
 

                        To Know Christ . . .  

                        and to Make Him Known 
 

 
Wilmington, North Carolina www.templebaptist.us 
Dr. Mark E. Gaskins, Senior Pastor (910) 763-3351 
The Lord’s Day, December 22, 2019 © 2019 

 

 

Immanuel: God with Us 

Matthew 1:18-25 

 

We’re in the fourth week now of our journey through Advent toward Christmas. We’ve been 

preparing to celebrate the birth of our Lord Jesus Christ, and preparing our hearts for his return in 

glory. This Wednesday will be Christmas! 

The story of Christmas is beautiful in its simultaneous simplicity and grandeur. It’s a key 

moment, a turning point, a plot twist in the grand narrative of God’s eternal purpose and plan to 

save a people for himself out of fallen humanity, and indeed, to redeem the creation itself from 

the bondage to which our human sinfulness has subjected it. It’s a story that’s profound, yet 

simple, that is laced with humility, yet exudes glory.  

Every year, multiple organizations in the entertainment industry give out awards. They 

recognize what are judged to be the best movies, TV shows, or play productions. They choose 

the actors, directors, and writers they consider to be the best that year. 

One award is particularly interesting—best in a supporting role. This actor is not playing the 

main character, but without his or her portrayal of a key supporting role in the story the movie, 

TV show, or play simply would not have been successful. 

If they gave out awards for the best in a supporting role in the real story of Christmas, who 

do you think it would go to? The angel Gabriel? Zechariah and/or Elizabeth? The shepherds? 

The angels?  

I think it would be Joseph, to whom Mary was betrothed or pledged to be married. 

We really don’t read that much about him, yet he was the key supporting character in the 

story of Jesus’ birth and infancy. 

 

What the text tells us . . .  

As I said, we don’t really know a lot about Joseph, and the Gospel writers only mention him 

a couple of times beyond the birth and infancy narratives in Matthew and Luke. And it appears 

from those few mentions that he was already dead by the time Jesus was an adult. 

But Matthew does tell us some things about him.  

For instance, we learn from how the angel of the Lord addressed him that he was a 

descendant of King David. He called him “Joseph, son of David” (1:20).1 

Matthew also tells us that Joseph and Mary were betrothed. The New Revised Standard 

Version translates this word to say that they were engaged. The New International Version 

renders it that Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph. But neither of these fully captures the 

meaning. Betrothal was the first step in the marriage process and was much more legally binding 
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than our modern western engagement. It meant that a couple were not only pledged to be married 

but were legally married for all purposes except living together and physical union. This 

relationship could only by ended by a divorce.  

That’s why Matthew tells us that Joseph had decided to divorce Mary quietly, because she 

was expecting a child which he knew was not his. Because he was a righteous man (which meant 

he was trying to follow the Law and be faithful to God), he felt he had to divorce Mary. But he 

was compassionate and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, so he wanted to do so 

quietly. 

Then an amazing thing happened to him. An angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream 

explaining what was going on and telling him not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife, because 

the child she was carrying was from the Holy Spirit. The angel went on to tell him that she would 

bear a son, and that Joseph was to name him Jesus, because “he will save his people from their sins” 

(1:21).  

When Joseph woke up, he believed and obeyed the instructions the angel of the Lord had 

given to him. He took Mary home as his wife, but he didn’t have physical relations with her until 

after Jesus was born.  

And when the baby was born, Joseph named him Jesus, just as the angel had told him to do. 

And by naming the child, according to ancient Jewish custom, Joseph claimed him as his own 

son. Thus, Jesus was known as “the carpenter’s son” (Matthew 13:53-56). 

 

Joseph’s supporting role . . . 

 Think about what Matthew is telling us here about Joseph. He was righteous, compassionate, 

and obedient. He took Mary as his wife rather than divorcing her. He provided for her and for 

Jesus, and as Matthew goes on to tell us in the next chapter, protected them as he obeyed the 

guidance God’s angels gave him in two other dreams. 

 He was there when Jesus was born. His were the first hands to lift him after he entered the 

world.  

Years ago, the church where we were members when I served as the Wingate University 

Chaplain sang a hymn by Thomas H. Troeger at Christmas that I had never seen or heard. It was 

entitled “The Hands that First Held Mary’s Child.” 

 

The hands that first held Mary's Child 

were hard from working wood, 

from boards they sawed and planed and filed and splinters they withstood. 

This day they gripped no tool of steel, 

they drove no iron nail, 

but cradled from the head to heel 

our Lord, newborn and frail.  
 

When Joseph marveled at the size 

of that small breathing frame, 

and gazed upon those bright new eyes 

and spoke the Infant's name, 

the angel's words he once had dreamed 

poured down from heaven's height, 

and, like the host of stars that beamed, 

blest earth with welcome light. 
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Indeed, Joseph was in a supporting role that was of utmost importance! 

 

The leading role . . . 

But as important and necessary as Joseph’s role was to the Christmas story, his was not the 

leading role, the most important role in the story. Indeed, not even the Virgin Mary, the mother 

of our Lord, was in the leading role.  

Who was? The baby—Jesus Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God. 

As Matthew tells the story and looks back to what’s already gone before in centuries past, he 

sees a prophecy in the Hebrew Scriptures in the book of Isaiah. It was a multi-layered prophecy 

that addressed the situation at hand as the northern kingdom of Israel had allied with Syria to 

attack Judah. But it also pointed to the future, to the coming of the Messiah. 

 
“Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
 and they shall call his name Immanuel” 
(which means, God with us). 

 

The historic Christian faith declares and holds that Jesus Christ was born of the Virgin Mary, 

that he did not have an earthly physical father. Joseph claimed him as his own, but Joseph was 

not his biological father, because he had no human father! It was a miraculous conception by the 

power of the Holy Spirit! Jesus is truly the Son of God! 

But it’s not enough simply to confess that Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary without a 

human father. We need to grasp the why of this reality. And that reality is what we find in this 

text for today, where Matthew claimed for Jesus the prophetic name Immanuel, which means God 

with us (1:23). 

 Or to put it another way, the baby in the manger was and is God in the flesh—God with us! 

 

What this means . . .  

This affirmation implies several things. 

 First, it reminds us that God came! He wasn’t willing to let evil win. He wasn’t willing to 

give up on his creation and to leave us in our sins. And he wasn’t content to send just a 

messenger or an angel. God came! 

And when he did, he came in the most incredible way. We would have expected a royal 

arrival, and for him to come full-grown and ready for conquest. But the Son of God entered into 

our human race as a baby laid in a manger for his bed! As Troeger put it in his hymn: 

 

“This Child shall be Emmanuel, 

not God upon the throne 

but God with us, Emmanuel, 

as close as blood and bone.” 

The tiny form in Joseph's palms 

confirmed what he had heard, 

and from his heart rose hymns and psalms  

for heaven's human word. 

 

The great nineteenth century British Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon was never more 

eloquent than when he described the Christ child so powerfully as “Infinite, and an infant.”2 C. S. 
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Lewis called the Incarnation of Christ “The Grand Miracle.”3 

When God came in Jesus, he took on flesh to bring us life, to “save his people from their sins,” 

as the angel had told Joseph in his dream (1:21). That was why he was to be named “Jesus,” or 

Iesous, the Greek form of the Hebrew “Joshua,” which means “the LORD saves.” 

 Think about it! God, the eternal Son left his glory, took on flesh, took on our human 

condition, gave up everything, in order to bring us eternal life! 

 No wonder Irenaeus, the second century bishop of Lyons (in present-day France), described 

him this way: 

 

“. . . the Word of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, who did, through 

His transcendent love, become what we are, that He might 

bring us to be even what He is Himself.”4 

 

The baby in the manger was and is God in the flesh —Immanuel, God with us! 

 

 

A unique claim . . . 

This is a unique claim, one that no other religion makes. Now some of the pagan religions 

talked about mythical beings that were half-god and half-man or half-goddess and half-woman. 

But none of them made the claim that Christianity makes about Jesus Christ—that he is, as 

Irenaeus, put it, “perfect God, perfect man.”5 

I mean, think about it. What Scripture teaches and historic Christianity claims is that the Son 

of God came in the flesh. He came to make God known and to save us from our sins so we could 

be right with him! It all comes down to this—God’s gracious redemption! 

Paul put it so beautifully in 2 Corinthians 8:9—  

 
For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he 
was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his 
poverty might become rich. 

 

 Think now of Joseph looking on as Mary holds her new baby. They don’t understand it all, 

but they know that something new, something different, something of eternal proportions has 

come to them. They know that Mary’s little boy is the unique Son of God, that in a way beyond 

their comprehension, He is Immanuel, God with us!  

There really is only one proper response to this reality, and that’s to give ourselves 

completely to this one who has given himself so completely for us—to trust him, to submit to 

him, to worship and adore him! 

He is God with us! 

 Will we be with him?  

 MEG 
 

1 Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (2011 edition). 
2 C. H. Spurgeon in the New Park Street Pulpit (Vol. 4, 1858). Christianity Today, Vol. 33, no. 18. 
3 C. S. Lewis, Miracles (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2001), 173-213. 
4 Against Heresies Book 5, Preface, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 

1885/1995), 526. 
5 Against Heresies Book 3, chapter 16 title, ANF, 440. 


