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Is the Birth of Jesus Just Another Ancient Myth? 
 
In a few days we will celebrate the miraculous birth of Jesus. But people have told 
miraculous birth stories for thousands of years. Why do we continue to celebrate the 
miraculous birth of Jesus and not other miraculous birth stories?  
 

It’s probably a bad idea to start a sermon with a question that’s impossible to answer in 
13-15 minutes, but I’m gonna try.  
 

These stories of miraculous births are often called myths. In our modern world, the word 
myth has two different and contradictory meanings.  
 

The first meaning is that a myth is a lie. When we say, “Oh, that’s just a myth” we mean 
that it’s a lie and not to be taken seriously.  
 

But then came Joseph Campbell who gave us the second meaning of myth. His life 
work was an attempt to change the meaning of the word myth. He explored ancient 
myths and claimed that these stories tell us something deeply true about being human. 
 

Personally, I think there’s a little bit of truth in both of these positions. Myths tell us 
something true about the human condition, but myths also conceal or hide something 
true about ourselves. 
 

Today I want to talk a bit about miraculous birth stories because there are many myths 
about miraculous births from the ancient world. The first story is from ancient Greece. 
It’s a fascinating story about Zeus and his wife Metis. The story claims that Metis was a 
wise councelor to the great god Zeus. She was more beautiful than any human or any 
god. And I think you see where this is going. Zeus and Metis get married and Metis 
becomes pregnant. 
 

While Metis was pregnant, Zeus heard an ancient prophecy. He interpreted the 
prophecy as claiming that Metis would give birth to two powerful children - a daughter 
named Athena and the son who would grow to be more powerful than Zeus and 
overthrow him. 
 

Zeus was very afraid of this prophecy. He was primarily concerned with his own self-
interest and so he sought to kill his wife Metis by turning her into a fly and eating her. 
That’s pretty weird, but to add to the weirdness, when Metis found herself as a fly in 
Zeus’s belly, she discovered a way to give birth to Athena, but the baby Athena was still 
trapped inside of Zeus. So Metis discovered a way to force Zeus to also give birth to 
Athena. 
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It is indeed a miraculous birth story, but what’s the point? And, maybe a more important 
question you might be asking is, why on earth is your pastor telling you this ancient 
myth three days before Christmas? 
 

Okay. The point of the myth is not to tell us that hey, miracle of miracles, men can give 
birth, too. No, the point is about fear and violence. 
 

The point is that the most powerful god in ancient mythology lived in fear of a vulnerable 
baby boy and girl. Zeus was so afraid of these children that he sought to kill his own 
wife. 
 

And so the point is that the gods are fearful and because they live in fear they act out in 
violence.  
 

But here I’d like to tell you how myths both conceal and reveal the truth. There is a 
modern critique from some of our atheist friends that claims religion is just mere 
projection of the human condition onto the gods. I actually think there’s a lot of truth in 
that critique. Our myth about Zeus and Metis is a good example of this critique. The 
truth is not that there are gods in the divine realm living in fear and acting in violence to 
protect themselves and their self-interest. That myth tells an interesting story, but it 
conceals the truth that the problem of fear and violence is not with the gods; it’s with 
us.   
 

In other words, it’s not the powerful god Zeus who is afraid of children. It is powerful 
men who are often afraid of children. That’s because children, girls and boys, are a sign 
of hope and change to the status quo that largely benefits the self-interest of the most 
powerful. 
 

Notice the difference between the Zeus and Metis myth and our miraculous stories this 
morning.  
 

In our passage from Isaiah, the Assyrian Empire is threatening to conquer the Kingdom 
of Judah. The king of Judah was a man named Ahaz. Ahaz lived in fear of the Assyrian 
Empire. The prophet Isaiah told Ahaz to ask for a sign from God that they would be 
okay, but Ahaz refused. We aren’t told why the king refused, but I have a guess.  
 

You see, the prophets continually told kings like Ahaz that the nation was in trouble 
because, similar to Zeus, most of the kings only looked after their own self-interest. 
Kings lived in fear that they would lose their power, so they constantly tried to work 
behind the scenes to try to defeat anyone they thought might be a political rival. Stop 
me if that sounds familiar ... Sometimes those rivals were adults, but sometimes the 
perceived rival was a baby that could become the next king. 
 

But the prophets said that defeating their rivals for their own self-interest would only get 
kings into more trouble. The answer, particularly for Isaiah, was that kings were 
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supposed to stop looking our for their own self interest and start looking out for the 
interest of others, specifically for the vulnerable. 
 

I think deep down, Ahaz knew that his divine calling as a political leader was not to look 
out for his own self-interest, but to care for others. And so when Isaiah told him to ask 
God for a sign, Ahaz refused to ask for it because he knew the sign would not be about 
his own power and glory. The sign would be the truth, that he was supposed to care for 
others. 
 

Even though Ahaz refused to ask for a sign, Isaiah showed him one, anyway. He 
pointed to a woman who was about to deliver a baby and the woman would name the 
child Emmanuel, which means God With Us. 
 

Now if I were Ahaz, I would be pretty angry about this. I would want the sign that God is 
with Us to be me! Either that, or I would want my most powerful warrior to be the sign 
that God is With Us. But Isaiah points to a vulnerable woman with a vulnerable child.  
 

Do you see how the ancient Hebrew storytellers challenge other ancient myths? The 
most powerful god in ancient myths of Greece, Zeus, lived in fear and so acted in 
violence. Well, in the story about Isaiah, it’s not God who is afraid and violent. It’s King 
Ahaz who lives in fear and violence. It’s kings and prime ministers and even some 
presidents who live in fear and act out violently, even against children. 
 

The birth of Jesus is another important example of this type of storytelling. Joseph 
discovers that the woman he loves and is about to marry is pregnant, he assumes by 
another man. And so he resolves to break up with her quietly. But an angel of the Lord 
comes to Joseph, and what is the first thing the angel says to Joseph? 
 

Do not be afraid. Do not be afraid. Do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife. 
 

Whenever angels show up in the New Testament, they always say the same thing. Do 
not be afraid. 
 

You don’t have to fear that God is like Zeus. You don’t have to fear that God is going to 
turn you into a fly and swallow you up. You don’t have to fear that God is going to strike 
you down with lightning bolts. You don’t have to fear God because God does not live in 
fear of us. God isn’t violent with us. 
 

Joseph didn’t have to fear God because God was not out to get him. God is not out to 
get any of us. 
 

But Joseph had to come to grips with what God was asking him to do. Joseph and Mary 
would birth the savior, the one who would be named Jesus and who would be called 
Emmanual, or God with us. 
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The Christmas story was a huge risk for Joseph and Mary. What would people say? 
Would people believe them that Mary was found with child because of the Holy Spirit? I 
mean, that’s a likely story! Would they spread rumors about Mary and doubts about 
Jesus’ parentage? Would their reputation be on the line? What would the neighbors 
say? And if it was true that their newborn son would be the new king, what would king 
Herod do?  
 

King Herod, like Zeus, lived in fear of a baby. And because he lived in fear, Herod 
attempted to kill all the baby boys under two years old. Indeed, Christmas gives us a 
joyful story of a miraculous birth, but it’s also a politically subversive and risky story.   
 

God comes to us and says, “Do not be afraid.” But we are also called to count the cost 
of faith. Because just like it was risky for Joseph and Mary to birth God’s love into this 
world, it will be risky for us to birth God’s love into this world, too. 
 

And so let’s ask God for a sign of new hope. Let’s look for that hope in our world. 
 

One sign of that hope happened recently when Time Magazine named Greta Thunberg 
the person of the year. Greta is one of our teenage heroes who is calling us to change 
our personal and national habits so that we can effectively deal with the threat of climate 
change.  
 

And true to form, just like the ancient myth of Zeus who lived in fear of a child, powerful 
political rulers today live in fear of Greta Thunberg. She is a threat to the economic and 
military status quo that needs to change for us to survive the dangers of climate change. 
 

But fearful and envious politicians fought back with angry tweets that mocked and 
threatened Greta. That’s what weak and fearful men do.  
 

But God comes to us just like God came to Joseph and Mary. God says to us, “Do not 
be afraid.” The miraculous birth is not so much that Jesus was born once 2000 years 
ago. The miraculous birth is that the love of God in Jesus is reborn every day in our 
hearts. It’s a love that is risky. But we don’t have to live in fear and act in violence 
because we know the truth of the one that we call Emmanuel, the truth that the 
nonviolent God of love is with us now and forevermore. Amen.  
 

 


