about Jesus‘ 

pedigree in the Hebrew Scriptures. His oft-used formula ―in fulfillment of the scriptures‖ is meant to 

establish that Jesus is a legitimate heir of the Covenant, and that he is the ―Anointed One,‖ the 

Messiah, of Davidic origin. 

Matthew had a very specific motive for doing this. The evangelist wrote in a time when early Judeo-

Christians found themselves ostracized from Jewish society, forbidden to participate in synagogue 

meetings, and sometimes even persecuted. The purpose of Matthew‘s use of scriptural symbolism is 

therefore to provide ―evidence‖ for the rehabilitation of Jesus, to establish his honor as a bona fide 

prophet, and to ―prove‖ that he is the Messiah. 

For this reason, it was essential that the birth of Jesus be located not in Mary‘s home town of 

Nazareth, but in Bethlehem. Only then could Jesus fulfill the prophecy of the prophet Micah (late 



Fulfilment 

32 

eighth century B.C.E.) that he ―who is to rule in Israel‖ shall come from Bethlehem (Micah 5:2). This 

prophecy is so pivotal to Matthew‘s story that the evangelist even quotes it in full (Matthew 2:6). He 

then refrains from providing any information about the birthplace of either Joseph or Mary, and 

simply states that Jesus ―was born in Bethlehem of Judea‖ (Matthew 2:1). Matthew then has the 

family make their home ―in a town called Nazareth‖ after the birth of Jesus, implying that neither 

parent had lived there before. (Isbouts, pages 26-27) 

 

Matthew‘s attempts to prove that Jesus actually is the Messiah of the Jews are rather obvious to 

careful readers of the Gospel. 

First, he makes it clear that Jesus was descended from David. ... That Jesus meets this basic 

requirement is shown in part by the genealogy which opens the Gospel of Matthew. The genealogy is 

artificially built up into three groups of fourteen generations, the whole construction being perhaps a 

kind of numerical acrostic on the name ―David.‖ The numerical value of the Hebrew letters in this 

name is fourteen. Thus the whole genealogy spells out thrice the name ―David.‖ 

That Jesus is the Son of David is repeatedly asserted by those who in this Gospel address him: two 

blind men ([Matthew] 9:27), a Canaanite woman (15:22), two blind men at Jericho (20:30, 31), the 

crowds (21:9), children (21:15). ... 

Secondly, [Matthew] stresses repeatedly that in Jesus the prophecies of the Old Testament find their 

fulfillment. His supernatural birth (1:22), incidents of his early life (2:5, 15, 17, 23), his ministry in 

Galilee (4:14), his work of healing (8:17), his desire to avoid publicity (12:17), the failure of his 

hearers to understand (13:14), his use of parables (13:35), his entry into Jerusalem (21:4), his betrayal 

(26:24), the desertion of his disciples (26:31), his arrest (26:54, 56), the use of the betrayal money 

(27:9) – all are said to have been predicted in the Old Testament. Whatever explanation one may give 

of Matthew‘s freedom in reproducing the text of the Old Testament, it is clear what his central aim is: 

to prove that Jesus is the Messiah of Jewish expectation. 

Thirdly, Jesus, the Messiah, is portrayed as fulfilling the role of the second Moses. ... In life 

experiences, teaching, and works, the parallels between Jesus and Moses are drawn out in some detail. 

(Blair, pages 55-57) 

 

It is remarkable that Matthew feels able to record more freely than the other Evangelists the use of the 

still more clearly nationalistic title ‗Son of David‘ with reference to Jesus (of the nine uses of the title 

in Matthew only 20:30-31 is shared with the other Synoptics). For Matthew and his Jewish readers the 

term would be full of historical and theological associations. 

It links Jesus more clearly even than the term ‗Christ‘ with the fulfilment of God‘s plans for his 

people Israel, and Matthew‘s emphasis on David in 1:1 and the following genealogy (and cf. 1:20) 

shows how much the term meant to him. (France, page 46) 

 

The idea of Jesus‘ Davidic lineage through Joseph is ... attested, for one thing, in the epistles of Paul, 

which as we have noted are among the oldest extant Christian texts, dating from the 50s C.E., only 

twenty years or so removed from the crucifixion. In the opening salutation of his letter to the Romans, 

for example, usually dated around 58 C.E., Paul states that Jesus ―was descended from David 

according to the flesh‖ (Romans 1:3). This statement is not further explained, which leads us to think 

that the community of Christians in Rome, whom Paul had not yet met, already held to this belief. ... 

It seems therefore reasonable to assume that very shortly after Jesus‘ crucifixion, and possibly during 

his lifetime, his followers believed that Jesus had Davidic blood in his veins as a result of the 

parentage of Joseph and was thus a member of the southern tribe of Judah. (Isbouts, page 43) 
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Christians applied ingenious reinterpretation 

The Jewish context in which the New Testament came to birth, significant though it was, is not what 

was distinctive or formative in the exegesis of the earliest believers. At the heart of their biblical 

interpretation is a Christology and a Christocentric perspective. C. F. D. Moule is certainly right when 

he insists: 

The Christians began from Jesus – from his known character and 

mighty deeds and sayings, and his death and resurrection; and with 

these they went to the scriptures, and found that God‘s dealings with 

his People and his intentions for them there reflected did, in fact, leap 

into new significance in the light of these recent happenings. Sooner 

or later this was to lead, through a definition of what God had done, 

to something like a definition of who Jesus was. (Birth of the New 

Testament, page 58, by C. F. D. Moule)  

(Longenecker, page 207) 

 

Paul himself attests to the strength of the royal tradition: if Jesus is the Christ, then he must be 

―descended from David according to the flesh,‖ and so, without troubling to argue the case, Paul 

states he was (Rom 1:3; cf. 15:12, quoting Is 11:10). 

Later, traditions evolved to support this view, and thus we find in the birth narratives of Matthew and 

Luke genealogies that ingeniously supply Jesus the Galilean with the correct messianic lineage. 

The original apostles revered this Davidic tradition. But they also revered their resurrected leader 

whom – unlike Paul and the later evangelists – they had personally known. Thus inhibited from 

providing Jesus with a messianic past, they conformed him to Davidic tradition by giving him a 

messianic future. Destroying the enemies of God, judging the nations, perhaps even renewing or 

rebuilding the Temple, gathering all the tribes of Israel – when Jesus came again, he would come the 

way the royal messiah was supposed to come. And he was coming very soon. (Fredriksen, Jesus, 

pages 141 – 142) 

 

In spite of Jesus‘ reservations about the term and the role it suggested, soon after his death the word 

Messiah became firmly attached to his name. ... It is evident that in early Christian vocabulary the title 

[―Messiah‖] was on the way to becoming a proper name, although its basic meaning seems not to 

have been quite forgotten. The term has outstripped all others in the history of the church as a 

designation for Jesus. 

It was acceptable to the first Christians, of course, only because its meaning had been reinterpreted by 

them. (Blair, page 53) 

 

The words ―Messiah‖ and ―Christ‖ have the same basic meaning. With reference to Jesus as the 

―Christ,‖ the New Testament writers identified him absolutely as the Jewish Messiah. As the terms 

develop in usage, ―Christ‖ takes on additional meanings. The Christian connotations become broader 

than those assigned to the historic Jewish ―Messiah.‖ (Lasor, page 689) 

 

Of course toward the end of the first century, when Luke composed these volumes, the church was 

largely Gentile, the Jewish nation utterly defeated by Rome, and Jerusalem in ruins. To have 

associated Jesus with contemporary Judaism would not have elevated him. Accordingly, the Judaism 

Luke most links Jesus to is the Judaism of the biblical past. But the idea of the messiah, or, to use the 

Greek term, the Christ, does not figure overmuch in biblical Judaism: it was a preoccupation of the 

politically and religiously turbulent Judaism of the inter-testamental period, the Judaism of the 
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Pharisees, Sadducees, and zealots – the Judaism, in other words, from which Luke has detached Jesus. 

How then does Luke define the term messiah when he so repudiates its original context? 

Luke first of all divests the term of its political content. Jesus‘ radical message of peace at any price, 

indeed his entire demeanor, excludes any traditional Jewish understanding of the messiah as a king of 

battles. Instead, incidents in Jesus‘ life, and especially his death and resurrection, provide new content 

which, Luke asserts, corresponds to predictions in scripture. (Fredriksen, Jesus, page 34) 

Impact on the Christians’ thinking 

The Christocentric perspective of the earliest Christians ... gave them a new understanding of the 

course of redemptive history and of their own place in it. ... All the Old Testament became part-and-

parcel of God‘s preparation for the Messiah. The Old Testament contained certain specific messianic 

predictions, but more than that it was ―messianic prophecy‖ and ―messianic doctrine‖ throughout 

when viewed from its intended and culminating focal point.  

(Footnote) At the turn of the century, W. J. Beecher pertinently observed: ―We have 

been taught that the prophets uttered predictions of a coming Deliverer; that these were 

fulfilled in the events of the life and mission of Jesus; and that this proves, first, that 

the prophets were divinely inspired, and second, that the mission of Jesus was divine.  

All this is true if rightly understood, but full of difficulty if we stop here. It is correct 

procedure, when correctly carried out, to select passages from the Old Testament in 

which specific facts are foretold concerning the Messiah, and then show, from history, 

that these marks characterized Jesus, that he is therefore the Christ, and that prediction, 

thus made and fulfilled, is a mark of supernatural knowledge, authenticating revealed 

religion. 

But if we go at it in this way we are liable to misconceive the terms we use in our 

reasoning. And we mislead ourselves if we imagine this to be an exhaustive study of 

messianic prophecy, or even of the much narrower subject, messianic prediction‖ (The 

Prophets and the Promise [1905], pp. 175f.). 

Beecher went on to insist: 

―Messianic prophecy is doctrine rather than prediction. The prophets were preachers. If there was 

some one messianic prediction which they repeated and unfolded from age to age, we should expect 

that they would present it in the form of a religious doctrine, for the practical benefit of the men of 

their times. ... As the biography of Jesus is really doctrine rather than biography, and is the heart of 

the apostolic Christian doctrine, so the prophetic forecast of the Messiah is doctrine rather than 

prediction, and is the heart of the religious teachings of the prophets. 

―Certainly we should treat their utterances as predictive; but this by itself is inadequate. They teach a 

doctrine concerning God‘s purpose with Israel, intelligible in each stage of Israel‘s history, so as to be 

the basis of religious and moral appeal for that age, but growing in fulness from age to age until it 

becomes the complete doctrine of the Messiah‖ (ibid., p. 177). (Longenecker, page 208) 

 

The written sources 

―What really happened‖ during Jesus‘ ministry is not recoverable from the evangelical descriptions of 

what happened. But by examining these descriptions in light of our knowledge of Jesus‘ historical 

context, we can establish with reasonable security what possibly happened, what probably happened, 

and what could not possibly have happened. (Fredriksen, Jesus, page 97) 

Matthew re-interpreted OT sources 
Luke agrees with Matthew that Mary was engaged to be married when the conception took place, but 

he emphasizes that it is a virginal conception by divine power. ... 

Luke, unlike Matthew, has no explicit reference to Isaiah 7:14. It is, however, implicitly present. 

Matthew 1:21 says that ―the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and 
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you are to name him Jesus.‖ Luke 1:31 says, ―You will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and 

you will name him Jesus.‖ But those are remarkably similar verses from two sources independent of 

one another. Both, however, are closely modelled on Isaiah 7:14 itself: ―The young woman is with 

child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.‖ Indeed, in the Greek, Luke is even closer 

than Matthew to Isaiah. 

Thus, with the substitution of Jesus for Immanuel, the common Christian tradition independently 

inherited by Matthew explicitly and by Luke implicitly derived the virginal conception from an 

interpretation of Isaiah 7:14. 

Clearly, somebody went seeking in the Old Testament for a text that could be interpreted as 

prophesying a virginal conception, even if such was never its original meaning. Somebody had 

already decided on the transcendental importance of the adult Jesus and sought to retroject that 

significance onto the conception and birth itself. It is not necessary, by the way, to presume that all 

early Christian traditions viewed Isaiah 7:14 as prophesying a virginal conception for Jesus. Indeed, it 

cannot be found anywhere outside that tradition independently known to Matthew and Luke and used 

only in their divergent infancy narratives. (Crossan, pages 17-18) 

 

The salient details of Matthew‘s narrative cannot be matched to Luke‘s. Here, Joseph and Mary‘s 

home town is Bethlehem, not Nazareth, so no device like Quirinius‘ census is needed to move the 

Holy Family to the messianically correct town in time for the birth. 

In a sense, Matthew has the opposite problem: how should he move Jesus from Bethlehem, which is 

in the south in Judea, back north to the Galilee, to Nazareth, where Jesus was known to have come 

from? To this end, Matthew introduces those episodes unique to his birth narrative: magi journeying 

from the East, who innocently tell Herod the Great of the birth of the King of the Jews; the family‘s 

flight into Egypt before Herod‘s slaughter of the male babies in Bethlehem; and, after Herod‘s death, 

the Holy Family‘s return from Egypt to settle in Nazareth. 

Matthew‘s birth narrative not only presents, in story form, the claim that Jesus is the messiah; it also 

provides the key to Matthew‘s theology and his strategy of evangelical composition. Matthew, like 

most early Christians and certainly the evangelists, believed that the scriptures had foretold Jesus‘ 

coming. But to an extent matched by no one else in the Christian canon, Matthew demonstrates his 

case by presenting narrative episodes explicitly constructed from biblical testimonies. Again and 

again he introduces or concludes an episode with the words, ―This took place to fulfill what the Lord 

had spoken through the prophet,‖ quoting directly from the Bible over sixty times in the course of his 

gospel. (Fredriksen, Jesus, pages 36-37) 

 

Both Matthew and Luke agree that Jesus was born in Bethlehem, a village south of Jerusalem in the 

Judean hills. But once again we are in mythology rather than history. In the Hebrew Scriptures at 1 

Samuel 17:12, ―David was the son of an Ephrathite of Bethlehem in Judah, named Jesse, who had 

eight sons.‖ But David was more than just a monarch from the past: he was, like Arthur, the once and 

future king. As waves of social injustice, foreign domination, and colonial exploitation swept over 

Jewish territory, people imagined a future Davidic leader who would bring back the peace and glory 

of a bygone age hallowed by longstanding nostalgia and suffused with Utopian idealism. Among the 

prophecies gathered into the book of Micah, a younger contemporary of Isaiah in the late eighth 

century B.C.E. but, unlike him, from the lower classes, there is this fervent hope in 5:2: 

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. 

That prophecy is explicitly cited by Matthew 2:6 in explaining why the Expected One, the Messiah or 

Christ or Anointed One, would be born at Bethlehem. He seems to take it for granted that Joseph and 

Mary had always been resident there and moved to Nazareth only after the birth of Jesus and flight 

into Egypt. (Crossan, pages 18-19) 
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The subject-matter of these chapters is, as the heading indicates, the beginning of Jesus‘ life. But a 

better description of their aim and contents would be ‗scriptural proofs of the Messiahship of Jesus‘. 

The genealogy concentrates on linking Jesus to David, whose ‗son‘ the Messiah was to be, and fits 

him into the whole development of God‘s purpose of salvation in the Old Testament. Then the 

remaining 31 verses, dealing with Jesus‘ birth and childhood, contain no less than five of Matthew‘s 

eleven formula-quotations, as well as a sustained parallel between the origins of Jesus and of Moses, 

and other allusions to Old Testament passages. 

The very deliberate scriptural orientation of Matthew in these chapters is seen when they are 

compared with the infancy narratives of Luke (1 – 2). Luke tells delightful stories, with living 

characters, in whom he is clearly interested for their own sake. He sets the scene for Jesus‘ life in the 

history and expectations of the Jewish people, provides a sketch of his family background, and gives 

us such meagre information as we possess on his growth as a child. Matthew, by contrast, provides 

merely the basic facts of Jesus‘ birth, the visit of the Magi, and his family‘s geographical movements, 

only so far as is needed to show the historical application of his chosen scriptural texts. Even the visit 

of the Magi, Matthew‘s most elaborate story, is in fact, as we shall see, carefully related to bring out 

the theme of Jesus‘ fulfilment of prophecy. His striking emphasis on geographical locations in chapter 

2 leads in each case directly to an appropriate Old Testament text. 

So obvious is Matthew‘s preoccupation with Scripture fulfilment in these chapters that it is sometimes 

suggested that the ‗facts‘ that he relates are themselves the product of his own imaginative study of 

the Scriptures (and, in Gundry‘s view, his free adaptation of an earlier form of the stories of Luke 1 - 

2), so that the virgin birth, the Magi, the flight to Egypt and the slaughter of the children are fictitious 

stories suggested to Matthew‘s lively imagination by the texts around which he relates them. This 

seems the more plausible when it is noted that none of the events recorded in chapter 2 is mentioned 

in the rest of the New Testament independently anywhere else, beyond the location of Jesus‘ birth in 

Bethlehem and his later residence in Nazareth, and the basic historical datum of Archelaus‘ 

succession to his father, Herod the Great. 

It cannot be maintained, however, that there is any improbability in the basic features of these stories 

in the light of the historical circumstances of the time. What we know of the cult of astrology, of 

Herod‘s character and his political vulnerability, and of the rule of Archelaus fits in well with 

Matthew‘s narrative, and the choice of Egypt as a place of refuge by a suspect Jewish family is 

entirely probable. It is in such details as the moving star and the angelic warnings, not in the outline of 

the stories themselves, that historians are likely to find difficulties. 

The suggestion that Matthew created these stories out of the Old Testament texts around which they 

are woven is not easy to maintain when it is noted that several of the Old Testament texts explicitly 

quoted are not ones which would naturally be associated with Messianic fulfilment. Indeed their 

character is such that it is hard to see why they should ever have been introduced into a Christian 

account of Jesus‘ origins unless the facts themselves suggested them. Hosea 11: 1 and Jeremiah 31:15 

(Matt. 2:15, 18) in particular have in themselves no obvious reference to Jesus, and there is no 

indication that either was interpreted Messianically at the time; and the ‗quotation‘ in Matthew 2:23 

does not appear in the Old Testament at all! (France, pages 74 – 76) 

 

The „formula-quotations‟. Ten times in Matthew we find the formula ‗This was to fulfil (or ‗then was 

fulfilled‘) what was spoken by the prophet, saying ...‘, after which comes a quotation from an Old 

Testament prophet (or, in one case, the Psalms). ... 

There has been much debate about the origin and function of these formula-quotations. Most scholars 

now regard them as Matthew‘s own contribution, rather than as traditional elements in the story of 

Jesus, and the study of their textual peculiarities indicates that behind them lies some quite original 

and sophisticated study of the Old Testament in order to discover points of correspondence much 

more subtle than the direct fulfilment of clear prophetic predictions. Sometimes the subtlety results in 

an application of the Old Testament text which is ‗to our critical eyes, manifestly forced and artificial 
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and unconvincing‘; but C. F. D. Moule, in a helpful discussion from which those words are taken, 

goes on to argue that this Vehicular use of Scripture ‗is a symptom of the discovery that, in a deeply 

organic way, Jesus was indeed the fulfiller of something which is basic in the whole of Scripture‘. In 

an article which concentrates on the four formula-quotations of chapter 2, I have suggested that what 

may seem to us an embarrassingly obscure and even irresponsible way of handling Scripture is in fact 

the outworking of a careful tracing of scriptural themes, which in different ways point to Jesus as the 

fulfiller not only of specific predictions, but also of the broader pattern of God‘s Old Testament 

revelation. (France, pages 42-43) 

 

Matthew‘s formula quotations are of quite another type than those so far treated. The differences 

between the LXX
B
, other LXX manuscripts and readings preserved in the younger Greek versions 

certainly contribute at times to the explanation of their form, but are by no means sufficient when it 

comes to dealing with the considerable differences which are found here. At times the closeness of the 

formula quotations to the M.T. is striking, but often they show deviations from all Greek, Hebrew and 

Aramaic types of text known to us, while at the same time they intermingle influences from these. 

(Stendahl, page 97) 

 

Matthew was writing in the late 70s, long after Mary‘s death (she would have been over 90). He 

knows hardly any stories about Jesus which did not come in Mark, but he constantly looks in Jesus‘ 

life for fulfilments of the Old Testament, which he knows in both Hebrew and Greek. It must have 

been a problem to many Christians how Jesus could have been Son of God; and Matthew found the 

answer in a prophecy of Isaiah, which read in the Greek: 

Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his name shall be 

called Emmanuel (Isa. 7.14). 

Three features combined to assure Matthew that this was the answer: first his conviction that the 

history of salvation was foretold in prophecy; second, the promise of a sign, which often means 

miracle, that a virgin girl should conceive; and third the name Emmanuel, which means God with us. 

The Hebrew word alma simply means a young woman, but the Greek word parthenos means a virgin 

girl, and it is this that makes the miracle, and so provides the answer – Jesus‘ father was God, and his 

mother Mary will have been a virgin at the time of his conception. Matthew is in a position to infer 

what must have happened, and he quotes the Isaiah verse, and the meaning of Emmanuel, to prove it 

(Matt. 1.18-25). Being rather a male chauvinist pig, he feels that God will have sent an angel to 

reassure Joseph; but no message to Mary herself will have been required. (Goulder, page 103) 

 

In Matthew 1:20-23: 

―Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, 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.‖ 

That cited prophet is Isaiah 7:14, and the original situation for the prophecy in 734 or 733 B.C.E. was a 

failed attempt to persuade Ahaz, king of the southern Jewish kingdom of Judah, which was under 

attack from the combined forces of Syria and the northern Jewish kingdom of Israel, to trust in God 

rather than appeal to the Assyrian emperor for assistance. Since Ahaz refused assurance of divine 

assistance, he received instead a prophecy of doom, in Isaiah 7:14-25. Before any ―young woman 

shall conceive and bear a son‖ and that child ―knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good‖ – 

that is, grows to maturity – both the two attacking kingdoms and Ahaz‘s own kingdom would lie 

devastated. God will indeed be ―Immanuel,‖ that is, ―God with him‖ – but in judgment, not salvation.  
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The prophecy in Isaiah says nothing whatsoever about a virginal conception. It speaks in Hebrew of 

an almah, a virgin just married but not yet pregnant with her first child. In the Greek translation of the 

Hebrew Scriptures the term almah was translated as parthenos, which in that context meant exactly 

the same thing – namely, a newly married virgin. 

Both Isaiah‘s Immanuel prophecy and Virgil‘s Fourth Eclogue looked to the short period between the 

birth and maturing of a child, but where the latter promised absolute peace, the former promised 

absolute devastation within that same short period of time. Matthew, in any case, read the prophecy of 

Isaiah as one of hope rather than despair and took its term virgin to apply not only to the prior state of 

the mother but to her continuing state even during and after conception. (Crossan, pages 16-17) 

 

Another major problem has to do with citing Isaiah 7:14 as a proof text for the virgin birth. The whole 

passage from Isaiah is worth noting, for it places the entire matter in the social and historical context 

of its times: 

Again the Lord spoke to Ahaz, saying, Ask a sign of the Lord your 

God; let it be deep as Sheol or high as heaven. . . . Then Isaiah said: 

―Hear then, O house of David! Is it so little for you to weary mortals, 

that you weary my God also? Therefore the Lord himself will give you 

a sign. Look, the young woman 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.‖ (Isaiah 

7:10-16) 

Looking at the whole passage makes the context clear. In 734 – 733 B.C., King Ahaz of Judah was 

faced with a serious crisis. He was confronted with a coalition of enemies. King Rezin of Aram had 

formed an alliance with King Pekah of Israel to attack the Southern Kingdom, Judah. Ensconced in 

the royal palace in Jerusalem, King Ahaz was rightfully concerned. He asked for a sign from God, and 

this the prophet Isaiah provided. That sign was that before a young woman could conceive and bear a 

child and before that child would reach the age when he could distinguish right from wrong, the two 

menacing kings will have backed down. The Hebrew word for ―young woman‖ is almah. Clearly the 

reference had to do with some event that would be forthcoming at the time of Ahaz and Isaiah. It was 

a way of saying that within a few years, the crisis will have disappeared, and that Ahaz should not be 

worried. It makes no sense whatsoever in context to think of a sign that would come true some seven 

hundred years later. That would have given King Ahaz no reassurance or comfort at all. 

The Hebrew word almah (a young woman who may or may not be physically a virgin) is translated in 

the Greek Septuagint as parthenos. This is a much more specific word, indicating a woman who is 

physically a virgin. Justin Martyr seized upon this Greek translation, ignoring the original Hebrew 

text, and proceeded to use this proof text. Matthew had made the same move earlier. (Wilson, page 

208) 

 

When turning to the N.T., an important factor is further added, namely the translation. If in its Hebrew 

form the O.T. text had already become the object of what we consider an over-ambitious revision and 

interpretation, the translation makes possible – we could almost say demands – an adaptation to the 

messianic understanding and application. Thus both dependence upon and freedom from the LXX 

translations are quite natural, but even in the cases in which the LXX, in the form most probably 

known to Matthew, would have served his purpose, Matthew follows his own way to a large extent. 

(Stendahl, page 196) 

 

While Mark and Luke are quite reserved in their explicit employment of biblical material, Matthew‘s 

use of Scripture is extensive and goes much beyond what has been called historico-grammatical 
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exegesis or even what we have seen of earlier Christian interpretation. Who would have suspected, for 

example – apart from a knowledge of Matthew‘s Gospel – that anything of messianic significance 

could be derived from (1) God‘s calling Israel‘s children out of Egypt, (2) Jeremiah‘s reference to 

Rachel weeping for her children in Rama, (3) a statement regarding the lands of Zebulun and 

Naphtali, or (4) the payment to Zechariah of thirty pieces of silver and his subsequent action of giving 

them to the potter. All of these might sound like familiar themes to those reared on the New 

Testament, but they would never have been guessed apart from Matthew‘s treatment. And any similar 

development of Old Testament themes today would be considered by most Christians to be quite 

shocking. The quotations within the Evangelist‘s editorial comments, therefore, are distinctive not 

only in their introductory formulae and their textual variations, but also in their oft-times surprising 

applications. 

In seeking to understand Matthew‘s use of the Old Testament, it is well to remind ourselves of a 

phenomenon in the First Gospel that has been frequently noted and variously explained: that many 

parallels between the life of Jesus and the early experiences of the nation Israel seem to lie inherent 

within the narrative of Matthew‘s Gospel, particularly in its earlier chapters. As even a cursory glance 

at a ―synopsis‖ of the Gospels reveals, Matthew‘s presentation in the first half (approximately) of his 

work varies noticeably from the order in Mark and Luke. The First Evangelist seems to be following a 

thematic arrangement of his material in the structuring of his Gospel. (Longenecker, pages 140-141) 

Matthew used pesher treatment 
In Isa 7:14 Isaiah says to Ahaz that God would give him a sign: the virgin (LXX: ho parthenos; MT: 

ha-almah) will give birth to a son, and will call his name Emmanuel; before that child knows the 

difference between right and wrong the two kings that Ahaz fears will no longer be a threat to him. 

The author of Matthew finds a further meaning for this passage: It is predictive of the virgin birth of 

Jesus, who is born of a ―virgin‖ (parthenos) and is named appropriately Emmanuel, ―God with us.‖ In 

other words, he interprets Isa 7:14 in pesher fashion, finding a second, eschatological meaning for this 

text. (If he were citing the Hebrew text, the author‘s interpretation would not be as possible, since the 

Hebrew almah means ―young woman‖ but not necessarily ―virgin,‖ as the Greek term parthenos 

does.) (http://www.abu.nb.ca/courses/NewTestament/Hebrews/OTinNT.htm)  

 

 

The Qumran community interpreted certain prophetic books in pesher fashion; individual passages 

were cited and then an eschatological interpretation was offered, in which the claim is made that the 

text had been fulfilled in some recent event or would be fulfilled in the near future. The fact that 

Qumran community viewed themselves as the objects of God‘s eschatological mercy meant that a 

prophetic text was to be interpreted as predicting events relating to the history of the community, 

especially in relation to the Teacher of Righteousness. 

(http://www.abu.nb.ca/courses/NewTestament/Hebrews/OTinNT.htm) 

 

 

Pesher interpretation seeks to uncover an eschatological (including messianic) meaning for an Old 

Testament text that is not originally eschatological (or messianic) in meaning. The interpreter begins 

with two assumptions: that his time is that of eschatological fulfillment and that some Old Testament 

texts have an eschatological reference that remains hidden until the eschaton. 

(The name pesher derives from the common practice of interpreters at Qumran to introduce their 

interpretations of the Old Testament with the Hebrew term pesher, which means ―interpretation.‖). 

(http://www.abu.nb.ca/courses/NewTestament/Hebrews/OTinNT.htm) 

 

Here and there in the literature on DSS, there are hints as to the relevance of the scrolls for the 

quotations in the N.T. 

http://www.abu.nb.ca/courses/NewTestament/Hebrews/OTinNT.htm
http://www.abu.nb.ca/courses/NewTestament/Hebrews/OTinNT.htm
http://www.abu.nb.ca/courses/NewTestament/Hebrews/OTinNT.htm
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B. J. Roberts finds one of the closest parallels to the pesher type of exposition just in the N. T., where 

it is labelled ―fulfilment of prophecy‖. The apocalyptic idea of fulfilment and the actualizing of 

prophecy constitutes to him the link between DSH and the N.T. He is not concerned with the problem 

of deviations in the N.T. quotations. As we shall try to prove, these very deviations constitute the 

substantial similarity between those two texts, and in both texts the deviations may be considered 

typical for the pesher. ... 

We have found it to be a constant feature of apocalyptic style not to quote Scriptures literally. The 

deviations both in DSH and in the N.T. from texts known to us could therefore be taken just as such 

free renderings, but in both cases the freedom was not merely a matter of looseness. ... 

On the contrary, the rendering of the texts was the result of a detailed study of the texts proper. We 

therefore venture to make it our hypothesis that in the formula quotations the biblical text is treated in 

somewhat the same manner as in the DSH quotations. ...  

It is worth asking whether Matthew‘s formula quotations have not certain features in common with 

DSH‘s method of using Scripture. (Stendahl, pages 194-196: The pesher and Matthew‘s formula 

quotations.) 

 

One of the scrolls discovered at Qumran seems to have great significance for the citations in Matthew. 

Just as Matthew‘s formula quotations are expressly interpreted as fulfilled by the words or deeds of 

Jesus, so the Habakkuk Commentary (DSH) applies the first two chapters of Habakkuk verse by verse 

to the Teacher of Righteousness and the events which surround him. These references are introduced 

by the words . . . [Hebrew words], ―its interpretation bears on . . .‖, or similar expressions. (Stendahl, 

page 183: The formula quotations of Matthew and the Habakkuk Commentary from Qumran — The 

pesher manner of quoting Scripture.) 

 

The eleven Matthean quotations, I would suggest, should be understood as pesher treatments of the 

Old Testament. (Longenecker, pages 142, 143)
1
 

Matthew’s method of citing Micah 
Matthew referenced Jesus‘ birth to the prophecy at Micah 5:2, not Luke, as implied in the Awake 

article. 

(Matthew 2:1-7, 9, 11) 

After Jesus had been born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod 

the king, look! astrologers from eastern parts came to Jerusalem, saying: 

―Where is the one born king of the Jews? For we saw his star when we 

were in the east, and we have come to do him obeisance.‖ 

At hearing this King Herod was agitated, and all Jerusalem along with 

him; and on gathering together all the chief priests and scribes of the 

people he began to inquire of them where the Christ was to be born. 

They said to him: ―In Bethlehem of Judea; for this is how it has been 

written through the prophet,  

‗And you, O Bethlehem of the land of Judah, are by no means the most 

insignificant city among the governors of Judah; for out of you will 

come forth a governing one, who will shepherd my people, Israel.‘ ― 

                                                      
1
 Even though Longenecker does not include Matthew 2:6 in his list of quotations from the Old Testament, since 

he limits his investigation to quotations where Matthew includes editorial comments, nevertheless his 

conclusion regarding Matthew‘s method of Pesher fulfillment is relevant. The citation at Matthew 2:6 is placed 

in the mouths of the magi, and is not presented directly as a comment by Matthew. 
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Then Herod secretly summoned the astrologers and carefully ascertained 

from them the time of the star‘s appearing. … 

They went their way; and, look! the star they had seen when they were in 

the east went ahead of them, until it came to a stop above where the 

young child was. … When they went into the house they saw the young 

child with Mary its mother. 

 

 

Micah 5:2, NWT Matthew 2:6, NWT 

And you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, 

the one too little to get to be among the 

thousands of Judah, 

from you there will come out to me the one who 

is to become ruler in Israel, whose origin is 

from early times, from the days of time 

indefinite. 

And you, O Bethlehem of the land of Judah, 

are by no means the most insignificant city 

among the governors of Judah; 

for out of you will come forth a governing one, 

who will shepherd my people, Israel. 

 

The text cited [in Matthew] differs considerably from the Hebrew and other known versions of Micah 

5:2. 

The ancient name of Bethlehem, Ephrathah, is replaced by a currently recognizable term, in the land 

of Judah (differentiating it from Bethlehem in Galilee, Josh. 19:15, but more significantly 

emphasizing Jesus‘ origin from the royal tribe). 

Micah‘s statement of Bethlehem‘s insignificance is reversed by the addition of by no means, and the 

‗thousands‘ (or clans) of Judah become its rulers. 

The following description of the one who shall come is a paraphrase of the rest of Micah 5:2, with an 

allusion to the shepherd theme in v. 4 (poimaino, govern in RSV, means ‗to shepherd‘), but its actual 

words are drawn from 2 Samuel 5:2, the description of David‘s role as shepherd of Israel. 

Not all these changes involve much difference in Hebrew (‗are little to be‘ could become are by no 

means least by the substitution of l‘hyyt for lhywt, and rulers is a legitimate translation of the same 

Hebrew consonants as for ‗thousands‘ or ‗clans‘, ‗lpy), but taken together they show clearly that 

Matthew is quoting freely, in such a way as to point out the application of the text. (France, page 88) 

These are the verses referred to above: 

Micah 5:4, NWT 2 Samuel 5:1 – 2, NWT 

And he will certainly stand and do shepherding 

in the strength of Jehovah, in the superiority of 

the name of Jehovah his God. And they will 

certainly keep dwelling, for now he will be 

great as far as the ends of the earth. 

All the tribes of Israel came to David at Hebron 

and said: ― … Jehovah proceeded to say to you, 

‗You yourself will shepherd my people Israel, 

and you yourself will become leader over 

Israel.‘ 
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Stendahl, page 99 

Matthew differs entirely from both the M.T. and the LXX, with the latter of which Matthew has only 

six words in common. It is a composite quotation or rather a citation from Micah supported by a 

similar expression from 2 Sam. 5:2, a text connected with Davidic claims. The reference to the 

prince‘s function as a shepherd, which is expressed in this composite verse, is, however, found in 

Micah 5:3, though there expressed in other words. It agrees with rabbinic tradition that the word is put 

into the mouths of the scribes, for the Micah text belonged to Jewish sayings of messianic 

interpretation. (Stendahl, page 99) 

Luke 
From a strictly historical perspective, however, there is a growing consensus that Mary did not 

journey to Bethlehem in Judea as Luke would have us believe. 

The reasons are legion, but one stands out: such an arduous journey would have been unthinkable for 

a young, first-time mother in her last trimester. No sane individual, certainly not her husband, would 

have wished to impose the dangers and discomfort of such a five-day trek on her — least of all 

because, even if Luke is correct and there was a census, her presence would not have been required. It 

was the man, the head of the household, who went to be registered, not his wife. 

The inevitable conclusion is that Jesus was probably born in Nazareth, either in Joseph‘s home or that 

of his parents. Bruce Chilton, author of Rabbi Jesus, has suggested an interesting variant of this 

possibility: namely, that Mary gave birth in a small hamlet located not more than two hours‘ walk 

from Nazareth, called, of all things, ―Bethlehem in Galilee.‖ The idea that Mary could have gone to 

this village seems eminently plausible. Since the pregnancy was under a moral cloud, and possibly 

illegitimate, Mary would have preferred to give birth far away from the sneering stares of her 

neighbors. Perhaps her family had relatives in Bethlehem. And if this was indeed the case, then it is 

entirely possible (though not yet proven) that a stay in Bethlehem in Galilee could have inspired the 

tradition of Jesus being born in Bethlehem in Judea. (Isbouts, page 60) 
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We meet the dual sonship again in Luke‘s writing. In Luke 1-2 the evangelist makes it quite clear that 

he thinks that Mary was a virgin mother, and that Jesus‘ conception was from the Holy Spirit, and not 

from Joseph. But at the same time he [Luke] can put a sermon in Paul‘s mouth in which it is said: 

[God] raised up David to be their king . . . Of this man‘s seed God has 

brought to Israel a Saviour, Jesus, as he promised . . . What God 

promised to the fathers, this he has fulfilled to us their children by 

raising Jesus; as also it is written in the second psalm, Thou art my 

Son, today I have begotten thee (Acts 13.22f, 32f.). 

Luke has carried over the Pauline teaching of Rom. 1.3f.: Jesus‘ literal, human descent from David, 

and his designation as God‘s Son by the resurrection, citing Ps. 2.7 for the purpose. 

People sometimes wish to think that the human descent came through Mary rather than through 

Joseph; but it should be noticed that this is excluded by the use of the phrase from the seed of David in 

both passages. (Goulder, pages 100-102) 

John 
[John 7:]40 Some of the multitude therefore, when they heard these 

words, said, This is of a truth the prophet. 41 Others said, This is the 

Christ. But some said, What, doth the Christ come out of Galilee? 42 
2
Hath not the scripture said that the Christ cometh of the seed of 

David, and from Bethlehem, the village where David was? 43 So 

there arose a division in the multitude because of him. 44 And some 

of them would have taken him; but no man laid hands on him. 

As throughout [John chapter 7], there is division over Christ‘s words. ... John returns to the opinions 

of the multitude. Some of them were impressed by Jesus‘ words, so much that they affirmed Him to 

be ―the prophet‖, i.e. the prophet of Deut. 18:15. ... Evidently there was a considerable section of the 

                                                      
2
 2 S. vii. 12 ff.; Mic. v. 2. 

Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of 

Nazareth, into Judea, to David‘s city, which is called 

Bethlehem … with Mary … heavy with child. (Luke 

2:4-5 NWT)
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Jews who looked for the prophet‘s appearance. ... Others in the multitude took the further step of 

seeing in Jesus none less than the Christ. 

But the first group (or perhaps a third group) countered with a question as to the origin of the Christ. 

Their question is so phrased as to expect the answer ―No‖. It was agreed that the Christ did not come 

from Galilee (in v. 52 it is accepted that not even a prophet came from Galilee; how much less then 

the Christ?). ... 

The objectors back up their case with an appeal to the Bible. ―The scripture‖ usually refers to a 

specific passage, but there is no place where the Old Testament says precisely this. It seems that here 

it is the general tenor of several Old Testament passages that is in mind (e.g. I Sam. 20:6; II Sam. 

7:12ff.; Ps. 89:3f.; Mic. 5:2, etc.). 

The expectation shows that the [Babylonian] Exile was not held to have put an end to the possibilities 

of the Davidic line. In due course, when God sent His Messiah, He would be of that line, and, indeed, 

come from the very town of Bethlehem. 

Incidentally the description of Bethlehem as ―the village where David was‖ rather overstates the case. 

David was born there and grew up there, but after he left Bethlehem we have no record of his 

returning at any time. Nearly all of the significant events of his life took place elsewhere. It is not 

without its interest that these members of the crowd could cite such scriptures spontaneously. There 

must have been some quite strong messianic expectations, such that messianic predictions were 

eagerly sought out. (Morris, John, pages 428-429) 

Contradictions 

Birth narratives 
One of the many signs that Matthew and Luke did not know each other‘s work is that they produced 

such different accounts of the birth of Jesus. Taken together by later readers, these two Gospels 

created the wonderful iconography of Christmas. But they contribute clashing elements to the scene. 

Matthew gives us the flight into Egypt, the slaughter of the innocents, and the Magi. Luke gives us 

rejection at an inn, the angels and shepherds, and the presentation in the Temple. Neither one can be 

relying on eyewitnesses – how could the evangelists know what Joseph was dreaming, or Herod was 

scheming, or Simeon was singing? A naive early attempt to save the historicity of the narratives was 

to assume that Joseph and Mary had told the evangelists‘ sources what happened. According to this 

theory, Joseph must be the source for Matthew‘s Gospel, in which he plays the leading role, and Mary 

must be Luke‘s ultimate source. ... 

If family tradition, in some form, is supposed to be the authenticator of the narratives, why did Jesus‘ 

family doubt his mission and identity (Mk 3.12, 3.13, Jn 7.5)? If relatives had known the miraculous 

nature of his origin, they would have been his enthusiastic supporters, not his critics and foes. 

A documentary approach to the birth narratives makes no sense. As was earlier noted, the Gospels are 

built ―backward‖ from the basic Kerygma, as Paul reported it, that ―Messiah died for our sins, in 

accord with the Sacred Writings, that he was buried, that he arose on the third day, in accord with the 

Sacred Writings.‖ That is the basic meaning of Jesus. The evangelists preface this with oral accounts 

that have accumulated from Jesus‘ earthly ministry, dating that public ministry back to Jesus‘ baptism 

by John. Matthew and Luke preface that with the Messianic signs of Jesus‘ birth, presenting 

symbolically the meaning of Jesus‘ appearance among humans. They show the event in a blaze of 

scriptural signs. 

In this way, the birth narratives make up ―bookends‖ with the Passion and Resurrection narratives. 

The birth narratives look both ways, backward to foreshadowings in Jewish history, and forward to 

the climax of the Jesus story. Motifs from the Passion and Resurrection are seen as present from the 

beginning – the opening toward the Gentiles (Magi at the beginning, the centurion at the end), the 

suffering of innocents (children at the beginning, Jesus at the end), unwilling testimony from foes 

(Herod at the beginning, Pilate at the end), portents in a dream (first Joseph‘s, then that of Pilate‘s 

wife). (Wills, Gospels, pages 61-62) 
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On the surface, then, Luke and Matthew created completely different infancy stories about Jesus, the 

former composing, with emphasis on the mothers, a detailed comparison between Jesus and John as 

the consummation of the Old Testament, the latter composing, with emphasis on the fathers, a 

detailed comparison between Jesus and Moses as the pinnacle of the Old Testament. But on a more 

profound level they adopted exactly the same strategy. The past was used to ground the present and 

found the future, but in the process Jesus became incomparably greater than any predecessor on which 

he was being modeled. 

That similarity in general procedure was not coincidental but represented divergent examples of an 

even earlier Christian tradition, that of searching the scriptures as foundational, and not just 

apologetical or polemical, texts to understand Jesus, his movement, his destiny, and the lives and 

hopes of his first followers. Other and more specific examples of that search can be seen behind three 

incidents that Matthew and Luke have in common and that must therefore have preceded their own 

individual compositions: the virginal conception, the Davidic ancestry, and the Bethlehem birth of 

Jesus. (Crossan, pages 15-16) 

 

The key question, then, is not just what Matthew and Luke tell us about the mode, place, and time of 

Jesus‘ birth but, more pointedly, why they tell us anything at all. What are those infancy stories 

supposed to do? They are not so much the first chapters of Jesus‘ life, from which other chapters 

about the rest of his infancy and youth have been, as it were, hidden or lost, as they are overtures, 

condensed intertwinings of the dominant themes in the respective gospels to which they serve as 

introduction and summary. And, of course, since those gospels have separate and distinct visions of 

Jesus‘ adult life, so must they also have separate and distinct visions of his infancy-as-overture. That 

explains, at least in general, what strikes the careful reader immediately – namely, the differences 

between those twin accounts and the difficulties in integrating them into a single coherent and 

consecutive version. Luke alone, for example, has the shepherds and the angels, the inn and the 

manger, the earlier presentation and the later finding in the Temple, while Matthew alone has Herod 

and the Magi, the slaughter of the innocents, and the flight into Egypt. (Crossan, pages 4-5) 

 

Even though the Nativity narratives in Matthew and Luke diverge on key points, it seems that they – 

each in their own way – try to establish three salient ideas about the Young Jesus: 

1. Jesus, through his father Joseph, was of the house of David, and therefore a bona fide 

pretender to the title of Messiah; 

2. Jesus was conceived before his parents Mary and Joseph entered wedlock; 

3. Jesus‘ conception occurred as a result of the intercession of the Holy Spirit, to substantiate 

Luke‘s claim that Jesus will be called ―the Son of the Most High,‖ the recipient of ―the throne 

of his ancestor David.‖ 

Of all of these themes, only the first, the claim that Jesus was of the House of David, is echoed 

elsewhere in the New Testament. The other two appear only in the Nativity cycles of Matthew and 

Luke and, once dispensed with, never reappear anywhere else in these two Gospels. (Isbouts, pages 

42-43) 

 

Matthew indicated that shortly after the birth of Jesus, the family fled into Egypt to avoid the wrath of 

Herod the Great. This, however, seems to be an artificial device so as to allow Jesus‘ family 

eventually to return from Egypt. Thus Matthew could feel comfortable applying Hosea‘s saying to 

Jesus: ―Out of Egypt have I called my son‖ (Matthew 2:15 quoting Hosea 11:1). The prophet Hosea 

clearly meant Israel as God‘s son, referring to the Exodus of the Israelites out of Egypt, but here 

Matthew applied it directly to Jesus. ...  

Writing early in the second century and likely without knowing the Gospel of Matthew, Luke 

recorded a very different tradition. Shortly after the birth of Jesus, his family returned to Jerusalem, 
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directly into the heart of the lion‘s lair — the exact opposite of what Matthew would have us accept. 

... 

The gospels are inconsistent. We cannot, for instance, reconcile both Matthew‘s and Luke‘s accounts 

of what happened immediately after the birth of Jesus. We cannot have Jesus‘ family both going to 

Jerusalem, to Herod‘s stronghold, while simultaneously fleeing into Egypt away from Herod‘s 

influence. Siding with Luke on this matter, most scholars today interpret Matthew‘s flight into Egypt 

either as symbolic or highly artificial. (Wilson, pages 66, 67) 

Genealogies 
To the Jewish world in which Matthew belonged [genealogy] was a matter of importance, as a glance 

at the numerous genealogies of the Old Testament makes clear. But Matthew is not merely 

conforming to Jewish literary convention. The way he presents his genealogy shows that it introduces 

several important strands into his presentation of Jesus as the Messiah. 

1. It places Jesus fully in line with the history of Old Testament Israel, as one famous name after 

another reminds the reader of the forward movement of God‘s saving purpose. 

2. By organizing that history into a regular scheme of three groups of fourteen generations, it 

indicates that the time of preparation is now complete, and that in Jesus the time of fulfilment 

has arrived. 

3. By tracing Jesus‘ descent through the royal line of Judah, it stakes his claim to the title ‗King 

of the Jews‘ 

4. It establishes his status as ‗son of David‘, not only by emphasizing David‘s place in the 

genealogy, but, perhaps, by a play on the name of David in the use of the number fourteen. 

5. The mention of certain ‗irregularities‘ in the ancestry of the royal line of Judah serves to 

counter objections to the manner of Jesus‘ birth. The genealogy is thus a vital part of the 

conception of Matthew‘s introductory section. It is ‗a resume of salvation history, of God‘s 

way with Israel‘. (France, pages 76-77) 

 

Luke‘s version of the genealogy of Jesus (Luke 3:23 – 38) differs considerably from that of Matthew, 

not only in that it goes further back (to ‗Adam, the son of God‘, thus putting Jesus in the context of 

the whole human race, not just the Jewish nation), but in the names it includes. From Abraham to 

David there is close agreement, but from David the two lists diverge, as Matthew follows the line of 

succession to the throne of Judah from Solomon, whereas Luke‘s list goes through Nathan, another 

son of David, and converges with Matthew‘s only for the two names of Shealtiel and Zerubbabel until 

Joseph is reached. That either Matthew or Luke simply invented the names he records is neither 

consistent with their known concern for detail, nor is there any obvious motive for it. (France, page 

77) 

 

[Matthew 1:]16. Joseph‘s father according to Luke 3:23 was Eli. Jacob was presumably his adoptive 

father, or, if we are right in seeing Matthew‘s as the list of the throne succession, a relative to whom 

Joseph ‗succeeded‘ in the absence of a son of his own. After Joseph the regular formula ‗begat‘ 

(egenneseri) is dropped, and Joseph is listed simply as the husband of Mary, of whom (the Greek 

pronoun is unambiguously feminine) Jesus was born (egennethe, passive). This new phraseology 

makes it clear that Matthew does not regard Jesus as Joseph‘s son physically, and vv. 18—25 will 

explain this at length. The genealogy is thus clearly intended to be that of Jesus‘ ‗legal‘ ancestry, not 

of his physical descent. (France, pages 79-80) 

 

[Matthew 1:1-17] is the first example of Matthew‘s tendency to arrange his material in groups, 

usually of three or seven. The genealogy is arranged in three groups of twice-seven. (In fact the first 
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and last groups contain only thirteen generations; Matthew‘s observation here is theological rather 

than statistical!) 

One purpose is certainly to highlight two essential turning-points in the history of Israel, and of the 

Davidic line: the accession of David to kingship, and the loss of that kingship at the Babylonian exile; 

now in the coming of Jesus, son of David, that kingship is to reach its appointed goal. The rounded 

symmetry of the scheme indicates that the period of preparation is now complete. 

But there may well be a further nuance in that the numerical values of the Hebrew letters of the name 

David add up to fourteen (D = 4, W = 6, D = 4). (France, page 80) 

 

Matthew does refer to Joseph and even offers an extended genealogy, but this follows the largely 

symbolic formula, often used in the Old Testament, of establishing an august pedigree for the lead 

protagonist of a story. The purpose of creating such a birth list was to anchor him (or her) within the 

continuous narrative of Scripture and legitimize the historical role he (or she) was about to play. In 

Genesis, for example, Terah, Abraham‘s father, is traced back to Shem, the son of Noah (Gen. 11:10-

26). In Matthew‘s text, Joseph is traced to the house of David, a prerequisite for any potential 

Mashiach or Messiah, and ultimately back to Abraham (Matthew 1:1-16) To further illustrate the 

perfect symmetry of God‘s plan, Matthew makes the point that fourteen generations separate 

Abraham and David; fourteen generations lie between David and the Babylonian Exile; and fourteen 

generations again separate the Exile from Jesus, the ―Messiah‖ (Matthew 1:17). Once again this 

argument is rooted in allegory, for fourteen is the symbolic number often associated with the name of 

David. (Isbouts, pages 25-26) 

 

Luke limits his information about Joseph to the fact that he was ―of the house of David‖ (Luke 1:26-

27). Later in the narrative, however, Luke also presents a detailed patrilineal genealogy of Jesus, 

although his birth list is markedly different from Matthew‘s. Joseph is identified as ―the son of Heli, 

son of Matthat,‖ followed by a list of over fifty generations, which end with Adam; most of the names 

mentioned are otherwise unknown and probably legendary (Luke 3:23-38). (Isbouts, page 26) 

 

Neither genealogy gives us any explicit clue as to where Joseph‘s residence might be, though 

Matthew implies that both Mary and Joseph originally lived in Bethlehem. Only John, writing several 

decades after the synoptic Gospels, specifically states that Joseph was ―from Nazareth,‖ but he offers 

no further details (John 1:45). (Isbouts, page 26) 

 

Given the symbolic significance of the whole birth narrative, the genealogy will not offer the kind of 

evidence that a birth certificate must verify. The lineage is more heraldic, to indicate the kind of 

heritage that can produce the heroic nature of its bearer. ... The artificial arrangement of the 

generations in Matthew – three groups of fourteen ancestors – is meant as a shorthand history of the 

whole Jewish people, leading to its fulfillment in Jesus. The neat divisions confirm that Matthew is 

writing for schoolroom presentation. According to this schematic (and mnemonic) history, ―exactly 

fourteen biological generations separated such crucial moments in salvation history as the call of 

Abraham, the accession of David, the Babylonian exile, and the coming of the Messiah.‖
3
 

The most interesting things about Matthew‘s genealogy are (1) the large and unusual role played by 

descent through a woman, and (2) the fact that the four women chosen to play such a leading part 

were all of an ambiguous status. To put it more bluntly, they were not types that proper Victorians 

would boast of in their bloodline. They are 

1. Tamar, a pretended prostitute who seduces her father-in-law (Genesis 38.15-25) 

                                                      
3
 Raymond E. Brown, S.S., The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in Matthew and 

Luke, new updated edition (Doubleday, 1993), page 74 
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2. Rahab, an actual prostitute (Joshua 2.1) 

3. Ruth, a Moabite (Ruth 1.4) and therefore ―unclean‖ 

4. Bathsheba, the object of David‘s adultery (2 Samuel 11.4) 

Though these women were not all sinners, there was something improper in their history – yet good 

came from each of their couplings. Tamar continued Judah‘s line, Rahab helped Israel reach the 

Promised Land, Ruth aided in the conquest of Jericho, and Bathsheba bore Solomon, the son of 

David. ... 

Tamar was a Canaanite (or perhaps an Aramean), Rahab was a Canaanite, Ruth was a Moabite, and 

Bathsheba was married to a Hittite – so she is referred to in the genealogy not by her own name, but 

as ―the wife of Uriah,‖ to keep the Gentile common denominator to the fore. (Wills, Gospels, pages 

64-66) 

 

Even the more normal descent through the males is irregular in Matthew‘s list. Brown suggests that 

this is done to include representatives of all twelve tribes, since the Messiah would restore them all – a 

fact that Jesus affirms in his choice of the Twelve to follow him (Mt. 19.28). 

Jesus is Abraham‘s son not through the older Ishmael but through 

Isaac. Jesus is Isaac‘s son not through the first-born Esau but through 

Jacob. Among the twelve sons of Jacob, it is from Judah, the fourth 

son, that Jesus is derived, for to Judah was promised the eternal 

scepter. Yet the brothers of Judah are not forgotten by Matthew, since 

Jesus is related to the whole of Israel.
4
 

But was Jesus in fact born from David‘s line? That was a royal line, and there is nothing royal about 

the circumstances of Jesus‘ upbringing.  

If Joseph and Jesus were Davidids, they must have belonged to a 

lateral branch of the family rather than to the direct royal lineage. 

There is not the slightest indication in the accounts of the ministry of 

Jesus that his family was of ancestral nobility or royalty. If Jesus were 

a dauphin, there would have been none of the wonderment about his 

pretensions. He appears in the Gospels as a man of unimpressive 

background from an unimportant village.
5
 

Yet Brown, like a majority of New Testament scholars, believes that Jesus was in fact descended from 

David, albeit by an obscure branch. (Wills, Gospels, pages 66-67) 

 

Matthew seems to have based his entire genealogy on this historical fact of Jesus‘ Davidic descent. 

The very organization of ancestors into three groups of fourteen is probably based on the name of 

David. ... The common Jewish practice of gematria (number symbolism in a name, as at Revelation 

13.18) is widely accepted as the basis of the genealogy‘s shape. By the rules of gematria, ―David‖ has 

three consonants in Hebrew, and their numerical value adds up to fourteen – whence the three sets of 

fourteen names in the genealogy. Besides, David‘s name is the fourteenth in Matthew‘s list. 

In a genealogy of 3 x 14, the one name with three consonants and a 

value of fourteen is also placed in the fourteenth spot. When one adds 

that this name is mentioned immediately before the genealogy and 

twice at its conclusion, and that it is honored by the title King, 

                                                      
4
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coincidence becomes effectively ruled out. The name David is the key 

to the pattern of Matthew‘s genealogy.
6
 

(Wills, Gospels, page 68) 

 

The genealogies in Matthew and Luke differ. They date the birth of Jesus differently, one to the reign 

of Herod the Great who died in 4 B.C., the other to a census in Judea in A.D. 6. They differ on the 

visitors, whether shepherds or wise men. And they diverged on what happened immediately after the 

birth, whether the family escaped into Egypt to avoid Herod‘s wrath or whether they headed up to 

Jerusalem as required by Jewish law for purification, circumcision, and the redemption of the 

firstborn. 

Differences weren‘t the only problem. There was a far greater one. Both narratives contain 

genealogies, tracing Jesus‘ ancestry through Joseph, his father, back to King David. That lineage was 

needed to establish Jesus‘ potential claim to be a Davidic Messiah. Without descent from David, a 

messianic claim could not be defended. Alongside these genealogies, however, both Matthew and 

Luke presented their respective versions of the virgin birth. These accounts both postulate the view 

that Joseph was not Jesus‘ father. Rather the Holy Spirit was. This immediately creates a tremendous 

problem. What, then, are we supposed to make of these genealogies and the supposed descent from 

David? These are thrown into question. The virgin birth narratives destroy the value of these 

genealogies. If Jesus‘ father is not Joseph, why present genealogies that claim he was the link back to 

David? It is difficult to imagine how belief in a virgin birth can be at all reconciled with Jesus as a 

Davidic Messiah. The virgin birth story cancels out the possibility of a descent from David since it 

makes the lineage completely bogus. (Wilson, page207) 

 

What then about the son of David? Matthew starts with that: ‗The book of the genealogy of Jesus 

Christ the son of David ...‘ (1.1); and he provides a genealogy going back to Abraham - fourteen 

names from Abraham to David, fourteen from David to the exile, fourteen from the exile to Jesus. But 

the last step in the line is a shuffle: ‗... Jacob the father of Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom Jesus 

was born, who is called Christ‘ (1.16). So Jesus is not the physical son of David at all; he is legally 

son of Joseph, and so adopted son of David. Luke adopts exactly the same strategy: he gives seventy-

seven ancestors of Jesus, right back to Adam, but the crucial link at the beginning is faulted - ‗Jesus, 

when he began his ministry, was about thirty years of age, being the son (as was supposed) of Joseph . 

..‘ (3.23). Physically, say both evangelists, he was God‘s Son, legally Joseph‘s. 

It is noticeable that Matthew and Luke supply very different lists of ancestors. Matthew takes the line 

down from David through Solomon and the line of kings of Judah; Luke takes it through Nathan, 

Solomon‘s elder brother and supposedly the prophet. They come together with Shealtiel and 

Zerubbabel, but again diverge, Matthew with twelve, Luke with twenty-one names between Shealtiel 

and Joseph. Luke‘s names often sound as if they come from the Old Testament: Levi, Simeon, Judah, 

Joseph in succession, like the patriarchs; Amos, Nahum, like the prophets; Eli, Matthat, Levi, like the 

priests. In the third century people sometimes thought that the names were symbolic, to indicate that 

Jesus was king, priest, prophet, etc.; and one of the Fathers, Julius Africanus, writes a preposterous 

reconstruction to prove they were wrong, and that Luke and Matthew can be reconciled. 

Matthew and Luke have provided a brilliant, and lasting, solution to the two problems (How can Jesus 

have been the Son of God? How can he at the same time have been the son of David?). We may 

notice that neither of them takes the physical line back through Mary, since, on their biological theory, 

this would not have worked; but Luke, who is not an MCP [Male Chauvinist Pig], thinks that God 

would have had the courtesy to inform Mary of what was happening. The weakness of their solution 

is that it is not orthodox. Paulines believed, and in time the church put into its creed, that Christ was 

an eternal being (God of God . . . ); but on their account he came into existence when the Holy Spirit 
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came upon Mary, in 1 BC. So if one looks too closely, Matthew and Luke are heretics; but then, it has 

been decided not to look too closely. St John saw the problem, and left their conception stories out, 

but most Christians have felt they are too good to miss, and do not notice the difficulty. (Goulder, 

pages 103-104) 
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HISTORY 

Summary 

 

The expected Messiah 

Go to page 6. 

Prophecy 

Go to page 13. 

Fulfilment 

Go to page 25. 

History (pages 53 – 61) 

 

The Date of Jesus’ birth 

 Luke locates the birth narrative in secular chronography: in the days of Herod, king of Judea, 

Caesar Augustus issued a decree for a census at the time Quirinius was governor of Syria. 

 However, what Luke says does not fit in with what we know. 

o There was no such worldwide census under Augustus. 

o Publius Sulpicius Quirinius was the imperial legate for Syria in 6-7 C.E., which is ten 

years after the death of Herod the Great. 

o The census under Quirinius pertained only to the sub-province of Judea and not to 

Galilee, since Galilee remained under the control of one of Herod‘s other sons, 

Herod Antipas. Therefore, the census would not have affected Joseph‘s or Mary‘s 

family in any way. 

o Individuals were usually registered where they were living and working. They had to 

return there if they were absent, so they would be registered where they could be 

taxed. The Romans had no value in asking people to return to their ancestral homes. 

Since they ―outsourced‖ the tax collection process, the Romans needed to know the 

tax revenue they should expect from each region. 

 Josephus‘ report of a lunar eclipse sets Herod‘s death between March 12 and April 11, 4 

BCE. 

Luke, an unreliable historian 

 Luke wrote some time from 80 CE to 120 CE. 

 Luke uses a popular literary style known by classical scholars as ―the Hellenistic romance.‖ 

It describes an engaging tale, filled with human-interest details, describing a life of devotion 

to a divinity, with vivid accounts of the resulting trials and rewards. 

 In his Gospel, Luke adapted traditions to suit his own purposes, rearranging the sequence 

and adjusting the details. 

 In Acts, Luke‘s account reflects one development within the later church, as it moved toward 

rules for regulating the life of its membership. 

 Luke is not concerned with detached, objective reporting, but with showing the importance of 

tradition for Christian readers in his own time. 
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 At some major points in Acts of the Apostles, there are tensions between Luke‘s account of 

Paul‘s career and the apostle‘s own biographical notes in his letters. Acts distorted what we 

know of Paul from Paul himself. It was not that the author of Acts just added detail: he 

contradicted what Paul himself clearly said. 

 In Acts, author Luke interpreted the events he describes in light of his theological agenda and 

set of biases. The tensions within earliest Christianity are muted, with many events conflated, 

confused, or passed over in silence. 
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The date of Jesus’ birth 

 
Awake! July 2012, page 23  

 

 

If the prologue to the Fourth Gospel evokes the timelessness of the upper realm, the prologue to the 

Third evokes exactly the opposite: a world of eyewitnesses to past events, chains of transmission, 

researched narrative – in brief, the horizontal plane of human history. ...  

Luke shapes the beginning of his story in a number of ways. First, he locates the action in secular 

chronography: ―In the days of Herod, king of Judea‖ (1:5); ―a decree went out from Caesar Augustus. 

... when Quirinius was governor of Syria‖ (2:1-2); ―in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius 

Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee...‖ (3:1). He 

announces impending events through angelic messengers: ―And there appeared to him an angel of the 

Lord‖ (1:11f.); ―the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth‖ (1:26). His 

characters burst out in poetic proclamations: 1:14-17, a canticle in honor of John the Baptist; 1:47-55, 

Mary‘s Magnificat; 1:68-79, the Benedictus; 2.9-35, the Nunc dimittis. Finally, Luke frames his story 

within a sacred geography: the good news (Luke uses the word euangelion) of John the Baptist‘s 

advent is announced from the altar of the Temple in Jerusalem (1:17-19); and it is from Jerusalem that 

the good news of the gospel will go forth to the world (Acts 1:1ff.) (Fredriksen, Jesus, page 27) 
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Unlike Matthew, Luke starts his story with Joseph and Mary resident at Nazareth. So he must have 

them at Nazareth before the birth. Here is why they go to Bethlehem, in Luke 2:1-7: 

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the 

world should be registered. This was the first registration and was 

taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own 

towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in 

Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he 

was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be 

registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was 

expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to 

deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped 

him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no 

place for them in the inn. 

Three problems. First, there was no such worldwide census under Octavius Augustus. Second, there 

was indeed a census of Judea, Samaria, and Idumea, the territories ruled by Herod the Great's son 

Archelaus until the Romans exiled him to Gaul and annexed his lands in 6 C.E. Publius Sulpicius 

Quirinius, imperial legate for Syria in 6-7 C.E., would have been in charge of that census. But that was 

ten years after the death of Herod the Great, although Luke 1:5 starts the story of John and Jesus "in 

the days of Herod, King of Judea." Third, we know from census and taxation decrees in Roman Egypt 

that individuals were usually registered where they were living and working. They had to return there 

if they were absent elsewhere. The idea of everyone going back to their ancestral homes for 

registration and then returning to their present homes would have been then, as now, a bureaucratic 

nightmare. What was important then, as now, was to get you registered where you could be taxed. It is 

a little sad to have to say so, because it has always been such a captivating story, but the journey to 

and from Nazareth for census and tax registration is a pure fiction, a creation of Luke's own 

imagination, providing a way of getting Jesus' parents to Bethlehem for his birth. Notice, however, 

that the Bethlehem birth, like the virginal conception, is linked to Old Testament prophecy explicitly 

by Matthew but only implicitly by Luke. Finally, recall this interchange in John 7:41-42, where 

people are arguing whether Jesus is or is not the Davidic Messiah or Christ. 

Others said, "This is the Messiah." But some asked, "Surely the 

Messiah does not come from Galilee, does he? Has not the scripture 

said that the Messiah is descended from David and comes from 

Bethlehem, the village where David lived?" 

There is no indication that anyone in that argument or, for that matter, in any other text of the New 

Testament knows about claims of a Bethlehem birth for Jesus. Both virginal conception and 

Bethlehem birth seem unique to whatever common tradition was available to Matthew and Luke for 

their infancy stories. The confessions of faith that lie beneath them – that Jesus was the Son of God 

and that Jesus was the Davidic Messiah – are, of course, much more deeply imbedded within the early 

Christian traditions. (Crossan, pages 19-21) 

 

Several key factors in the Gospels provide help in determining more precisely the birth-date of Jesus: 

(1) the date of Herod‘s death; 

(2) possibly the date of the census of Quirinius, which Luke uses as a synchronism (Lk 2:1-2); 

(3) possibly the date Luke assigns to the beginning of the Baptist‘s ministry (Lk 3:1) coupled 

with the reference to Jesus‘ approximate age (Lk 3:23); and  

(4) possibly the astral phenomenon the magi are said to have seen; that phenomenon was the 

result of a natural occurrence (e.g., a conjunction of planets). 

(1) Herod‟s Death. In order to reckon the date of Herod the Great‘s death, evidence that is primarily 

literary and numismatic must be considered. Josephus tells us that Herod the Great was proclaimed 
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king of Judea by the Romans when Calvinus and Pollio were proconsuls, or in late 40 B.C. (Josephus 

Ant. 14.381-85; J.W. 1.282-85; Tacitus Hist. 5.9). He then adds that Herod reigned for thirty-seven 

years from the time of that proclamation (Josephus Ant. 17.191; J.W. 1.665.).  ...  

This would place the death of Herod at about 3 B.C. However, Josephus also tells us that an eclipse of 

the moon occurred shortly before Herod‘s death (Ant. 17.167), and in view of the fact that this is the 

only time Josephus mentions this sort of phenomenon, it is improbable that he fabricated this piece of 

information. There were no such eclipses in 3 B.C., but there was one on March 12/13, 4 B.C. He also 

informs us that Passover was celebrated shortly after Herod‘s death (Josephus Ant. 17.213; J.W. 2.10). 

In 4 B.C. the first day of Passover would have been April 11. Thus it is likely Herod died between 

March 12 and April 11, 4 B.C., and presumably the discrepancy of one year is accounted for by 

inclusive reckoning of regnal years. This means that Jesus was born some time before March of 4 B.C.  

... We do know that Herod‘s first coin was dated ―Year 3.‖ This coin was minted perhaps shortly after 

his final capture of Jerusalem in 37 B.C., thus backdating his reign to the time in 40 B.C., when the 

Romans proclaimed him to be ruler of Judea. This evidence also places Herod‘s death at about 3 B.C., 

but here again the question of inclusive reckoning of years arises, which would seem to allow the 

possibility of 4 B.C. 

(2) Census Under Quirinius. For those who believe that the Gospels are accurate historical records of 

Jesus‘ life, one of the most difficult problems in the NT is the census Luke presents in Luke 2:1-2. 

First, there is no evidence for an empire-wide census being taken during the time of Augustus, and we 

might expect that such a mammoth undertaking would have been mentioned by one or another of the 

ancient historians who recorded the period. 

Second, Quirinius was sent by Augustus to be governor of Syria and Judea in A.D. 6 (not 6 B.C.) and 

thereafter did take a notable census for the empire. Josephus tells us he visited Judea in A.D. 6-7 to 

assess the property of the Jews in preparation for the registering and taxing of that property (Josephus 

Ant. 18.1.1-2.). There is no evidence that he was governor of the region twice or that he undertook a 

census of the region twice. It has been suggested that Luke may have confused Quirinius with P. 

Quintilius Varus, who was legate of Syria during the period 6-3 B.C. Against this is the fact that Luke 

was apparently knowledgeable about Latin names and would have known a cognomen (Quirinius) 

from a mere nomen (Quintilius). 

Third, a Roman census would not have required Jews to travel to their ancestral home for registration. 

In any case, is it probable that the Romans would undertake such a census in a client state that already 

had its own ruler (Herod)? ... 

(3) John the Baptist. Luke also tells us that John the Baptist began his ministry during the fifteenth 

year of Tiberius's reign. Since Augustus died in the summer of A.D. 14 and Tiberius assumed the 

throne later that year, this would place John's ministry about A.D. 29, though possibly it might be 

reckoned as early as A.D. 27 (Hoehner). It is uncertain how long it was after John began his ministry 

that Jesus began his, but the Lukan narrative (Lk 3) as well as Mark 1:14 suggest that John's ministry 

came first. Luke then tells us that Jesus was about thirty years old when he began his ministry. The 

Greek word hosei indicates an approximation or round number, which would allow for a few years on 

either side. 

If Jesus did begin his ministry by working with or at the same time as the Baptist, as the Johannine 

tradition suggests (cf. Jn 3:22-30), and if rabbinic tradition is correct in saying that Jesus was age 33 

or 34 when he began his ministry, Jesus' ministry may have begun as early as A.D. 29, if not shortly 

before then. This would mean that Jesus was born about 4 B.C. or perhaps a bit earlier.  

(4) Astral Phenomena. Those scholars who have insisted that the astral phenomenon should be 

primary in determining the date of Jesus‘ birth have had to deal with a multitude of problems. ... In 

short, it is doubtful that natural phenomena can help us pinpoint the time of Jesus‘ birth. (Reid, pages 

125-127) 
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1. There are difficulties posed by the facts that our knowledge of the times is imperfect and that what 

Luke says is not easy to fit in to what we do know. Thus there is no record of any law of Augustus 

that a universal census be held. But he did reorganize Roman administration, and there are records of 

censuses held in a number of places. In Egypt, where the custom is unlikely to have differed 

significantly from neighbouring Syria (of which province Judea was a part), a census was held every 

fourteen years. Actual documents survive for every census from AD 20 to 270 (Barclay). When 

Augustus died he left in his own handwriting a summary of information, such as statistics on direct 

and indirect taxation, which would most naturally have been derived from censuses. The evidence 

seems best satisfied if we understand the decree of which Luke writes, not as a formal law, but as an 

administrative direction which set the whole process in motion and had its effect in distant Judea. ... 

2. There is a further difficulty about the part Quirinius played. As governor of Syria he carried out a 

census in AD 6 (Josephus, Antiquities xviii.26; this is mentioned in Acts 5:37). This aroused violent 

opposition and Judas of Gamala led a rebellion (Antiquities xviii.3ff.). That census is too late for the 

present passage but certain inscriptions show that between 10 and 7 BC Quirinius performed military 

functions in the Roman province of Syria. If the interval between censuses was fourteen years, this 

brings him into the area in an official capacity at the right time. There is no record outside Luke for a 

census at this time, but there is nothing improbable about it. Josephus tells us that at about this time 

‗the whole Jewish people‘ swore an oath of loyalty to Caesar (Antiquities xvii-42), which possibly 

reflects a census. 

It is also worth noting that Tertullian says that the census was carried out under Saturninus, who was 

governor of Syria 9 – 6 BC (Adversus Marcionem iv.19). This is not in the Bible, so, if the statement 

can be relied on (which many scholars doubt), Tertullian must be relying on other evidence. ... 

Some hold that the census of AD 6 must have been the first, for people rebel at the unfamiliar, whereas 

once a census had been held a second would be accepted. But it is fairly contended that at the time of 

which Luke writes Herod would have arranged the details and ‗it would be quite like Herod‘s skill in 

governing Jews to disguise the foreign nature of the command by an appeal to tribal patriotism‘ 

(Easton, cited in Manson). This is supported by the fact that in Luke‘s census people returned to their 

family homes, whereas a Roman registration would have been at the place of residence. N. Turner 

argues on grammatical grounds that we should understand Luke to mean ‗This census was before the 

census which Quirinius, governor of Syria, made‘. 

3. A command that everyone return to his own home seems to us a curious way of taking a census. 

But at least one such direction is preserved from antiquity, namely an edict of the governor of Egypt 

in AD 104 ordering everyone to return home for enrolment. 

4-5. Since Joseph was of the family of David he had to report at Bethlehem, called the city of David 

(though David is not recorded as having contact with it after he left it; similarly Jesus is never said to 

have visited it after his birth there). Mary‘s attendance was probably not necessary. Little is known of 

the regulations governing such a contingency, but the probability is that, even if she had property, 

Joseph‘s attendance would suffice. Perhaps Joseph did not care to leave her at Nazareth. (Morris, 

Luke, pages 90-92) 

 

Matthew described Mary and Joseph as living in Bethlehem, since that is where the Davidid Messiah 

was supposed to be born. Luke has a better tradition, that the family lived in Nazareth. How, then, 

could [Luke] get them to Bethlehem for the birth? He says that Caesar Augustus ordered a worldwide 

census by which people had to be registered at their birthplace – and Joseph, as a descendant of 

David, had therefore to go to Bethlehem. No relatives were there to welcome him, and the only 

lodging was full, so Jesus had to be born in a stable, where he was laid in a hay trough (―manger‖). 

The problem with this is that Augustus never ordered a worldwide census. Luke is confusing a 

nonexistent Augustan census with the famous and resented census in Judaea, that of Quirinius, that 

took place ten years after Augustus‘s death, and it did not cover Galilee. 

Luke‘s reasons for connecting the Messiah‘s birth with Caesar and the census come from the situation 

of Jesus‘ people who are Jesus in his time. He is writing in the eighties or nineties, after the 
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destruction of the Temple in 70. The Brothers and Sisters who fled Palestine during the later years of 

the Jewish War are deracinated from their Palestinian origins. Luke tries to re-establish the lineage of 

those early years, connecting believers back to Jerusalem and the Temple. He wants to assert that the 

believers in Jesus are not the same people who fought Rome, like the Zealots, or were punished by the 

crushing of the rebellion. In both his Gospel and the Acts he emphasizes the good relations his 

community has with Rome. A memory of Augustus calls up the reputation that emperor had as the 

establisher of world peace, a thing symbolized in the great Altar of Peace (Ara Pacis) that exists to 

this day in Rome. 

On the other hand, the census of Quirinius was so resented that it helped ignite the Zealots‘ initial 

rebellion against Quirinius‘s Syrian prefecture. Joseph and Mary peacefully obey Augustus‘s decree, 

and they do not take part in the resistance to Quirinius‘s administration of it. They are as observant of 

Roman law as of Jewish rites. Luke will be insistent that Jesus is not of this world; but he is not a 

political rebel against it either. Luke‘s nativity scene has none of the bloody concomitants of Herod‘s 

slaughter in Matthew. The peaceful shepherds are alerted to the Messiah‘s arrival by angels — in this 

place where David had been a shepherd. The placing of Jesus in the hay trough reverses the hardness 

of heart that God laments in Isaiah 1.3, which says, 

The ox knows its owner, 

and the ass its master‘s stall; 

but Israel, my own people, 

has no knowledge, no discernment. 

The baby is swaddled to recall how Solomon was wrapped in strait bands as a baby: 

I was nursed in swaddling cloths, 

and that with care, 

for there is no king that had any 

other beginning of birth. (Wisdom 7.4-5) 

(Wills, Gospel, pages 119, 120, 121) 

 

Luke, who is more concerned about the historical context of his story than any of the other 

evangelists, provides additional information about the moment of Jesus‘ birth. Unfortunately, his 

dating system has confounded scholars no end. ―In those days,‖ says Luke, ―a decree went out from 

Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.‖ By ―all the world,‖ Luke meant the 

Roman Empire; and, indeed, Roman governors occasionally did order a comprehensive census of 

subjects in their allotted territories. Such a census had but one goal: to create a comprehensive 

inventory of tax-paying individuals and their property, so that an accurate forecast of the region‘s tax 

yields could be drawn up. A forecast was important, because the Roman occupation authorities did 

not collect the taxes themselves. They ―outsourced‖ this activity to free agents known as tax collectors 

or publicans. By making a comprehensive assessment of projected tax revenues from a given territory, 

therefore, the Romans were able to give these publicans a well-informed benchmark that they were 

expected to meet if they didn‘t want to be suspected of cheating. 

Luke gives us additional information about this putative census by Augustus, telling us that it was 

―the first registration‖ (i.e., since the beginning of the Roman conquest of Palestine) and that it was 

taken on orders of ―Quirinius, governor of Syria.‖ At first glance, this appears to be accurate. Even in 

Herod‘s day, as we have seen, Judea formed part of the greater Roman province of Syria, so that 

Herod, in effect, ―reported‖ to the governor based in the Syrian capital, Antioch. The problem, 

however, is that in Herod‘s time, the Syrian governor was not Quirinius at all, but a man named 

Sentius Saturninus, who served in office from 9 to 6 B.C.E. He, in turn, was succeeded by Quinctilius 

Varus, who ruled from 6 to 4 B.C.E., the year of Herod‘s death. There was a governor in Syria named 

Quirinius, but he did not enter office until 6 C.E., a full ten years after the death of Herod. 

*    *    *    * 

The link with Quirinius is not the only problem we have with Luke‘s dating system. Another, and 

more substantial, problem is the very mechanism of a Roman census. While Herod was still in power, 
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it fell to Herod‘s government to collect the taxes in his realm, rather than to the Romans. It was only 

after Herod‘s death, and the subsequent dismissal of his son Archilaus as ruler of Judea, that the 

Romans decided to take charge of the administrative control of this region themselves. Judea became, 

in effect, a Roman sub-province under the supervision of a Roman career diplomat, subordinate to the 

Roman governor in Syria, with the title of prefect. This meant that the Romans now took direct 

responsibility for tax collecting in the area. Since they had no idea what Judea was worth in terms of 

projected tax revenues, the then-governor, quite possibly the same Quirinius referred to in Luke, 

ordered a census to be taken. The thing is, however, that this census pertained only to the sub-

province of Judea and not to Galilee, for Galilee remained under the control of one of Herod‘s other 

sons, Herod Antipas. Therefore, the census would not have affected Joseph‘s or Mary‘s family in any 

way. 

Lastly, even if there had been such a census, and even if by some stretch of the imagination Joseph 

would have been compelled to register, he would not have travelled to Bethlehem at all, even if — as 

the Gospels tell us — Joseph‘s family originally hailed from that village. The whole purpose of a 

Roman census was to update the mechanism of taxation. Therefore, the Romans would have wanted 

people to appear in their current place of residence, where the tax man could find them, rather than in 

the place of their ancestral home, which in some cases could have been many miles away. And as 

Luke makes eminently clear, Joseph and Mary resided in Nazareth, in Galilee. 

No matter how we look at it, there is no way to reconcile the double attestation by Matthew and Luke 

that Jesus was born during the reign of Herod the Great with Luke‘s suggestion that the birth was 

preceded by a Roman census. Why, then, does Luke introduce the story of the census to begin with? 

The answer lies, once again, in the language of Old Testament symbolism with which Luke 

―illustrates‖ his story. As we have seen, both Matthew and Luke are at pains to place the birth of Jesus 

in the hamlet of Bethlehem, lest his birth fail to meet the criterion that he ―who is to rule in Israel‖ 

shall come from Bethlehem, where King David himself was born. To make this happen, Matthew and 

Luke avail themselves of different scenarios. Matthew avoids any reference to Mary and Joseph‘s 

place of residence, and obliquely implies that both were living in Bethlehem at the time of the birth. 

Luke, who is more concerned about historical authenticity, cannot bring himself to deny that Mary 

was a resident of Nazareth. But he still must find a way to get Joseph and Mary down to Judea, to the 

little town of Bethlehem, in time for her to give birth to Jesus. It is quite possible that Luke knew that 

at one point a Roman census had been conducted in Palestine, and he probably seized on this 

historical footnote as a pretext for getting Joseph and Mary to travel to Bethlehem. 

It is possible that Luke may not have been aware that the governorship of Quirinius did not overlap 

with the reign of Herod the Great. On the other hand, he may have confused the Quirinius census with 

one that, according to the Roman author Tertullian, took place in Syria under the governorship of 

Saturninus, who ruled from 8 to 7 B.C.E. This census has not been attested anywhere else, however, 

and it is very doubtful that this Syrian census would have included the kingdom of Herod, which, as 

we have seen, was an autonomous tax-collecting territory at the time. But then again, historical 

accuracy was a relative concept in first-century Palestine. Outside the imperial libraries in Rome, 

Caesarea, or Antioch proper, there would have been few places where Luke (or his readers, for that 

matter) could have consulted any archives to verify the dates for his story. (Isbouts, pages 55-58) 

 

The issue of whether Jesus was born in Bethlehem or not is one with which scholars tend to grapple 

rather gingerly, knowing full well how deeply the image of the manger, the stable, and the shepherds 

has entrenched itself in our Christian culture. Once again, we must try to separate the symbolic 

message from the factual one, and from that point of view the story of the manger in Bethlehem is no 

less valid than any historical reality. Luke was not only seeking a correlation with Micah‘s prophecy, 

but also trying to illustrate that Jesus came to this world in the most humble form possible, without 

any of the trappings of a traditional Jewish monarch. What‘s more, the image of the infant being 

rejected from Judea‘s inns must have struck a chord with Jesus‘ followers who, in Luke‘s time, were 

being ejected from communities all over Judea and Galilee. (Isbouts, page 59) 
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Luke, an unreliable historian 

Since the nineteenth century, scholars have continued to debate the degree to which Luke‘s accounts 

of Jesus and the apostles (especially Paul) are historically reliable. ... It must be noted, however, that 

both ancient and modern historians are not interested merely in reporting facts, but in placing what 

was said and done by the historical figures in a larger framework of meaning. ... 

Luke uses a popular literary style of the early second century C.E. and subsequent centuries, known 

by classical scholars as ―the Hellenistic romance.‖ The title is misleading, however, since the romance 

is not a love story or merely an entertaining narrative (although some romances do have erotic 

passages), but is rather an engaging tale, filled with human-interest details, describing a life of 

devotion to a divinity, with vivid accounts of the resulting trials and rewards. ...  

The tensions that often divided earliest Christianity are muted, and events known to us from earlier 

literature (Mark and Paul, chiefly) are conflated, confused, or passed over in silence. 

The first two chapters of Luke, for example, provide what may seem to be circumstantial reports 

concerning Jesus‘ birth. But at many points, the Lukan chapters contradict the opening chapters of 

Matthew. For example, when Jesus‘ family is fleeing to Egypt in Matthew (2:13-15), they are in Luke 

(2:22-4) circumcising the child and bringing him to Jerusalem to present him at the Temple. 

(Cambridge, page 608, sidebox) 

 

The Gospel according to Luke and the Book of Acts, now separated in the Christian canon of 

Scripture by the Gospel according to John, were composed as a two-volume work, which begins with 

the divine preparation for the birth of Jesus and ends with Paul in Rome, symbolizing the worldwide 

mission of the Church. ... 

More likely, the author, as he states openly in Luke 1: 1-2, was not an eyewitness of the events he 

reports, but based his account on reports he had heard or read from those who were. For convenience, 

we refer to him as Luke, but as with the other Gospels, the identity of the authors is simply unknown, 

probably has been from the earliest years of the documents existence, and many sources — oral and 

written — and authors fed into the final product. 

Although the Gospel relied on Mark, or Mark-like tradition, and on Q as its basic sources, Luke 

adapts them to his own purposes, rearranging the sequence and adjusting the details. In his editorial 

additions, the final writer (or writers) shows familiarity with literary conventions of the period, such 

as the dating of events by reference to several concurrent rulers (Luke 3:1-2) and the composition of 

extended speeches by leading characters in his story. ... The style resembles that of a popular literary 

genre of the second century C.E. and later, known as the romance. But Luke‘s work also displays the 

methods and features of Greco-Roman historical writers. ...  

At some major points ... there are tensions between [Luke‘s] account of Paul‘s career and the apostle‘s 

own biographical notes in his letters. For example, Luke reports that Paul‘s consultation with the 

leaders of the Jerusalem church resulted in his agreeing that even Gentile Christians were to observe 

some minimal Jewish dietary laws (abstaining from food offered to idols and from blood; Acts 15:20; 

cf. Leviticus 3:17; 17:10-14). Paul, however, declares that no ritual or dietary requirements were 

placed on Gentile Christians by an agreement reached with James and the other leading apostles 

(Galatians 2:7-10). It appears that Luke‘s account reflects one of the developments in the later 

situation of the church, such as we have seen in Matthew and the later Pauline tradition, as it moved 

toward rules for regulating the life of its membership. In Acts 15, Luke presents James‘ teaching as if 

it were articulated during a meeting Paul had with James (Jesus‘ brother), Peter, and John in 46 C.E., 

when Paul was accepted as apostle to the Gentiles. But Acts 15 in fact reflects two meetings. One 

came to a decision about circumcision that Paul agreed with. But a later meeting, in 52 C.E., while 

Paul was far away in Corinth, stipulated rules of purity that Gentile believers had to observe to 

demonstrate their loyalty to the Torah. The simple facts are that Paul was not at that second meeting, 

never agreed with the decree James issued, and never mentioned in his letters the rules involved - 

except to contradict them! In this case, Luke is not concerned with detached, objective reporting, but 
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with showing the importance of this tradition for Christian readers in his own time — probably at the 

very end of the first century. (Cambridge, pages 606, 607, 608, 609) 

 

The highly influential Book of Acts claims to trace the early development of the Christian movement. 

Its structure is straightforward. It focuses initially on the work of the leaders in Jerusalem – James, 

Peter, John and, some others. Then it switches to Paul, describing his "conversion" and outlining his 

career. This includes reports on his meetings with Jerusalem leaders as well as a summary of his 

various missionary trips throughout the Diaspora. It concludes with Paul's eventual preaching in 

Rome in the early 60s. It would be very helpful if we could use the information presented in Acts to 

supplement Paul's own account of his career and message. Some have gone this route. 

However, upon examination we find that Acts distorted what we know of Paul from Paul himself. It 

was not that the author of Acts just added detail: he contradicted what Paul himself clearly said. This 

represents a fictitious Paul, and that subterfuge provides the tip-off that there is a hidden agenda at 

work in Acts. It represents nothing less than a reinterpretation of the movement prior to his times. Let 

us trace how the author of Acts reworked the origins of Paul's movement and attempted to legitimize 

Paul's distinctive teachings and practices. ... 

What can we conclude? … Simply that the Book of Acts invented history. (Wilson, pages 138-139, 

145) 

 

Since the time of Ferdinand Christian Baur, redactional studies have demonstrated that the author of 

Acts interpreted the events he describes in light of his theological agenda and a certain set of biases 

that inform his work. What launched Baur‘s work on the historical reliability of Acts was the stark 

contrast between the fragmentation of earliest Christianity reflected in Paul‘s letters and the Utopian 

picture of a unified and harmonious movement painted in Acts (see 4:32a). A comparison of the 

account of Paul‘s meeting with the leaders in Jerusalem in Galatians 2:1-10 with Luke‘s account in 

Acts 15 scores this point. Paul is writing his account in the heat of a controversy with those whom he 

dismissively labels as ―the reputed leaders of the Jerusalem assembly‖ (2:2b) in order to demonstrate 

his independence as an envoy (apostolos; 1:1) who was commissioned directly by God (1:15). The 

fact that Paul is defending himself against opponents in a conflict over his message is underlined by 

his sworn oath that his version is true (1:20). Such a passionate defense reflects a situation in which 

there was an array of Jesus groups and not a single, unified movement. 

Luke‘s version of the meeting between Paul and the Jerusalem leaders is described very differently in 

Acts 15 and is often referred to as ―the Apostolic Council.‖ Here Paul is portrayed as being under the 

authority of ―the apostles and elders‖ who demand that he answer the charges made against him by his 

opponents (15:1-2). Luke then describes an imaginary court scenario in which Paul (the defendant) is 

put on trial before the apostles and elders (the jury) by Christian Pharisees (the plaintiffs) (15:5-6). As 

a result of this ―trial,‖ a compromise judgment is reached in which two prophets, Judas and Silas, 

inform Paul and Barnabas and the assembly in Antioch that the nations must observe four stipulations 

of the Mosaic law (15:29), but are exempted from the ritual of circumcision. [Note that Paul claims in 

Gal 2:10 that he made no concessions to the ―reputed leaders‖ except to remember ―the poor.‖] In 

short, Paul regards himself as one of ―the Apostles‖ (1 Cor 15:9), whereas Luke excludes Paul from 

the apostolic circle and puts him under the authority of the Jerusalem hierarchy. 

Why this recasting of Paul in Acts? What had changed by the time Luke composed the Acts of the 

Apostles? Westar‘s Acts Seminar has concluded that Acts best fits the historical context of the early 

second century battle between proto-orthodox and gnostic Christians over the legacy of Paul. In this 

context, the author of Acts portrays Paul as an obedient Christian Pharisee and the hero of a unified 

and rapidly-spreading religious movement over against Marcion‘s portrait of Paul as a radical who 

was hostile to the Hebrew scriptures and the world of the flesh, and who introduced an alien god that 

is distinct from the earthly creator of Genesis. Though the author of Acts likely knew the letters of 

Paul and bases some of his narratives on information Paul provides, he does not refer to Paul‘s letters 
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directly and ignores the major themes in the letters in order to enlist Paul in the ranks of the proto-

orthodox cause. 

Can Acts be used as a historical source for Paul‘s career? 

If Acts as a whole is historically suspect, then it should not be the default mode for reconstructing 

Paul‘s career either. (Dewey, pages 10-11) 

 

Much of the dispute over Luke‘s account of Paul has to do with his placement of the Jerusalem 

conference in the chronology of Paul‘s mission, over which Luke has been the principal (for some the 

sole) guide. There was for a long time a tendency to save as much as possible of Luke‘s account, since 

he was thought to provide the only fixed (nonrelative) date in the whole story. ... 

Once Knox broke the spell that Luke cast over chronological charts, people began to see many things 

wrong with the account in Acts. This has led even to skepticism about the one fixed date that 

everyone relied on, the appearance before Gallio in 51-52 CE.  

Donald Harman Akenson writes: 

The date is treasured because all the relative chronology of Saul‘s life 

suddenly can be hung on a real-world ―absolute‖ date. It is usually 

cited as the sole absolute dating point in the entire mass of material 

related to the great Apostle. We want it to be accurate, very, very 

much. But remember the rule: because of the demonstrable 

inaccuracy of Acts on many issues on which it can be checked, the 

grounds of presumption have to be that this event did not take place. 

... 

So no matter how desperately we desire the convenience of an absolute date, it has to be set aside as 

untrustworthy (again, not necessarily as untrue, but as not commanding trust). [Donald Harman 

Akenson, Saint Paul: A Skeleton Key to the Historical Jesus, Oxford University Press 2000, page 

142] (Wills, Paul, pages 151, 152, 153) 
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FURTHER READING: PAULA FREDRIKSEN
8 

All four evangelists wrote their works sometime after – indeed, perhaps in light of – the first Jewish 

revolt against Rome. Recounting traditions about the life, mission, and message of Jesus, the gospels 

relate a narrative context that corresponds roughly to the first third of the first century, from the final 

years of Herod the Great (d. 4 BCE) to Pontius Pilate‘s term of office (26 – 36 CE). The gospel 

writers‘ own historical context, however—the final third of the first century – runs from the Roman 

destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE to about the year 100. Between these two periods stands a traumatic 

rupture in Israel‘s traditional worship. The evangelists know what the historical John and Jesus did 

not know: Jerusalem‘s temple was no more. [see Footnote below] 

Both the synoptic (―seen-together‖) gospels – Mark, Matthew, and Luke – and the Gospel of John 

project knowledge of the temple‘s future destruction back into the lifetime of Jesus. They interpret the 

death of Jesus in light of the ―death‖ of the temple, and the ―death‖ of the temple in light of the death 

of Jesus. Mark, for instance, presents Jesus as hostile to the temple. In a scene traditionally described 

as a ―cleansing,‖ Jesus disrupts the temple‘s functioning (an act that leads directly to his own death; 

Mk 11.15-18) and predicts its destruction: ―As he came out of the Temple, . . . Jesus said, ‗There will 

not be left here one stone upon another that will not be thrown down‘‖ (Mk 13.1-2; Mt 24.2 and Lk 

21.6 follow suit). The themes of destroying and rebuilding the temple and of the death and 

resurrection of Jesus appear intertwined throughout Mark‘s passion narrative. The Fourth Evangelist, 

more forthrightly, combines Jesus‘ disrupting the temple and predicting its coming destruction into a 

single prophecy that actually encodes Jesus‘ death and resurrection: ―But [Jesus] spoke of the temple 

of his body. When therefore he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said 

this‖ (Jn 2.21-22). And in an even more daring conflation of Jesus and the temple, the evangelist 

presents Jesus himself as a sin sacrifice: ―Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the 

world!‖ (Jn 1.29). 

The gospels, in brief, offer both a barrier and a bridge to reconstructing the historical Jesus. Their 

theological commitments and the certain historical knowledge of their authors – the knowledge that 

God‘s kingdom did not arrive in Jesus‘ lifetime, that the temple no longer functioned, and thus that 

their own generation no longer offered sacrifices – contour their portraits and affect them profoundly. 

Yet the gospels nevertheless remain our best source of information for Jesus‘ life, mission, and 

message. Can we compensate, then, for the ways that the evangelists ―updated‖ their various portraits 

to the period post-70 CE? Can we somehow historically recontextualize their traditions in order to 

interpret them within the pre-Christian period of Jesus‘ own lifetime? And if we do so, can we come 

to a clearer understanding of Jesus‘ own convictions about sin? 

Here the letters of Paul can help. At first blush this may not seem obvious. After all, Paul, like the 

evangelists, stands at several removes from the historical Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus would have taught 

in Aramaic, a linguistic cousin of Hebrew; Paul, like the evangelists, thought and taught in Greek, 

relying on a Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures, the Septuagint, to do so. The evangelists had 

no direct knowledge of Jesus, nor did Paul, as he forthrightly states (see 1 Cor 15.3). Finally, for Paul 

as for the evangelists, a significant shift had occurred between Jesus‘ audience and their own. Jesus 

had taught within the overwhelmingly Jewish context of the Galilee and Judea, and most specifically 

in Jerusalem. His audience was largely fellow Aramaic-speaking Jews. Paul, by contrast, taught 

within the cities of the western Greek-speaking Diaspora, the most likely setting of the evangelists, 

too; and his audience was predominantly (if not exclusively) gentile. While the narrative setting of the 

gospels precludes their depicting Jesus as engaged in a mission to gentiles, they variously present him 

as anticipating such a mission; and gentiles most likely numbered among the gospel communities, too. 

Finally, the conviction that Jesus had been raised from the dead charges everything that Paul taught. 

In all these ways and for all these reasons, Paul, like the evangelists, is also a ―Christian‖ and not a 

―pre-Christian‖ writer. 

Yet Paul lived a full generation before the earliest gospel writer, Mark. His letters cluster at mid-first 

century, a fact that unites him to the historical Jesus and to the original disciples despite all the 
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differences standing between them. Put otherwise, like Jesus of Nazareth and the original disciples, 

and unlike the evangelists, Paul had no knowledge of the temple‘s destruction. In his references to the 

temple, then, we may be able to catch glimpses of the ways that other early followers of Jesus – and 

thus, perhaps, even Jesus himself – might have thought and taught about it. Indeed, as we will shortly 

see, the temple and its cult remained for Paul two of the abiding privileges that God had conferred 

upon his people (Rm 9.4-5). 

Paul‘s letters further preserve another significant datum connecting Jesus‘ original disciples, and thus 

Jesus himself, in a positive way to the temple. According to Paul‘s letter to the Galatians, the early 

movement gave up its Galilean roots and instead, after the crucifixion, settled permanently in 

Jerusalem (e.g., Gal 1.18, 2.1). Why? Luke/Acts states what Paul‘s report implies: Jesus‘ disciples 

continued to worship in the temple (Lk 24.53; Acts 2.46). Jesus‘ supposed hostility toward the temple, 

developed in the later gospels, accordingly seems generated less from a genuine memory preserved 

about Jesus and more from the evangelists‘ own need to explain why God had allowed his temple to 

be destroyed. (Answer: Jesus himself had condemned the temple. Or. the temple authorities, in 

condemning Jesus, in turn caused God to condemn the temple. Or, Jerusalem, by not acknowledging 

Jesus, had sealed its own doom.) But if the historical Jesus had indeed repudiated the temple and its 

cult, why would his disciples still be worshiping there in the decades after his death? In light of their 

activity, it seems more likely that no such repudiation had ever occurred. Other traditions preserved 

within the gospels that suggest Jesus‘ piety toward the temple – such as his directive to a cleansed 

leper to perform there the offerings mandated by Leviticus (Mk 1.40-44 and parr.), or his expectation 

that his followers would make offerings at its altar (Mt 5.24), or his belief that God dwelled in the 

temple (Mt 23.21) – accordingly seem more secure. (Fredriksen, Sin, pages 7-14) 

 

The gospels are composite documents, the final products of creative traditions (both oral and written) 

in which old material was reworked and new material added. Both Matthew and Luke, for example, 

independently rewrite Mark, while (again independently of each other) blending in material from 

other sources: the Greek version of the Jewish Bible, that is, the Septuagint; ―Q,‖ another Greek 

source – whether written or oral is hard to say – that conveys traditions about the Baptizer and about 

Jesus (mostly sayings; some stories); and finally other material, its origins now lost to us, that stems 

from their own individual communities. Different gospels and different sources have their own 

characteristic emphases. Much of the ―Q‖ material, for example, dwells on apocalyptic judgment; 

Matthew, on Jesus‘ loyalty to the Law; Luke, on love and forgiveness. And the Gospel of John, like 

its own main character, is a type of mysterious stranger: lacking the kind of comparative grid for the 

Fourth Gospel that the synoptics‘ literary interrelations allows us to generate for them, its sources are 

much more obscure. Reconstructing Jesus from these later portraits requires patience and critical 

reading, and absolute certainty is simply not possible. For two introductory statements on the sources 

and the nature of this enterprise, see Paula Fredriksen, From Jesus to Christ, 3-8; and Fredriksen, 

Jesus of Nazareth, 18-34. On the ways that the temple‘s destruction affects – and should not affect – 

historical analyses of the New Testament materials, see Fredriksen, Jesus of Nazareth, 34-41. 

(Fredriksen, Sin, Footnote, page 156) 
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FURTHER READING: SPONG
9 

It is more difficult than most imagine to read the Christian scriptures with little or no knowledge of 

their Jewish past. It is impossible, in my opinion, to understand those Christian scriptures without a 

profound knowledge of that Jewish past. I intend to illustrate that reality with very specific examples 

in this section of the book. To make this case, I will focus on the most familiar parts of the gospel 

material, the parts Christians think they know best: the birth stories of Jesus, the stories of the 

crucifixion, the resurrection, the ascension, and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. In this process, 

quite inevitably, questions will be raised about that fine line between the reality to which the stories 

point and the midrashic style in which the stories are told. In the Western Christian world, the two 

have been so intermingled as to be thought almost identical. 

Have you ever wondered what Isaiah, Solomon, the queen of Sheba, David, Micah, Abraham, Sarah, 

Isaac, Elijah, Zechariah, Balaam, Balak, Malachi, Aaron, Elisheba, Miriam, and Moses had in 

common? At least one answer would be that these stars in the Jewish firmament, who populate the 

pages of the Hebrew scriptures, made cameo appearances in the stories of Jesus‘ birth in the New 

Testament. Does that surprise you? You have read those stories, you say, countless times, and you 

have never met Solomon, the queen of Sheba, Elijah, and the others there before. That fact should 

awaken you to the possibility that there might be more to these narratives than you have imagined. 

The appearances of these heroes of the Jewish past actually form a rich tapestry of interpretive 

background without which the lovely and familiar birth stories have little or no meaning. Those birth 

stories are not and were never intended to be historic descriptions of events that actually happened, 

and the presence of these Jewish stars, once our eyes are opened to see them, makes that abundantly 

clear. Each Jewish star, for example, illumines, not a fact about Jesus‘ birth, but an element of the 

Church‘s memory and faith in regard to the impact of the adult Jesus of Nazareth. Yet, I think it is fair 

to say that few Christians would know this Jewish background well enough to identify either these 

stars or their meaning. These stories are read with little or no awareness of the interpretive power 

present in the references and allusions that point us toward Hebrew history. So my task now is to lift 

this Hebrew background out of the shadows and into full consciousness, and in the process to call 

people into a deeper appreciation of the power, depth, and nonliteral significance of the birth 

narratives in Matthew and Luke. It is also my intention to show how those birth stories reveal adult 

themes and adult insights that illumine dramatically the person and the work of Jesus of Nazareth. 

Identifying the Jewish roots present in the stories of Jesus‘ birth, however, will not complete the 

interpretive task for which these narratives almost scream. For onto the Jewish background of these 

stories has been laid first of all 2,000 years of Christian tradition that developed slowly, generation by 

generation, as these stories were told and retold and as they were acted out in pageants while being 

viewed by countless millions. Next we Christians have piled onto this combination fantasies, myths, 

legends, and the creative imagination of the ages. These facts make it incredibly difficult for most 

people to separate out these various levels found in the stories of Christmas even in their own minds. 

If any group of church people, for example, were asked to identify the mode of transportation used by 

the wise men as they journeyed from afar to bring their gifts to the Christ child, almost without 

exception or hesitation they would answer, ―They came on camels. Everybody knows that!‖ They 

would be absolutely secure in the truth of that answer. But the fact is that no camels are ever 

mentioned in the biblical story of the wise men. Those camels are simply not present in the biblical 

text, as a quick reading of Matthew 2 will reveal. Where then did the camels come from? How did 

they get so firmly planted in our imagination and on our Christmas cards? The camels were in fact the 

product of the Jewish midrashic tradition developed by the creativity of the author of Matthew‘s 

gospel. The camels that our imaginations have assigned, in the tradition, to the wise men actually 

came out of Isaiah 60, on which I suspect Matthew built major portions of his birth narrative. In Isaiah 

60 kings were said to have come to the light, to the brightness of God‘s dawn (v. 4). They came on 

camels (v. 6) and, not coincidentally, they brought gold and frankincense (v. 6). No myrrh was 

mentioned in this Isaiah chapter, but that text did say that kings also came from Sheba (v. 6). It was 
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the Sheba reference that immediately sent the scribe who created Matthew‘s story back to a search of 

his biblical sources to read an earlier account in which another royal visitor came to pay homage to 

another king of the Jews. The queen of Sheba‘s visit to King Solomon (recorded in 1 Kings 10:1-13), 

revealed that she too traveled with camels and that she came bearing spices. ―Never again did spices 

come in such quantity as that which the queen of Sheba gave to King Solomon,‖ said the text (1 Kings 

10:10). The most popular spice in the Middle East was myrrh, a fragrant resin found in various shrubs 

and trees in south Arabia that was used in perfumes, in beauty treatment, in the scenting of clothes, 

and in embalming. So it was that among the first stars from the infinitely rich cast of Jewish 

characters to make guest appearances in the birth narrative of Jesus were Isaiah, Solomon, and the 

queen of Sheba. They are in the background of the story of the magi, and apart from them, the magi 

become nonsensical. 

Also in that account of the magi we meet Balaam and Balak (Num. 22-24). Their narrative was 

another ancient Jewish story of yet another figure who came to do the bidding of a king. From that 

narrative Matthew lifted the Star of David that he had rise in the east. 

So Jewish eyes reveal that the star, the magi, the gifts were not original with Matthew. They all arose 

out of the Jewish scriptures on which Matthew depended when he wrote his gospel in the tradition of 

midrash. 

A second appearance of Isaiah is found in the word ―virgin.‖ Both Matthew and Luke use this word, 

although only Matthew identified its Jewish source. The word came originally from an Isaiah text, 

―Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel‖ (Matt. 1:13, 

based roughly on Isa. 7:14). In Matthew‘s narrative, this text was actually revealed by God to Joseph 

in a dream (Matt. 1:20-24). The unique thing about this text is that the word ―virgin‖ does not appear 

in the original Hebrew passage in Isaiah. It is simply not there! Matthew has developed an idea based 

on a concept that was not present in the original source Matthew was quoting. The word ―virgin‖ did 

not enter the Book of Isaiah until it was translated into Greek some 500 years after Isaiah had written 

these words and some zoo years before the birth of Jesus. The translators chose the Greek word 

parthenos to translate the Hebrew word almah. Almah means a young woman in Hebrew. It never 

means virgin; the Hebrew word betulah was used for that. However, in the Greek word parthenos the 

concepts of young woman and virgin were merged. So it was only in the word parthenos that the 

connotation of virgin entered the reading of Isaiah. That, however, did not deter Matthew, who built 

his whole narrative around this mistranslation. He probably never checked the original Hebrew. 

Though Luke borrowed the virgin idea from Matthew, he made no reference to the determining text. 

Perhaps Luke was aware of its destroying weakness. Early Jewish leaders also called this anomaly to 

the attention of the Christians, but to no avail. The Christians were ecstatic with their discovery and 

heady about their power. They were like the person who exclaimed, ―My mind is made up. I do not 

want to be confused by the facts.‖ But in the word ―virgin,‖ Isaiah (albeit a translated Isaiah) made yet 

another appearance in the birth narratives. 

Solomon appeared a second time, at least in echo, in Luke‘s reference to the baby Jesus being 

wrapped in ―swaddling clothes.‖ Swaddling clothes (or cloths, to be more accurate to the Greek text), 

along with the manger, were the key identifying marks the angels gave to the shepherds. ―Ye shall 

find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger‖ (Luke 2.12 KJV). I use the King 

James Version here because the Revised Standard Version loses the power of the symbol by 

translating ―swaddling‖ as ―bands of.‖ However, the Greek word found in this text is the clue to 

locating its biblical antecedent. So, once again, armed only with that word, we search the rich heritage 

of the Jewish sacred story in order to find and understand its significance. This search leads us to the 

apocryphal book known as the Wisdom of Solomon, in which Israel‘s wealthiest and in some ways 

most powerful king had observed, ―I was nursed with care in swaddling clothes, for no king has had a 

different beginning of existence‖ (Wis. 7:4, 5). So Jesus, who was believed by the author of Luke to 

be the ultimate king of the universe, was portrayed as coming to this world in a way reminiscent of 

Israel‘s most resplendent king. He came at his birth in the garb of swaddling cloths. 

Luke‘s reference to a manger brought the prophet Isaiah once more into the birth narrative. This 

would be Isaiah‘s third appearance in the Christmas stories. This manger proved to be a rich addition 
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to the later Christian imagination. The word translated as ―manger‖ literally meant crib or feeding 

trough. From this single word, over the centuries the story of the stable populated by various animals 

has entered our imaginations and our tradition. Pictures have been painted and songs have been sung 

that include the animals in the stable in the rich tapestry of nativity celebrations. But those stable 

animals are like the camels. They are the products of our human creativity. There were no animals in 

the stable in Luke‘s gospel, primarily because there was no stable. This is hard for people to believe 

until they are forced to read the gospel text in search of either the nonexistent stable or its nonexistent 

animals. Despite the inevitability that every schoolchild will tell you that Jesus was born in a stable 

surrounded by animals, the fact remains that these familiar elements of the story are the products of 

our fantasy. There was rather but one word in the text – the word ―manger‖ – and around this single 

word the idea of a stable filled with animals has been built. For our purposes, however, we need to 

recognize that the concept of the manger was another midrashic gift from Isaiah to the developing 

Christmas tradition. 

In the first chapter of Isaiah, the prophet bemoaned the fact that ―the ox knows its owner and the 

donkey its master‘s crib [or manger], but Israel does not know, my people do not understand‖ (Isa. 

1:3). The people of Israel, said Isaiah, simply did not know the God who was their master. They did 

not even recognize that they were fed each day from the crib of God‘s bounty. So Luke, leaning on 

this text from Isaiah, decided that the Christ who was, for this writer, the embodiment of the true and 

faithful servant of God, and who was, even more, to be identified ultimately as God‘s son, God‘s 

complete revelation, must be placed into the master‘s crib or manger at his birth so that at least the 

ideal and representative Jew could be said to know the God to whom this manger/crib belonged. So 

Isaiah is yet again present in this midrashic drama of Jesus‘ birth as Matthew and Luke were creating 

it. 

King David came next across this Jewish stage, accompanied by another prophet, whose name was 

Micah. ―For to you is born this day in the City of David‖ was the message of the angels (Luke 2:11). 

The manger from the Book of Isaiah had been placed in David‘s city, and into that manger the new 

king was to be found, wrapped in the swaddling cloths that were said to have surrounded King 

Solomon. David, recall, was a shepherd boy called from his pasture land in Bethlehem to be the King 

of Israel. In the developing life of the Christian Church, David would prefigure the one who would 

become the Good Shepherd unto whom all those who travail and are heavy laden would be said to 

come. Since David had been a child of Bethlehem, so the folklore of the Jews had proclaimed that the 

messiah who would arise from the line of David, who would be a branch from Jesse, David‘s father, 

also had to be born in Bethlehem. It was the prophet Micah who had put this Jewish expectation into 

writing. ―But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are little to be among the clans of Judah, from you 

shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose origin is from old from ancient days‖ 

(Mic. 5:2.). Bethlehem was also the place where something called the Migdal Eder, the tower of the 

flocks, was located. This tower, which was said to have helped in the guarding of the sheep, was 

mentioned twice in the Hebrew scriptures (Mic. 4:8 and Gen. 35:21). Those two references, together 

with the memory of David as the shepherd boy, helped to create the familiar nativity scene that 

portrayed shepherds keeping watch over their flocks by night, near the city of David, in the narrative 

written by Luke. So David and Micah have now joined Isaiah, Solomon, the queen of Sheba, Balaam, 

and Balak as heroes from the Jewish past who practically dance across the stage in the midrashic birth 

stories of Jesus of Nazareth. 

With this Jewish lens through which we have begun to view the stories of Jesus‘ birth, we now turn 

and look backward to the narrative of the birth of John the Baptist, with which Luke opened his 

gospel. There we discover cameo appearances in the text by other Jewish heroes like Abraham, Sarah, 

and Isaac. John‘s birth, like the birth of Jesus, was also a wonder, Luke asserted. No, it was not the 

wonder of the supernatural birth resulting from the operation of the Holy Spirit on the Virgin Mary 

that was said to have produced Jesus as God‘s son in some physical, biological way. It was, however, 

a supernatural birth that required divine intervention to reverse the processes of nature. That is to say 

that John‘s birth was miraculous, but it was not of the same magnitude of miracle as was the birth of 

Jesus. The parents of John the Baptist were old. They were beyond the child-bearing age. Conception 

would therefore require an act of God. 
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That kind of conception had happened before at another critical point in Jewish history, and we have 

already noted it in the chapter that revealed Luke‘s dependency on Genesis. In that story of Abraham, 

it appeared that God might not make good on the divine promise to create of Abraham and Sarah a 

nation of people more numerous than the stars of the heavens or the sands of the sea. Abraham had 

reached the ripe old age of 100, said the biblical text, and his wife, Sarah, was ninety. ―It had ceased 

to be with Sarah after the manner of women‖ (Gen. 18:11), said the author of Genesis in his rather 

delicate description of the postmenopausal reality. But God intervened by sending an angelic 

messenger who spoke to Abraham to assure him that God would act to give him not just a child, but a 

son. ―Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?‖ this story concluded (Gen. 18:14). So Sarah conceived 

and in her old age ―bore Abraham a son,‖ as God had spoken. The child, Isaac, was the fruit of this 

divine action. The incredible manner of Isaac‘s birth signified that a new chapter was about to begin 

in the history of the people of the covenant. 

This Abraham/Sarah/Isaac story was picked up and retold by the author of the Gospel of Luke, and it 

formed the background to the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth, the parents of John the Baptist. Their 

child, like Isaac, was to be a sign that a new chapter was about to begin in the history of the people of 

God. So in the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth, the ultimate parents of the Jewish nation, Abraham 

and Sarah, were recreated. They emerge with their son, Isaac, out of the Hebrew past to join the list of 

Jewish stars who are allowed to play their midrashic roles in the drama of salvation that Luke was 

describing in the story of Jesus‘ birth. 

The angelic messenger who brought to Abraham the annunciation of Isaac‘s birth was nameless. 

Luke, however, has leaned upon the post-Exilic development of angels in Jewish thought to make his 

story more angel specific. So Luke named the angelic messenger that he had appear to Zechariah in 

the Temple. His name was Gabriel. That name enabled Luke once more to journey back into the 

Hebrew tradition to find details with which to embellish his story of the angelic visitor. In this manner 

the prophet Daniel entered the Christmas story. 

In the eighth, ninth, and tenth chapters of Daniel, the angel Gabriel appeared by name for the first 

time in biblical literature. This heavenly being came to Daniel at a time of prayer, just as Luke had 

him do to Zechariah (Dan. 9:21, Luke 1:10). Indeed, Luke had developed his narrative in such a way 

as to suggest that Zechariah was in the most sacred place possible. Zechariah had been chosen by 

divine lot to offer the incense in that portion of the Temple known as the Holy of Holies. It was while 

he was about this duty that his prayers were interrupted by Gabriel. Both Daniel and Zechariah were 

petrified in their respective stories (Dan. 10:8, Luke 1:12). Both received the angelic message in their 

fear. Both were reassured by the angel (Dan. 12:10, 11 and Luke 1:13). Both were left without the 

ability to speak (Dan. 10:15, Luke 1:20). Both narratives ended with a song that pointed to a 

fulfillment yet to come when ―a king of bold countenance shall arise. . . . who will grow strong in 

power‖ (Dan. 8:23, 24) or ―when he has raised up a mighty savior for us‖ (Luke 1:69). This segment 

of Luke‘s story closed with it being said of John the Baptist that he ―grew and became strong in spirit‖ 

(Luke 1:80). Surely this narrative from Daniel has also shaped Luke‘s story of the visit of the angel 

Gabriel to Zechariah. So Daniel is now joined to the growing cast of Jewish stars who play across the 

stage on which the birth tradition of Jesus was being developed. 

One might think that this would be a sufficient collection of ancient Jewish heroes with which to 

populate the birth story, but the surface of the midrashic tradition has only just begun to be scratched. 

We are to meet still others before this drama is complete. Those who deny the midrashic influence on 

the writing of the gospel narratives must find some new way to explain this overpowering reality once 

awareness of it is born. Those who are not knowledgeable about the heritage of Judaism, out of which 

the gospels flow, will never understand, so they will read these birth accounts without the key that 

unlocks their meaning. For the birth stories of Jesus are not remembered biographical details related 

by either Mary or Joseph as the unlearned tradition of the past once asserted. They are rather the rich 

midrashic weaving and reweaving of the sacred moments of the Jewish past around the life of Jesus of 

Nazareth in whom the original Christian community, which was composed predominantly of Jewish 

people, had come to believe that God was at work anew. This process revealed the growing 

connection among these original Jewish Christians that the divine presence was once more in human 
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form. In time their experience would lead them to assert that this divine presence in Jesus was both 

unique and complete. So watch as other Jewish heroes emerge in the drama. 

John the Baptist, said the Gospel of Luke, came ―with the spirit and power of Elijah‖ (Luke 1:17), and 

suddenly this figure from the Jewish past is before us. John the Baptist came to be identified with the 

messenger of the Lord ―who will prepare your way‖ (Mark 1:2.) and as one who was the voice 

―crying in the wilderness‖ (Mark 1:3, Luke 1:4). The first reference was from Malachi (3:1) and the 

second was from Isaiah (40:3). Malachi went on to identify his messenger with the prophet Elijah, 

whose task it was to prepare the world for the coming of that ―great and terrible day of the Lord‖ 

(Mai. 4:5). The word ―Malachi,‖ by which this last book of the Old Testament has come to be known, 

was not the name of the author of this book as was the case in the other prophetic works. The title of 

this book, Malachi, is rather a Hebrew word which meant ―my messenger‖ (see Mai. 1:1). So 

Malachi, ―my messenger,‖ was identified as the nameless one, who came in the spirit and power of 

Elijah to prepare for the advent of the Kingdom of God. All of this went into the task of shaping the 

account of John the Baptist in the Christian story. Just to make sure that this point was not missed, 

John the Baptist‘s appearance was described in the gospels to coincide with the appearance of Elijah. 

John was ―clothed with camel‘s hair,‖ wearing ―a leather belt around his waist.‖ He emerged like 

Elijah from the desert, and he ate a desert diet of ―locust and wild honey‖ (Mark 1:6, Matt. 3:4). In the 

Hebrew scriptures that shaped this story of John the Baptist, it was said of the prophet Elijah that ―he 

was a hairy man with a leather belt around his waist‖ (2 Kings 1:8), who lived in the wilderness (1 

Kings 17:1-4). The locusts that accompanied the wild honey as the diet of the desert were also kosher, 

declared the Book of Leviticus (11:22). John was thus created or, perhaps more accurately, shaped to 

be the Elijah type messenger and forerunner. John became the life that the Christians believed was 

foretold in the story of the nameless messenger who wrote the book we call Malachi. So Elijah and 

Malachi join the cast of Jewish characters that parade across these gospel narratives of Jesus‘ birth. 

John‘s parents were said to be named Zechariah and Elizabeth. Are those names real? Or are they 

chosen deliberately to send a midrashic message about who this John was and what his role in 

salvation history, as the Christians understood it, was to be? Names were vitally important in the 

midrashic tradition of the Jewish people. Names sent messages. Names embodied proclamations. So 

now we raise the question and possibility that the names Zechariah and Elizabeth were deliberately 

chosen for their midrashic capability. If that is so, then what would those meanings be? So we turn 

once more to the scriptures of the Hebrew people to explore those sacred stories with our imagination 

freed to embrace new ideas. 

There were a number of Zechariahs in the Hebrew sacred texts, but one of these was clearly powerful 

and influential in the development of the Christian story beyond all others. This was the author of the 

prophetic book that bears the name Zechariah. Texts from the Book of Zechariah appear again and 

again in the gospel tradition. This book, as was the book we call Isaiah, was written by more than one 

author. Chapters 1 through 8 of the prophet Zechariah reflect a period of history perhaps 100 years 

earlier than chapters 9 through 14. In chapters 1 through 8, a priest named Joshua, who was described 

as ―anointed by God,‖ was the religious leader of the nation (Zech. 4:14). Not only were Joshua and 

Jesus the same Hebrew name, as we have noted on many occasions, but the words translated 

―anointed one‖ and ―messiah‖ came from the same Hebrew roots. So early Christians who were also 

Jewish expositors of the scriptures might look at these texts as overwhelming proof of a place in 

which the scriptures were fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth. Joshua the anointed one would be read as 

Jesus the Messiah. Of this Joshua/Jesus, for example, it was said that God set before him a single 

stone with this inscription upon it: ―I will remove the guilt of this land in a single day‖ (Zech. 3:9). 

Echoes of the developing Christian idea of Jesus as God‘s atoning sacrifice were seen by Christians in 

this text. Other references to this portion of Zechariah were seen in the account of the transfiguration 

which we have already noted. 

The latter portion of the Book of Zechariah (9-14) closed with the anticipated return of the Lord of 

Hosts to the Temple in Jerusalem to inaugurate the Kingdom of God (Zech. 14). An Elijah-like figure, 

it was said, would prepare the way. This note was then picked up in the next book of the Bible, the 

aforementioned Malachi. Again, the messenger who prepared the way for the Lord was called Elijah 

(Mal. 4:5). When the Lord comes he will, said Malachi, ―purge the worship of Israel. He will purify 
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the sons of Levi [the order of priests] till they present right offerings to the Lord‖ (Mal. 3:3). Only 

then, asserted Malachi, will my name be ―great among the nations,‖ from ―the rising of the sun to its 

setting‖ (Mal. 1:11). This newly emphasized note in Malachi simply reaffirmed an earlier note from 

Isaiah, who wrote of the Temple, ―My house shall be called a house of prayer for all people‖ (Isa. 

56:7). 

Please keep in mind that Malachi, the nameless messenger, as just noted, had been identified early in 

Christian history with John the Baptist. The immediate predecessor in the Bible to the Book of 

Malachi was Zechariah, which pointed toward the message of Malachi. Why not capture this truth by 

using the name Zechariah for the father or the immediate predecessor of John the Baptist? Since the 

Messiah to whom the Elijah/John the Baptist figure was to point was destined to claim the Temple for 

all people, why not also place the father of John in the Temple for the moment in which he received 

the angelic message? It was too tempting a possibility to be ignored, and it fit the midrashic tendency 

to use names to convey messages. 

But what about John the Baptist‘s mother, Elizabeth? What could that name reflect that would cause it 

to be chosen? It was a rare name among the Hebrew people. There was only one Elizabeth in the 

Jewish sacred story other than this mother of John the Baptist. And even that one was spelled 

differently in Hebrew, making the connection a bit more difficult to make. The other biblical 

Elizabeth was called Elisheba. She was the wife of Aaron, Moses‘ brother and the first high priest of 

the Jewish nation. Aaron occupied that position from Israel‘s days in Egyptian slavery to its birth in 

the Promised Land as the Jewish state. Aaron thus was revered as the one who established the priestly 

tradition in Israel. The Levites, who gave order to the liturgical life of the nation and of the Temple, 

were the spiritual children of Aaron. 

Aaron, his brother Moses, and his sister Miriam were important figures both for good and ill in the 

wilderness years. Aaron crafted the golden calf for the people when Moses was delayed on his 

mountain rendezvous with God in search of the Torah (Exod. 32). Miriam was portrayed as the one 

who stood watch over the baby Moses as he was nestled in a basket amid the bulrushes on the Nile 

River to escape the purge led by the pharaoh (Exod. 2:1-10). She was the author of the Song of 

Triumph sung on the eastern side of the Red Sea (Exod. 15:20 ff.). She also led a rebellion against her 

brother Moses and was supported in this rebellion by her brother Aaron (Num. 12). She was a far 

more significant figure than her sister-in-law, Elisheba. It must be noted that the Hebrew name 

Miriam would be written Mary in Greek. In Luke‘s story Mary was a far more significant figure than 

Elizabeth, who Luke called Mary‘s ―kinswoman‖ (Luke 1:36). Indeed, the suggestion that John the 

Baptist and Jesus were kin, perhaps even ―cousins,‖ as John Wycliffe first suggested in the fourteenth 

century, rests totally on this one word, ―kinswomen,‖ in Luke‘s birth story. Was that word a Lucan 

hint that he was crafting his story on a theme from the Moses family history? He started with the 

name Mary, the name by which Mark had identified Jesus‘ mother in the second Marcan scriptural 

reference to her (Mark 6:1-6). Relating that name to other Marys/Miriams in the Hebrew sacred story, 

he happened upon the account of Miriam, Moses‘ sister, who had a kinswoman named 

Elizabeth/Elisheba. Then he fleshed out his narrative by making the new Elizabeth a member of a 

priestly family, a tradition that descended from Aaron, who was married to the first 

Elizabeth/Elisheba. He then topped this off by portraying the relationship of Mary and Elizabeth after 

the analogy of the relationship between Miriam and Elisheba. If they were sisters-in-law, then their 

offspring would be first cousins. There is certainly enough data here to provide a meaningful fit in the 

midrashic tradition. So the galaxy of Jewish stars continued its parade through the birth stories of 

Jesus and was now joined by Zechariah, Moses, Aaron, Miriam, and Elisheba. 

The birth narratives of Jesus were not even yet finished with this task of providing material that would 

reveal Jewish heroes making guest appearances, but we will pause here, before continuing in the next 

chapter, just to reflect on what I hope is an eye-opening new view of a tiny portion of the material we 

call Gospels. 

Can you not see how rich reading the gospel with Jewish eyes can become? Perhaps on an even more 

poignant note, can you not see how the anti-Jewish bias of the ages has impoverished the Christian 

Gospels even for the Christians? Can you not grasp the excitement that comes when eyes are opened 
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to see these birth stories as they were intended to be seen by the Jewish authors who crafted them so 

carefully? Can you not imagine that if all these dimensions lie hidden in this small segment of gospel 

material, how much more there will be when we can read the entire New Testament through the lens 

of Jewish eyes? But for now, just gaze at these birth stories whose Jewish content we have just begun 

to understand, and embrace the fact that there is available to us a significantly different way to read 

the Gospels, as soon as we have accepted the fact that they are Jewish books. 


