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PREFACE

In a day of shallow thinking on so many
subjects, especially theological, and in an era
when so little stress is being placed on the
great doctrinal truths of the Word of God,
the tendency is to make less and less of the
cardinal pillars of the faith so eloquently re
vealed in the Scriptures. This is a dangerous
trend which the church at large cannot brook.
All Biblical truth is harmonious and unified;
when one phase is neglected or minimized or
depreciated, the loss has untold ramifications.
All areas of revealed truth suffer.
The truth of the virgin birth of the Lord
Jesus Christ is so inextricably interwoven with
the events of redemption history, that he is
living in a fool's paradise who thinks he can
deny this truth, and yet have a viable and
workable faith for this life and that which is
to come. Judaism to this hour discounts this
truth, but it does so without the warrant of
the Scriptures and with irreparable harm to
itself and its adherents. The author desires
that many of the house of Israel may read
and heed the implications of the truths herein
7

set forth, to the salvation of their souls in
Jesus their Messiah and Saviour.
Grateful acknowledgment is here made for
permission to use material which appeared
from the pen of the writer in Bibliotheca
Sacra, theological journal published by Dallas
Theological Seminary, where the author is
Visiting Lecturer in Bible. Thanks is here ex
tended to Mrs. Dorothy Howie, my secretary,
for typing the manuscript, and to my wife
for proofreading the entire work and for en
couragement in so many ways, thus making
the work possible.
We commend this exposition of truth to
the blessing of God and the glory of the Lord
Jesus Christ for the enrichment of the souls
of saved and unsaved alike.
CHARLES LEE FEINBERG

La Mirada, California
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CHAPTER

I

THE VIRGIN BIRTH
AND GENESIS III: 14, 15
In order to define the field of investigation
precisely it must be pointed out that this study
will not deal with the significant accounts of
the virgin birth in the Gospels of Matthew
and Luke. They are valid and trustworthy
narratives, but not within the immediate range
of this treatment. The "immaculate concep
tion" phrase, which confuses the birth of Mary
with that of Christ, is not a proper designa
tion for our subject. Neither "supernatural
birth" nor "supernatural conception" conveys
the intended meaning, for in the first case
there was, as far as Scripture testimony is con
cerned, nothing exceptional in the birth, and
in the second case, the terminology is too
broad in view of the supernatural conception
of Isaac, Samson, and John the Baptist, among
others. Virgin birth is accurate as a statement
and not open to equivocation.1
1L. M. Sweet, "Virgin-Birth," International Standard Bible
Encyclopedia, V, 3052.
11

When Adam and Eve sinned in disobedi
ence to the clear prohibition given them by
God, the Lord pronounced a curse upon the
serpent in these words: "And the Lord God
said to the serpent, Because thou hast done
this, cursed art thou more than all the cattle,
and more than all the beasts of the field; on
thy belly shalt thou go, and dust shalt thou
eat all the days of thy life. And I will put
enmity between thee and the woman, and be
tween thy seed and her seed; he shall bruise
thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel" (Gen.
3:14-15). This important prophecy at the
threshold of Biblical revelation has received
various explanations at the hands of exposi
tors. One of these is significant for the subject
of the virgin birth in the Old Testament.
THE NATURALISTIC INTERPRETATION

This position sees in the prediction a con
flict between snakes and men. Skinner puts it
succinctly: "The whole brood of serpents,
and the whole race of men." 2 More elab
orately stated it holds: "There is to be endless
hostility between snakes and men, the one
2John Skinner, Genesis, International Critical Commentary,
pp. 79-80.
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crushing the head of the other whenever the
opportunity arises, and the snake striking at
the heel of man. Ancient zoology is often
strange to us, and there is other evidence to
show that the old Hebrew believed that earth
was the normal food of snakes. It is certainly
true that most snake bites are inflicted on the
foot. Our narrative explains this as part of
the 'curse' or doom laid on the creature for
having misled the woman." 3 Three observa
tions are in order here. First, all other usages
of 'evah (enmity) in the Old Testament are
in connection with relationships between per
sons - Numbers 35:21-22
(the manslayer
and cities of refuge) ; Ezekiel 25:15 (Philis
tines); and 35:5 (Mount Seir, the Edomites).
The strong probability is that a similar sense
is called for in Genesis 3:15. Secondly, the
passage gives no occasion for inferring that the
ancient Hebrews considered earth "the normal
food of snakes." All that is meant is that
snakes will live on the ground. A symbolic
sense is intended as in the expression "lick the
dust" (Ps. 72:9; Isa. 49:23; and Mic. 7:17).
Finally, it is to be noted that both Skinner and
3T. H. Robinson, Genesis, Abingdon Bible Commentary, p.
223.
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Robinson belong to the critical school of Old
Testament interpretation.
A modification of this view is presented by
H. B. Pratt. He combines the naturalistic
approach with a figurative explanation. He
reasons: "Enwrapped in the curse which fell
upon the serpent, is found the first promise
the germ of all the other promises. It is clear
that there is found here a curse upon the whole
race of snakes, and a prophecy of the implaca
ble hatred which exists between them and
men. The words of this prophecy ... have, as
many other prophecies have, a double appli
cation and a double fulfilment; as there was
there not merely a serpent, but that 'Wicked
One,' who availed himself of that disguise to
disarm the suspicions of Eve, and to awaken
her curiosity and interest. . . . According to
the constant use of both the Old and New
Testaments, that woman is the Church, who
is one and the same throughout all the ages,
the mother of Christ, 'according to the flesh,'
and of us; he being 'the first-born among
many brethren.' Romans 8:29. . . . Between
the Church, then,-the Church of the believ
ing people of God in all ages and countries
and Satan, and between her seed and his seed,
14

God has placed enmity (comp. Eph. 2:2-3;
2 Cor. 4:3-4); the which two seeds divide
between themselves the whole race of Adam
and Eve." 4 This curious approach confuses
cause and effect, and happily is not held by
others.
THE SYMBOLIC INTERPRETATION

Most expositors hold that the prophecy is
symbolic in intent. In its simplest form this
position understands the passage to teach a
struggle between good men and bad men.
Jamieson points out that seed, though it can
be employed of an individual (Gen. 4:25;
21:13), commonly denotes children or poster
ity (Gen. 13:16; Ps. 22:23; 2 Kings 11:1).
Thus seed of the serpent must include wicked
men everywhere (cf. John 8:44; 13:38 with
Matt. 23:33), whereas the seed of the woman
in contrast must refer to the children of God
(Gal. 3:29), 5 Driver introduces a slightly dif
ferent element here. He maintains: "There is
to be a continual spiritual struggle between
man and the manifold temptations by which
he is beset. Evil promptings and suggestions
are ever assailing the sons of men; and they
4H. B. Pratt, Studies in the Book of Genesis, pp. 42.-43.
5Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown, Commentary, I, 57.
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must be ever exerting themselves to repel
them. It is of course true that the great and
crowning defeat of man's spiritual adversary
was accomplished by Him who was in a spe
cial sense the 'seed' of the woman, the repre
sentative of humanity, who overcame once
and for all the power of the Evil One. But the
terms of the verse are perfectly general; and
it must not be interpreted so as to exclude
those minor, though in their own sphere not
less real, triumphs, by which in all ages indi
viduals have resisted the suggestions of sin and
proved themselves superior to the power of
evil. It is a prolonged and continuous conflict
which the verse contemplates, though one in
which the law and aim of humanity is to be to
resist, and if possible to slay, the serpent
which symbolizes the power of temptation." 6
The impersonal element injected here is not
usual.
Hengstenberg attempts to answer objec
tions which may be levelled against the sym
bolic interpretation. He argues: "It has been
6S. R. Driver, The Book of Genesis, p. 57. A similar ap
proach is suggested by Lange who understands the seed
of the woman to include the human race, and the serpent's
seed (demons and their powers) as those who have "be
come ethically children of the power of temptation."
Genesis, Lange's Commentary, p. 234.
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objected that any reference to Satan is inad
missible because the 'seed of the serpent' here
spoken of cannot designate wicked men, who
are 'children of the devil'; for these, too, be
long to the seed of the woman, and cannot,
therefore, be put in opposition to it.... It is
quite true that, by the seed of the woman, her
whole progeny is designated; but they who
enter into communion with the hereditary
enemy of the human race are viewed as having
excommunicated themselves. Compare Gen.
xxi. 12, where Isaac alone is declared to be the
true descendant of Abraham, and his other
sons are, as false descendants, excluded .... The
greater number of the earlier Christian inter
preters were of the opinion that, by the seed
of the woman, the Messiah is directly pointed
at. But to this opinion it may be objected, that
it does violence to the language to understand,
by the seed of the woman, any single individ
ual; and the more so, since we are compelled
to understand, by the seed of the serpent, a
plurality of individuals, viz., the spiritual chil
dren of Satan the heads and members of the
kingdom of darkness." 7
7E. W. Hengstenberg Christology of the Old Testament,
I. 27-28.
17

On equally good authority it has been
shown that the seed of the woman can refer
to an individual, and that without any vio
lence to the language. Hengstenberg makes
the entire passage teach that, although Satan
has inflicted a severe wound on the woman,
and will continue to assail her and her de
scendants, yet he will be allowed to inflict on
mankind only wounds that are curable, while
the progeny of the woman in a future time
would vanquish him, and make him feel all
his weakness.
It is clear to Briggs that something beyond
the animal serpent is in view, for there are
knowledge, speech, and intelligence even high
er than accorded the man or woman. Besides,
the sacred writer attributed none of the pow
ers of reasoning and speech to the other ani
mals in Eden. 8 He explains: "The term seed
is a generic term for the entire race of descen
dants of the woman on the one hand and the
serpent on the other. The seed of the serpent
embraces all the evil race derived from him.
This prediction points not merely to the
whole family of snakes, but to the serpents
of the higher world, the evil spirits, and to the
8C.A. Briggs, Messianic Prophecy, p. 72.
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serpents among mankind, the evil men, and
seducers, called by Jesus the children of the
devil, indeed all the forces of evil which array
themselves against the children of God. The
seed of the woman embraces the human race
as such, that is, all who take part in the con
flicts of the race with the forces of evil. There
are those who by birthright belong to the seed
of the woman who become by apostasy the
children of the serpent. There are also those
who are won as trophies of grace from the seed
of the serpent and are adopted into the seed
of redemption. These two great forces are in
conflict throughout history."9
Many students of this prophecy who main
tain the symbolical interpretation ultimately
merge the general sense into a particular one,
thus referring the prediction in the last analy
sis to the Lord Jesus Christ. It is ably stated by
Keil and Delitzsch: "This foe is Satan, who
incessantly opposes the seed of the woman and
bruises its heel, but is eventually to be trodden
under its feet. It does not follow from this,
however, apart from other considerations, that
by the seed of the woman we are to under
stand one solitary person, one individual only.
9Briggs, op. cit., pp. 74-75.
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As the woman is the mother of all living (ver.
20), her seed, to which the victory over the
serpent and its seed is promised, must be the
human race. But if a direct and exclusive ref
erence to Christ appears to be exegetically un
tenable, the allusion in the word to Christ is
by no means precluded in consequence. In
itself the idea of zera', the seed, is an indef
inite one, since the posterity of a man may
consist of a whole tribe or of one son only (iv.
25, xxi. 12, 13) , and on the other hand, an en
tire tribe may be reduced to one single de
scendant and become extinct in him. The
question, therefore, who is to be understood
by the 'seed' which is to crush the serpent's
head, can only be answered from the history
of the human race. But a point of much great
er importance comes into consideration here.
Against the natural serpent the conflict may
be carried on by the whole human race, by all
who are born of woman, but not against
Satan. As he is a foe who can only be met with
spiritual weapons, none can encounter him
successfully but such as possess and make use
of spiritual arms. Hence the idea of the 'seed'
is modified by the nature of the foe. If we look
at the natural development of the human race,
20

Eve bore three sons, but only one of them, viz.,
Seth, was really the seed by whom the human
family was preserved through the flood and
perpetuated in Noah: so, again, of the three
sons of Noah, Shem, the blessed of Jehovah,
from whom Abraham descended, was the only
one in whose seed all nations were to be
blessed, and that not through Ishmael, but
through Isaac alone. Through these constantly
repeated acts of divine selection, which were
not arbitrary exclusions, but were rendered
necessary by differences in the spiritual con
dition of the individuals concerned, the 'seed,'
to which the victory over Satan was promised,
was spiritually or ethically determined, and
ceased to be co-extensive with physical de
scent. This spiritual seed culminated in Christ,
in whom the Adamitic family terminated,
henceforward to be renewed by Christ as the
second Adam, and restored by Him to its orig
inal exaltation and likeness to God. In this
sense Christ is the seed of the woman, who
tramples Satan under His feet, not as an indi
vidual, but as the head both of the posterity of
the woman which kept the promise and main
tained the conflict with the old serpent before
His advent, and also of all those who are gath21

ered out of all nations, are united to Him by
faith, and formed into one body of which He
is the head (Rom. xvi. 20). On the other hand,
all who have not regarded and preserved the
promise, have fallen into the power of the old
serpent, and are to be regarded as the seed of
the serpent, whose head will be trodden under
foot (Matt. xxiii. 33; John viii. 44; I John
iii. 8)."10

INTERPRETATION
There has never been a time, from ancient
days to the present, when the Messianic inter
pretation of Genesis 3:15 has not had its able
advocates. Though Skinner does not espouse
this view, he realizes its antiquity. He declares:
"The Messianic interpretation of the 'seed of
the woman' appears in Targum Jonathan and
Targ. Jer., where the v. is explained of the
Jewish community and its victory over the
THE MESSIANIC

10Keil and Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament, I, 101-2. George Bush also sees a delimitation of the
seed of the woman from all men, good and bad, to good
men only, and finally to Christ alone as the seed par excellence. His use of Galatians 3:16, 19 in this connection,
a feature found in other expositors, can be seen to be pertinent here only in a secondary sense for the Galatians
context indicates that the primary reference is to the
promise to Abraham. Cf. Notes, Critical and Practical, on
the Book of Genesis, pp. 84-85.
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devil 'in the days of King Messiah.' The refer
ence to the person of Christ was taught by
Irenaeus, but was never so generally accepted
in the Church as the kindred idea that the ser
pent is the instrument of Satan. Mediaeval
exegetes, relying on the ipsa of the Vulg., ap
plied the expression directly to the Virgin
Mary; and even Luther, while rejecting this
inference, recognized an allusion to the virgin
birth of Christ. In Protestant theology this
view gave way to the more reasonable view of
Calvin, that the passage is a promise of victory
over the devil to mankind, united in Christ
its divine Head. That even this goes beyond
the original meaning of the v. is admitted by
most modern expositors; and indeed it is
doubtful if, from the standpoint of strict his
torical exegesis, the passage can be regarded
as in any sense a Protevangelium." 11
The relationship of the promise of Gene
sis 3:15 to all subsequent revelation is well
presented by R. Payne Smith: "We have here
the sum of the whole matter, and the rest of
11Skinner, op. cit., pp. 80-81. Though he thinks the passage
is justly called the Protevangelium, Hengstenberg argues
that only the victory of the kingdom of light over dark
ness is foreseen, "and not the person of the Redeemer
who should lead in the warfare"; however, he finally
comes to the Messianic position. Op. cit., pp. 29-30.
23

the Bible does but explain the nature of this
struggle, the persons who wage it, and the
manner and consequences of the victory....
In this struggle man is finally to prevail, but
not unscathed. And his triumph is to be
gained not by mere human strength, but by
the coming of One who is 'the Woman's
Seed'; and round this promised Deliverer the
rest of Scripture groups itself. Leave out these
words, and all the inspired teaching which
follows would be an ever widening river with
out a fountain-head."12
On the other hand, there is no need to be
come too specific or detailed as to other fea
tures of the prophecy. A case in point is the
explanation of Pink, who maintains: "Here
we have the beginning and germ of all proph
ecy.... The 'woman' here typifies Israel-the
woman from whom the promised Seed came
the woman of Revelation 12. The children of
Israel being the appointed channel through
which the Messiah was to come, became the
object of Satan's continued enmity and assault.
12J. C. Ellicott, Commentary on the Whole Bible, I. 25 . This
position is advocated also by E. F. Kevan, New Bible Com
mentary, p. 80; A. C. Gaebelein, The Annotated Bible,
1, 24; T. Whitelaw, Pulpit Commentary, I, 66; among a
host of others.
24

... Second, two 'seeds' are here referred to ...
'thy seed' and 'her seed'-Satan's seed and the
woman's Seed-the Antichrist and the Christ.
In these two persons all prophecy converges.
In the former of these expressions-'thy seed'
(Satan's seed) we have more than a hint of
the supernatural and satanic nature and char
acter of the Antichrist. From the beginning
the Devil has been an imitator, and the climax
will not be reached until he daringly travesties
the hypostatic union of the two natures in our
blessed Lord-His humanity and His Deity.
The Antichrist will be the Man of Sin and
yet the Son of Perdition-literally the 'seed'
of the serpent-just as our Lord was the Son
of Man and the Son of God in one person. If
'her seed' ultimates in a single personality-the
Christ-then by every principle of sound in
terpretation 'thy seed' must also ultimate in
a single person-the Antichrist."13
The eminent exegete, Franz Delitzsch,
comes to the Messianic interpretation through
his understanding of the personal pronoun
employed for the seed of the woman. He af
firms: "It is however a mistake to think that
hu' has precisely a single personal meaning.
13Arthur W. Pink, Gleanings in Genesis, p . 42 ff.
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The idea of hu' is a circle, and Jesus the Christ
or the King Messiah, who as the Jerus. Targum
declares, will bring final healing of the ser
pent's bite in the heel, is the centre of this
circle, ever more and more increasingly mani
fested during the course of the history of re
demption. Not till His appearing, who was to
destroy the works of the devil, to triumph
over the kingdom of the evil one, 1 John iii. 8,
Col. ii. 15, Heb. ii. 14 sq., and to be the hu'
of the golden Passional, Isa. liii., was it made
quite clear that by the victory of One was
Satan to be bruised under the feet of all, Rom.
xvi. 20. What was then brought to light had
been already preformatively given in this
primal promise, this Protevangel. Since zera'
may just as well be understood individually
as collectively (comp. iv. 25, xxxi. 12 sq., Gal.
iii. 16), and it is not said that it shall be given
to the man to beget, but to the woman to
bring forth, that which shall bruise the ser
pent's head, the prophecy is designed by its
form also to concur with its fulfillment." 14
Delitzsch, A N ew Commentary on Genesis, I, 16364. F or other treatments see H. C. Leupold, Exposition
of Genesis, I, 170 ; E. H arold Browne, Genesis, pp. 45-46
(who adduces evidence from the r enderings of the versions); Robert S. Candlish, The Book of Genesis, p. 60
(although he favors the symbolic interpretation as well);

14F ranz
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A fitting conclusion to this portion of the
investigation is the observation of Briggs:
"The protevangelium is a faithful miniature
of the entire history of humanity, a struggling
seed ever battling for the ultimate victory.
Here is the germinal idea which unfolds in the
sufferings and sorrows, the hopes and joys of
our race until it is realized in the sublime vic
tories of redemption. The protevangelium is
the only Messianic prophecy which has been
preserved from the revelations made by God
to the antediluvian world."15

THE PARTICULARISTIC
MESSIANIC
INTERPRETATION

One facet of this subject, as a climax, re
mains yet to be treated. If the prophecy of
Genesis 3 : 15 cannot be restricted to a conflict
between snakes and men, if it points to more
than a struggle between good men and evil
men, if it definitely and unmistakably pre
dicts the coming and victory of the Messiah
over Satan and his forces (which position is
unequivocally maintained here), is there the
and H. C. Alleman, The Book of Genesis, Old Testament
Commentary, p . 178 ( who presents the traditional Luther
an view but appears to be noncommittal himself).
15Briggs, op. cit., p. 77.
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possibility that God foretold in the Protevan
gelium even the manner of the birth of the
Redeemer? Is this detail also included in the
form as well as intent of the prophecy? This
position is thus termed the particularistic
Messianic interpretation.
Kevan boldly asserts: "It is not right to infer the virgin birth from the Protevangelion,
but it is certainly quite legitimate to look
back from the point of view of the virgin
birth and see how marvellously close were the
words of promise to the mode of the performance. " 16 This approach leaves much to be de
sired. Leupold is not so positive in his denial:
"But is the particular expression 'seed of the
woman' perhaps so phrased in reference to
Mary and the virgin birth? Not primarily, but
at least incidentally. The expression 'seed of
man' would not have been so directly moti
vated. As pointed out above, the one tempted
and brought to fall is chosen by God to pro
duce the one that is to bring Satan to fall, that
Satan might in no wise boast himself against
God. But at the same time, to show how com
pletely God governs and controls all things as
well as foreknows them, an expression is
16E. F. Kevan, New Bible Commentary, p. 80.
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chosen that meets with literal fulfillment in
Him who is virgin born and not of the seed of
man. Yet we prefer to state the case thus: the
expression used does not specifically prophesy
the virgin birth, but it coincides and agrees
with it under divine providence."17
Other commentators are not so diffident in
declaring their concurrence that the prophecy
does fortell the virgin birth. "Bishop Horsley
suggests that the phrase 'seed of the woman,'
fixes the reference to Christ, as it nowhere
else occurs, and He was peculiarly 'the seed of
the woman,' as He had a human mother and
no human father."18
James G. Murphy adds his testimony: "It
is singular to find that this simple phrase, com
ing in naturally and incidentally in a sentence
uttered four thousand years before the Chris
tian era, and penned at least fifteen hundred
years before Christ's advent, describes, exactly
and literally, Him who was made of woman
without the intervention of man, that He
might destroy the works of the devil." 19 Pink
17H. C. Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, I, 169.
18Cited in Melancthon W. Jacobus, Notes on Genesis, pp.
123-24.
19James G. Murphy, Commentary on the Book of Genesis,
1868, p. 125.
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maintains "'Her seed' - the woman's Seed.
Here we have the first announcement con
cerning the supernatural birth of our Saviour.
It was prophetically foretold that He should
enter this world in an unique manner. 'Her
seed'-the woman's seed, not the man's! How
literally this was fulfilled we learn from the
two inspired records given us in the New Tes
tament of the miraculous conception. A 'virgin' was with child and four thousand years
after this initial prediction 'God sent forth His
Son, made of a woman' (Gal. 4:4) ."20 Apart
from the chronological considerations intro
duced by Murphy and Pink, their declarations
are in point.
Again, Pieters adds his witness to the inter
pretation now under discussion. He holds: "It
speaks of the 'seed' of the woman, an unusual
expression, the 'seed' being ordinarily spoken
of in connection with the father. Yet it is
found in connection with the mother, not
only here but in Gen. 4:25; 16:10; Lev. 12:2;
Numbers 5:28; and Rev. 12:17. [A study of
the relevant passages will reveal there is no
true parallel with Genesis 3:15.] Here is fore
told a conflict between the human race (the
20Pink, op. cit., p. 42 ff.
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descendants of the first mother) and the
forces of evil, a divinely ordained conflict, in
which the 'seed of the woman' shall at last be
completely victorious; although at the cost of
being partially wounded. Very remarkably,
the man is completely ignored. As through the
woman came the original fall, so through the
'seed of the woman,' not the seed of both to
gether, or of the man, must come the victory.
The position and part of the man is left wholly
out of the reckoning." 21 Keil and Delitzsch see
here a reference to the One "born of a woman
(without a human father)" who fulfilled the
prediction not only in its essence, "but even in
its apparently casual form."22
Probably no statement is stronger than
that made by Franz Delitzsch himself. He
contends, "For it was necessary that Christ,
to avoid first conquering in Himself the seed
of the serpent, should be zera' 'ishah, geno
menos ek gunaikos, in a miraculously exclu
sive manner, a heavenly gift of grace deposit
ed in the womb of a woman. This first proph
esy of redemption is not only the most gen
eral and most indefinite; it is also, when re21Albert Pieters, Notes on Genesis, pp. 87-88.
22Keil and Delitzsch, op. cit., pp. 101-2.
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garded in the light of its fulfillment, the most
comprehensive and the most profound . . .
and the Son the the Virgin was the first . . .
to solve by fulfilling it the enigma ... which
had been too difficult for all the saints and
prophets. " 23
In conclusion, the authority of Martin
Luther is also arraigned on behalf of this view.
He declared: "The promise and threat are
both clear and obscure. It left the devil in
the dark about what woman should give birth
to the Seed of the Woman, so that he had to
think of every woman as [possibly] becoming
the mother of the blessed Seed. On the other
hand, it gave our first parents so great faith
that from that very hour they expected the
Saviour.... Isaiah added clarity to the prom
ise by saying, 'Behold, a virgin shall conceive.'
This prophecy made it clear that the Saviour
was not to be the offspring of the union of a
man and wife. In the New Testament this
was revealed still more clearly by the angel
(Luke 1:26-38) ."24
Whether considered from the angle of the
23Delitzsch, op. cit., p. 164. Cf. his Messianic Prophecies in
Historical Succession, p 37.
24Martin Luther, Commentary on Genesis, pp. 80-81.
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precise text of the passage, Scriptural usage,
the history of redemption as unfolded
throughout the revelation of God, or the basic
requirements of the case, Genesis 3:15 is to be
understood as teaching the coming in ultimate
victory over Satan of the virgin-born Messiah,
Redeemer, and Son of God. The study of the
Scriptural doctrine of the virgin birth of the
Lord Jesus Christ must begin with Genesis
3:15, rightly called the Protevangelium, the
first declaration of the good news.

33

CHAPTER

II

THE VIRGIN BIRTH
AND ISAIAH VII: 14
No student of the Old Testament need
apologize for a treatment of Isaiah 7:14 in
relation to the doctrine of the virgin birth of
the Lord Jesus Christ. From earliest times to
the present the discussions which have centered
about this theme have been both interesting,
varied, and at times even heated. Lindblom
characterizes Isaiah 7:14 as "the endlessly dis
cussed passage of the Immanuel sign."1 Raw
linson maintains: "Few prophecies have been
the subject of so much controversy, or called
forth such a variety of exegesis, as this proph
ecy of Immanuel. Rosenmueller gives a list
of twenty-eight authors who have written
dissertations on it, and himself adds a twenty
ninth. Yet the subject is far from being ex
hausted."2 Barnes emphasizes the obscurity of
1Joh.

Lindblom, A Study on the Immanuel Section in
Isaiah vii, 1-ix. 6. Lund, 1958, p. 15.
2George Rawlinson, The Book of the Prophet Isaiah, Pulpit
Commentary, p. 129.
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the passage: "Who this virgin was, and what
is the precise meaning of this prediction, has
given, perhaps, more perplexity to commen
tators than almost any other portion of the
Bible."3 Again, he insists, "Perhaps there is
no prophecy in the Old Testament on which
more has been written, and which has pro
duced more perplexity among commentators
than this. And after all, it still remains, in
many respects, very obscure."4 Skinner seeks
in a general way to pinpoint the source of the
difficulties. He states: "Probably no single
passage of the Old Testament has been so
variously interpreted or has given rise to so
much controversy as the prophecy contained
in these verses. The difficulties arise mainly
from the fact that while the terms of the
prediction are so indefinite as to admit a wide
range of possibilities, we have no record of its
actual fulfillment in any contemporary
event."5 In view of these statements concern3R. Barnes, Notes on the Old Testament, Isaiah, I, 148.
4Ibid, p. 157.
5J. Skinner, The Book of the Prophet Isaiah, Chapters I XXXIX, p. 60. Cf. also R. W. Rogers, "Isaiah" in Abing
don Bible Commentary, pp. 643-44; W. Fitch, "Isaiah" in
New Bible Commentary, p. 569; and E. M. Kraeling,
"The Immanuel Prophecy," Journal of Biblical Litera
ture, L, (1931), p. 277, Part IV.
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ing the difficulties in the passage, one may
scarcely expect unanimity among either lib
erals or conservatives in theology.
The logical point at which the investiga
tion should be initiated is a careful treatment
of the immediate context. It was in the reign
of Ahaz, king of Judah, 6 that a coalition was
formed between Rezin, king of Syria, and
Pekah, king of Israel, against Ahaz. Their
avowed objective (Isa. 7:5-6) was the de
thronement of Ahaz and the setting up in
his place of a Syrian pretender, a vassal king,
Tabeal. When the fact of the confederacy
was made known to the royal house, the con
sternation was great indeed. The text states
it (v. 2) under a strong figure. But God had
not been consulted in the matter, and He
made known that the plottings of Judah's ene
mies would be frustrated. Moreover, in yet
sixty-five years the northern kingdom of
Ephraim would be no more. In that dark
hour it required faith to lay hold of this pro
nouncement of Isaiah, and he warned that if
God's word through him were not believed,
6E. R. Thiele places his accession date at 722 B.C. at the
age of twenty; see his The Mysterious Numbers of the
Hebrew Kings, p. 104.
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there would be no establishment of the king
and his people. Then it was that God, out of
His boundless love and mercy to the Davidic
house, wishing to confirm the strong assur
ances already made, invited Ahaz to ask for
a sign in attestation of these predictions. Ahaz
was not to feel in the least confined, for he
was allowed a latitude of request from heav
en above to Sheol below. Any request within
these extensive areas was permissible. But Ahaz
in a hypocritical display of sudden piety re
fused to put God to the test. This was an
affront to God to disobey in so peremptory
a manner. Isaiah's patience had long since been
exhausted with the vacillating, faithless mon
arch. Will Ahaz now wear out God's patience
as well?
In spite of the king's disobedience and
without his co-operation, the Lord Himself
promised a specific sign: a virgin with child
was to bring forth a son whose name would
be Immanuel. Before certain stages of growth
were reached in the life of the child, both
Syria and Ephraim would no longer be threat
ening powers to Judah. How is this passage
to be understood in the large? Is it a pre
diction of an ominous nature? Is it a prophecy
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of a salutary character? Or is it composed of
both elements? 7 In order to determine this
basic question it will be necessary to treat
the individual terms of the passage.
What is meant by the word 'oth (sign)?

If there were agreement here among inter
preters of the prophecy, one could feel he
were off to a good start. But the variety of
views is disconcerting, to say the least. Brown
has counted seventy-nine occurrences of the
word in the Old Testament, forty-four times
in the singular and thirty-five in the plural.
He understands the usages in our passage as
relating to a sign which "takes place before
the promised event happens, and serves as a
pledge to those to whom it is given that the
event suggested by it will come to pass. We
shall expect, then, to find in the sign given
to Ahaz something which occurred prior to
the deliverance foretold in the same passage,
and became a pledge to him of that deliver
ance. "8 Fitch holds that the sign was "not
necessarily miraculous." 9 Gray feels that the
7E. M. Kraeling ably sets forth the three groups of inter
pretation, op. cit., p. 281.
8Charles R. Brown, "Exegesis of Isaiah VII. 10-17," Jour
nal of Biblical Literature, Vol. IX, 1890, Part I, p. 119.
9W. Fitch, op. cit., p. 569.
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sign has in view something which was pre
viously foretold, but has now actually hap
pened.10
But the traditional position that a miracle
is demanded by the context is not without its
able exponents. Barnes unequivocally main
tains that the sign is "a miracle wrought in
attestation of a Divine promise or message.
This is its sense here." 11 Kraeling concludes
that something unusual is to be looked for,
"so that the ancient virgin birth interpreta
tion was not without a good psychological
basis when viewed from this angle." 12 J. A.
Alexander reasons that "it seems very im
probable that after such an offer, the sign
bestowed would be merely a thing of every
day occurrence, or at most the application of
a symbolical name. This presumption is
strengthened by the solemnity with which the
Prophet speaks of the predicted birth, not as
a usual and natural event, but as something
10G. B. Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the
Book of Isaiah (ICC), p. 121 J. Skinner, op. cit., p. 60,
denies that an objective miracle is here called for. C. Lat
tey would appear to take the same position in his article,
"The Term Almah in Is. 7:14," Catholic Biblical Quar
terly, IX (January, 1947), 95.
11A. Barnes, op. cit., p. 155.
12E. M. Kraeling op. cit., p. 280.
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whichexcites his own astonishment, as he be
holds it in prophetic vision."13
Those whoinsist that Isaiah must be speaking
of an event already past or one on the
contemporary scene are not giving the inter
jection hinneh its proper force. Delitzsch
maintains: "hinneh with the following par
ticiple (here participial adjective; cf. 2 Sam.
xi. 5) is always presentative, and the thing
presented is always either a real thing, as in
Gen. xvi. 11 and Judg. xiii. 5; or it is an
ideally present thing, as is to be taken here;
for except in chap. xlviii. 7 hinneh always in
dicates somethingfuture in Isaiah."14 We are
indebted to Young for bringing to bear upon
the term the light from Ras Shamra litera
ture. After pointing out similar constructions
to Isaiah 7:14 in Genesis 16:11; 17:19; and
Judges 13:5, 7, he states: "At present it is
sufficient to remark that the phrase introduced
by hinneh is employed in the Scriptures to
announce a birth of unusual importance, It is
therefore of particular interest to note that
this formula has been found upon one of the
Commentary on Isaiah, I, 167.
14F. Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on The Prophecies of
Isaiah, I, 206.

13J. A. Alexander,
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texts recently excavated at Ras Shamra."15
The storm center of the text is, of course,
the word 'almah. Reams have been written
upon it and, doubtless, reams will be written
on it in the future. What is the exact transla
tion of this important and pivotal word? Is
there an element of ambiguity in it, or has
the vagueness been imported into the discus
sion by interpreters? Here the exegete of
Isaiah has a splendid opportunity to go slow
ly and plough deeply. To be accurate in one's
conclusions all the evidence available must be
weighed properly. First of all, it must be no
ticed that the noun has the definite article.
For many this phenomenon is without sig
nificance, but Lindblom affirms: "The most
natural explanation is that a definite woman
is in view."16 Hengstenberg is even stronger
when he declares: "In harmony with hinneh,
the article in ha'almah might be explained
from the circumstance that the Virgin is pres
ent to the inward perception of the Prophet159. His conclusion is:
"Isaiah, therefore, because of the tremendous solemnity
and importance of the announcement which he was to
make, used as much of this ancient formula of announce
ment as suited his purpose." Ibid., p. 160.
16 Joh. Lindblom, op. cit., p. 19. Also Jamieson, Fausset, and
Brown, Commentary, III, 586.

15E. J. Young, Studies in Isaiah, p.
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equivalent to 'the virgin there.'" 17 The better
interpretation of the passage would see a sig
nificance in the prophet's use of the definite
article, pointing to a specific person.
But what is the precise meaning of 'almah?
There are numerous scholars who are non
committal as to whether the term signifies a
virgin or a married woman. Rogers states his
position clearly: "First of all, it must be said
that the Hebrew word 'almah may mean 'vir
gin,' but does not necessarily mean anything
more than a young woman of marriageable
age. Had the prophet intended specifically
and precisely to say 'virgin,' he must have
used the word bethulah, though even then
there would be a faint shade of uncertainty." 18
It is in place here to indicate that many
reputable scholars have held and do hold that
the Hebrew term in this context means vir17E. W. Hengstenberg, Christology of the Old Testament, II,
44. E. J. Young explains it thus: "More natural, however,
is the generic usage in which the article serves to designate some particular unknown person." Op. cit., p. 164.
18R. W. Rogers, op. cit., pp. 643-44. For the same approach
compare J. Lindblom, op. cit., p. 18; C. W. E. Naegels
bach, The Prophet Isaiah in Lange's Commentary, pp.121,
123; and C. von Orelli, The Prophecies of Isaiah p. 53.
J. Skinner holds that bethulah is not wholly free from
ambiguity, while contending that 'almah does not neces
sarily connote virginity. Op. cit., p. 56.
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gin. Gray affirms that " 'almah means a girl,
or young woman, above the age of childhood
and sexual immaturity ... a person of the age
at which sexual emotion awakens and becomes
potent; it asserts neither virginity nor the
lack of it; it is naturally in actual usage often
applied to women who were as a matter of
fact certainly (Gen. 24:43; Ex. 2:8), or prob
ably (Ca. 1:3; 6:8; Ps. 68.26), virgins."19
Gordon, an able Jewish Semitic scholar, pre
sents an interesting sidelight on the problem.
He maintains: "The commonly held view that
'virgin' is Christian, whereas 'young woman'
is Jewish is not quite true. The fact is that
the Septuagint, which is the Jewish transla
tion made in pre-Christian Alexandria, takes
'almah to mean 'virgin' here. Accordingly, the
New Testament follows Jewish interpretation
in Isaiah 7:14. Little purpose would served in
repeating the learned expositions that He
braists have already contributed in their at
tempt to clarify the point at issue. It all boils
down to this: the distinctive Hebrew word
for 'virgin' is betulah, whereas 'almah means
a 'young woman' who may be a virgin, but
is not necessarily so. The aim of this note is
19G. B. Gray, op. cit., pp. 126-27.
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rather to call attention to a source that has
not yet been brought into the discussion. From
U garit of around 1400 B.C. comes a text
celebrating the marriage of the male and fe
male lunar deities. It is there predicted that
the goddess will bear a son. . . . The termin
ology is remarkably close to that in Isaiah
7:14. However, the Ugaritic statement that
the bride will bear a son is fortunately given
in parallelistic form; in 77:7 she is called by
the exact etymological counterpart of He
brew 'almah 'young woman'; in 77:5 she is
called by the exact etymological counterpart
of Hebrew betulah 'virgin.' Therefore, the
New Testament rendering of 'almah as 'vir
gin' for Isaiah 7:14 rests on the older Jewish
interpretation, which in turn is now borne
out for precisely this annunciation formula
by a text that is not only pre-Isaianic but is
pre-Mosaic in the form that we now have it
on a clay tablet."20

20C. H.

Gordon, "Almah in Isaiah 7:14," Journal of Bible
and Religion, XXI, 2 (April, 1953), p. 106. Some have
overlooked or minimized the fact that Joel 1:8 indicates
a bethulah has been married and lost her husband. See the
interesting reference of W. S. LaSor in his "Isaiah 7:14
-'Young Woman' or 'Virgin'?" pp. 3-4; especially the
larger issues involved at the end of his treatment.
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The position espoused here has been ably
set forth by many, but not more cogently
than by Machen who contended: "The ques
tion, we think, cannot be settled merely by a
consideration of the meaning of the Hebrew
word 'almah. It has been urged, indeed, on
the one hand that the Hebrew language has
a perfectly unmistakable word for 'virgin,'
bethulah, and that if 'virgin' had been meant
that word would have been used. But as a
matter of fact there is no place among the
seven occurrences of 'almah in the Old Testa
ment where the word is clearly used of a wo
man who was not a virgin. It may readily be
admitted that 'almah does not actually indi
cate virginity, as does bethulah; it means rath
er 'a young woman of marriageable age.' But
on the other hand one may well doubt, in view
of the usage, whether it was a natural word
to use of anyone who was not in point of
fact a virgin. "21
The reference is undoubtedly to the vir
gin Mary, a fact clearly attested by Matthew
1. Those who cannot interpret 'almah as a
virgin present a variety of views as to the
21J.

G. Machen, The Virgin Birth of Christ, p. 288.
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identity of the young woman. Some assert
it was the consort of Ahaz, any contempor
ary young woman, Isaiah's wife, one of Ahaz'
harem, or a princess of the court of Ahaz.
Manifestly, these do not meet the requirements
of the context for a miraculous occurrence.
If there is divergence of thought on the
identity of the mother of the child, there is
no less agreement on the child himself. One
position is that the child is an unknown one
born in that day to confirm the prophecy of
Isaiah. Others hold that the son is the son of
Isaiah. Still others maintain that the child is
Hezekiah, not realizing or overlooking the
chronological difficulty here. A number of
expositors contend for a double or multiple
fulfillment, one in Isaiah's day and one in the
life of Christ Himself. Alexander states a
valid refutation: "It seems to be a feeling com
mon to learned and unlearned readers, that
although a double sense is not impossible, and
must in certain cases be assumed, it is unrea
sonable to assume it when any other explana
tion is admissible. The improbability in this
case is increased by the want of similarity
between the two events, supposed to be pre
dicted in the very same words, the one miracu46

lous, the other not only natural, but common,
and of everyday occurrence."22
Against the view that verses 14-16 relate
wholly and entirely to the virgin birth of the
Lord Jesus Christ, the position maintained
here, has been leveled the charge that it gives
the prophecy no relevance to the day in which
it was uttered. This is a serious matter, for
the prophet must speak to his own generation
as well as to future ones. To many a fulfill
ment centuries later would be worthless to
Ahaz and his contemporaries in their distress.
But the exact opposite is true. Ahaz and his
courtiers were fearful of the extinction of the
Davidic dynasty and the displacement of the
king by a Syrian pretender. However, the
longer the time needed to fulfill the promise
to the Davidic house, the longer that dynasty
would be in existence to witness the realiza
tion of the prediction. It is well stated by
Alexander: " . . . The assurance that Christ
was to be born in Judah, of its royal family,
22J. A. Alexander, op. cit., p. 170. In order to avoid some of
the difficulties involved here, the view has been taken that
verse 14 refers to Christ, whereas the rest of the passage,
that is, verses 15 and 16, relate to Shear-jashub, son of
Isaiah. See W. Kelly, An Exposition of the Book of Isaiah,
p. 125.
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might be a sign to Ahaz, that the kingdom
should not perish in his day; and so far was
the remoteness of the sign in this case from
making it absurd or inappropriate, that the
further off it was, the stronger the promise
of continuance of Judah, which it guaran
teed."23 The conclusion, then, is inescapable
that " . . . there is no ground, grammatical,
historical, or logical, for doubt as to the main
point, that the Church in all ages has been
right in regarding this passage as a signal and
explicit prediction of the miraculous concep
tion and nativity of Jesus Christ." 24

23J. A. Alexander, op. cit., p. 171.
24Ibid., p. 172.
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CHAPTER

III

THE VIRGIN BIRTH
AND JEREMIAH XXXI:22

INTRODUCTION

In any discussion of the doctrine of the
virgin birth in the Old Testament, Isaiah 9:6-7
(Hebrew, 9:5-6) and Micah 5:2 (Hebrew,
5:1) cannot be overlooked. The first text
reads: "For unto us a child is born, unto us
a son is given; and the govemment shall be
upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called
Wonderful, Counsellor, Mighty God, Ever
lasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the in
crease of his government and of peace there
shall be no end, upon the throne of David,
and upon his kingdom, to establish it, and to
uphold it with justice and with righteousness
from henceforth even for ever. The zeal of
Jehovah of hosts will perform this (ASV) ."
Unquestionably, the prophet is predicting
the birth of One who is altogether human (a
child and a son), and at the same time is al
together divine, indicated by an unusual ac
cumulation of titles applicable to deity alone.
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Moreover, this divine-human One has royal
rights linked with the Davidic dynasty.
The second passage is equally familiar:
"But thou, Bethlehem Ephrathah, which art
little to be among the thousands of Judah,
out of thee shall one come forth unto me
that is to be ruler in Israel; whose goings forth
are from of old, from everlasting (ASV) ."
In the same eighth century Micah is foretell
ing of the coming of One who is born in time
in a specific geographical locality, but at the
same time has carried on activities from eter
nity. Again, there is the combination of the
divine and the human in the incomparable
theanthropic personality of the Messiah. It
is important, however, to notice that in nei
ther passage is the method or means of the
incarnation, that is, the virgin birth, referred
to, although it is assumed and presupposed.
The Isaiah portion undoubtedly builds upon
the earlier chapters of that prophecy, and the
same is true of the prophecy of Micah. All
parts fit together to make the extraordinary
mosaic found in Scripture.
The question before us now concerns the
character of the pronouncement in Jeremiah
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(Hebrew, 31:21):
"How long wilt
thou go about, O thou backsliding daughter?
for the Lord hath created a new thing in the
earth, A woman shall compass a man." Is
this a proverb, a general promise, or is it
prophecy, specifically, of the virgin birth of
the coming Messiah of Israel? If the exposi
tor of the Old Testament has found difficul
ties in Genesis 3:15 and Isaiah 7:14, he is
not due for smooth exegetical sailing when
he reaches this passage in Jeremiah. One may
almost say it is the despair of exegetes. T. K.
Cheyne, discussing the last words of the verse,
claims: "The phrase, however, is extremely
difficult...." 1 E. H. Plumptre delivers him
self in somewhat the same manner: "The verse
is obscure, and has received very different in
terpretations...." 2 Naegelsbach, after setting
forth his own interpretation, declares: "The
other explanations of the passage whose num
ber is legion, all do violence either to the
language or the connection."3 Tersely, George
Adam Smith maintains: "This couplet has
31:22

1"Jeremiah," Pulpit Commentary, II, 13.
2"Jeremiah," Ellicott's Commentary on the Whole Bible,
V. 106.
3C. W. E. Naegelsbach, Lange's Commentary on Jeremiah,
p. 269.
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been the despair of commentators."4 White
has a definite approach to the problem, which
he states quite forcefully, but he introduces
the subject thus: "At this point there enters
into the picture a strange prediction which is
not explained or interpreted in any way.... "5
Woods is terse and to the point: "This is a real
puzzle." 6 Hyatt and Hopper set forth the case
as strongly as any: "The second half of vs. 22
is one of the most difficult sentences in the
whole of the book of Jeremiah to understand:
it has given rise to the most varied interpreta
tions."7
4G. A. Smith, Jeremiah, p. 305, fn. 1.
5K. Owen White, The Book of Jeremiah, pp. 69-70.
6Joseph Woods, Jeremiah, p. 119.
7J. P. Hyatt and S. R. Hopper, The Interpreters' Bible, V,
1034. Others who have spoken of the abstruseness of the
passage are W. H. Bennett: "The meaning of the con
cluding enigma is as profound a mystery as the fate of
the lost tribes, and the solutions rather more unsatisfac
tory" (The Book of Jeremiah Chapters XXI-LII, p. 338);
D. Friedrich Giesebrecht recognizes fairly numerous in
terpretations, but feels they are less probable than his:
"Die anderen, ziemlich zahlreichen Auffassungen der
Stelle sind alle weniger wahrscheinlich, wenn auch diese
nicht vollstaendig befriedigt" (Das Buch Jeremia, p.
170); Calkins declares: "The last clause in this verse ...
has bewildered the scholars who present an astonishing
array of solutions" (Raymond Calkins, Jeremiah The
Prophet, p. 331); and John F. Graybill concludes cor
rectly: "No interpretation has ever gained the accept
ance of a majority of commentators" ("Jeremiah," Wy52

Moreover, not all scholars are willing to
allow the text to stand as it appears in the
Massoretic Old Testament. A. C. Welch pro
poses: "The final cryptic clause the present
writer regards as a grammatical note which
has crept from the margin into the text."8
Francisco cites without approval Bernard
Duhm's suggestion that the sentence is a scri
bal gloss. Duhm felt that some interpreter
was scanning the passage when he discovered
an amusing feature. Israel had been referred
to as a son in 31:20, whereas in 31:22 the na
tion is mentioned as a daughter. The reader
inserted his reaction in the margin, and stated
that God had by a new creation changed a
woman into a man. Thus the comment was
never intended to be in the text, but some
copyist inserted it by mistake. 9
Such views must be rejected, because they
call for emendations of the text, are based
on pure hypothesis, and do not offer a logical
explanation of the terms employed. Leslie's
translation of the text would appear to solve
the problem by cutting the Gordian knot.
cliffe Bible Commentary, p. 678. Cf. H. B. Rand, Study in
Jeremiah, p. 183).
8Abingdon Bible Commentary, in loco.
9Clyde T. Francisco, Studies in Jeremiah, pp. 109-110.
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He renders thus:
"How long will you dillydally,
Thou daughter of disgraceful delay,
For I am about to create a new thing
In the land of [your] return." 10
Then he leads into the new covenant passage
(31:31-34) with which this climactic thought
(vs. 22) was supposed to be connected origi
nally. This treatment of the passage cannot
be considered seriously, because it creates more
difficulties than it resolves.
When the student of the passage turns to
the original text of Jeremiah 31:22, he may
be surprised at this point to find that the thir
teen words of the passage are all well known
and oft repeated in the books of the Old Tes
tament, with the exception of the third word.
The verb (hmq, meaning to depart in the
simple stem and to wander about in the in
tensive reflexive stem) occurs, besides our
passage, only in the Song of Solomon 5:6. But
it is not this word that renders the passage so
difficult of exposition. It is actually the last
three words. Even the adjective used in ad
dressing the nation is not new, nor is it hard
10Elmer A. Leslie, Jeremiah, p. 105.
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to explain. As in 49:4 it denotes the nation as
apostate, rebellious, back-turning. 11 The sec
ond clause is introduced, after the conjunc
tion, by the first verb used in the Old Testa
ment, and as in Genesis 1:1 the subject is the
Lord or God. As Koehler and Baumgartner
correctly observe, the verb "is a theological
term the subject of which is God exclusive
ly."12 The term Jeremiah employs for wo
man is not the usual one in the books of the
Old Testament (neqebhah), but it occurs
often enough, and is the one used by Moses
in Genesis 1:27. Perhaps the word which has
occasioned must of the difficulty is the inten
sive stem of the much used verb, sabhabh,
which is found scores of times in the Hebrew
text. The last word of the verse is not the
usual one for man, but again it is far from
rare. Related to the form gibbor, it conveys
the concept of that which is vigorous and
virile in man.
Surely, the ancient and modern versions
will have some light to shed on this difficult
verse, But expectations are not to be fulfilled
11Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, eds., Lexicon
in Veteris Testamenti Libros, p. 954, col. I.
12Ibid.
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here either. The Greek version of the Old
Testament has a curious rendering: hoti ektise

Kurios soterian eis kataphuteusin kainen, en
soteria perieleusontai anthropoi, "For the Lord
has created salvation to a new planting, men
will go about in salvation." This is manifest
ly a paraphrase or interpretation with the
possibility that the Hebrew word for new
was misread for the word salvation, which
strangely appears twice in the Greek version.
Equally mystifying among the ancient ver
sions is the Targum of Jonathan ben Uzziel.
He translates: "And the people of the house
of Israel will follow (yithnehon) the law
eagerly." The translator is injecting elements
which are clearly lacking in the original text.
The Syriac Peshitta conforms more to the
modern versions: "A woman shall surround
a man." Jerome, adhering as usual to the rab
binic tradition in which he was taught the
sacred language, renders the enigmatic words:
femina circumdabit virum. It is the same
translation as the Syriac.
Coming to the modern non-English ver
sions, we find Luther gives us: das Weib wird
den Mann umgeben, identical with the Vul
gate. And so the French: la femme environ56

nera l'homme. A more recent French publica
tion (no date) of the Scriptures by The Bible
Society of France in Paris translates: c'est
l'epouse qui recherchera son 'epoux! (it is the
wife who seeks after her husband). The wo
man woos or courts the man. A footnote ex
plains that the Jewish nation is here compared
to the wife who seeks after the Lord, her
husband. The modern Yiddish translation of
Mordecai Samuel Bergman is in conformity
with the Latin and the German. The modern
Spanish rendering in the version of De Reina
(revised by De Valera and others) offers: una
hembra roderar'a al var'on (a woman will en
compass a man).
Little variation is found among the Eng
lish versions: the King James: "A woman shall
compass a man"; the English Revised Ver
sion (1885): "A woman shall encompass a
man," which is followed by the American
Standard Version (1901); the Revised Stand
ard Version: "A woman protects a man," a
rendering which touches upon interpretation;
the Jewish translation of the Jewish Publi
cation Society of America (1917): "A wo
man shall court a man," also an interpreta57

tion. Darby's translation is identical with the
ASV and the ERV.
THE INTERPRETATIONS

There remain now a consideration of the
different interpretations of the passage, which
have been presented on the basis of the con
text, the comparison of Scripture with Scrip
ture, and the general doctrinal framework of
the Old Testment. The plethora of views may
be classified under three general headings: the
view that the text is a proverb; that it is a
promise (with different nuances here) ; or
that it is a prophecy, specifically a prediction
of the virgin birth of the Messiah of Israel.
These will be treated in the order indicated.
PROVERB

This position appears to have few cham
pions. It is interesting to notice that those who
do claim the verse is a proverb often fail to
give the underlying significance or meaning
of the proverb. It is not that proverbs have
no place in Scripture; in fact, one book of
the Old Testament is so designated, the Book
of Proverbs. And the proverb - a profound
maxim, sagacious saying, a popular adage is a legitimate form of literary composition.
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It may be a truth clothed in some obscurity.
Cawley expresses this position when he claims
the verse was "probably, originally, a proverb
whose meaning has been lost."13 This pro
nouncement, obviously, is of little help in the
determination of the meaning of the prophet.
It has been suggested that the proverbial ex
pression would mean that "the weakest would
prevail over the strongest." But, specifically,
how does such a statement fit into the context
of the passage? What does it contribute to the
general trend of Jeremiah's thought and ex
hortation? The proper interpretation must fit
into the conceptual framework of the proph
et's preaching. Even so eminent a commenta
tor as Adam Clarke, after discussing different
views, is content to close the treatment with
the remark: "It is most likely a proverbial
expression."14 This approach must be rejected
as unsatisfactory for several reasons: (1) It
does little or nothing for the interpretation
of the passage. It contents itself, for the most
part, with a statement and leaves the ex
planation unaccounted for. (2) It cannot be
Cawley, "Jeremiah," The New Bible Commentarr, p.
627.
14Adam. Clarke, Commentary on the Holy Bible, IV, 338.
13F.
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shown that it fits into the general stream
of Jeremiah's thought. (3) It does not employ
the usual formula of the Old Testament
proverb or mashal.
PROMISE

Most modern commentators, though they
differ widely as to the exact details, prefer
to take the passage as a promise from God to
Israel. For the sake of clarity and condensa
tion it may serve best to subsume the details
of the principal views under four headings.
One position holds that the promise states
that Israel will experience an increase in pow
er, even become manly. Gaebelein comment
ed: "It refers to Israel as the woman, the timid,
weak, forsaken one, who now will compass a
man: that is have power given unto her to
become the ruler." 15 Freedman judges more
closely with reference to the Hebrew verb:
"Closer to the Hebrew verb is the explana
tion: a female (by nature timid) will turn
into a man (i.e., manly in character), the
C. Gaebelein, The Annotated Bible, IV, 227. This is the
view of J. N. Darby: "I would add that in verse 22 I see
only weakness. Israel, feeble as a woman, shall possess
and overcome all strength - seeing that strength mani
fests itself in that which is very weakness" Synopsis of
Books of the Bible, II, 384.
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Hebrew being geber which indicates the
strength of the male. Hence, Israel will cease
to be hesitant in returning to God but will be
resolute." 16 Moffatt's rendering carries the
same thought ( in loco) : "Why, the Eternal
makes a new thing upon earth; frail woman
becomes manly!"
Such is also the preference of the great
theologian and exegete, John Calvin. He held
that it was "as though he [Jeremiah] had said,
'One woman shall be superior to many men,
or each Jew shall exceed in valour a Chaldean;
so the Jews shall gain the upper hand, though
the strength of their enemies be great and
terrible.' This is what I regard as the meaning
of the Prophet; and justly does he set forth
this as a wonderful thing, for it was a sort of
revolution in the world when God thus raised
up his servants, so that they who had enslaved
them should become far unequal to them. " 17
Duhm, on the other hand, chose to emend the
text, suggesting for the Massoretic tesobhebh
the form tissobh with the translation, "the
woman is turned into a man." Israel, earlier
16H. Freedman, Jeremiah, p. 209.
17John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of the Prophet
Jeremiah, IV, 114-15.
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spoken of by the prophet as a man, is now
designated a woman. Earlier in the discussion
this change was adverted to and rejected on
the ground of insufficient textual evidence.
Another related viewpoint is that Israel, who
has been a weak woman, will now become a
resolute man. 18
A number of expositors, who feel that
Jeremiah is issuing a promise or general pre
diction, maintain that the sense of the text
is that Israel at long last will court, woo, or
win the Lord. Thus the prophet is said to con
vey the promise of the conversion of Israel,
a doctrine voluminously taught in the Old
Testament. E. H. Plumptre states it thus:
"To 'compass' is to woo and win. . . . In
the normal order of man's life, the bridegroom
woos the bride. In the spiritual relationship
which the prophet has in view, this shall be
inverted, and Israel, the erring but repentant
wife, shall woo her divine husband. " 19 Laetsch
understands compass
as "loving adherence,
clinging to an object." He cites Deuteronomy
32:10; Psalm 26:6; and 32:7, 10. Then con18Cf. The Interpreters' Bible, V, 1034. The view of Duhm
is accepted by Calvin, op. cit., p. 331.
19 E. H. Plumptre, op. cit., p. 107.
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fusing Israel with the church he continues:
"The virgin Israel is a feeble woman, but will
'surround' Him, who is a mightly Man, Je
hovah, her Righteousness, and cling to Him
as the ivy surrounds and clings to the oak. . . .
That is something new on earth, altogether
and essentially different from the nature of
the Old Testament nation of Israel. And that
is a creation of the Lord, the Covenant God,
who brings to perfection this loyalty of the
church to the Lord characterizing the New
Testament Covenant and only foreshadowed
by the people of the Old Covenant; many, if
not most of them, did not 'surround' Jehovah,
but roamed continually away from Him." 20
Cowles agrees with this position: "In this spe
cial case it is infinitely right that God's cove
nant people, personified as a woman, should
solicit the love of her rightful Lord her Mak
er, who has condescended to become her hus
band. "21
Moreover, Driver lends his voice to this
20T. Laetsch, Bible Commentary, Jeremiah, p. 253.
21H. Cowles, Jeremiah, And His Lamentations, p. 239. Cf.
J. M. Myers, "The Book of Jeremiah," Old Testament
Commentary, p. 723; Hyatt and Hopper, op. cit., p. 1034.
The last two interpreters feel this is the best explanation in the light of what is stated in 3:1.
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position thus: " ... probably, in the new fu
ture (Isa. xliii. 19, xlviii. 6, 7, lxv. 17) which
Yahweh is purposing to create in the earth,
the woman, instead of holding aloof and wait
ing to be sought by the man (typifying Yah
weh), will affectionately cling round her di
vine husband (Hos. ii. 16; Isa. liv. 5, 6): why,
then, should Ephraim, the 'virgin of Israel,'
defer to yield herself to the Divine purpose?"22
It would appears that a less likely inter
pretation of the promise is that which claims
Jeremiah is foretelling that the woman (or
Israel) will protect the man (even the Lord).
Streane espouses this view and seeks to recon
cile it with a Messianic position. He holds:
"The same notion then of cherishing and pro
tecting will here signify that such is the Lord's
condescension towards Israel, that He will for
her glory allow the natural order to be re
versed, and deign to accept protection (of
R. Driver, The Book of the Prophet Jeremiah, p. 188,
fn. d. In the course of his discussion he quotes the Jewish
commentators, Rashi and Kimchi, the latter maintaining,
"It is the way of mankind for the man to go about for the
woman; but then the woman will go about after her hus
band, as though to say that the children of Israel will
return to their God and He will redeem them: cf. Hos.
iii. 5." Adam Clarke thinks the prophet is alluding to the
conversion of the people of Israel (in loco ).
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His Temple, services, honour, etc.) at her
hands. This thought is really Messianic, for
it attains completion only in the Incarnation
of the Divine Son of God, growing up and in
youth at any rate cherished (Luke ii. 52) by
the Jewish nation, of which in His human na
ture He was a child."23
The reasoning of some of those in this
camp is difficult to follow. For instance, Ben
nett reasons that men and women will ex
change functions because in the widespread
peace of the new era, women will protect men.
This is supposed to be the sign that will win
the virgin of Israel from her vacillating posi
tion, and encourage her to return immediately
to Palestine. 24
23A. W. Streane, "Jeremiah and Lamentations," Cambridge
Bible for Schools, pp. 212-13. C. Von Orelli (The Prophe
cies of Jeremiah, p. 234) thinks the new thing is that the
woman shields the man contrary to the natural order;
so, he thinks, the church genuine will protect the land
along with all its heroes. J. R. Gillies (Jeremiah The Man
and His Message, p. 245) thinks he has a parallel from
English history: "Just as Saxon England it was said, that
a woman with a babe at her breast might pass scatheless
from sea to sea; so the writer foresees a time when, in
Judah, a woman, with distaff in hand, shall keep the
house and so protect the man."
24W. H. Bennett, op. cit., p. 338. D. F. Giesebrecht (op. cit.,
pp. 169-70) translates: das Weib beschuetzt den mann
(the woman protects the man), and explains that "in
messianischen Reiche nemlich wird eine solche Ruhe und
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At this point Hyatt and Hopper ask a per
tinent question in commenting on the ren
dering of the RSV: "If the translation of the
RSV is correct, the best interpretation is that
in the future the land will become so peaceful
that a woman will not need protection, but
indeed will be able to protect the man. In
that case, however, one might ask: If a wo
man does not need protection in the era of
peace, why does a man?" 25 This viewpoint
would appear to have many weaknesses in
herent in it.
A final variation of the interpretation that
Jeremiah is uttering a promise, is that the text
is assuring Israel she will be able to cope with
and successfully withstand all her enemies.
Ironside favors this explanation. He writes,
"Is it not more likely that the woman referred
to is the virgin of Israel of the preceding pas
sage? In that case the man would possibly be
Sicherheit unter Gottes Fuersorge eingetreten sein, dass
die Maenner ruhig ihrer Arbeit nachgehen und den
Schutz des Landes den Frauen ueberlassen koennen";
that is, in the Messianic kingdom such will be the peace
and security God will bring about, that men will quietly
go about their labor, leaving the protection and defence
of the land to the women. F. C. Cook translates the
principal verb of the promise as protect (Commentary
on the Holy Bible, V. 477.)
25Op. cit., p. 1034, cf. J. F. Graybill, op. cit., p. 678.
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the symbol of power in the hands of the Gen
tile (cf. Nebuchadnezzar's dream in Dan. 2).
Israel, weak as a woman, shall compass, or
overcome, the power of the nations. This
would harmonize with the context."26 Al
though some of the reasoning is difficult to
follow, the position that Jeremiah is setting
forth a promise of some kind is the usual ap
proach to our tantalizing text.
PROPHECY

That interpretation which can lay claim to

be the oldest and most widely held at first is
the one which sees here a prophecy of the
virgin birth of the Messiah. However, on this
score Cunliffe-Jones is not prepared to com
mit himself, when he states: "The second part
of v. 22 might be seen as a climax of Jere
miah's appeal if we knew what it meant, but
we do not." 27 Graybill is correct in remark26H A. Ironside, Notes on the Prophecy and Lamentations
of Jeremiah, p. 161. Cf. Clyde Francisco, op, cit., in loco;
E. H. Henderson, Commentary on Jeremiah and the
Lamentations, p. 188; Matthew Henry, Commentary on
the Bible, IV, 604 (where he draws a contrast between
this passage and Rev. 20:9); Adam Clarke, op. cit., p.
338, where he explicitly places in juxtaposition "the weak
defenceless Jews" and the "powerful Ba bylonians."
27H. Cunliffe-Jones, The Book of Jeremiah, New York,
1961, p. 196. Matthew Henry (in loco) is equally non
committal.
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ing that the majority of commentators now
reject the Messianic view of the verse. 28 It
is of interest to notice that E. W. Hengstenberg does not treat the verse in his Christology
of the Old Testament. Scofield makes no spe
cial mention of it in his Reference Bible, nor
does J. Gresham Machen deal with the text
in his classic volume on the virgin birth of our
Lord. T. K. Cheyne give only part of the
argument when he maintains: "The exposition
of St. Jerome and other Fathers, that the birth
of Christ from a virgin is referred to, is al
together inadmissible, ( 1) because the nouns
which form the subject and the predicate re
spectively indicate sex, not age, and the first
in particular cannot be tortured so as to mean
'virgin'; and (2) there is no article to confine
the reference to any particular persons." 29
Plumptre is quite outspoken in his opposition
to the exegesis that sees here a prophecy of
the virgin birth. He declares, "The notion
that the words can in even the remotest de
gree be connected with the mystery of the
Incarnation belongs to the region of dreams,
and not of realities; and, lacking as it does the
28John F. Graybill, op. cit., p. 678.
cit., p. 13.
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support of even any allusive reference to it
in the New Testament, can only be regarded,
in spite of the authority of the many Fathers
and divines who have adopted it, as the out
growth of a devout but uncritical imagina
tion. The word used for 'woman,' indeed, ab
solutely ecludes the idea of the virginbirth."30
But the older view is not without its mod
ern advocates, as well as the honored names
of the past, which will be considered first.
Jerome, after speaking of the virgin in Isaiah
7:14, says, "This is she of whom God by the
mouth of Jeremiah speaks, saying: 'Can a maid
forget her ornaments, or a bride her attire?'
30E. H. Plumptre, op. cit., p. 107. Naegelsbach (in loco)
rejects the view on the ground that neqebhah never has
nor can it have the signification of virgin. On similar
grounds, and equally emphatically, Cowles will not con
sent to such meanings being given the words "woman"
and "man." Op. cit., p. 238. Henderson finds it difficult
to imagine how the words of the text ever came to be
applied to the miraculous conception of the Savior, op.
cit., p. 188. Ironside is prepared to call this interpretation
of the passage "unwarranted. and dubiously fanciful." Op.
cit., p. 161. Clarke is "sure no such meaning is in the
words, nor in the context." Op. cit., p. 338. After Calvin
has commented on the fact that Christians almost univer
sally have explained the passage of the virgin birth, evi
dently eager for all supports for important doctrines of
the faith, he passes the severe judgment: "All this is
deservedly laughed at by the Jews" (op. cit., pp. 113,114).
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[Jer. 2:32]. Concerning her we read of a
great miracle in the same prophecy [31:22]
- that a woman should compass a man, and
that the Father of all things should be con
tained in a virgin's womb."31 Ephraim Syrus
expressed it thus: "For while His Power was
dwelling in the womb, He was fashioning in
fants in the womb! His Power compassed her,
that compassed Him."32 Athanasius lends his
authority and voice to this position: "For all
things were created by the Father through the
Son, but the Son alone was eternally begotten
from the Father, whence God the Word is
'first-born of all creation,' unchangeable from
unchangeable. However, the body which He
wore for our sakes is a creature: concerning
which Jeremiah says, according to the edition
of the seventy translators (Jer. 31:22): 'The
Lord created for us for a planting a new sal
vation, in which salvation men shall go about;'
but according to Aquila the same text runs:
'The Lord created a new thing in a woman.'
Now the salvation created for us for a plant
ing, which is new, not old, and for us, is Jesus,
Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of
The Christian Church (Second Series), Vol. VI (St.
Jerome), p. 370.
32Op. cit.. Vol. XIII, p. 233 in "Hymns on the Nativity."
31A

70

Who in respect of the Saviour was made man,
and whose name is translated in one place
Salvation, in another Saviour."33
Among modern writers Broadbent believes
the new thing created in the earth is that "a
virgin's womb shall bear a son" (Gen. 3:15;
Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:23)."34 It has already been
seen how Streane seeks to reconcile a near
promise for Israel with an ultimate Messianic
reference. He refuses to limit the passage to
the miraculous conception of Christ. The rea
soning of Fausset is as detailed and cogent
as that of any recent writer. He posits: "This
view is favoured, 1. By the connection; it
gives a reason why the exiles should desire a
return to their country-viz., because Christ
was conceived there. 2. The word 'created'
implies a Divine power put forth in the crea
tion of a body in the Virgin's womb by the
Holy Ghost for the second Adam, such as was
exerted in creating the first Adam (Luke
1:35; Heb. 10:5 . . . ). 3. The phrase 'a new
thing,' something unprecedented; a man
whose like had never existed before, at once
God and man; a mother out of the ordinary
33Ibid., IV, p. 85 in "Statement of Faith."
34E. H. Broadbent, Jeremiah, p. 150.
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course of nature, at once mother and virgin.
An extraordinary mode of generation; once
conceived by the Holy Ghost without man.
4. The specification 'in the land' (not 'earth,'
as the English version), viz., of Judah. ...
The Hebrew for 'woman' [ neqebhah] implies
an individual, as the Virgin Mary, rather than
a collection of persons. 6. The restoration of
Israel is grounded on God's covenant in Christ,
to whom, therefore, allusion is naturally made
as the foundation of Israel's hope (cf. Isa. vii.
14). The Virgin Mary's conception of Messiah
in the womb answers to the 'virgin of Israel'
(therefore so called v. 21 )-i.e., Israel and her
sons, at their final restoration, receiving Jesus
as Messiah (Zech. xii. 10). 7. The reference
to the conception of the child Messiah accords
with the mention of the massacre of 'chil
dren' referred to v. 15 ( cf. Matt. ii. 17) ; His
birth would repair the evil caused by their
death. The Hebrew [gabher] for 'man' is
properly 'mighty man,' a term applied to God,
Deut. x. 17; and to Christ, Zech. xii. 7 ( cf.
Ps. xlv. 3; Isa. ix. 6)."35
35R. Jamieson, A. R. Fausset, and D. Brown, A Commentary
Critical, Experimental and Practical on the Old and New
Testaments, Vol. IV, p. 108. In his position Fausset is
drawing from the arguments of Calovius.
72

White realizes the difficulties in any view
of the text, but he prefers a near and far f ul
fillment. He points out, first, that chapters
29-31 are clearly Messianic in outlook, the
events of the immediate future lengthening
out and incorporating matters of far future
realization. He is certain that the wording of
the text strongly implies a supernatural, crea
tive act by God. Again, how is the new cove
nant of 31:31-34 to be implemented, if not
through the coming of Messiah? In short, the
context is favorable to his view. He questions,
"Could this be one of the passages which in
volves an immediate fulfillment in the rela
tionship of Israel and Yahweh and a later ful
fillment in the miraculous birth of Christ?"
And concludes, "The arguments against any
reference to the birth of Christ in 31:22 do
not seem conclusive."36
The latest treatment of the passage to
come to hand is that of Hank. In his valuable
work on the virgin birth he argues: "Only He
was born of the woman alone. Since this verse
does not make reference to a child born of two
human parents we must look elsewhere for
the answer. The question must be faced: who
36K. Owen White, op. cit., pp. 69, 70.
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was this 'new thing,' so called? It is evident
that this 'new thing' did not come into being
through a conventional course. The only 'new
thing' recorded in history since creation is the
virgin birth of Christ. This 'new thing' had
to do with the miraculous - not with the
conventional.
Noother person does or can
lay claim to being miraculously conceived,
notwithstanding the claims of liberalism. It
is futile to make this Scripture relevant to
anything other than the virgin-born Messiah:
to do so is to do violence to the biblical record.
Christian scholars, both ancient and modern,
believe that this verse referred to the super
natural element incidental in the birth of the
King Messiah. Efforts on the part of liberal
scholars to reduce Jesus Christ to a mere hu
man being are arbitrary philosophical postu
lates and cannot be reconciled with the bibli
cal record."37 The strong position for ortho
doxy espoused by Hank is appreciated in these
days of theological haziness and vacillation.
But to inject into this discussion either an
argument from silence or one based on the
conflict between orthodoxy and liberalism
A. Hank, The Validity of the Virgin Birth, Grand
Rapids, 1963, pp. 30, 31.
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would seem to be entirely beside the point. In
the course of this study we have seen men of
undoubted orthodoxy taking a position con
trary to the Messianic interpretation of the
passage.
CONCLUSION

In conclusion, how does the matter stand?

With such wide diversity of views it is im
possible to be dogmatic on any view. First, it
is unmistakable that the context of the chap
ter reaches far out into Messianic times;
verses 31-34 alone would settle this beyond
possibility of dispute. It is equally valid that
portions of this incomparable chapter had to
do with the then present hour in which Jere
miah lived. He was exhorting Israel to return
to the Lord, as did all the faithful prophets
of the Old Testament. It is also demonstrable
that in the Old Testament the prophet often
looked for a future confirmation of his words,
sometimes in the Messianic age. Moreover, the
puzzling clause of 31:22 is introduced by a
powerful statement. There is a call for some
action on a supernatural scale. But when we
look for something definitive, as in Isaiah
7:14, it eludes us. The last three words are
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strikingly simple. The word for woman can
not be twisted to mean a virgin. Etymology,
usage, and modern practice of the language
are all opposed to it. The verb is susceptible
of some wide nuances, but in no place can
it mean conceive by a virgin or otherwise.
It can have connotations of tender affection,
changing the aspect of a matter, surrounding,
altering the direction of a movement, but
scarcely anything that approximates concep
tion in the physical realm. It is true that the
last word, that for man, is related to one of
the adjectives in Isaiah 9:6, 7, but this is in
sufficient support upon which to build such a
solid and vital doctrine as that of the virgin
birth of Christ.
Could the clause be a proverb? In all
probability it is not. A proverb is that which
has attained popular usage, and is readily and
generally understood. Would Jeremiah refer
to a proverb as something newly created of
God? What is the meaning of the proverb?
To name a disease is not to cure it - a lesson
so many are long in learning. Once it is main
tained that the words are a proverb (prob
ably because of their succinctness and terse
ness), nothing is actually gained toward a sat76

isfactory explanation. One should know the
meaning of the clause before being able to
determine how widespread it was used among
the nation. Judging from the nature of Old
Testament prophecy, it is normal for God to
have His prophets predict blessing, good, en
largement, spiritual restoration, national ac
ceptance, and much more under the wording
of a new creation from the hand of God. For
confirmation just concentrate on Isaiah 65
and 66. What more is involved in this por
tion before us, it is difficult to say. We dare
not read into the passage more than is def
initely there. It does not lend itself to an
explanation of the miraculous conception of
Christ.
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