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TEACHER NOTES

THE ‘CHRISTMAS’ STORIES: SENTIMENTAL 
ROMANTICISM OR DARK AND SHOCKING 
TALES?

Use the digital resource ‘What is Christmas?’ to get the students to think about what represents Christmas for 

them.

Students will speak of snow, robins, trees, lights, pudding, turkey, crackers etc. These are all cultural ‘add-ons’ 

to the Christmas stories.  Some might also talk of angels, shepherds, stars, mangers etc., and many of these will 

be influenced by childhood memories, art, songs and advertisements.

Students should be encouraged to recognise which themes appear within the Nativity stories. Then encourage 

them to start thinking about how much they DON’T know. You can show the suggested answers or leave this 

until later so that students realise for themselves that the actual stories are much darker than they think.

 ✭ ILLEGITIMACY

 ✭ BETRAYAL

 ✭ SHAME

 ✭ COLD-BLOODED MURDER

 ✭ TYRANTS

 ✭ SCANDAL

 ✭ HARDSHIP

 ✭ OUTSIDERS 

 ✭ REFUGEES

 ✭ FEAR

 ✭ GOSSIP
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THE ‘PROBLEM’ WITH SCHOOL NATIVITY PLAYS

Show students the school nativity play clip. Ask them if it brings back happy memories for them.    

Once they have watched it ask them what they think the problem could be.

Split the class in half and give one group ‘Story A’ (Matthew 1:18 – 2:23) and the other half ‘Story B’ (Luke 

2:1-20). Tell them to read the stories as if they were reading them for the first time.  Tell them that they were 

written anonymously by two separate authors in different places at different times. Their reasons for writing 

were different and so were their audiences.  Once they have finished reading have each group member read 

their story to someone who read the other.

Watch the nativity play again and ask the same question. ‘So, what’s the problem with school Nativity plays?’

The ‘problem’ with most school Nativity plays is that they try and combine both stories and omit anything 

deemed to be inappropriate (such as The Slaughter of the Innocents). They also take poetic licence to the 

extreme by inventing roles that simply do not exist (for example, animals and an inn-keeper).

EACH TO HIS OWN

Use the printable narratives from Matthew and Luke. Have students read Matthew’s narrative and highlight 

in yellow everything they don’t find in Luke’s narrative. Then read Luke’s narrative and highlight in green 

everything they don’t find in Matthew’s narrative. 

Use the digital resource to highlight the pieces of the text the students have identified and compare the 

differences.

CARDS AND CAROLS

Print out the carols and images of Christmas cards and give them out to groups of students. Ask them to sort 

them into piles; one for the images that belong only in Matthew’s story and one for the images that appear only 

in Luke’s. Keep a third pile of any that try to combine both versions and discard any don’t refer to the Gospel 

stories.

ARTISTIC LICENCE

Artists, poets and writers through the centuries have all depicted the Nativity stories using a certain amount 

of artistic/poetic licence. In other words, they have invented characters and settings, combined the stories and 

left details out.

Use the digital resource to view the film clips showing Jesus’ birth, and with reference to both Nativity stories, 
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encourage students to explain where artistic licence has been employed.

WHAT IS THE TRUTH?

Use the student handout to discuss what we mean by truth.

’Truth’ is almost always interpreted, and this interpretation relies entirely on the aims of the interpreter.  

Look at the two newspaper articles about The Miners’ Strike of the 1980’s. They both claim to be telling the 

‘truth’, but students should be able to see the bias and interpretation in each. 

Students should also be given the opportunity to view contemporary news reports in order to see that ‘truth’ 

is almost never ‘pure’, but interpreted.

You may wish to expose students to news reports that are blatantly biased in order to demonstrate that ‘truth’ 

is always interpreted in much the same way as Matthew and Luke interpreted ‘truth’.

BIBLE STORIES POSTER

This can be printed out and displayed. It is important for students to realise that biblical literature is multi-

layered/multi-faceted.

MEET THE AUTHOR - MATTHEW

Use the student handout to discuss Matthew and his narrative.

Students should be asked to consider why the word ‘author’ is in inverted commas. They may reach the correct 

conclusion that ‘Matthew’ and ‘Luke’ are perhaps more ‘compilers’ and/or ‘editors’ of material, rather than 

‘authors’ in the sense of creating the stories from scratch.  

Then in pairs or small groups have students research a limited amount of information on 

a. Moses

b. David and Isaiah

c. The Jewish concept of the Messiah. 

You will need to explain ‘Markan priority’, ‘Quelle’ and ‘Proto-Matthew’ by using concrete examples of where 

Matthew seems to have used Mark, and ‘Q’, and where he includes unique material.

MATTHEW ON ISAIAH’S SHOULDERS
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Use the digital resource to discuss the questions with the class.

‘[The image] is from a 13th century stained glass window in  Chartres Cathedral (plate 20) shows the Evangelist 

Matthew sitting on the shoulders of the Prophet Isaiah. More than any other Gospel writer, Matthew constantly 

makes links with the Old Testament, quoting from or alluding to the Book of Isaiah alone over eighty times’  

(Weber, Hans-Ruedi, Immanuel: The Coming of Jesus in Art and the Bible, (1984), Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Co.: Grand Rapids, p. 63).

Students will understand that, for Matthew, Jesus is the ‘new Moses’, the descendant of King David and (thus) 

the Messiah. These ideas should be borne in mind throughout their consideration of the Matthew’s Nativity 

story. In the final question, some students may be able to consider the possibility that Matthew’s Gospel is 

polemical i.e. written as a rebuttal against those Jews who probably lived in Matthew’s own community and 

refused to see Jesus as fulfilling Jewish Scripture. *For more on the idea that the genealogies are not historical 

(or indeed meant to be taken as historical) see Freed, E.D. The Stories of Jesus’ Birth: A Critical Introduction 

(2001), Sheffield Academic Press, p. 22.

WHO WAS JESUS’ FATHER?

Use the digital resource to encourage students to discuss who Matthew wanted people to believe was Jesus’ 

father.

Students should also be asked to note that Matthew’s Joseph remains silent throughout – he is never given 

words to say, and the reader is never allowed to know of his thoughts or feelings. He is not even mentioned 

when the Magi visit the baby Jesus (1:11).

WAS GOD JESUS’ FATHER?

Use the digital resource to encourage students to discuss whether Matthew wanted people to believe that 

God was Jesus’ father.

Students should be made aware that Matthew is using quotes from the Prophet Isaiah because he wants 

Jesus to be seen as fulfilling Jewish Scripture, and he knows that most of his listeners will be familiar with the 

writings of Isaiah.  Students should also be told about the Doctrine of the Virgin Birth (briefly).

WHAT’S IN A NAME? / SCANDAL AND DISGRACE

Give students the printable resource and discuss the text.

Students will be reminded that creative storytellers like Matthew do not ‘strive for precision and clarity [but] 

delight in hints, allusions, ambiguity, meaning laid on meaning, and truth that is both captured and on the run. 
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We do not step onto the stories…to be informed, [or] find out what we should believe. We go there to be 

moved…and to be changed’.  (Dennis, T, The Christmas Stories , p. 24).

Scandal and disgrace

For the third point you could refer students to Dennis, T., The Christmas Stories, p. 31, and also p. 28 which 

tells the story of Iraqi women considered to have brought disgrace on their families because they had been 

kidnapped and sold into prostitution.

And also Schaberg, J., The Illegitimacy of Jesus (1995), p. 48: ‘The wife of an Israelite who has been outraged 

[raped] is forbidden to her husband, since…the act [that] began under compulsion may have terminated with 

her consent’. (Rabbinic saying).

DUBIOUS WOMEN

Give students the printable resource and discuss the text. There are separate texts for each of the women 

mentioned and also a printable version of Luke’s version of Jesus genealogy.

Students should be encouraged to note the fact that whilst Matthew’s genealogy starts at the beginning and 

works forward, Luke’s starts with Jesus and works back. More importantly for our purpose though is the fact 

that Matthew’s includes the names of FOUR VERY PARTICULAR WOMEN WHOSE REPUTATIONS WERE 

QUITE DUBIOUS (at a time when genealogy was always worked out by tracing ancestry through the MALE line 

only). Luke’s list contains NO mention of women (Dennis, T. The Christmas Stories, pp. 18-23). [See also Bruch 

Pearson, H. Mother Roots: The Female Ancestors of Jesus (2002), Nashville, Tennessee: Upper Room Books].

Students might suggest that Matthew’s aim is to present Mary’s pregnancy as similarly ‘scandalous’. He ‘protects’ 

Mary’s reputation by avoiding the details, but is he suggesting rape? Incest? Sexual impropriety?  Whatever it 

may be, Matthew is careful to remind his readers that honour can come out of dishonour, good can come out 

of scandal and disgrace.

CORROBORATING EVIDENCE

Give students the printable resource and discuss the text. You will need a copy of Trevor Dennis’ book ‘The 

Christmas storied’ pp 11 - 12.

Students should be encourage to consider the possibility that if an idea appears only in one book, it may be the 

author’s ‘invention’, but if the idea is prevalent across books that were written by entirely different people at 

different times in different places, it might be more likely to have come from a solid source.

Students may reach the conclusion that the argument shows the religious leaders insinuating that Jesus is 
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illegitimate (has no known Father).  ‘We’ is emphatic in the Greek, suggesting ‘you are not from Abraham.

YOU are illegitimate’.  Jesus himself does nothing to defend or deny these ‘charges’ of illegitimacy. If they are 

untrue, why doesn’t he deny them?

Some students might be able to consider the possibility that John knew Matthew’s book, and simply wanted to 

include the same sort of idea. Though a counter argument could be: why write something that could damage 

the reputation of the ‘hero’ (Jesus) if there was no truth whatsoever in it? [REMEMBER HOW SHAMEFUL 

ILLEGITIMACY WAS, EVEN UP UNTIL QUITE RECENTLY].

THE OUTSIDER’S OUTSIDER

Give students the printable resource and discuss the text and activity.

Students should realise that stories relating to the healing of lepers, disabled people, Samaritans, women etc., 

cannot provide STRONG evidence that Jesus was illegitimate, and we must always avoid manipulating stories 

to fit a particular theory. They can only serve to lend some weight to the proposition. 

The healing stories might serve another purpose entirely e.g. to fulfil Jewish scripture (compare John: 9 with 

Isaiah: 9 – from ‘darkness’ to ‘light’ ). 

Even if he wasn’t illegitimate, he might still have wanted to change the social order of his day by ‘healing’ social 

taboos as well as physical ailments. Some scholars think that the ‘healing’ miracles are much more about the 

‘miracle’ of a changed life, than they are about miraculous ‘cures’.  

WE THREE KINGS

Give students the printable resource and discuss the text.

Students might be able to see a link between the proselytization of the Christian message to all peoples of 

the Roman Empire, and the attraction of presenting a multi-cultural, multi-ethnic  (Gentile) group of original 

converts. 

See Dennis, T, p. 38.

Is the star a ‘light to lighten the gentiles’  (Isaiah……….).

WRITTEN IN THE STARS

Give students the printable resource and discuss the text.

The star prevents the readers of Matthew’s story from seeing Jesus’ birth as too parochial. ‘It will remind us 
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that ‘Jesus’ birth is an event of truly cosmic significance’ (Dennis, p. 42), and the message it brings is for the 

whole world.  

The significance of the star over the stable - An insignificant place/house in an insignificant village gives us a 

literary paradox.

Slaughter of the Innocent

Use the handout in conjunction with the digital resource THEN AND NOW. 

First discuss the text in the handout. Students might be able to see Matthew’s link between Jesus and Moses. 

They may need to be told (or shown) Moses being saved from slaughter by being placed in the basket amidst 

the bull-rushes on the River Nile – SEE ‘Moses: The Lawgiver’ or ‘Prince of Egypt’).  

Jesus is giving a new Law. The allusion is strengthened in the following chapters (e.g. chapter 5 when Jesus 

gives The Beatitudes: a ‘new Law’ delivered from a ‘mountain’ just like the Mosaic Law was given from Mount 

Sinai).

Then have students consider the connection between the images in the digital resource.

Students should engage with the idea that whilst we cannot verify that the Slaughter of the Innocents actually 

happened, we know that it happens, and perhaps this is where the ‘truth’ of the story actually lies.

It is also important to engage with the idea that Jesus and his family became refugees, and in Matthew’s 

Gospel, they never felt able to return home.  

MEET THE AUTHOR -  LUKE

Use the handout to discuss Luke’s narrative and the questions posed.

Luke can’t really have copied Matthew because his story is so different, but the other two options:

a.  introducing unique ideas of his own

b.  redacting his source material 

are possible.

A CENSUS FOR THE WHOLE WORLD

Use the handout to discuss why Luke included the census.

’By putting Jesus’ birth against the background of the Roman Emperor, Augustus, and a worldwide census, 
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he at once gives the event a world-wide significance, and pitches the kingdom of God against the empire of 

Rome…Jesus will be a man for the whole world’  (Dennis, T., p. 105).

WHAT?! NO INN KEEPER?

Use the handout to discuss the different possible interpretations of the Inn in the Nativity story.

Students might also ask why, if Bethlehem was Joseph’s home town, why did his family not take the couple 

in? Might Luke be suggesting that Joseph’s family actually DID host them, but that the ‘disgrace’ of Mary and 

Joseph not being fully married, might have prevented them from offering the guest room to them? See Trevor 

Dennis – p.108-110.

IN A STABLE ALL FORLORN

Use the handout to discuss the symbolism of the manger in Luke’s narrative.

Students might suggest the intention of emphasising Jesus’ humble beginnings, or they might know that a 

manger is a feeding trough for farm animals, and therefore makes the connection between that and a stable. 

WHILE SHEPHERDS WATCHED THEIR FLOCKS BY NIGHT

Use the handout to discuss the significance of gifts and Christmas.

The students may be able to suggest that shepherds were not wealthy, powerful or important. They don’t gain 

access to rulers (as Matthew’s Magi do); they are ordinary people who follow their flocks. They are probably 

nomads /bedouins, and as such are probably on the edges of society.

Perhaps they could not afford gifts, or perhaps the real gift is their faith (‘the shepherds returned, glorifying 

and praising God’).

The students should be encouraged to study the painting ‘The Adoration of the Kings’.

The painting shows everyone looking everywhere BUT at the Jesus child. Is Western secular society exactly 

like the people in this painting?  We are distracted by the trappings of the materialism of Christmas – for our 

society, there’s nothing in the manger but materialism and consumerism.

Soldiers? Weapons? Native American?  Why does the painter include these? There’s no right answer, but can 

make interesting speculation for the pupils.

LUKE’S ANGELS 

Use the handout to discuss the depiction of angels.
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When you ask students to describe and angel their suggestions will probably have been heavily influenced by 

films. This would be a good point to use the digital resource ‘Angels’ to view Hollywood’s idea of an angel. 

Discuss the idea of encounters with angels. Discuss Testimony from The Alister Hardy Centre for Religious 

Experience (University of Wales, Trinity St. David) in Rankin, Marianne.

Discussions will arise around whether the testimonies are ‘valid’ or not. 


