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The Nativity scene, with its humble manger, figures of Mary, Joseph, and Baby Jesus, and
endearing details like the ox, the donkey, and the shepherds, holds a special place in the
hearts of millions of Christians worldwide. However, many may not realize that some of these
elements do not come directly from the canonical gospels but have their roots in the
apocryphal gospels. These ancient texts, while not part of the Church’s recognized biblical
canon, have profoundly influenced Christian art, devotion, and tradition.

In this article, we will explore the fascinating details of the Nativity scene as depicted in the
apocryphal gospels, their theological and symbolic richness, and how they can inspire us in
our spiritual lives.

What Are the Apocryphal Gospels, and Why Are They Important?

Before delving into the details of the Nativity scene, it is essential to understand what the
apocryphal gospels are. These texts, written between the 2nd and 4th centuries, were not
included in the biblical canon because they did not meet certain criteria of authenticity,
antiquity, or doctrinal coherence established by the Church. However, many of them contain
deeply devotional and symbolic narratives that have shaped Christian imagination over the
centuries.

In the context of the Nativity scene, two primary apocryphal gospels stand out: the
Protoevangelium of James and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew. These texts add details
that, while not considered divinely inspired, provide an enriching perspective on the birth of
Jesus and the Holy Family.

The Protoevangelium of James: Mary’s Purity and the Birth in a Cave

One of the most influential apocryphal texts is the Protoevangelium of James, likely
written in the 2nd century. This account focuses on Mary’s life, emphasizing her purity and
holiness from her conception to the birth of Jesus.

The Birth of Jesus in a Cave

The Protoevangelium recounts that Mary and Joseph, during their journey to Bethlehem,
could not find a suitable place to stay, leading them to take refuge in a cave. Here, Mary
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gave birth to the Savior. This detail has inspired the tradition of placing the Nativity scene in
a rocky or cave-like setting, especially in Eastern iconography.

The account also describes how Joseph went out to seek help and found a midwife. Upon
witnessing the birth, the midwife was awestruck by the divine light that filled the cave—a
sign of the supernatural nature of Jesus’ birth.

The Miracle of Salome

A poignant detail in the Protoevangelium is the figure of Salome, a second midwife who
doubts Mary’s virginity after childbirth. When she attempts to verify it, her hand withers as
punishment for her disbelief. Only after holding the Baby Jesus is her hand healed,
underscoring the divine power of the newborn and Mary’s sanctity.

The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew: Nature and Miracles Around the
Manger

The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, a 4th-century text, also contributes significantly to the
tradition of the Nativity scene. This gospel expands on the details of Mary and Joseph’s
journey to Bethlehem, Jesus’ birth, and his early days.

The Ox and the Donkey: Symbols of Humility and Adoration

One of this gospel’s most iconic contributions is the presence of the ox and the donkey by the
manger. According to Pseudo-Matthew, these animals recognized Baby Jesus as their Lord
and bowed before Him. This detail evokes the prophecy of Isaiah: “The ox knows its owner,
and the donkey its master’s crib” (Isaiah 1:3). While not mentioned in the canonical gospels,
this image has become a universal symbol of the humility and simplicity of Christ’s birth.

Miracles on the Journey to Bethlehem

The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew also describes miraculous events during Mary and Joseph’s
journey. For example, it narrates how a palm tree bent to offer its fruit to the Holy Family and
how a spring of water miraculously appeared to quench their thirst. These details reinforce
the idea that all of creation joined in celebrating the birth of the Savior.
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Theological Significance of the Apocryphal Details

Although these accounts do not hold the same status as the canonical gospels, they offer
important theological and spiritual lessons:

The Union of Heaven and Earth1.
The miracles associated with Jesus’ birth, such as the divine light in the cave or the
adoration of the ox and the donkey, emphasize that this event impacts not just
humanity but all of creation. It serves as a reminder that Christ’s incarnation transforms
the entire cosmos.
The Sanctity of Mary2.
The apocryphal accounts deepen the understanding of Mary’s role as the Mother of
God, highlighting her purity and obedience. Her figure inspires Christians to seek
humility and faith amid challenges.
The Centrality of Humility3.
The humble setting of Jesus’ birth—in a cave surrounded by animals—contrasts with the
grandeur expected of a king. This reinforces the Christian teaching that God manifests
Himself in what is small and simple.

The Nativity Scene Today: An Invitation to Spiritual Reflection

The tradition of the Nativity scene, inspired by both canonical and apocryphal gospels, is not
just a visual representation of the Nativity; it is a call to live out the truths of the Gospel in
our daily lives. Here are some ways to do so:

Contemplate the Humility of the Manger1.
The Nativity scene reminds us that God chose the humblest setting to enter the world.
This invites us to value simplicity and seek spiritual richness rather than material
wealth.
See Christ in Others2.
The detail of the ox and donkey recognizing their Creator challenges us to recognize
Christ in others, especially in the poor, the marginalized, and the needy.
Celebrate Union with Nature3.
The miracles described in the apocryphal gospels call us to respect and care for
creation, seeing it as a reflection of God’s work.



The Details of the Nativity Scene in the Apocryphal Gospels: A
Mystery Illuminated by Tradition | 4

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 4

Foster Family Devotion4.
Setting up a Nativity scene at home, meditating on its elements, and sharing its stories
with children can strengthen family faith and pass down the truths of the Gospel to
future generations.

A Message for Our Time

In a world marked by haste, division, and an insatiable quest for recognition, the Nativity
scene invites us to pause, reflect, and rediscover the transformative power of humility and
love. The apocryphal gospels, with their vivid and poetic details, offer an expanded view of
this mystery and inspire us to live with greater faith and gratitude.

This Christmas, as we contemplate our Nativity scenes, let us allow the message of peace,
humility, and hope born in a cave in Bethlehem to illuminate our lives and those around us.


