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MAIN IDEA

Jesus’ miraculous birth fulfilled 
prophecy and elicited worship.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How can the prophetic details of 
Jesus’ birth affirm our faith and how 
should we respond to his arrival?

STUDY AIM

To comprehend the prophetic details 
of Jesus’ birth and respond with 
worship

QUICK READ

Matthew’s Gospel account shows 
how Jesus Christ perfectly fulfilled 
the Old Testament’s prophecies about 
the Messiah’s birth. Thus, his advent 
should elicit our awe and praise.
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Matthew 1:18—2:12
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Introduction

At the height of his fame, rock musician Alice Cooper drank a bottle of whis-
key daily, nearly destroying his thirty-year marriage to Sheryl. In an effort 
to save their relationship, he began attending church with her and felt as 
if God spoke to him every time. Now a believer, Cooper speaks to curious 
fellow musicians about his life changes. He says, “I have talked to some big 
stars about this, some really horrific characters, and you’d be surprised. The 
ones that you would think are the farthest gone are the ones that are the 
most apt to listen.”1

That’s probably how “religious” people viewed Matthew in first-century 
Galilee: too far-gone for hope or redemption. After all, as a tax collector for 
the Roman authorities, they regarded him as a traitor; he worked for the 
oppressive enemy. In all likelihood, Matthew wasn’t a strict Jew either, so 
orthodox Israelites neither trusted nor respected him. In fact, tax collectors 
were often directly connected with sinners and prostitutes (Mark 2:15–16; 
Luke 5:30). What a reputation to live with, and somehow overcome!2

Matthew 1:18–2:12
18 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 
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union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name 

Jesus.

1 After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of 

King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 2 and asked, “Where 

is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the 

east and have come to worship him.” 
3 When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem 

with him. 4 When he had called together all the people’s chief priests 

and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be 

born. 5 “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the 

prophet has written: 
6 “‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 

are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

for out of you will come a ruler 

who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.’” 
7 Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the 

exact time the star had appeared.8 He sent them to Bethlehem and 

said, “Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find 

him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.” 
9 After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star 

they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over 

the place where the child was. 10 When they saw the star, they were 

overjoyed. 11 On coming to the house, they saw the child with his 

mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they 

opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of 

incense and of myrrh. 12 And having been warned in a dream not to go 

back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.

A Little Background Information

If anyone was ever on the fringes of popular society, yet intimately involved 
with people from all walks of life, it was Matthew. Jesus drew him into 
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the circle of his twelve closest disciples and transformed him into a man 
who abandoned wealth for austerity, perhaps even dying in Ethiopia for 
the gospel. But before he did, (sometime between a.d. 60–67), he wrote his 
account of Jesus for his own Jewish race to read. In an effort to prove Christ’s 
veracity as the Promised Messiah, he quoted the Old Testament more than 
forty times and showed how Jesus fulfilled nearly twenty prophecies, more 
than any other Gospel writer.

Matthew even used the Jewish word “Messiah” most frequently. In fact, 
he never referred to Jesus by the Greek term “Christ.” And, because Jews 

We Three Kings?

The three gifts Jesus received were properly befitting one born of roy-

alty, and although the givers probably didn’t intend any symbolism, many 

recognize symbolism in each gift.

• Gold, a precious gift common for royalty, acknowledged Jesus’ 

eternal Kingship.

• Frankincense, a glittering, odorous gum derived from incisions in 

tree bark and often used as incense in worship, recognized Jesus’ 

divinity.

• Myrrh was a much-valued spice and perfume used in embalming. 

It foreshadowed Jesus’ suffering, death, and burial; Nicodemus 

used it in caring for Jesus’ dead body (John 19:39–40).

• Ironically, there is no specific reference to the number of 

individuals who presented these gifts to the infant Jesus. Thus, 

our traditional carol, We Three Kings may be inaccurate. There 

may have been two worshipers or dozens. Religious tradition, 

however, identifies them (with variations) as Melchior, Caspar, 

and Balthazar. The Cologne Cathedral in Germany houses a large, 

gilded sarcophagus called The Shrine of the Three Kings, which is 

believed to hold the bones of these three men.

Perhaps most practically, the gifts were timely. Not long after the Magi 

presented their treasures, Joseph, Mary, and Jesus rushed from Israel to 

Egypt to escape Herod’s massacre of toddler boys (Matthew 2:16). These 

gifts probably financed the trip.
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perceived the Messiah as a royal leader, more than fifty times Matthew used 
the word “kingdom” to describe the Son of Man’s reign. But, knowing they 
expected an earthly overcomer, he usually clarified his domain as the “king-
dom of heaven” to direct his readers’ minds to things above (Colossians 3:2). 
All this was done to draw his readers into the story, and expunge any doubts 
about Jesus, believing these evidences would lead to Christian conversion. 
Without these details, Matthew’s Jewish audience would consider Jesus as 
nothing more than an interesting guy who did some amazing things, but not 
the Deliverer for whom Jews had waited centuries.

Matthew began his account by reciting Jesus’ legal genealogy, verifying 
Jesus’ relation to King David and his Jewish heritage as Abraham’s descen-
dant (1:1–2), both of which were Messianic requirements. Jesus’ family 
history was only the beginning, though. Jesus’ birth was miraculous, and 
fulfilled prophecy that deserved recognition, reverence, and worship.

The Miraculous Arrival (1:18–25)

Jewish marriages in the first century involved a three-step process. First, 
legal representatives made a binding contract (usually before witnesses), 
covenanting to unite a man and woman (along with their families). This 
established the next stage, known as the betrothal, during which time the 
couple was legally bound, although they did not live with one another or 
practice marriage’s intimacies.

Finally, about a year later, the couple committed themselves to one 
another in a formal ceremony; the bride moved in with her groom and they 
could engage in sexual relations. Unlike modern engagements, in which cou-
ples may nonchalantly change their minds, in Jewish culture a legal divorce 
was necessary to break the betrothal covenant, and it usually required a seri-
ous reason like infidelity. That is why Mary’s pregnancy (1:18) was such a 
scandalous turn of events. Public disgrace was at risk for everyone involved. 
Apparently Mary (and by extension, her family) could not be trusted to hold 
up her end of a bargain. Furthermore, Mosaic Law stated adultery was pun-
ishable by stoning (Deuteronomy 22:23–29).

Thus, Joseph, a man “faithful to the law” (1:19) faced a difficult deci-
sion. Mary likely explained to him how she had become pregnant, but who 
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could believe something so far-fetched, so unprecedented as a woman 
impregnated by the Holy Spirit? Marrying her in her obvious state might 
be viewed as an admission of premarital sex, risking his reputation and 
his standing in the local synagogue. So, he determined to avoid these risks 
and prevent her public humiliation by divorcing her in the presence of only 
two witnesses.

But God had a different plan. In a dream, an angelic messenger instructed 
Joseph to follow through with his commitment to Mary (1:20). In the 
first century, women and children depended on the presence of a mature, 
respected male to give them a heritage and legal voice when needed. Eight 
days following Jesus’ birth, Joseph named the child and had him circum-
cised (1:25; Luke 2:21), acts done by a legal father; in essence, he adopted 
Jesus. Then, thirty-two days later, Joseph and Mary presented Jesus in the 
temple for purification (Luke 2:22–24), a further claim of paternal identi-
fication with the child. Thus, when the angel addressed Joseph as “son of 
David,” it meant Jesus, too, would have legal ties to King David (whether by 
birth or adoption)—required for the Messiah.

The angel then gave Joseph the name for this divinely-conceived child 
(1:21). In Hebrew culture, names held great significance, pointing to the 
individual’s actual character and destiny. The name Jesus is derived from 
the Hebrew Yehosua or Joshua, meaning, “Yahweh is salvation” or “God 
saves.” Jews expected the Messiah to save Israel from Roman rule and per-
haps even purify the people, but they did not expect him to give his life in 
order to save them from their sins. Nor did they expect him to save Gentiles, 
people the Jews considered heathen and outside of God’s favor. When the 
angel said Jesus would save “his people,” thoughts turned immediately to 
Abraham’s descendants, but people of any race, nation, or tongue who would 
trust him by faith can be saved.

Knowing his primary audience was Jewish, Matthew made his first Old 
Testament reference early in his account (1:22–23). The prophecy quoted 
here is from Isaiah 7:14 and was spoken by the prophet to his contempo-
raries; however, it also had implications for future generations. Isaiah 
promised Judah’s King Ahaz that God would bring about the birth of a royal 
son (perhaps Hezekiah) during whose infancy the kings of Syria and Israel 
would suffer ruin (Isaiah 7:16). This did not imply the royal son was also 
divinely conceived.
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The Hebrew word almah used in 7:14 can be interpreted as either “young 
woman of marriageable age” (as in Isaiah’s context) or “virgin.” (However, 
with exceptions like Isaiah 7:14, the word primarily refers to a young woman 
without sexual experience.) For Jesus’ mother, the verse referred to her vir-
ginity. Both the original child of 7:14 and Jesus would be called “Immanuel,” 
which means “God with us,” a statement of promise and hope about God’s 
presence with his people. It was also a cry of dependency and confession of 
God’s intervention on behalf of his people, whether saving them from their 
enemies or from their sins (see also Isa. 8:5–10).

Joseph demonstrated his faithfulness by following the angel’s instruc-
tions (Matt. 1:24), risking public disgrace. He prevented further accusations 
that the child might be his biological son, and demonstrated strong, com-
mitted character and self-control by not having sexual relations with Mary 
until after Jesus’ birth (Joseph and Mary later bore other children, includ-
ing James, Joseph, and Jude/Judas, Simon, and sisters—see Mark 6:3). 
Joseph also obeyed God by naming Mary’s firstborn “Jesus” (Matt. 1:25). 
Traditionally, sons were named after their father or a relative (Luke 1:59–
61). It might have even been a demonstration of love for Joseph to name the 
child after himself. However, naming him Jesus was an obedient act that 
sealed the purpose for which this child was born.

A Little Child Stirs Up Two Kingdoms (2:1–12)

Matthew employed the next proof of Jesus’ identity as Messiah by subtly 
referencing Old Testament prophecy concerning the Messiah’s birthplace. 
“Bethlehem in Judea” (2:1), as distinguished from the Bethlehem in Zebulun 
(see Joshua 19:15), had a rich heritage for the Hebrew people. Jacob buried 
Rachel near this location (Genesis 35:19), and Ruth met and married Boaz 
near this town (Ruth 1:22–2:6)—the great-grandparents of King David. 
Matthew then described some unusual visitors, prophesied in Psalm 72:10–
11 and Isaiah 60:3, 6.

Because these visitors from the East (probably Persia, modern-day Iraq) 
understood a royal child had been born, they first went to Jerusalem, 
the Israeli capital, to make an official “state” visit (Matt. 2:2). They were 
Zoroastrianists (Magi), learned people of a priestly class. They served as 
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royal advisors because they were astrologers who faithfully studied and 
observed changes and unique visions in the heavens, which they believed 
divulged the secrets of earthly events. The star they observed was perhaps 
a comet, supernova, or planetary conjunction, and they believed it held sig-
nificance for the Hebrew people. Because a Jewish community had settled in 
Babylon, the Magi were likely aware of Messianic prophecies.

Although the men came to honor the new king, Jerusalem’s leaders were 
“disturbed,” which in the Greek means “uncertain, agitated or troubled” 
(2:3). As a result, the population was also unsettled. Though an excellent 
administrator, King Herod had a reputation for instability. He was para-
noid about losing his throne and executed numerous associates and family 
members, including his wife and at least two sons. Furthermore, the Jewish 
people expected the Messiah’s advent to bring conflict with the ruling 
authorities, whomever they might be. Thus, overthrowing the Romans (as 
they understood the Messiah’s role) probably meant war, a sobering and 
troubling thought.

To learn where biblical prophecy indicated the child would be born, Herod 
called for the high priest and others in religious authority among the Jews 
in Jerusalem (2:4). It is doubtful he gathered them all in one sitting, thus 
ensuring answers free of complicity or deceit. In verses 5–6, Matthew clearly 
stated the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem of Judah. Planning to elimi-
nate this threat to his rule, Herod called the Magi privately to learn the exact 
time the sign appeared and sent them on to Bethlehem with instruction to 
report back to him, under the guise of wanting to worship as well (2:7–8).

Leaving Herod’s presence, the Magi followed the star to the child (2:9–10), 
bowing in homage and giving him valuable gifts—fit for the royalty they 
believed him to be (2:11). But, because of a warning received in a dream, they 
returned home by another route, thus avoiding further contact or communi-
cation with Herod (2:12).

Live It Out

James 1:22 challenges believers to obey God’s word, not to just hear it. 
Historical lessons about Christ might lead us to think there is no response 
necessary after studying this passage. This is false. Just as the Magi 
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Homework

What passages from the Old and New Testament might you share with 

an unbelieving friend to prove that Jesus fulfilled Messianic prophecy? 

See if you can locate Scriptures for the following prophecies:

• A forerunner prepared the way: Isaiah 40:3 (for example)

• Birthplace; hometown:

• Descendant of Abraham, Judah, and David:

• Born of a virgin:

• God in human form:

• Visited and honored by foreigners:

• Spent time in Egypt:

• Betrayed, falsely accused, and silent before accusers:

• Mocked and ridiculed:

• Hands and feet pierced; no bones broken:

• Clothing gambled for:

• Forsaken by God:

• Sacrifice for sin:

• Buried with the wealthy:

• Resurrected:

• Ascended into heaven and seated at God’s right hand:

worshipped the Child, we too can be amazed at how God orchestrated time, 
space, and circumstances to bring Jesus to earth at just the right moment 
(Romans 5:6) to provide for humanity’s salvation. Hundreds or even thou-
sands of people could have fulfilled any number of the Messianic prophecies 
foretold, but only Jesus fulfilled all of them.

Prophets born centuries apart could not have conspired to create a col-
lusion of descriptions to fit one man. It is awe-inspiring to consider the 
remarkable nature of Jesus Christ’s advent. No plan of Satan, no scheme 
of man, could prevent his coming. Eternity was poised, ready and wait-
ing for the arrival of this King, who was born in humble conditions and 
lowly circumstances. Be amazed and worship today with a full heart that is 
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complemented by the truth of Jesus’ prophetic fulfillments. And remember, 
that same eternal Savior sees you, loves you, and wants an intimate, per-
sonal relationship with you.

Questions

1. Did you learn anything new about Matthew or his Gospel?

2. Why is it meaningful to you that Jesus fulfilled Old Testament 
prophecy?

3. Does the fact that Jesus fulfilled prophecy strengthen your faith in 
the gospel message? Explain?

4. Share your thoughts about Joseph’s willingness to obey the angel’s 
commands.

5. Describe your mental image of the Magi.

6. The Magi brought precious gifts to show their honor and respect for 
this king. What of great value do you need to present to the Savior, 
perhaps something you have withheld from him?

Notes

1. Steve Beard, “The Way of Faith for Alice Cooper,” Good News Magazine (May/June 
2002), 29.

2. Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in lessons 1–10 are from the New 
International Version (1984 edition).


