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Text 
This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, 

but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. 
19 

Because Joseph 

her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to 

divorce her quietly. 
20 

But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream 

and said, "Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is 

conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 
21 

She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name 

Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins." 
22 

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had 

said through the prophet: 
23 

"The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call 

him Immanuel"--which means, "God with us." 
24 

When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord 

had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 
25 

But he had no union with her until she gave birth 

to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. 

 

Introduction 
Two weeks ago was Easter and today we move right ahead to Christmas!  Two 

weeks ago we were discussing the most debated and crucial miracle of Christianity – the 

resurrection of Christ.  Today we cover probably the second most – the Virgin Birth of 

Christ. 

 Last week was the genealogy of Jesus.  We noted there that of the four canonical 

Gospels only two – Matthew and Luke – contain a genealogy of Jesus.  Those two are 

also the only ones that tell us anything of Jesus’ birth and childhood.  And even then we 

have very little.  It’s quite different than a modern biography, which would have 

scrutinized and psychologized every detail of Jesus’ early years in order to understand 

him as an adult.  That’s not what we have with the Gospels. 

But that’s okay; it’s not what we’d expect.  (A) The eyewitness authors joined 

Jesus later in life and thus had more firsthand knowledge and experience of his adult 

ministry.  (B) The real significance of Jesus is found in these last few years, especially his 

last few days, which is what gets the most attention.  Jesus didn’t come to be an 

inspiration, in which case we would want to hear cute stories of his youth (which, by the 

way, you find in the apocryphal ‘gospels’ written a century later and full of all kinds of 

cooky stuff); Jesus came to be a savior.  We’ll see more on that in today’s text. 

Luke and Matthew’s infancy narratives are complementary and consistent, but 

they are also quite different from each other.  For instance, Luke’s is written from Mary’s 

point of view and contains a lot of detail about her, while Matthew focuses on Joseph and 
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his perspective.  When I realized that I’d be preaching on the birth of Christ for Mothers’ 

Day I thought I might be able to make some connections here between Mary and the 

mothers in our midst, but if you were to fit this biblical text into a Hallmark holiday it 

would, unfortunately, go better with Fathers’ Day and that’s not for another month or so.  

There is a lot of good stuff in here about Joseph and how he was a noble man leading his 

family.  But the thing is, to be honest, this text is about Jesus. 

There are a lot of potential paths one could explore based on the content of this 

passage (i.e. dreams, divorce, sexual purity in courtship, commending adoption, etc…), 

but my goal is always to try to find the main thrust of what Matthew was trying to 

communicate and focus primarily on that.  And in this case, in short, what he wants to 

highlight for us today is just this: Jesus was God in the flesh come to save us from our 

sin. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Situation 
 Last week we saw the back story that sets Jesus up – the story of the OT and the 

story of an entire fallen world and how Jesus completes it all.  Now we’re ready to meet 

him.  “This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about…” or “this is how it went down.”  

Matthew sets the scene for Jesus’ entrance.  And what an entrance it was. 

 Jesus’ mother was a woman named Mary.  At this point she would have most 

likely been a young girl really – early teens.  She was pledged to be married to a man 

named Joseph – someone probably in his late teens/early twenties.  It was a serious thing 

back then to get engaged.  It was done in the presence of witnesses and attended to with 

great formality including a bride price and a year-long waiting period.  This betrothal 

probably would have been arranged by the parents, with Mary and Joseph’s consent.  

There’s evidence that in the first century, engaged Jews down in the south, near 

Jerusalem, were allowed to have some private moments with each other if great care was 

taken.  But up in the north, in Galilee where this young couple was from (see Lk. 1:26ff), 

convention permitted no one-to-one contact even between engaged couples.  Galilee was 

to Judea something like what Texas is to New York.  “So Mary and Joseph may well not 

have had any time alone together at this point.”
1
  They may not have even known each 

other very well. 

 Therefore, imagine the shock for Joseph to find out that this woman whom he 

barely knows and with whom he has never had an unsupervised moment alone is 

suddenly showing.  Matthew tells us right away in v. 18 that this was “through the Holy 

Spirit,” but Joseph doesn’t know that at this point.  They were “pledged to be married” 

but they hadn’t “come together” yet.  You see: people, for the most part, didn’t ‘come 

together’ back then until they were officially married.  Crazy, huh? 

 

Joseph’s Immediate Solution  
And yet they knew where babies came from.  Joseph could only make one, sad 

conclusion.  Joseph was a good kid, a “righteous man” it says.  He knew he hadn’t been 

having deviant trysts with Mary and impregnated her.  So he had no other choice but to 

think that she had been sneaking off with someone else behind everyone’s back.  This 
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young girl that had been matched with him must be a whore.  Engagements were taken so 

seriously that this was considered not just promiscuity, but on the level of adultery. 

 That’s why we read: “Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did 

not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly” (v. 19).  

Joseph’s “righteousness” mentioned here is a reference to his commitment to obey the 

law and pertains to his desire to “divorce” Mary.  Deuteronomy 22 deals specifically with 

the case of a woman found not to be a virgin at the time of marriage.  It actually calls for 

her stoning.  Under Roman rule, however, the power of the Jews to enact the death 

penalty had been taken away and so divorce was the agreed upon application of this law.  

The point is: Joseph, a “righteous man,” could not condone this behavior of (perceived) 

sexual immorality and he resolves to call off the engagement and leave Mary to deal with 

the consequences of her actions on her own. 

But his righteousness is not mean-spirited.  Part of what made Joseph such a great 

guy is also his desire to do the right thing “quietly” and thus not expose the girl to undue 

public disgrace.  He could have rubbed her nose in it, he could have made a show of it, 

but instead he determined to end it quietly, mitigate her misery.  As D.A. Carson puts it, 

“[Joseph’s course of action] would leave both his righteousness (his conformity to the 

law) and his compassion intact.”
2
 

Now don’t get hung up on this because I think the ethics of it takes some 

translation to our current day.  But we can say this: a sign that you are growing in true, 

gospel-induced righteousness is that you maintain standards while at the same time 

refrain from delighting in exposing the failures of others to live up to those standards.  

Your righteousness is not self-righteousness and you’re not calloused and don’t derive 

warped pleasure out of pointing out others’ flaws. 

 

God’s Directive 

 Well this is all interesting but of course the main point is that Joseph didn’t know 

the full story.  Mary wasn’t an adulterer at all!  “But after he had considered this [that is, 

put all the pieces together, made what seemed to be the only possible conclusion, and 

determined how to respond lawfully and graciously, which was to divorce her quietly], an 

angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream” (v. 20). 

A quick word on angelic revelations.  (1) They were rare even in the Bible.  (2) 

This revelation had a singular and vital purpose because it pertained to the identity of 

Jesus; it’s not telling him what color of socks he should wear; it’s pertaining to the unique 

identity of the linchpin of human history.  (3) Joseph wasn’t looking for it; it came out of 

nowhere.  (4) Neither should we look for angelic revelations.  Now in Scripture we have 

Christ’s nature and work perfectly revealed to us and no further revelations are needed.  

Even if you think you hear an angel from heaven saying something that contradicts what 

is contained in Scripture, pay no attention (cf. Gal. 1:8).  And if you hear one saying 

something that aligns with Scripture, it’s kind of superfluous.  Now don’t get me wrong, I 

think God works on us through our dreams, but that is something different than what is 

going on here. 

 Notice how this angel addresses Joseph – “Joseph son of David” – another 

reminder of the royal line and the messianic implications of Jesus’ birth.  And what 

message does this angel pass on to this descendant of David?  “Do not be afraid to take 

Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (v. 
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20).  Here is described what is by some referred to as the ‘Immaculate Conception’, but I 

don’t really like that term because it implies that the ordinary method of conception is 

somehow dirty.  That’s not the Bible’s point.  The point is that this conception was unlike 

any other, before or since. 

 Something of the same magnitude as the original creation of the world where the 

Spirit hovered over the waters and brought forth life is happening here.  The new life 

growing in Mary’s womb “is from the Holy Spirit” (v. 20).  What was that like for Mary?  

We’re left to only conclude that it was something miraculous. 

You may have heard that this is just a bit of legend borrowed from other religions.  

From what I’ve seen there really is nothing else anywhere like this.  Sure there are myths 

where gods assume some physical body and come down and have intercourse with 

humans and produce freaks like Hercules, but that’s not what’s happening here.  God is 

not having sex with Mary.  Others find parallels in ancient mythologies for a virgin birth, 

but again the stories are like night and day compared to this.  This isn’t some poetic tale 

of primordial spiritual entities and ideas.  It’s purporting to tell history.  The most you can 

say in this realm of comparative studies is what C.S. Lewis concluded: “We should… 

expect to find in the imagination of great Pagan teachers and myth makers some glimpse 

of that theme which we believe to be the very plot of the whole cosmic story….  The 

difference [is] between a real event on the one hand and dim dreams or premonitions of 

that same event on the other.”  With what Matthew is telling us here of God becoming 

Man what we have is Myth becoming Fact.
3
  Something truly supernatural is happening 

in time and space and history. 

 

Joseph’s Response 

 But let’s not let tradition trump the text.  Let’s make sure.  Is a Virgin Birth (or as 

D.A. Carson, always a stickler, says, “more properly, virginal conception”
4
) really what 

Matthew is trying to tell us was involved here?  Are we just reading that into this?  I 

don’t think so, and here’s why (just looking at Matthew’s version; Luke’s is equally 

explicit): look at how Joseph responds to the angel’s announcement in vv. 24-25. 

 “When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him 

and took Mary home as his wife” (v. 24).  He changed his conclusions about what had 

happened and changed his course of action.  This means that he must have become 

convinced that she was not an adulterer, so convinced that he was willing to assume her 

shame, even draw speculations from people about his character, to take her in.  Now I’ve 

read someone (and I’m not sure where he got this from; there was no footnote) who said 

that “in the first century being ‘born of a virgin’… referred to a child whose mother 

became pregnant the first time she had intercourse.”
5
  Does it make sense in this context 

to think that Joseph understood the angel to be reassuring him about Mary because the 

Holy Spirit helped her to get knocked up the very first time she fooled around with 

another man while she was engaged to him?  No. 

 And the next detail included further makes the point that what Matthew is 

intending to communicate is not just a special birth (like a barren women conceiving as in 

many OT stories) but a truly miraculous birth that occurred without any prior sexual 

contact.  He “took Mary home as his wife.  But he had no union with her until she gave 

birth to a son” (v. 25).  Why is Matthew adamant and quick to point out that Mary and 
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Joseph did not consummate the marriage until after the birth of Jesus?  To preserve the 

miraculous nature of the event, so there was no doubt! 

 They didn’t have sex until she gave birth, which means they had sex afterwards – 

the perpetual virginity of Mary is not Matthew’s point here.  Matthew’s point is that 

Jesus’ conception and birth happened supernaturally, as a result of the Holy Spirit not any 

sexual activity whatsoever.  Now of course, Matthew could be lying or passing on false 

information, I’ll come back to that in a moment, but right now we’re just trying to 

understand the text. 

“And he gave him the name Jesus” (v. 25).  Joseph named child, which is a way 

of saying that he legally adopted him.  We saw last week that Jesus is in the line of 

David, but “Matthew carefully avoids ever referring to Joseph as Jesus’ ‘father’.”
6
  So 

Jesus is by adoption, part of the Davidic line, but he is not technically the offspring of 

Joseph.  Where did those other 23 chromosomes come from?  I HAVE NO IDEA.  I 

simply take the claim as reported on faith.  D.A. Carson points out, “Thoroughgoing 

rationalists were not uncommon in the first century (e.g. Lucretius); and millions of 

modern Christians, scientifically aware, find little difficulty in believing in the Virgin 

Birth or in a God who is capable of intervening miraculously in what is, after all, his own 

creation.”
7
  I am one of them.  For Christians who have accepted the plausibility of the 

resurrection, to deny the Virgin Birth is not any more crazy and in fact kind of goes 

together well. 

 

The Significance 

 Why?  Let’s start to wrestle with the significance of this claim.  Is it that 

important, really?  One person recently has asked: 

 

What if tomorrow someone digs up definitive proof that Jesus had a real, 

earthly, biological father named Larry, and archaeologists find Larry’s 

tomb and do DNA samples and prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that the 

virgin birth was really just a bit of mythologizing the Gospel writers threw 

in to appeal to the followers of the Mithra and Dionysian religious cults 

that were hugely popular at the time of Jesus, whose gods had virgin 

births?
8
 

 

What are the implications of that? 

 Well, it does change things a bit.  The alternative story might be something like 

this: you’ve got a loose teenager named Mary hooking up with a loser named Larry.  

“Woops, I’m pregnant!”  She somehow convinces her poor schmuck fiancé named 

Joseph to still marry her.  They raise this kid under the delusion that he is not just special, 

but extra special, pumping him up with so much self-esteem that he begins to actually 

believe he’s divine, and the whole Christian faith in the end is nothing more than a 

cooked up lunacy. 

 If Matthew and Luke and others really had the wool pulled over their eyes on this 

one or worse yet embellished the story with this fun touch (because remember: a virgin 

birth is really what they are trying to assert), then the reliability and veracity of the 

Scriptures is completely suspect.  How can we trust anything else that’s said there?  

Remove the Virgin Birth and the rest of it really does start to crumble and fall. 
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 Now, I’m not saying we should just dismiss this possibility because it would be 

too damaging to our faith which we’ve staked so much personally on to entertain ideas 

that it could be false.  My positive case for accepting the truthfulness of the account of 

the Virgin Birth is the contribution it makes to the overall consistency and superior 

elegance of the larger biblical Story.  In other words, the Virgin Birth makes sense in that 

Story and that Story satisfies the most elemental human longings and needs. 

 Let me explain.  Let’s go back to v. 21 and see more of what the angel says about 

this supernaturally born child.  He won’t just be an ordinary child, but he won’t be an 

alien life form using Mary as a host for incubation.  “She will give birth to a son” (v. 21) 

– a real human being, one of us. 

 “And you are to give him the name Jesus” (v. 21).  Jesus was actually a very 

popular baby name in those days.  It’s really the Hebrew name Yeshua or Joshua.  And it 

means “Yahweh is salvation” or “the Lord saves.”  So this child will be about 

salvation/deliverance.  From what?  From sins!  R.T. France explains: 

 

There seems little doubt that the dominant concern in first-century Jewish 

hope was with their political subjection, with the restoration of the 

kingdom of David as the messianic goal.  The angel’s words thus signal at 

the start that any political euphoria which may have been evoked by the 

Davidic and royal theme of the [geneaology] is wide of the mark of what 

Jesus’ actual mission is to be.  His ministry will begin in the context of a 

call to repentance from sin (3:2, 6; 4:17), and while the focus of that 

ministry will be on teaching, healing, and exorcism, he will also assert his 

“authority on earth to forgive sins” (9:6).  His mission will culminate in 

his death “as a ransom for many” (20:28), “for the forgiveness of sins” 

(26:28).  This son of David will not conform to the priorities of popular 

messianic expectation.
9
 

 

 You will name him Jesus because he will save his people from their sins.  Could it 

be any clearer?  Still today people are co-opting Jesus to fit into the paltry stories, be they 

of Marxist revolution or capitalist wealth or Gnostic enlightenment or what have you.  

But the Jesus story is one of salvation from sin.  Not just the effects of sin and not just the 

sins of others, but of his people’s very own sins against their Creator God.  It’s not: 

 

You will name him Jesus because he will lead another holy war. 

You will name him Jesus because he will teach you how to be good and nice to everyone. 

You will name him Jesus because he will show you how to love. 

You will name him Jesus because he will save you from low self-esteem. 

You will name him Jesus because he will save you from a lack of education. 

You will name him Jesus because he will empower you to save yourselves. 

You will name him Jesus because he will show you that you don’t really need to be saved 

at all. 

 

It says you will name him Jesus because he will save his people from their sins.  I 

don’t know why people get bored with this storyline.  It is profound and compelling. 
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 Jesus’ extraordinary conception signals an extraordinary redemption from sins, 

but there’s more to see in that little phrase.  “You are to give him the name [“the Lord 

saves”], because he will save his people.  Yahweh will save | he will save.  Implication: 

this boy is the Lord!  “O Israel, put your hope in the Lord, for with the Lord is unfailing 

love and with him is full redemption.  He himself will redeem Israel from all their sins” 

(Ps. 130:7-8).  The baby in Mary’s womb is Yahweh himself, come to fully and finally 

bring salvation for his people from their greatest ailment – their sins. 

 That idea is further corroborated by the OT quotation that Matthew cites next.  

It’s the first of his many “fulfillment formula” quotes.  “All this took place to fulfill what 

the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth 

to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’ – which means, ‘God with us’” (vv. 22-23).  

You may have heard of the translation issues surrounding the Hebrew word in Isaiah 7:14 

– the verse Matthew is quoting here.  The word can simply mean ‘young woman of 

marriageable age’ and doesn’t have to imply virginity as we would define it now.  In the 

immediate context Isaiah seems to be referring to his own son that is born as a sign to 

Judah’s king Ahaz and as a result of him “going in to” a woman.  So Immanuel in 

Isaiah’s context had an immediate referent. 

 But even in Isaiah there is a sense of double fulfillment, a looking ahead to an 

eschatological child that is to be born that will mean everything this child did taken to the 

max.  Matthew sees hints in the ambiguous term that could mean ‘virgin’ and even more 

he sees that in the virgin-born Jesus God himself quite literally came to be with us.  Now, 

as one commentator has made clear, “As far as our information goes, nobody ever called 

Jesus ‘Emmanuel’; it was not the child’s name in the same sense as ‘Jesus’ was.  

Matthew surely intends his readers to understand that ‘Emmanuel’ was his name in the 

sense that all that was involved in that name found its fulfilment [sic] in him.”
10

  Jesus 

was God in the flesh come to save us from our sin. 

 

Conclusion 
 What does all this mean?  It means that our deepest fears are confirmed: we’re in 

trouble; there’s something wrong with us.  We all know this, that’s why each year in 

America billions of dollars are spent on self-help books and seminars, cosmetic products, 

therapy…  And the problem is worse than we’re willing to let on.  We’re sinners, 

alienated from a holy God and the only source of lasting happiness.  That’s our lot if left 

on our own.  Our deepest fears are true. 

 But also our wildest dreams are true too.  The great Myth has become fact.  

Someone has come to save us.  Someone from the outside.  Self-help doesn’t work; God-

help doesn’t even work; but in Jesus we have divine rescue.  God himself has come to do 

the job. 

You see, what we’re talking about when we talk about Jesus is that God himself 

has come on a divine rescue mission.  Jesus was fully human and fully God, so as a 

human he could fulfill the law for us and take the curse in our place, and as God he could 

do it perfectly and infinitely. 

We go around all the time trying to get noticed.  In Jesus, we have been found.  

Only a salvation from outside of ourselves can work.  It allows us to stop focusing on 

ourselves – to look up to God in worship, out to others in love, and not into ourselves in 

despair or pride. 
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The Lord’s Table 
 Let us confess our sins… 

 And let us believe God’s promise that all our sins have been paid for in Jesus’ 

death… 

 

Benediction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 8, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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