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Perhaps you have read or heard 
terms such as “virgin birth,” “immacu-
late conception,” “divine conception,” 
or even something called “partheno-
genesis.” These terms can be confus-
ing for many, and therefore some clar-
ification seems in order.

“Virgin birth” is the correct Christian 
theological term to designate the bib-
lical teaching on the manner and sig-
nificance of the birth of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. “Divine conception” is an al-
ternate term sometimes used. It more 
specifically designates the supernat-
ural conception of the Lord Jesus by 
the agency of the Holy Spirit within the 
womb of Mary, the mother of Jesus.

These two terms are used to des-
ignate biblical teachings. They should 
not be confused with “immaculate 
conception,” a peculiarly Roman 
Catholic doctrine that is concerned 
exclusively with the supposed sinless 
perfection of Mary. In Catholic teach-
ing, she received this perfection at her 
own conception, a perfection granted 
on the merit of Jesus.

Nor should the biblically based 
terms be confused with “parthenogen-
esis.” That is a biological term dealing 
with known forms of asexual repro-
duction in lower animals such as rep-
tiles, fish, and other species that share 
this peculiarity.

Many Christians mistakenly associ-
ate the term “immaculate conception” 
with the doctrine of the virgin birth of 
Christ. They do sound as if they are re-
lated in meaning. But that impression 
is misleading.

Christ’s supernatural, divine concep-

tion was indeed immaculate in the most 
important sense. He alone among all hu-
manity possessed true sinlessness, and 
His conception alone happened without 
the participation by any human male. But  
Jesus’ conception has nothing to do 
with the Catholic doctrine of immacu-
late conception. It is very important for 
Bible-believing Christians to get that 
straight. The term is by no means mere-
ly another name for the virgin birth of 
Christ! 

At the other end of the spectrum, 
unbelievers who argue against the 
virgin birth of Christ sometimes in-
troduce the term “parthenogenesis” 
to cloud the discussion. They do this 
by equating Christ’s virgin birth with 
a known but relatively rare biological 
phenomenon in animals. It is import-
ant to stress that Christ’s birth was by 
no means parthenogenic in any sense; 
He was conceived in Mary’s womb by 
the Holy Spirit, making God Himself 
Jesus’ Father in a unique sense.

The crucial importance of Christ’s 
virgin birth is inseparably linked to 
the truthfulness of the Bible itself.  
J. Gresham Machen, in his definitive 
work, The Virgin Birth of Christ, writes, 
“The Bible teaches the virgin birth of 
Christ; a man who accepts the virgin 
birth may continue to hold to the full 
truthfulness of the Bible; a man who 
rejects it cannot possibly do so. That 
much at least should be perfectly 
plain” (Baker). 

Christianity is an inescapably his-
torical religion. By contrast, most 
non-Christian sacred books are con-
cerned with conveying abstract spir-
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itual principles and ideas. These prin-
ciples are deemed just as spiritually 
valuable whether the narratives used to 
convey them are historically true or not.

The writers of Scripture, by con-
trast, are primarily concerned with 
writing real history. And the truthful-
ness of the actual events that make 
up that history is of vital importance 
in establishing the significance of 
the spiritual truths that make up the 
Christian faith.

In other words, the writers of Scrip-
ture fully intend that the truth of Jesus’ 
claims to be the Son of God and the 
Saviour of the world hinge wholly on 
the truth of the historical events re-
corded in the Gospels. The New Tes-
tament insists that we can only know 
that Jesus is who He claims to be be-
cause He actually rose from the dead, 
because He actually died on the cross, 
because He actually performed su-
pernatural miracles, and because He 
actually was born of a virgin, having 
been conceived by the power of the 
Holy Spirit apart from any involvement 

of a human biological father.
This principle is supported by the 

fact that the writers of Scripture are 
unquestionably aware of the differ-
ence between history and parables. 
Jesus indeed used parables. In them, 
the value of the spiritual teachings 
they conveyed to His listeners did not 
depend on whether or not they related 
actual historical events. For instance, 
we do not know whether the prodigal 
son (Luke 15:11-32) was a real person. 
Jesus may simply be using him to il-
lustrate the grace and love of God the 
Father. The truth conveyed is not af-
fected either way.

But the historical fact that Jesus really 
spoke those parables at specific times 
and places to specific individuals who 
were really there is of crucial importance 
and significance! The listeners were real 
people, who very much needed the les-
sons the parables conveyed.

As Machen so lucidly observes, 
to pick and choose which biblical 
teachings we personally accept or 
reject demolishes any pretense we 
might have in claiming to believe 
in the Bible’s infallible authority. If 
Christ was not raised from the dead, 
our faith is in vain. If He did not die 
for our sins, our salvation is impossi-
ble. If He was not virgin born, He was 
not the Christ. 

The truth of Scripture is absolute only 
because of the truthfulness of the his-
torical narratives that form its founda-
tion. A Christianity made up of spiritual 
and ethical principles not supported by 
historical veracity is not Christianity at 
all. It is a mere philosophy, a system 
of thought originating entirely from the 
human imagination. And that has no 
power to save anyone.

In conclusion, “Only one Jesus is 
presented in the Word of God; and 
that Jesus did not come into the world 
by ordinary generation, but was con-
ceived in the womb of the virgin by the 
Holy Ghost” (Machen).
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LESSON 1 DECEMBER 5, 2021

SCRIPTURE LESSON TEXT

NOTES

MATT. 1:18 Now the birth of  
Jesus Christ was on this wise: When 
as his mother Mary was espoused to 
Joseph, before they came together, 
she was found with child of the Holy 
Ghost.

19 Then Joseph her husband, 
being a just man, and not willing to 
make her a publick example, was 
minded to put her away privily.

20 But while he thought on these 
things, behold, the angel of the Lord 
appeared unto him in a dream, say-
ing, Joseph, thou son of David, fear 
not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: 
for that which is conceived in her is 
of the Holy Ghost.

21 And she shall bring forth a 
son, and thou shalt call his name 
JESUS: for he shall save his people 
from their sins.

JOHN 12:1 Then Jesus six days be-
fore the passover came to Bethany,  
where Lazarus was which had been 
dead, whom he raised from the 
dead.

 2 There they made him a 
supper; and Martha served: but 
Lazarus was one of them that sat 
at the table with him.

 3 Then took Mary a pound of 
ointment of spikenard, very costly, 
and anointed the feet of Jesus, and 
wiped his feet with her hair: and the 
house was filled with the odour of 
the ointment.

 4 Then saith one of his disci-
ples, Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, 
which should betray him,

 5 Why was not this ointment 
sold for three hundred pence, and 
given to the poor?

 6 This he said, not that he 
cared for the poor; but because he 
was a thief, and had the bag, and 
bare what was put therein.

 7 Then said Jesus, Let her alone: 
against the day of my burying hath 
she kept this.

 8 For the poor always ye have 
with you; but me ye have not al-
ways.
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Lesson Exposition
A MOMENTOUS ANNOUNCE-
MENT—Matt. 1:18-21

Mary’s condition (Matt. 1:18). 
Since Matthew’s Gospel was ad-
dressed to a Jewish audience, the au-
thor is careful to trace the lineage of 
Jesus, as He was “the son of David, 
the son of Abraham” (1:1). 

The narrative begins by telling us 
that Joseph and Mary were promised 
in marriage to each other. While today 
we might use the words “betrothed” 
or “engaged” for their status, neither 
term accurately describes their rela-
tionship. Betrothal in New Testament 
Jewish culture was a legal arrange-
ment made about one year before 
the actual marriage ceremony and 
consummation. To remove oneself 
from such a betrothal required a legal 
divorce. 

At some point it was discovered that 
Mary was with child. The conception 
had come about by the power of the 
Holy Spirit. In both Matthew’s and 
Luke’s account of the birth of Christ, 
there is no doubt that Mary was a vir-
gin at both the time of the conception 
and the time of Jesus’ birth (Matt. 
1:25). 

Joseph’s dilemma (Matt. 1:19-21). 
Since Joseph was a godly man, he did 
not wish to be married to a woman 
who had presumably been unfaithful 
to him with another man during their 
betrothal. Nor did he wish to disgrace 
Mary publicly or have her punished for 
her assumed unfaithfulness. Rather, 
he was “minded to put her away priv-
ily”; that is, he intended to divorce her 
secretly. Note that Joseph is referred 
to here as Mary’s husband, reflecting 
what was stated earlier concerning the 
binding nature of espousal.

Rather than making a hasty de-
cision about his future with Mary,  
Joseph “thought on these things,” mull-
ing them over in his mind (vs. 20). No 
doubt he experienced many emotions, 
everything from anger, to sorrow, to 
confusion, to despair. Exactly how Jo-
seph had discovered Mary’s pregnan-
cy is not stated, though it is likely that 
Mary herself told him, perhaps sharing 
the details of how the angel Gabriel had 
appeared to her (Luke 1:26-38). 

It was while Joseph was considering 
the dilemma in which he found himself 
that an angel of the Lord appeared to 
him. Encouraging him not to be afraid 

Sorrow Before Triumph
Lesson Text: Matthew 1:18-21; John 12:1-8 

Related Scriptures: Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; Luke 7:37-39

TIMES: 6 or 5 b.c.; a.d. 30 PLACES: Nazareth; Bethany

GOLDEN TEXT—“Verily I say unto you, Wheresoever this gospel shall be preached in the 
whole world, there shall also this, that this woman hath done, be told for a memorial of 
her” (Matthew 26:13).


