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  The virgin birth is the doctrine that Christ did not have a biological father but 
rather was conceived by the Holy Spirit miraculously in the womb of Mary. 
Historically, this doctrine has further entailed the complete integrity of Mary’s 
body after the birth and delivery of Christ, as well as her ever-virginity. 

Miraculous births in Scripture. As the Israelites prepare to enter into the promised 
land, Moses announces to them the blessings associated with covenant 
obedience and the curses associated with disobedience (Deut 28). For covenant 
obedience “the Lord will make you abound in prosperity, in the fruit of your womb 
and in the fruit of your livestock and the fruit of your ground, within the land that 
the Lord swore to your fathers to give you” (Deut 28:11). This covenant blessing 
is the fulfillment of God’s mighty works to gather a people for himself and to 
deliver that people from their enemies, which causes his people to “be fruitful 
and multiply” (Gen 8:17; 15:5; Exod 1:7–10; Deut 1:10). 

Barrenness was thus a sign of being cursed for the Israelites. Whenever God 
opens a barren womb in the Old Testament, it is a sign that he has begun to work 
powerfully again among his people. The fecundity of the womb is, in other words, 



understood as a sign of the new spiritual life which God is giving to his people. 
The proclamations to Sarah, Manoah’s wife, Hannah, and the Shunnamite woman 
that their wombs have been opened is a sign of the greater work that God is 
about to do to renew his people (Gen 18:10–14; Judges 13:2–3; 1 Sam 1; 2 Kgs 
4). 

The miraculous birth of John the Baptist and of Jesus in the New Testament 
should be understood within this framework (Luke 1:7, 11–38). Both the Song of 
Mary and the Song of Zechariah (Luke 1:46–56, 67–79) are victory songs, 
proclaiming the triumph of God over his enemies. Mary’s song, the Magnificat, is 
patterned on the Songs of Moses and Miriam (Exod 15:1–21), and the Song of 
Zechariah, the Nunc Dimittis, references Psalm 138, which promises a 
descendent of David who will deliver Israel. Both of these songs see the 
annunciation of Jesus as evidence that God is at last going to deliver the Israelites 
in a second and greater exodus. 

The virgin birth. As important as the continuities between Jesus’ miraculous birth 
and the other miraculous births recorded in Scripture are the discontinuities. 
Scripture offers no indication that the other miraculous births in Scripture result 
from virginal conceptions as does Jesus’ birth. Secondly, Jesus’ birth is expressly 
understood in Matthew’s and Luke’s accounts not only to be miraculous but to 
be the fulfillment of the prophecy announced in Isaiah 7:14: “Therefore the Lord 
himself will give you a sign: the virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and 
will call him Immanuel.” This prophecy was essential to the Christian 
understanding of the place of Jesus in the economy of salvation from the New 
Testament onward. 

That Jesus’ birth fulfills the Isaianic prophecy has been cast into doubt from the 
Reformation onward but especially with the advent of higher criticism in the 
nineteenth century. Both Matthew and Luke use the Greek translation of the 
Scriptures, the Septuagint, in their understanding of the prophecy. Whereas the 
Greek word in Isaiah 7:14 definitely means “virgin,” the Hebrew word may mean 
either “virgin” or “young woman.” Modernist scholars used this point to discredit 
the virginal conception and birth of Jesus, arguing that Matthew and Luke simply 
misunderstood the prophecy and either invented the virgin birth or 
misinterpreted Christ’s advent in terms of their understanding of this prophecy. 

However, this objection was addressed early on by the fathers of the church. As 
early as AD 155–160, Justin Martyr in his Dialogue with Trypho anticipated this 
objection, arguing that when interpreted simply as “young woman,” the Isaianic 
passage made no sense: “ ‘Behold, the young woman shall conceive,’ as if great 



events were to be inferred if a woman should beget from sexual intercourse: 
which indeed all young women, with the exception of the barren, do.” 

Justin goes on to say that since God has indeed opened the wombs of the barren 
miraculously, it is no major feat for him to grant a virginal conception: “But even 
these, God, if He wills, is able to cause [to bear]. For Samuel’s mother, who was 
barren, brought forth by the will of God; and so also the wife of the holy patriarch 
Abraham; and Elisabeth, who bore John the Baptist, and other such. So that you 
must not suppose that it is impossible for God to do anything He wills.” 

For the Fathers, the virgin birth was essential because it safeguarded the doctrine 
that Christ was the new Adam. In the third century, Irenaeus argued that because 
Adam “had his substance from untilled and as yet virgin soil,” so did “He who is 
the Word, recapitulating Adam in Himself, rightly receive a birth, enabling Him to 
gather up Adam [into Himself], from Mary, who was as yet a virgin.” 

The virginal conception, the virgin birth, and the ever-virginity of Mary. A curious 
feature of the fundamentalist-modernist debates of the early twentieth century 
was that what the fundamentalists defended as the “virgin birth” was actually the 
virginal conception of Jesus. By and large they did not defend either the virgin 
birth or the ever-virginity of Mary. Historically, by contrast, the virgin birth means 
that the integrity of Mary’s hymen was preserved not only in the miraculous 
conception of Jesus but also in his miraculous birth. The virgin birth also entailed 
the perpetual virginity of Mary, a doctrine which was taught not only by the 
patristic and medieval church but also by all the central magisterial Reformers. 
Thomas Cranmer, for instance, argued in A Confutation of Unwritten Verities that 
the doctrine was to be believed not only from the united testimony of the fathers, 
but on the basis of Ezekiel 44:2–3. 
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  •      Is 7:14 

  •      Lk 1:26–38 

  •      Mt 1:18–25 

 


