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T H E  W O R D  A M O N G  U S  (Matt. 1:18; Luke 1:27, 34). 
2. Joseph is of Davidic descent (Matt. 1:16. 

20; Luke 1:27; 2:4). 

AWAY IN A MANGER 3. Mary conceives without having inter- 
course with Joseph (Matt. 1: 18. 25; Luke 
1:34). 

4. Jesus' birth is announced by an angel 

By Stephen E. Thompson 

The Infancy narratives may tell us little accurate historical 
information about Jesus, but they do tell us one very important 

thing about him: "He was such an extraordinary person that 
these kinds of stories were told about him." 

T HE INFANCY NARRATIVES found 
in Matthew and Luke are perhaps the 
best-known stories in the New 

Testament. Owing to numerous Christmas 
pageants and T.v specials, few people have 
not heard of Jesus' miraculous conception, 
his birth in a stable because there was no 
room in the inn, the angels who announced 
the birth and location of the newborn babe to 
the shepherds in the fields, and how gift- 
bearing wise men from the East were led to 
the stable by a star and were warned in a 
dream not to tell the wicked tyrant Herod 
where the heralded baby was. As a result, the 
story goes, Herod decreed the death of all 
male children in and around Bethlehem who 

were two years old and under. Herodk 
wicked design was foiled, however, when 
God warned the infant's father, Joseph, who 
then fled with his family into Egypt. This 
moving narrative has captured the hearts and 
imaginations of millions of Christians for al- 
most two thousand years. To truly under- 
stand the birth narratives in Matthew and 
Luke, we must first realize that the Christmas 
story with which we are most familiar is an 
impossible conflation of two incompatible 
accounts. 

IRRECONCILABLE DIFFERENCES 
BETWEEN MATTHEW AND LUKE'S 

ACCOUNTS OF JESUS' BIRTH 

T HERE are a number of common 
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in the department of Egyptology at Brown of both gospels). For example: 
University. 1. Jesus' parents are to be Joseph and Mary 

(Matt. 1:20-23; Luke 1:30-35). 
5. An angel states that the child is to be 

named Jesus (Matt. 1:21; Luke 1:31). 
6. Jesus is born at Bethlehem (Matt. 2:l; 

Luke 2:4-6). 
7. But he is reared at Nazareth (Matt. 2:23, 

Luke 2:39). 
Since most scholars believe that Matthew 

and Luke wrote their gospels independently 
of one another, these points of agreement are 
significant, and evidence that elements of the 
Infancy tradition predate the composition of 
either gospel.' 

However, there are significant differences 
between the two  account^.^ Note the fol- 
lowing: 
1. The two genealogies of Jesus in Matthew 

and Luke are irreconcilable; they cannot 
even agree on the identity of Jesus' pa- 
ternal grandfather-Jacob in Matthew, Eli 
in ~ u k e . ~  

2. Even though both gospels have an angelic 
announcement of Jesus' birth, in Matthew 
(1:20-21) the announcement is to 
Joseph, while in Luke (1:26-38) it is to 
Mary. 

3. In Matthew, Jesus is born in a house in 
Bethlehem, where Mary and Joseph live 
(Matt. 1:24-25, 2:1, ~ l ) . ~  In Luke, Jesus 
is born in a stable in Bethlehem, and 
Joseph and' Mary reside in Nazareth and 
are only in Bethlehem because of a census 
(Luke 2: 1-7). 

4. In Luke, Joseph and Mary return home 
without complication to Nazareth, after 
making a detour to Jerusalem to present 
Jesus at the temple (Luke 2:22, 39). In 
Matthew, however, the holy family must 
flee the wrath of Herod, and, as a result, 
Joseph is told in a dream to take Mary and 
Jesus and go to Egypt (Matt. 2:13-15). If 
Herod was fiercely looking for the infant 
Jesus, it seems strange that Mary and 
Joseph would have taken him to the 
temple in Jerusalem, in view of the fact 
that the temple was only across town 
from Herod's palace (and the fact that 
such a trip was not prescribed by the Law; 
see below). 

5. In Matthew, after Herod dies, Joseph is in- 
structed to return home. This time, how- 
ever, the family does not return to their 
previous home, Bethlehem, but to 
Nazareth, out of fear of Herod's son, 
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Archelaus, who ruled Judea (Matt. 
2:19-23). Apparently they were not 
afraid of Herod's other son, Antipas, who 
ruled the temtory of Galilee, which in- 
cluded Nazareth, and who would later be 
responsible for the execution of John the 
Baptist (Matt. 14:3-12). As biblical 
scholar John E Meier has noted, 'Joseph 
had a strange sense of security 
mea~ures."~ 

What we find, then, is that in Matthew, 
Joseph and Mary live in Bethlehem, travel to 
Egypt, and finally settle in Nazareth. In Luke, 
they live in Nazareth, travel to Bethlehem for 
Jesus' birth, and then return home to 
Nazareth. The two itineraries are irreconcil- 
able. 

If it is not possible for both accounts to be 
historical, is it possible that one recounts 
events as they actually happened, and the 
other does not? Historical considerations 
lead us to conclude that it is also not possible 
for either account to be entirely historical. 
There are several points in Matthew's narra- 
tive that do not seem to be historical. Biblical 
scholar Raymond Brown has noted that "a 
star that rose in the East, appeared over 
Jerusalem, turned south to Bethlehem, and 
then came to rest over a house (Matt. 2:2, 
9-1 1) would have constituted a celestial phe- 
nomenon unparalleled in astronomical his- 
tory, yet it received no notice in the records 
of the timesn6 Further, the spirit of coopera- 
tion that existed between Herod and the 
scribes and priests in Matthew 2:4 "betrays 

isted between Herod and the ~riests. nor the 
fact that the Sanhedrin was io t  at his beck 
and call."' Herod's slaughter of the male chil- 
dren two years old andunder (Matt 2:16) is 
an act of enormous cruelty, but it was appar- 
ently quickly forgotten. There is no mention 
of it in the work of the Jewish historian 
Josephus, even though he went to great 
lengths to describe Herod's terrible acts.' It is 
more likely that the evangelist created this 
event. 

But does Luke fare any better? No. There 
are several events in the Lucan infancy narra- 
tive that do not square with the historical 
record, or with what we know about first- 
century Judaism. According to Luke, there 
was a census of "the whole worldn (i.e., the 
Roman provinces) (Luke 2:1, KJV) under 
Caesar ~ugustus,  and this census took place 
while Quirinius was legate of Syria and 
Herod was ruler of Jewish Palestine (Luke 
2:l-3). This is not possible. There is no 
recorded empire-wide census of all the in- 
habitants of the Roman Empire under 
Augustus. There were three censuses under 
Augustus, but of Roman citizens only 
Further, Quirinius became legate of Syria in 
6 C.E., but Herod died in 4 B.C.E., years be- 
fore Quirinius assumed office. Also, a Roman 
census did not require people to register in 
their ancestral cities, and it seems unlikely 
that a very pregnant Mary would have volun- 
tarily chosen to make the trip.g The census 
was simply a narrative device that Luke used 
to explain Jesus' birth at Bethlehem, although . - 

no awareness of the bitter opposition that ex- his parents lived in ~azareth." 
- 

"When 1 said I wanted a haircut a prophet would be comfortable 
with, this isn't exactly what I had in mind." 

Luke's account of the presentation of Jesus 
at the temple occasions several historical 
problems. According to Luke (2:2240), 
when the time came for Mary and Joseph's 
purification, they brought Jesus to the temple 
in Jerusalem and presented him to the Lord 
in order to redeem him from service to the 
Lord, as called for .in Numbers 18:15-16. 
There are problems with Luke's account 
when viewed in context of what is known 
about first-century Judaism. First, although a 
first-born male had to be redeemed by 
paying five shekels at the temple, "there was 
no obligation (or custom, so far as we know) 
of bringing the child to the sanctuary for the 
presentation and redemption."" Second, 
Luke seems to have combined two separate 
events: the presentation of a child to the 
Lord, and the purification of the mother after 
she had given birth. After giving birth to a 
son, a woman was considered ritually im- 
pure for forty days. At the end of this time, 
she was to bring one of several types of offer- 
ings to the priest at the door of the temple. 
According to Luke, both parents came to be 
purified, which would not have been the 
case-only the mother needed purification. 
Luke implies that the purpose of the trip was 
to present Jesus at the temple, which, as 
stated above, was not necessary. Luke fails to 
mention that Joseph or Mary paid the re- 
quired price to redeem Jesus, but implies that 
this was done by the sacrifice of a pair of 
birds. This sacrifice was not related to the re- 
demption of a child, but to the purification of 
the mother. It is apparent that Luke's account 
represents the conflation of two separate rit- 
uals into one. Brown concludes that it is 
likely that Luke "has created a setting from an 
inaccurate reading of Old Testament laws."12 

WHY DID THE AUTHORS OF MATTHEW 
AND LUKE CONSTRUCT NON-FACTUAL 

ACCOUNTS? 

N OW, if such events as the miracu- 
lous star, Herod's slaughter of the 
children of Bethlehem, Jesus' trip to 

Egypt, and the account of Jesus' presentation 
at the temple are not historical, why are they 
in the narrative? What could have motivated 
the evangelists to make up such details? The 
answer to these questions becomes apparent 
when we examine the sources that the au- 
thors drew on when creating their accounts 
of events in the infancy narratives. Both au- 
thors drew heavily on accounts from the 
Hebrew Bible. Matthew based several of the 
events in his narrative on the stories of 
Moses, while Luke drew heavily upon the 
stories about Samuel. 
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Brown has noted that "the Matthean in- 
fancy narrative deliberately patterns the birth 
of Jesus on the birth of Moses." He notes the 
following similarities between the two narra- 
tives: l3 

1. Both Jesus and Moses had to leave their 
homes to avoid being killed by a wicked 
ruler. (Matt. 2:13-14; cf. Ex. 2:15.) 

2. A general massacre of children was de- 
creed by this wicked ruler in an attempt 
to destroy the sought-for child. (Matt. 
2:16; Ex. 1:22.) 

3. When this wicked ruler dies, the Lord in- 
structs both to return to their homes. In 
fact, Matthew 2:19-20 is almost a direct 
quotation of the Greek version of Exodus 
4:19, in which the Lord instructs Moses 
to "return to Egypt, for all those who were 
seeking your life are dead." 
Add to the comparative material in 

Exodus stories being told about Moses 
during the first century, and other interesting 
parallels emerge. In these accounts, Pharaoh 
was not simply trying to curtail population 
growth among his Hebrew slaves, but he had 
been warned by one of his "sacred scribes" 
(cf. Matt. 2:4) of the birth of a Hebrew baby 
who would be a threat to his kingdom. 
Pharaohk attempt to ensure the death of this 
child by ordering a general massacre was 
thwarted by a dream Moses' father, Amram, 
had in which he is told that his son would es- 
cape harm and "deliver the Hebrew race from 
their bondage in Egypt." Joseph also was 
warned in a dream to save his son (Matt. 
2:13-14) and was told that his son would 
"save his people from their sins." (Matt. 
1:21.)14 

T N contrast to Matthew, Luke drew on the 
Old Testament narrative about Samuel 

fant to the temple, where they encounter a 
priest (Mary and Joseph meet Simeon) who 
blesses the parents. In the Samuel story, we 
are told of women who were ministering at 
the door of the sanctuary, just as in Luke we 
find Anna, "who never left the temple courts; 
day and night she worshipped God, fasting 
and praying." (Luke 2:36-38.) The conclu- 
sion of the two accounts is strikingly similar: 
In 1 Samuel 2:21 and 26, we are told that 
"the young child Samuel grew in the pres- 
ence of the Lord. . . . Samuel continued to 
grow both in stature and in favor with the 
Lord and with men." Compare this to Luke 
2:40: "the child grew up and became strong, 
filled with wisdom and favored by God.*15 

The influence of the Samuel narrative on 
Luke is also evident elsewhere in his gospel. 
In Luke 1:5, Zechariah and Elizabeth 
(spelled Zacharias and Elisabeth in the KJV) 
are introduced with the same formula found 
in the introduction to the Samuel story in 1 
Samuel 1:l-2.16 Similarities are also noted 
between "the descriptions of the return home 

of ZechariahElkanah and Hannah, the con- 
ception of John the Baptist/Samuel and the 
response of Elizabethmannah in Luke 
1:23-25 and 1 Samuel 1:19-20."" There are 
also similarities between Mary's reply in Luke 
1:38 and Hannah's in 1 Samuel 1: 18. 

The question at this point may be: why 
would the Gospel authors pattern events in 
their gospels on events in the lives of distin- 
guished figures from the Old Testament? 
Would they not have realized that they were, 
in essence, fabricating tales about events 
from the life of Jesus? To ask this question, 
however, is to react from the modem per- 
spective on biography and history, rather 
than from the attitude toward such in the 
world that produced the gospels. 

In Greco-Roman historiography, David 
Aune notes, one did not write a biography 
about a person as an individual, but as a rep- 
resentative member of a particular class of in- 
dividuals. Thus members of a class were 
described with "a cluster of stereotypical fea- 
ture~." '~  For example, some of the character- 

I when constructing the account of Jesus' 
presentation at the temple. In 1 Samuel 1, 
Hannah and Elkanah bring the infant 
Samuel, whose birth had been foretold by a 
divine messenger and whose conception was 
accomplished through divine intervention, 
to the sanctuary (temple) at Shiloh and 
placed him in setkce to ;he Lord. There they 
meet the priest Eli, who blessed the parents. 
The parallels with the presentation of Jesus at 
the temple should be obvious: The concep- 
tion of both children is through divine inter- 
vention and is foretold by a divine 
messenger. Both sets of parents take the in- 

abuse 

rterly n 
y , of . the 
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istics ascribed to the ideal military com- 
mander in Greco-Roman biographies include 
being an exemplary figure physically and 
morally, being a persuasive public speaker, 
and having the ability to win and maintain 
the loyalty of troops, to feed and care for 
them.I9 

A concern for the factual truth, as we 
would perceive it, was not of major impor- 
tance for Greco-Roman biographers. Aune 
also notes that "fiction played a significant 
role in Hellenistic historiography and biog- 
raphy," and that "ancient readers recognized, 
appreciated, and could discount rhetorical 
exaggeration, while modem readers find that 
task difficult." Emphasis was placed on the 
plausibility of an account, rather than on its 
accuracy20 

It is the combination of these two features 
of Greco-Roman biography that produced 
the accounts we find in the Gospels. The au- 
thors are not telling the story of Jesus as a 
particular person, but as "as a blend of histor- 
ical elements overlaid and transformed by the 
evangelists' conception of him as a represen- 
tative type (for example, messiah, son of God, 
king) who embodies the beliefs and practices 
of the Christian communities within which 
the gospels arose and those of the authors 
who produced them."21 The authors, there- 
fore, drew on figurative accounts from their 
tradition that they thought Jesus approxi- 
mated in type-Moses, the foremost figure in 
the Hebrew Bible, Samuel the prophet, and 
other prophetic figures from the Old 
~es tament .~~  They were not concerned with 
whether or not these accounts were literally 
true, but that they be plausible. What better 
guarantee of plausibility was there than to be 
able to point to examples of similar events in 
their sacred literature? As Brown notes, "the 
OT echoes [found in the infancy narratives] 
show primarily the continuity and consis- 
tency of God's way of acting."23 

WHAT, THEN, IS THE POINT OF 
THE INFANCY ACCOUNTS? 

HEN I taught a lesson similar to 
this in an LDS institute course at 
Brown University on the 

Historical Jesus, one young woman became 
quite upset to learn that many of the events 
described in the Infancy narratives did not 
happen. Our discussion took place in 
February, so Christmas was still fresh in our 
minds. She was upset because she had just 
taught her class of Sunbeams (three-year- 
olds) the "Christmas story," and now she was 
wondering what she should tell them. My re- 
sponse was to continue to tell them the same 

story she had been familiar with all her life. 
These stories are cherished because they 
communicate ideas in ways academic dis- 
course cannot. At some point in our lives, 
however, it is important for us to move be- 
yond the understanding of the scriptures that 
we acquired in childhood, and to approach 
them with a more mature. reflective attitude. 
The Infancy narratives may tell us little accu- 
rate historical information about Jesus, but 
they do tell us one very important thing 
abdut him: "he was such an hxtraordinarv 
person that these kinds of stories were told 
about him."24 W 
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PALINODE 
All of a sudden that tall green thing outside my mother's house 
turns into a sunflower lurching in the mildest breeze. 
Here's what I say: a great sense of humor is even more useful 
than a great set of breasts. I think of men I've kissed 

but shouldn't have, and what sets the friends apart from the fiends 
is why I felt I had to do it. This is what I learned : 
the negative pole of an energy source is called a cathode 
and some things have to revolve around it. I let one guy 

pummel my heart into a bloody brisket while he traced kisses 
down my neck and used my hips for a bannister. A great sense 
of drama is even more useful than a great sense of humor and I 
must have cried at all the right times. But the best 

thing of all is a great sense of relief: "Bye bye!" we said, 
and waved and smiled, and all of a sudden there's no oscillation 
in that smile, no lurching around like a sunflower. 
His big luminary moon has dwindled and waned and slunk off 

beyond some horizon I can't even see, and however I might 
have wished for something to rise in its place, 1 can't help 
thinking that I've lived with worse things than solitude 
and flowers that turn their graceless yellow faces to the light. 

-HOLLY WELKER 
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