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Chapter 1: The Stories of the First Christmas 

Only Matthew and Luke have birth narratives. They offer parables about Jesus’ birth. They are 

truth-filled but not factual stories. We should ask what do they mean? The two stories are quite 

different from each other.  

Matthew’s Narrative:  

(Matthew 1:18-25) Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother 

Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child 

from the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to  

public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel 

of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, "Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to  take 

Mary as your wife, 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."  When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded  him; he 

took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he  

named him Jesus.   

Matthew chapter 1: Joseph is the main character. Mary receives no revelation and does not 

speak. Joseph is the subject of the sentence: “He had no marital relations with her [Mary] until 

she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.” No story of the birth itself, no swaddling clothes, 

no stable, no manger, no angels singing to shepherds on the night of Jesus’ birth.  

(Matthew 2:1-12) 

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East 

came to Jerusalem, asking, "Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we 

observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage." When King Herod heard this, 

he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and 

scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. 

They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 'And you, 

Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you 

shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.” Then Herod secretly called for the wise 

men and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to 

Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring 

me word so that I may also go and pay him homage." 

When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had 

seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw that the star 



had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the house, they saw the child with 

Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, 

they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not 

to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

Scene 2: Herod and the wise men. Herod drives the plot, with the wise men in supporting roles. 

The wise men from the East drive the plot of Herod to “pay the child homage” by killing him. 

When they follow the star to the “house” (not stable) they find Mary and Jesus. A dream tells the 

magi not to return to Herod to tell him the location of the child.  

Joseph has a separate dream from an angel, telling Joseph to flee with Mary and the baby to 

Egypt. The angel tells of Herod’s plot, and the family stays in Egypt until Herod’s death.  

(Matthew 2:19-23) When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to 

Joseph in Egypt and said, "Get up, take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for 

those who were seeking the child's life are dead." Then Joseph got up, took the child and his 

mother, and went to the land of Israel.  

But when he heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was 

afraid to go there. And after being warned in a dream, he went away to the district of Galilee.  

There he made his home in a town called Nazareth, so that what had been spoken through the 

prophets might be fulfilled, "He will be called a Nazorean." 

Herod realizes the wise men are not coming back, and orders the killing of all the children 

around Bethlehem who are 2 or younger. It fulfills Jeremiah’s prophecy. In Egypt, Joseph 

receives another dream with an angel telling him to take his family back to Israel. The family 

returns not to Bethlehem but to Galilee b/c of Herod’s son’s Archelaus’ deadly reputation.  

How little in Matthew is about Jesus.    

Luke’s Narrative: 

4 times as long as Matthew’s. Begins with the story of John Baptist’s conception, not Jesus’. 

John is the precursor to Jesus.  

Parents of John: Elizabeth and Zechariah are like Abraham and Sarah- Elizabeth conceives in her 

old age. Their child will be like Elijah, whom many Jews believed would be the precursor to the 

kingdom of God.  

Women play much more prominent roles than in Matthew. For much of Luke, Mary is the 

central character. (Joseph is almost invisible.) Luke has a third woman, Anna, the 84-year old 

prophet who praised God for the child who would lead to the redemption of Jerusalem.  

Luke has 3 hymns, sung by Christians for centuries. Benedictus sung by Zechariah, Magnificat 

sung by Mary, Nunc Dimittis sung by Simeon. A brief song is sung by angels, “Glory to God in 

the highest, and on earth peace among those God favors.”  

Luke’s opening words are fixed in the memories of many: “In those days…… 



Joseph and Mary journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem, where Jesus is born in a manger. Then 

the angel appears to shepherds announcing the birth. Luke extends his story to Jesus’ 

circumcision when he’s 8 days old, then his presentation in the temple when he’s @ 40 days old. 

Then Luke concludes the birth narrative with Jesus at 12 in Jerusalem amazing the teachers with 

his wisdom.  

Why two different narratives? Are two very different stories. 

Common elements: names of Jesus’ parents, birth in Bethlehem near the end of Herod the 

Great’s rule, conception by the Holy Spirit.  

Mary and Joseph live in Nazareth in Luke, in Bethlehem in Matthew. Nazareth becomes their 

home in Matthew only after they return from Egypt after Herod dies.  

Matthew has Magi, bringing three gifts, but doesn’t mention how many, nor were they kings.   

Harmonizing the differences creates a very different story.  

Chapter 2: Parables as Overtures 

Birth narratives arrive fairly late in the development of early Christianity. Matthew and Luke 

likely written in the 80’s or 90’s. Earliest Christian writings are letters of Paul (50’s) and Mark 

(@ 70). 

Neither Mark nor Paul mentions extraordinary birth of Jesus. Gospel of John has no birth story 

either.  

Scholars infer that stories of Jesus’ birth were not of major importance to early Christianity.  

What kind of stories are they? Fact or fable? Borg and Crossan see them as parables and 

overtures. In earlier days, factuality was not a concern for Christians. Their truth was taken for 

granted. All of the interpretive focus was on their meaning. “Premodern Christianity saw them as 

stories of the way things happened.” 

Precritical way of regarding the birth narratives became impossible in the modern world. 

“Modern science in the Enlightenment generated an understanding of truth and reality very 

different from the pre-modern world.” “It generated a new epistemology and a new ontology.”  

How do we know? and What is true? What is real and what is possible? 

Many people came to think that truth and factuality are the same.  

What is ‘fact fundamentalism?’ as per Huston Smith? Christian biblical literalism is about 

biblical factuality, and is rooted in fact fundamentalism, a product of the recent past.  

Enlightenment also created a world view very different from pre-modern world views. “Modern 

world view says what is indubitably real is the space-time universe of matter and energy, 

operating in accord with natural laws of cause and effect.” 

It can make the central claims of religion questionable. 



Spectacular events (like the birth narratives) are judged skeptically.  

What are others in the Bible? Must birth narratives be either fact or fable?  

Divine conceptions in the ancient world are fairly common. Great figures were spoken of this 

way.  

Conscious literalism is modern, grounded in the fact fundamentalism of the Enlightenment. It 

claims they’re supernatural interventions by God. If folks are sceptics, they lack faith.  

“Do you believe Jesus was born of a virgin?” becomes a test of faith, of Christian orthodoxy. 

Birth Stories as Parable: “Reading these stories involves an interpretive decision- there is no non-

interpretive way of reading them.”  

The model for reading them as parable is the parables of Jesus. 

More parables are attributed to Jesus than any other figure in Jewish tradition.  

Parable is story, narrative. People do things in parables, something happens. Parable is about 

meaning, not factuality. A form of metaphorical language. Metaphorical meaning of language is 

its “more than literal” meaning, the capacity of language to carry a surplus of meaning. The 

truth lies in its meaning.  

Dom says, “It’s a parable, dummy.”  

They are truthful even though they’re not factual. “Jesus told parables about God and the advent 

of God, the coming of God’s kingdom. His followers told parables about Jesus and his advent, 

the coming of the bearer of God’s kingdom.” 

The parabolic approach needs to be combined with a historical approach. Setting these ancient 

parables in their first-century context. Ancient text in ancient context. What did they mean for 

the communities of Christians near the end of the first century? 

Jesus’ parables were subversive stories. They subverted conventional ways of seeing life and 

God. The birth stories are also subversive. The followers of Jesus told subversive stories about 

Jesus.  

Themes to come: 

 Who is the King of the Jews?  

 Who is the Son of God, savior of the world, the one who brings peace on earth? Roman 

imperial theology says Caesar was all of these. Luke’s story says that status belongs to 

Jesus, the embodiment of God’s will for the earth.  

 Who is the light of the world? The emperor, son of Apollo, the god of light and reason 

and imperial order? Or is it Jesus, executed by empire, the light in the darkness, the true 

light to whom the wise of this world are drawn? 

 Where do we find fulfillment of God’s dream for Israel and humanity?  

The birth stories subvert the dominant consciousness of the 1st century as well as our own.  



The birth stories are also parabolic overtures each to their respective gospel. Matthew 1-2 is a 

miniature version of the succeeding chapters 3-28 and Luke 1-2 is a miniature version of Luke 3-

24.  

The NT is the climatic consummation of the OT in the Christian Bible. Judaism and 

Christianity are twin daughters born in a hard and difficult delivery for their mother. Both 

are fully valid before God.  

Mathew and Luke’s birth narratives insist that the birth of Jesus is the glorious completion and 

perfection of the tradition into which he was born. Each overture goes its own way.  

Matthew’s Christmas Story as Overture: 

Compare: Birth of Jesus to birth of Moses in Exodus 1-2. Herod in Matthew and Pharoah in 

Exodus plot to kill all the newly born Jewish males to include the predestined child. Newspaper 

headline would read: EVIL RULER SLAUGHTERS MALE INFANTS- PREDESTINED 

CHILD ESCAPES.  

See parallels between Joseph’s/Magi’s 5 dreams and Moses’ heavenly protection.  

Prophetic fulfillments in Mary’s virginal conception, the birthplace of the Messiah, departure of 

the holy family from Egypt, after Herod’s infanticide at Bethlehem, and on Nazareth.  

In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus is the new Moses. Sermon on the mount = new Moses giving the new 

law from the new Mt. Sinai. = New Law from the New Mountain. Wow! The new law is 

fulfilled by being made harder rather than easier. Radicalized rather than liberalized.  

Luke’s Christmas Story as Overture:  

Three themes are microcosm to his gospel:  

Emphasis on women balances with emphasis on men. 

Emphasis on the marginalized- lowly shepherds, obligations of the rich to the poor. 

Emphasis on the Holy Spirit: On John, on Mary, on Elizabeth, on Zechariah, on Simeon, on the  

12, on everyone at Pentecost.  

 


