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 God with Us - the Most Comfortable Words

Text: Matthew 1:18–25 

Today we are in week four of Advent and just three days from the 
beginning of the Christmas season, or “Christmastide”on the liturgical 
church calendar. The Christmas season begins at sunset on December 24 
and ends at sunset on January 5th. That is where we understand the true 
meaning of the 12 days of Christmas. As you likely know, Christmas is the 
celebration of the birth of Jesus in what is called the incarnation: God 
coming down in human form in the person of Mary’s son, Jesus. 
Unfortunately, many consider Christmas to simply begin and end on 
December 25, and the celebration is primarily centered around the giving 
of presents, a good meal with family or friends, and a satisfying nap after 
clean-up. If this is all that Christmas means to us then we have lost the far 
greater gift of understanding what has been given to us by God, through 
his Son, Jesus.

Today, I want us to briefly consider the message that Matthew presents to 
us through his gospel account of the birth of Jesus. This account sets the 
stage for our entrance into the Christmas season with eyes wide open and 
hopefully a renewed desire to praise and worship the King who came to us 
and now reigns over us as Creator, Lord and King. 

The writer begins with the genealogy that points beyond a mere accounting 
of kings and the Davidic line, but points us to the account of the beginning 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+1:18-25&version=ESV


of Jesus Christ, Messiah - the anointed one - promised from the beginning. 
It is also intended to answer the question about Joseph’s lineage, which 
was from the line of King David. In making this point Matthew explains in 
what sense this son of David (1:20) becomes Jesus’ legal father by adoption. 
The Gospel of Matthew doesn’t really deal with the birth narrative; Luke 
does that. Matthew wants the reader to know where Jesus came from, and 
tells the initial story through the eyes of Joseph. Also, Matthew is not 
concerned with proving the virgin birth to his audience, which was likely 
the church in Antioch. The early believers would likely have accepted the 
truth of the virgin birth, and would not have struggled with the idea of the 
miraculous. Matthew was more interested in teaching that Jesus’ birth 
through the virgin Mary was evidence that he was fulfilling Scripture, like 
Isaiah 7:14 that we read this morning. One of the points that has been made 
is that Matthew and Luke would have had firsthand knowledge from Mary 
and James the brother of Jesus who had grown up around the details of the 
amazing and wonderful event. Joseph and Mary were James’ father and 
mother too.

Let’s move now to the story told in our gospel reading this morning. 

Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. When his mother 
Mary was betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was found to 
be with child from the Holy Spirit.

Can you imagine the conversation that Mary had with her mother where 
she told her she was going to have a baby and the father was the Holy 
Spirit? The scripture doesn’t give us a “fly on the wall” picture of that 
conversation but I’m thinking it was really tense. Instead Matthew moves 
the reader to Joseph, but again it doesn’t give us insight into Mary telling 
her beloved that she was with child, a child that he knew very well wasn’t 
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his. Matthew wants to teach us some important principles that we can 
glean from Joseph’s response. 

There were basically three steps to marriage in the Jewish world.

Engagement 
This process could begin in the early childhood when one family arranged 
with another family for a time in the future when the bride and groom 
came of age, that they would marry. The scriptures don’t tell us the ages of 
either of them, but Jewish law made it illegal for a girl to be betrothed 
before the age of 12 and she could not live with her intended until she was 
at least 12 ½. It was customary for the groom to be between 18 and 20. 
Some writers have suggested that Joseph was 90 years old and died at 111 
but that comes from some ancient texts that are not in the scriptures, so 
we’ll stay with what we do know.

Betrothal 
This made the previous arrangement legally binding. During this time the 
couple was known as husband and wife, and betrothal could only be 
broken by divorce. This period normally lasted a year, during which the 
groom prepared a place, usually in an addition to his fathers’ home for his 
bride.

Marriage 
This took place after the wedding, after the year of betrothal.

The next verse gives a glimpse of the righteous character of Joseph.

And her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to 
shame, resolved to divorce her quietly.



Once you understand what the process looked like in the ancient Middle 
Eastern Jewish culture, you will see the love he demonstrated for Mary, 
even though he assumed that she had betrayed him. 

One of Matthew's purposes in his Gospel is to transmit Jesus' ethics. We 
can read of Jesus’ ethical teaching in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 
5–7 and in the great commission in (28:19)

“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I have commanded you.”

In our passage, Matthew portrays a righteous young man and woman as 
models for Christian living. Luke focuses on God's revelation to Mary; 
Matthew focuses on the revelation to Joseph.

Matthew also provides clearer lessons in this narrative. First, he affirms, 
against any possible misinterpretations of the virgin birth, that Joseph 
controlled himself, practicing sexual restraint. By calling Joseph righteous 
(1:19) Matthew invites us to learn from Joseph's character about fidelity, 
discipline and preferring God's honor above his own. 

Like most first-century Jewish people, Joseph was faithful to his future 
spouse in advance, awaiting marriage, and he expected the same in return. 
Matthew wants his audience to understand that this was part of Joseph's 
character that he points out that even once he and Mary were married, they 
refrained from marital relations until Jesus' birth (1:25). 

Second, Matthew implicitly teaches about the nature of commitment in 
marriage: infidelity is always unjust, whereas divorce is just under some 
circumstances. 
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For Joseph to "put Mary away" (1:19, literally) meant for Joseph to divorce 
her. Betrothal was much more serious than our modern practice of 
"engagement": it left the survivor of the man's death a widow, and if both 
partners lived it could be ended only by divorce. Yet though Joseph was 
preparing to divorce Mary, the text calls him righteous.

We need to understand the cultural context of Joseph’s decision and the 
circumstances under which Joseph was planning to divorce Mary were 
hardly simple. Unlike today, Joseph had no option of giving Mary a second 
chance, even if he wanted to. Jewish and Roman law both demanded that a 
man divorce his wife if she were guilty of adultery. Further, Joseph had 
another reason to divorce her. Because others would assume that Joseph 
himself must have gotten her pregnant, so unless he divorced her, his 
reputation was at stake for the rest of his life. Joseph probably also did not 
know Mary as well as we would expect of engaged couples today and had 
little reason to trust her innocence; some sources contend that Galilean 
couples apparently enjoyed no privacy together until the wedding. Joseph, 
we can assume experienced the pain of betrayal, the breach of a contract 
more binding than a business deal in his culture (unfortunately our culture 
has less respect for commitment and fidelity). Because a wife's adultery 
could imply the husband's inadequacy or his family's poor choice of a 
mate, Mary's apparent unfaithfulness shamed Joseph and his family as 
well.

Under these circumstances, Joseph would be righteous in divorcing Mary; 
to fail to do so would violate law and custom, would bring lasting shame 
on his household and would constitute embracing as a wife one who had 
betrayed him in the worst manner conceivable in his culture. Honor and 
shame were powerful motivators in that culture. Everything revolved 
around living for the honor of family and community. The betrothal was a 



celebrated event that was done publicly in front of witnesses, and the 
divorce could not be done in complete privacy. There would have to be 
witnesses to the ending of this relationship and you can assume that the 
witnesses would have told others. Joseph intended to find a way to bring 
the least amount of public shame to Mary.

Craig S. Keener in his Commentary of Matthew writes, 

Matthew exhorts us to temper justice with compassion, a central 
principle in his Gospel (9:13; 12:7). Joseph was righteous not 
because he was divorcing Mary (although, as noted, this did not 
make him unrighteous); rather, Joseph was righteous for divorcing 
Mary quietly or privately-that is, for not bringing unnecessary 
shame on her. He knew suffering already awaited her: her 
premarital pregnancy had likely already ruined any chance of her 
ever marrying), a horrible fate in an economically and honor-driven 
male-centered society. 

Yet Joseph could have profited by divorcing Mary publicly. By 
taking her to court, Joseph could have impounded her dowry-the 
total assets she brought into the marriage-and perhaps recouped the 
bride price if he had paid one at betrothal. By simply providing her 
a certificate of divorce in front of two or three witnesses, he would 
forfeit this economic reimbursement-simply to minimize her public 
dishonor.

But as he considered these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to 
him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as 
your wife, for that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She 
will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his 
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people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had 
spoken through the prophet. “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a 
son, and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with us).

When the angel revealed the truth to Joseph, he gets up and moves in 
obedience to what God revealed to him through the angel, probably 
Gabriel, the one who first came to Mary. The choice to obey God would 
come with a heavy price. Because Joseph married Mary, outsiders would 
assume that it was he that had gotten her pregnant before the wedding. 
Joseph would remain an object of shame in a society dominated by the 
value of honor. Joseph had lost his right to value his own reputation.

I can only imagine what it was like for Joseph to wake up from a dream 
like that. Apparently, when an angel speaks in person or in a dream it 
makes an impact. Joseph trusted God enough to obey him. When Joseph 
chooses obedience to God’s command, his life changed dramatically. If he 
had chosen to disobey the command of the angel from the Lord, no one 
would have criticized him, but he would have missed the most important 
event in human history - the birth of the Savior.

The angel had emphasized to Joseph that the baby would be the long-
awaited one foretold in Isaiah. Isaiah claimed that the baby would be born 
of a virgin but at the time no one questioned the unlikely claim of a virgin 
giving birth. The reason is that almah, the Hebrew word for virgin, can also 
be translated, “young girl”. No one would have questioned a baby being 
born through normal human relations but through a virgin? The title 
“Immanuel” revealed to Joseph, indicated that something extraordinary 
was going to happen, and if the angel was right then Joseph would be a 
witness to the fulfillment of a promise made approximately 800 years 
earlier and had been the focus and hope of Israel for a long time. Was God 
going to fulfill that promise through Mary? I’ve wondered if the angel from 



the Lord had placed within Joseph the desire to protect Mary and the child 
to be born, especially a child destined to save God’s people from their sins. 

19th century theologian Adam Clarke in his commentary wrote, 

In what sense then, is Christ God with us? Jesus is called Immanuel, 
or God with us, in his incarnation; God with us, by the influences of 
his Holy Spirit, in the holy sacrament, in the preaching of his word, 
in private prayer. And God with us, through every action of our life, 
that we begin, continue, and end in his name. He is God with us, to 
comfort, enlighten, protect, and defend us, in every time of 
temptation and trial, in the hour of death, in the day of judgment; 
and God with us and in us, and we with and in him, to all eternity.

It testifies to the incredible miracle of God adding human nature to his own 
divine nature and still remaining God. It gives the hope and assurance that 
we can come to him because he already came to us. Charles Spurgeon once 
said that John Wesley’s finals words were, “The best of all is God with us.”

Joseph showed the completeness of his obedience by naming the baby, 
Jesus, as instructed by the angel. Actually, the name “Jesus” was a very 
common name during that time but it became “the name above all names, 
so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth 
and under the earth, and tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of the Father.” (Philippians 2:9–11)

The Bible doesn’t tell us what happened to Joseph and the last we read of 
him in the Bible is in Luke 2:41–52 where he and Mary are looking for their 
12-year-old son, Jesus and find him in the temple talking with the Jewish 
leaders. 

Some have felt the need to know more about this man of God and church 
historians have offered a few glimpses from tradition. The truth is that 
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what we know of him from the scriptures is sufficient for him to be an 
example: worthy of our respect and honor. He simply did what God asked 
and lived to be a part of the greatest event in human history. What more 
could he have done to top that?

In 1987 author and singer Michael Card in his album, The Final Word, 
released “Joseph’s Song”. I think he perfectly captured what it must have 
been like to be the father of the Son of God. I love the words of the 2nd 
chorus, 

“Father show me where I fit into this plan of yours. 
How can a man be father to the Son of God?  
Lord, for all my life I’ve been a simple carpenter,  
How can I raise a king?”

I love Matthew's account of Joseph because it teaches us that God uses the 
ordinary people to be involved in extraordinary things. A young girl and a 
simple carpenter were given the privilege of parenting the Son of God, but 
it all began when they chose to be faithful to the commands of God. As far 
as we know, Joseph faded away into obscurity and likely never received 
the respect or accolades befitting such a faithful and godly man. However, 
the word of God remembers him and presents to us as a wonderful 
example of what can happen if we simply obey God’s word. As we close 
the Advent season and enter Christmastide, I hope you will join me in 
thanking our Father for giving such examples as Joseph and Mary. We 
should be praying for God to use our faithful obedience to accomplish all 
that he has willed. Perhaps he will allow us to be there when the 
miraculous happens, or when someone’s life is transformed due to our 
faithful witness. How could it even be possible for God to use us? It’s in his 
name “Immanuel” that we see the answer. He is God with us, not just 
around us but within us too. That makes all things possible. The scriptures 



give us many, many examples of those who followed God and were 
amazed at how God chose to use them for his glory. I want that, do you? 
Lord, let that be us. 

Let’s pray.
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