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 Let me begin with a comment on birth narratives in general and then on 

Matthew’s particular purpose in his birth narrative, since it is Matthew’s version 

the lectionary focuses on in this new year of the church calendar. 

 Birth narratives in general:  with all famous people, interest develops in 

their upbringing; we long to know what was it about their formative years which 

produced such a dynamic, important person. We celebrate the birthdays of 

famous people, sometimes even commemorating their lives with a holiday on 

their birth date. It is important to notice the order of interest and events: it is 

because of their deeds as an adult that interest in their birth and childhood 

develops. It is so with the story of Jesus as well. After the resurrection, after 

Pentecost, as the early church grew, their experience of the risen Christ 

prompted interest in the origin and upbringing of Jesus. There are no birth 

narratives in the earliest gospel, Mark, and only two brief mentions of the fact 

of Jesus’ birth in the letters of Paul which were written before Mark; Luke & 

Matthew wrote their birth stories much later in the last decades of the first 

century, and they have fashioned the narratives to introduce their themes and 

goals. Because of Jesus’ life, particularly because of the experience of his death 

and resurrection, the early church quite naturally decided that his birth must 
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have been special; since they experienced God through their encounter with the 

risen Christ, it was logical that his origins were God-ordained. The birth 

narratives must not be read as literally true, but rather as literary truth, pointing 

to the truth of the man Jesus, the truth of the risen Christ, the truth of the 

Christian experience. As Marcus Borg concludes, “…the story of Jesus being 

conceived by the Spirit affirms that what happened in Jesus was ‘of God.’  The 

activity of the Spirit of God in his life was projected back to the beginning of his 

life.  What happened in Jesus was not ‘of the flesh’ but ‘of the Spirit.’  The story 

of Jesus’ virginal conception affirms that Jesus was ‘born not of blood or the 

will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.’ It is a metaphorical affirmation 

of Jesus’ identity and significance.”  

 Secondly, a word on the structure and meaning of the nativity in Matthew: 

first thing to note is that there is very little attention on Mary; the focus is 

primarily on Joseph. In Luke’s birth story, the angel visits Mary to explain what is 

happening and her response gives us the beautiful poem we call the Magnificat. 

In Matthew, the angel visits Joseph. The whole passage is filled with allusions to, 

indeed, actual quotations from the OT; Matthew was showing by many such 

references to the OT that Jesus was the fulfilment of the Hebrew Messianic 

prophecy.  Closer examination of the birth narrative in Matthew, moreover, 

reveals that it serves as an introduction to his entire gospel narrative, to 
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Matthew’s essential theme, namely, that Jesus is the new Moses. The birth 

narrative in Matthew alludes to the birth narrative of Moses. The angel visits 

Joseph and warns that he must flee the wrath of Herod who seeks to kill the 

child. This episode matches the birth of Moses: at the time of Moses’ birth 

Pharaoh of Egypt had decreed that all male infants of the Israelite slaves were 

to be killed. Matthew presents Jesus as the new Moses through whom God will 

save his people. The gospel narrative transports the baby Jesus from Bethlehem 

in Judea, where he was born, to Nazareth in Galilee, where he will grow up. The 

route, however, takes him through Egypt in order that Matthew can tell the 

story of Jesus as a retelling of the story of Israel. It is, again, a story of 

emancipation from Pharaoh's Egypt, with King Herod now cast as the pharaoh 

who slaughters the innocents. 

 Matthew’s story presents Jesus as the carrier of Israel's faith that must 

make its way in an imperial world of hostility. The gospels show that the empire 

will execute Jesus out of its fear, but that in the end Jesus will be God’s triumph 

over a failed world of evil. The readings, even during Christmastime, look toward 

the end of Jesus' life when, in his death, he will emancipate all people from the 

slavery of the fear of death. The readings show faith taking issue with the 

culture of death that has Herod as its focus. That culture of death, of course, is 

powerful among us today. Christmas is an invitation to take a stand for the 
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power of life in the face of a death-culture that is so compelling among us. 

 The familiar verses from Isaiah (63) celebrate God's "gracious deeds" that 

focus on "mercy" (verse 7). Moreover, it is no wonder, for example, that psalm 

148 can imagine “heaven and nature sing” because "he rules the world," to the 

chagrin of the ruling clique in Jerusalem. The birth of Jesus transforms the world 

into exuberant praise sung by sea monsters and fruit trees and cedars and 

Gentiles, by all of creation and by God's own people, Israel. By appropriating the 

psalm for the new baby, the readings appointed for Advent and Christmas make 

amazing claims for this infant that suggest the transformative power that God 

will enact through him. It is a glad song about a new beginning that we are all 

invited to join. The birth of Jesus represents a new birth of mercy in the world. 

The fear filled world of pharaoh and Herod dreads mercy, but, says the story of 

the nativity, mercy will have its way. Neither Herod of the empire nor the raw 

power of death will stop the future given in God's good mercy. No wonder the 

"creeping things" in psalm 148 dance and sing. You and I are invited to join this 

dance of life, today and everyday. Merry Christmas and a joyful new beginning 

to you all. 


