
CALVIN 25

The VIRGIN BIRTH
The Holy Spirit will come upon you, the power of the Most High will overshadow
you. Your child will therefore be called Holy – the Son of God. Luke 1:35

The Bible is full of little puzzles. The virgin birth is only one of them. What are
we to make of it? The Christian Church all through the ages has deemed it
sufficiently important to incorporate it in the Apostle’s creed: ‘Conceived by
the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary.’ We have repeated this section of the
creed hundreds of times. Does this mean that we actually believe it?

We know by now that sperm must fertilise the human egg for the birth of any
human being to take place. Yet even here there is nowadays some doubt.
According to an article in the papers last month Professor Ian Wilmut at the
Roslin Institute near Edinburgh in Scotland suggests that he can clone humans
from an unfertilised egg. After all he has done so successfully, as we all know,
with Dolly the sheep. The process is apparently called ‘parthenogenesis’ which
literally means ‘virgin birth.’ According to other articles in the newspapers,
births of this kind can be expected next year in other countries.

The Bible itself assumes that Joseph is the father of Jesus. It is Joseph who is of
Davidic descent and it is through Joseph that Jesus is legitimized as the Messiah.
According to scripture the Messiah was to deliver Israel from its enemies and
establish a kingdom greater than David’s whose descendant he was to be
(Matthew 22:42). Slowly, however, the Messiah (the Hebrew word for ‘the
anointed one’, set apart for high office, Christos in Greek), became a religious
rather than a political leader, a spiritual, rather than a worldly ruler. Jesus
thought of himself as such a deliverer or saviour, a suffering servant.

To return to the puzzle mentioned at the beginning: if Jesus was regarded as
the son of Joseph why then do we continue to repeat in the Apostle’s creed that
Jesus was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary? Certainly
Anglican Bishop John Shelby Spong feels that we should scrap the entire virgin
birth idea. He was the Episcopal (Anglican) Bishop of the diocese of Newark in
New Jersey, USA and wrote a number of books that propagate modernizing the
creed. To him we are now beyond such primitive ideas which ‘violate everything
we know about biology’ as he says on page twelve in his book ‘Why Christianity
must change or die.’

Yet in contrast with Bishop Spong I have no trouble with Jesus being ‘conceived
by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary.’ Why? Before answering that
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question I would like to lead up to it by having a good look at the lectionary
readings for today.

There is first of all the Old Testament reading from 2 Samuel 7:1-16. It tells the
story of King David who by now has conquered all his enemies, has established
peace and prosperity for the people and thinks that it is about time to now also
honour God who made all this possible. He therefore proposes to build something
more substantial than a tent or tabernacle for Yahweh and asks the prophet
Nathan for advice.

Nathan approves the plan, but then God appears to Nathan and tells him not to
bother. The argument is that He (God) guided Israel quite satisfactorily in the
past without all the extra brouhaha and that he does not need it now. He will
continue to look after Israel anyway. His (David’s) family, throne and kingdom
shall be established for all time, forever.

The same sentiment is expressed in the section of Psalm 89 which we have sung
together. It reiterates that God has made a covenant, contract, with the house
of David that he will establish his posterity for ever and make his throne endure
for all generations (verse 4). Moreover even if David’s sons make a mess of things,
He (God) may punish them, yet will continue to love them and be faithful to
them (verse 33-37).

Traditionally both 2 Samuel 7:1-11 and Psalm 89 have been regarded as
foreshadowing the Messianic Kingdom and that is why they are coupled together
with the birth of Jesus as the promised Messiah in today’s lectionary. Being in
line with David’s dynasty through Joseph the New Testament maintains that
Jesus is the Christ, the anointed one. It is through him that the promise made to
David has come to fruition.

Both 2 Samuel 7:14 and Psalm 89:26 call this descendant of David ‘God’s Son.’
He is even called the ‘first-born, highest among the kings of the earth’ in Psalm
89:27. Yet that kingdom is also different, if we are to go by God’s refusal to be
too closely associated with the brick and mortar of earthly buildings. 2 Samuel
7 seems to foreshadow a heavenly rather than an earthly kingdom. The Messiah
may be of the ‘rod of Jesse (David’s father)’, but Isaiah (11:1) also calls him
‘despised’, suggesting that the kingdom is not concrete, but spiritual and
therefore much more likely to be both misunderstood and controversial.

The New Testament closely follows the prophetic tradition of the Old Testament.
It functions as the foundation and therefore legitimation of the old covenant.
All the authors of the New Testament were shaping a new tradition but they
were also steeped in the ancient understanding and interpretation of the Old
one. To these authors Jesus represented a heavenly kingdom and as such was
not in need of brick and mortar.
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Therefore the passage of 2 Samuel 7:8 has been interpreted to mean that the
Messiah will rise above and beyond the accoutrements, paraphernalia and
machinery of earthly organisation. Jesus the Messiah, so the argument goes, has
come in the humble guise of the son of a virgin. He did not appear as a pompous
ruler, but as rejected by the world of the powerful. There was no room for him
in the inn and his first bed was a crib in a stable.

Calvin adopts this traditional Messianic line. David, he says in his commentary
on Psalm 89 was 'nobody, unknown and obscure … being the least esteemed of
his father’s children, in whose country cottage he held the humble office of a
herdsman.’ But then God elevated him above all others ‘to the state of royalty’
and gave him special status as the forerunner of ‘Christ in whom alone, in the
strict and proper sense, this everlasting duration is to be found.’

Calvin expresses an interesting view on the virgin birth in his commentary on
Isaiah 7:14 where the prophet prophesies: ‘Behold a virgin shall conceive, and
bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel (which means ‘God with us’).’ He
says that the prophet is here speaking about a virgin rather than a young woman
because he wants to speak not about ‘the ordinary course of nature, but (of) the
gracious influence of the Holy Spirit.’ This means, says Calvin, that ‘virgin birth’
in contrast with normal birth is used to highlight ‘the greatness of the event.’
Normally, he says, a virgin birth ‘was revolting to the ordinary judgment of
men.’

To Calvin the birth of Christ similarly shows God’s intention to ‘save them that
believe by foolishness (1 Corinthians 1:21).’ It tries ‘the humility of faith or
restrains the pride of the ungodly.’ Only the proud, he says, ‘deprive us of the
knowledge of the inestimable secret which God has purposely hid from the wise
and prudent, and revealed to the humble and to babes (Luke 10:21).’ After all
‘Christ is promised to a virgin in an obscure town of Judea.’

This leads us to our New Testament reading, Luke 1:26-38. Here we read that
the angel Gabriel came not to the centre of Judaism, Jerusalem, but to an ordinary
virgin, Mary, in an insignificant city in Galilee called Nazareth. She was to be
married to Joseph of the house of David (verse 27). Mary was not particularly
pleased with Gabriel’s message. She was ‘agitated’ and no wonder. The angel
announced that she was going to be the mother of ‘the Son of the Highest’ and
that this son would be given the throne of his father David (verse 32) and that
there would be no end to his kingdom (verse 33).

Therefore she asked Gabriel, how this could possibly be (verse 34) as she was
still a virgin to which the angel replied in the words of our text for today: ‘The
Holy Spirit will come upon you, the power of the Most High will overshadow
you. Your child will therefore be called Holy – the Son of God (verse 35).’ Mary
obviously was still worried about this strange announcement which went counter
to the mores of her culture: single girls were not supposed to be pregnant before
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getting married. Therefore Gabriel says: ‘Look at your cousin Elisabeth. Although
she is much beyond childbearing age, she is expecting (verse 36). Nothing is
impossible with God (verse 37).’ This is enough for Mary. She resigns and says:
‘I belong to the Lord, body and soul, let it happen as you say.’

Before we address ourselves to the issue at hand as to how moderns can continue
to believe in the virgin birth, let us see what Calvin has to say about Luke 1:35.

He admits that this is beyond ‘the common order of nature.’ Like Zachariah (Luke
1:18) Mary initially confines ‘the power of God within narrow limits’, but then
she accepts the boundless power of God and refuses to confine it to ‘the level of
her senses.’ The crux of the matter therefore becomes that the biblical authors
want to express Jesus being both a human like all of us, but also the ‘sinless son
of God.’ They do this by bringing in the Holy Spirit as the ‘essential power of
God, whose energy is manifested and exerted in the entire government of the
world as well as in miraculous events’, as Calvin says. This ‘heavenly generation
has separated (Jesus) from the ordinary rank of men.’

Calvin sums it up as follows: ‘Though Christ was formed of the seed of Abraham,
yet he contracted no defilement from a sinful nature; for the Spirit of God kept
him pure from the very commencement: and this was done not merely that he
might abound in personal holiness, but chiefly that he might sanctify his own
people. The manner of conception, therefore, assures us that we have a Mediator
separate from sinners (Hebrews 7:26).’

On verse 37 (about God doing the impossible) Calvin suggests that if our faith
is confined to what ‘we are able to comprehend’ or ‘to what our sense receive’
it is airy-fairy. By contrast, if we can rise above these constraints on our faith
(as Mary did according to verse 38) a solid faith will bear results and ‘have
effects.’ What these effects are, Calvin does not spell out. However, it is a safe
bet that he has ‘salvation (wholeness, integrity)’ in mind.

In other words to Calvin the virgin birth is essential if one wants God to represent
pure order as against man’s disorder (sin). Denying the virgin birth is tantamount
to eviscerating God’s pure order to where it is nothing but a sugar-coating of a
man-centred system of meaning. Denying the virgin birth is also denying that
there is anything beyond human control of senses and reason.

Yet if Jesus is to be the mediator and saviour of man, then his earthly ties
(descendant of David, of Abraham’s seed) have to also be documented and given
equal status. Jesus therefore is the synthesis reconciling the obviously impure,
sinful state of man with God’s perfection, pure order and sinlessness.

In this scenario God’s authority, love and forgiveness are essential elements.
They are all part of raising man above self-centredness and are the death of
self-idolization.

168

CALVIN FOR THE THIRD MILLENNIUM



Calvin’s view of God’s purity over against man’s impurity therefore is our first
answer why the virgin birth is to be maintained as an integral part of our
confession of faith. God’s pure order is dragged down into our disorderly,
man-centred world, unless we accept it through faith as sufficient unto itself.
At the centre of existence is an anomaly. Our longing for, and need of, a vision
beyond disorder of any kind is met by God’s Holy Spirit. Right from the
beginning Jesus was also of divine origin and this is what the virgin birth is
trying to express. ‘Nothing is impossible with God (Luke 1:37).’

Yet there are two other reasons why I personally have no trouble repeating Jesus
being born of the Virgin Mary when I confess my faith. The second one has to
do with the biblical view of sexuality or libido as it is called in the psychological
literature. When I read and interpret scripture I often put on my sociological
rather than my theological hat. In contrast with theologians who traditionally
leant more heavily on philosophical canons of logic and overt meaning, social
scientists are more likely to be sympathetic to the latent meanings. By this I
mean that anthropologists, psychologists and sociologists search for explanations
that lie below the surface and are more likely to be hidden rather than obvious.

Doing this with our virgin birth topic I see a deep gap between man’s animal
origin and its prerequisite of physical survival through procreation on the one
hand and his capacity to deny this origin through self-denial allowing for society
and culture to come to full bloom on the other hand.

All we see around us, our standard of living, our capital, our democracy, our
scientific endeavour and division of labour are only possible because at some
stage in the past our ancestors learnt that postponing gratification and
disciplining raw instinct could have major evolutionary advantages. Religion
was always at the forefront of advocating and strengthening that advantage.

I cannot think of any religion, whether primitive or modern, which has not in
some form or other canalized libido. By this I mean that religion has either
surrounded libido with proscriptions or prescriptions in order to safeguard
tribal, family or social systems. Surviving religions have often gone further.
They have sublimated the libido and thereby turned it from enemy to ally: for
instance, the Catholic Church believed that its priests could concentrate better
on their calling and vocation, if they stayed celibate.

Our Bible is a beautiful example of this sublimation. From its physical base, love
(eros in Greek) became transfigured into love, friendship or affection between
members of the clan, family, army unit, or community (filia in Greek). This meant
a natural affection for those with whom one had much in common and with
whom one had a bond of friendship. This in turn became further sublimated or
universalized into God’s love (agape in Greek). The latter, agape, is exemplified
in Christ’s love also for the rejects, the ugly , the despised, the mentally deranged,
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the battlers, those who cannot cope, rather than only for those for whom one
had a natural bond of friendship.

The virgin birth in our text is therefore a good example of the elimination of
the physical base of libido in order to allow for its sublimation into agape
represented by the Holy Spirit, the emotional or faith aspect of the trinity or the
love of God. Paul’s remark (1 Corinthians 7:9) that it is better to marry than to
burn with vain desire is another example of the practical endorsement of
canalization of the libido, even if, as Paul also suggests, control or sublimation
as we would call it now leads to the ‘agape’ that God has in mind for Christians.

Yet as the Catholic Church is presently experiencing, the celibacy of priests may
indeed be the path to libido sublimation, but the libido is of necessity a strong
instinct not that easy to control. One can only be understanding and observe
with tragic sympathy that a certain percentage of its clergy has not been able
to cope with the rigorous demands of celibacy.

But there is a third reason why in contrast with Bishop Spong, I personally have
no trouble with repeating in the apostle’s creed that I believe in Jesus conceived
by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary. The virgin birth compels us to
distance ourselves from the idea that symbol is inferior to fact. Why should it
be? Haven’t humans outgrown the faith in fact as something glorious that can
stand on its own feet without interpretation? Hasn’t the gospel and our
experience of the living saviour, the Lord of life, shown us that in Jesus we meet
the altogether ‘other?’ And isn’t the ‘other’ enlarging our existence beyond what
you and I make of that existence if we refuse to open ourselves to the wonder
and miracle of God coming to man? Aren’t our ancestors’ and our own horizons
extended when we let Jesus into our lives?

If that is the case the virgin birth points to a symbol rather than a fact, lifting
us to a glimpse of God who expects submission rather than control, humility
rather than pride, faith rather than reason. The virgin birth points to an enduring
aspect of life surpassing the momentary. The virgin birth symbolizes the reality
of the Holy Spirit that according to our text overshadows the Virgin Mary. It is
the Holy Spirit that has since time immemorial facilitated the vision that has
made man more than his animal instinct.

There is a dialectic or symbiosis at the heart of existence. The virgin birth is like
a parable. It points to something valuable in life. It is not to be trivialized or
prematurely resolved by what we insist is so-called ‘reality.’ What we define as
‘reality’ is always interpreted. It does not exist without interpretation. Christians
insist that Jesus, the Messiah, the Christ, the anointed one of the lineage of David,
is eternally alive not just as an abstract model to be emulated, but as someone
walking next to you and me, whether we want it or not.
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It is this living presence of Jesus and the Holy Spirit for all times which the
virgin birth is attempting to highlight.

Conclusion: (1) The virgin birth is the Gospel’s way to point to a supernatural
dimension of life. God’s pure order and wholeness (salvation) can only affect
the disorder and fragility (sin) of our human existence if we leave it on its own.
Bending it to what we want it to be or limit it to what we can understand will
only destroy that dimension.

(2) The virgin birth is a sublimation of our libido and denies our libido its place
as a central determinant for living beyond which there nothing more important.
The virgin birth is not less important than our urge to procreate. Through
countering the libido’s physical dominance sublimation opens up the world of
social systems and cultures and unshackles its hold on our soul and psyche.

(3) The virgin birth restores the symbol to its legitimate place in human history
and denies the exclusive hegemony of fact and reason at the centre of history.
It points to a less obvious, latent truth, below the surface of the way things
appear. Therefore humble adoration rather than usurping the place of the Holy
Other is a more promising path on the evolution of existence.
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