WHAT’S THE IMPORTANCE OF THE VIRGIN BIRTH?

The term ‘virgin birth’ means different things to different people.  For clarity’s sake, the term is taken here to mean ‘virgin conception’.  Jesus was conceived in the womb of His mother Mary by a miraculous work of the Holy Spirit and without a human father.

This does not mean that Jesus was the result of copulation between God and Mary.  Nor does it mean that Jesus’ birth was not a ‘normal’ birth.  The catholic teaching that Jesus passed through the walls of Mary’s uterus instead of being delivered through the normal birth canal (so that Mary’s hymen was not ruptured) is not supported by Scripture.  According to the related Catholic doctrine of the perpetual virginity of Mary, she at no point engaged in a sexual relationship, so that there were no natural sons and daughters born to Joseph and Mary.

The Scripture describes what happened – “This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about:  His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 1:18).  Shortly after that, an angel spoke to Joseph, who was engaged to Mary, in a dream – “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 1:20).  Then we read that Joseph “did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son.  And he gave him the name Jesus” (Matthew 1:24,25).

The same story is told in Luke’s gospel, where we read about the appearance of the angel Gabriel to Mary.  After the angel told her that she would bear a son (Luke 1:26-33), Mary responded, “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” (v.34). The angel answers, “the Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.  So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God” (v.35).

WHY IS THE VIRGIN BIRTH IMPORTANT?

(1) The virgin birth made possible the uniting of full deity and full humanity in 

one Person.

This was the means the Father chose to send His Son into the world as a man (Galatians 4:4).  Were there other ways Christ might have come to the earth?  Yes there were, but none of them would so clearly unite humanity and deity in one Person.  It probably would have been possible for the Father to create Jesus as a complete human being in heaven and send Him to earth without the benefit of any human parent.  But this would make it very difficult for us to understand how Jesus could be fully human as we are, nor would He be part of the human race that physically descended from Adam.

It probably would have been possible for the Father to have Jesus come into the world with two human parents, both a father and a mother, and with His full divine nature miraculously united with His human nature.  But then it would have been hard for us to understand how Jesus could be fully God, since His origin would be like ours in every way.

It may be objected that the absence of the male ‘factor’ would somehow preclude full humanity.  But to argue this way assumes that Jesus was produced after the genetic pattern of Mary alone - an assumption that can’t be true because if it was, Jesus would have been a clone of Mary and could only have been female.  The Holy Spirit clearly contributed the male ‘factor’.

Considering these two possibilities (Jesus coming to earth without any human parents – and Jesus having both an earthly mother and father) helps us understand how God in His wisdom, ordained a combination of human and divine influence in the birth of Christ.  His full humanity is far more evident to us from the fact of His ordinary human birth from a human mother.  His full deity is far more evident to us from the fact of His conception by the extraordinary, miraculous work of the Holy Spirit.

Some have questioned whether Jesus was fully human if He only had one human parent.  But this confuses the essence of humanity with the process that transfers it from one generation to another.  Adam and Eve did not have a human father or mother but were clearly full human.

(2) The virgin birth makes possible Christ’s true humanity without inherited sin.

All human beings have inherited legal guilt and a corrupt moral nature from their first father, Adam.  But the fact that Jesus did not have a human father means that the line of descent from Adam was partially interrupted.  Jesus did not descend from Adam in exactly the same way that every other human being descended from Adam.  And this helps us understand why the legal guilt and moral corruption that belongs to all other human beings did not belong to Christ.

This idea is implied in the statement of the angel Gabriel to Mary, when he says to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you;  therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God” (Luke 1:35 RSV).  Because the Holy Spirit brought about the conception of Jesus in the womb of Mary, the child was to be called “holy”.  Such a conclusion doesn’t mean that the transmission of sin is through the father.  The Bible nowhere says or infers this.  All it does say is that in this case, the unbroken line of descent from Adam was interrupted, and that Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit.  Luke 1:35 above connects this conception by the Holy Spirit with the holiness or moral purity of Jesus.  Reflection on that fact allows us to understand that through the absence of a human father, Jesus was not fully descended from Adam, and that this break in the line of descent was the ‘method’ God used that Jesus could be fully human and yet not share inherited sin from Adam.

The obvious question arises; if all the human race is tainted by the original sin of Adam (resulting in legal guilt and a sinful nature), wouldn’t Mary have contributed some of its consequences to Jesus?  Some, unable to find a satisfactory answer to this question have concluded that Jesus did have a fallen nature but committed no actual sin.  The Catholic Church has taken a different tack, by concluding that Mary herself was free from sin.  This is their doctrine of Immaculate Conception, not referring to the conception of Jesus in Mary’s womb, but to the conception of Mary in her mother’s womb, and that in consequence, Mary was free from any inherited sin (as well as personal sin through her entire life).  Scripture gives no support for this teaching, but it fails to give an answer to the dilemma anyway, giving no explanation as to why Mary did not inherit sin from her mother.

A better solution is to conclude that the work of the Holy Spirit in Mary must have prevented the transmission of sin from Mary.  This is the import of Luke 1:35, “the Holy Spirit will come upon you … therefore the child to be born will be called holy…”  The work of the Holy Spirit was so powerful and sanctifying in its effect that there was no conveyance of the effects of sin from Mary to Jesus.  Without that sanctifying influence, Jesus would have been born into this world with the same fallen nature as every other human being.

(3) The virgin birth is a reminder that our salvation is supernatural

John reminds us that those who believe and receive authority to become the children of God are born “not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God” (John 1:13).  Salvation does not come through human effort, nor is it a human accomplishment.  The virgin birth points to the helplessness of humans to initiate even the first steps in the process.  Speaking of our salvation, Paul wrote, “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us” (2 Corinthians 4:7).  Our salvation is not a human accomplishment, but a supernatural gift from God.

(4) The virgin birth is a reminder that God’s salvation is fully a gift of grace

Just as God had promised that the ‘seed’ of the woman would ultimately destroy the serpent (Genesis 3:15), so He brought it about by His own power and not through human effort.  Our salvation only comes about through the supernatural work of God. There was nothing particularly deserving about Mary  She manifested qualities that God could work through, such as faith and dedication (Luke 1:38,46-55), but Mary was probably only one of many Jewish girls that could have been chosen to give birth to the Son of God.  This should serve to remind us that our salvation is a gift from God, and a completely undeserved one at that.
(5)  The virgin birth is evidence of the utter uniqueness of Jesus

Although, as we have explored, it seems theoretically possible for Christ to have come into the world, fully God and fully human, some other way, the utterly miraculous nature of how it happened sets Jesus apart from any and every other human being that either has lived, or ever shall live.

(6) The virgin birth is evidence of God’s power and sovereignty over nature

On several occasions God provided a child when the mother was barren or past the age of childbearing (eg. the birth of Isaac, Samuel and John the Baptist).  But in each of these situations, as others in Scriptures, there was a natural father and mother.  Christ’s conception eclipses them all.  To fulfil His purposes, the Father altered and superseded the path of nature.  This is the kind of God we have, able to accomplish the impossible.  The virgin birth reminds us that God’s power is never limited by our circumstances.
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