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“The Promise Assured” / Matthew 1:18-25 
 

As many of you may know, the Bible is not arranged in chronological order.  For example, the Old 
Testament books are grouped as follows – first, there is the Pentateuch, the first five books; then there are 
the historical books, the writings, then the major and minor prophets.   
 
In the New Testament, as you may know, the letters were written first, then the gospels, then Revelation.  
Also, Paul’s letters are arranged by length, then the so-called “non-Pauline” letters.   
 
I have a chronological Bible – it takes Scripture and puts it in an order.  For example, as you go thru 
Genesis, we see a listing of the sons of Noah in chapter 6.  Well, the sons of Noah are also mentioned in II 
Chronicles, so they are put in there!  Another example – we have Nathan confronting David after his 
affair with Bathsheba, then we see Psalm 51, written by David after Nathan spoke to him.   
 
As the New Testament begins, we have the birth of John the Baptist foretold.  Then the angel visits Mary, 
and we have the birth of Jesus foretold – we read this last week.  Mary visits Elizabeth, and John the 
Baptist is born.  At John’s baptism, his father Zechariah regains his speech.   
 
Next, Mary’s betrothed, Joseph, enters the picture – but actually, he’s been in Mary’s life long before we 
pick up the story!  We will read in a few minutes that Joseph and Mary were engaged – just to be clear, 
there were three steps in a Jewish marriage.  First, there was the engagement – this was sometimes made 
when the couple were children.  It might have been made through their parents, or a professional match-
maker.  Often, it was without the couple even having met! 
 
The next step was betrothal – it was essentially a ratification of the engagement into which the couple had 
entered.  It could only be broken if the woman refused to go along with the deal. It lasted one year, and 
the couple were known as man and wife. The other way it could be ended was by divorce or death.  
According to some translations, Joseph and Mary were betrothed – in our NRSV, it says engaged.   
 
The final step was marriage – this took place at the end of the one-year betrothal.   
 
Let’s hear our passage for this morning: Matthew 1:18-25: Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place 
in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was 
found to be with child from the Holy Spirit.  19 Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling 
to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly.  20 But just when he had resolved to do 
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 as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  21 She will bear a son, and 
you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins."  22 All this took place to fulfill 
what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:  23 "Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
and they shall name him Emmanuel," which means, "God is with us."  24 When Joseph awoke from sleep, 
he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife,  25 but had no marital relations 
with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus. 
 
What about this event?  The most important event so far in the history of creation – God himself leaves 
his heavenly throne, and comes to earth as a human, and not only that, as a helpless infant. Let me ask you 
– if you were planning the arrival of God himself, destined to save the world, is this the method you 
would choose?  If it was up to me, I might have him arrive with fire, or clouds, or in some golden chariot, 
with trumpets or choirs, or something like that.  But coming to earth as a baby, born to a virgin no less? 
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Also, as one commentator I read asked, “Why would the gospel story begin on such a scandalous note?”  
 
Speaking of scandalous, let’s consider the human practicalities of a Virgin Birth.  Obviously, to have a 
virgin birth, someone has to be embarrassed! What is our first reaction upon hearing such news? YEAH, 
RIGHT! If God had chosen Mary before she was engaged to Joseph, at least Joseph could have been 
spared the shame of having his virgin fiancé becoming pregnant! Instead, God chose to embarrass Mary, 
Joseph, and her parents! 
 
Some of you may have seen The Nativity Story, a movie which came out two years ago.  It tells the story 
of the birth of Jesus, and it is really good at what I call “filling in the blanks.”  For example, it has the 
interview between Mary’s parents and Joseph – Mary’s father wants to know what type of home he will 
provide for his daughter.  Mary has the visitation from the angel, and goes off to see Elizabeth.  As she 
greets her, Elizabeth feels the baby (John the Baptist) leap in her womb! 
 
Elizabeth delivers John, and Mary returns to Nazareth.  As she is getting off the cart, her lap robe falls off, 
and it’s discovered she is pregnant!  Joseph sees this, as do his friends!  “Hey, Joseph, what’s the story? 
Looks like Mary was having some fun!” 
 
We also have the scene where Mary is attempting to explain to her parents about the visit from the angel, 
and this thing about the Holy Spirit – what would you have done?  Also, Mary’s father is now ashamed by 
his daughter’s behavior – he now has a completely different interview with Joseph.  In a rather vivid 
dream, Joseph decides to keep Mary as his wife.  By the end of the film, this couple is really in love.   
 
So what does this tell us?  It tells us that, (believe it or not, God’s ways are not always our ways! Also, 
God’s righteousness is not our righteousness.   
 
Let’s look at this issue of righteousness.  Look at our text, beginning with verse 19: Her husband Joseph, 
being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. 
Under the law, Joseph had every reason to divorce his wife. Many men would have arranged a public 
trial, just to keep their own reputation intact. Joseph thought he was doing the right thing, but God had 
other plans. Did Joseph love Mary, and just how devoted to her was he?  But his obedience to the law and 
his religion took precedence over his devotion to Mary – he was a righteous man.  But God’s 
righteousness trumped Joseph’s.  Joseph found what had happened offensive, but he was overcome by 
divine intervention.  
 
Let’s look at what happens in Joseph’s dream: 20 But just when he had resolved to do 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 as your 
wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  21 She will bear a son, and you are to name 
him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins."  Notice that the angel addresses him as “Joseph, 
son of David.” This legitimizes Joseph’s, and Jesus’ ancestry, and affirms the prophecy that the Messiah 
will be from David’s line. Does the angel say, “He will help folks how to save themselves from their 
sins?” Does the angel say, “He will help us save others from their sins?”   
 
He will save his people from their sin. And who does the saving? Jesus! We don’t do the saving – God 
does the saving. Also, notice the problem from which Jesus saves his people. Not from other people’s 
sins, but their own! He will save his people (that’s us!) from their sin.   
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22 All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:  23 "Look, the virgin 
shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel," which means, "God is with us." 
 
This is the first of fourteen so-called “formula quotations” in Matthew’s gospel. Remember, Matthew was 
a Jew, writing to a Jewish audience, essentially telling them over and over, “This is the guy!” This is the 
fulfillment of OT prophecy, written over 800 years earlier! Jesus is what the OT is all about! And they 
shall name him Emmanuel – does his name mean “God above us?” God sending a message to us?  It 
means God with us. My friends, God is with us, in the form of a human baby, born of a virgin – God is 
with us.  
 
24 When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his 
wife,  25 but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.” He 
named him Jesus – in Jewish tradition, it was the mother who named the baby. In the case of Jesus, and in 
the case of Elizabeth and Zechariah, and their son John, it was the father who named the baby. Once 
again, our ways are not God’s ways.  
 
One final comment on this passage – he had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son, and 
he named him Jesus. Christians are virtually unanimous regarding the doctrine of the Virgin Birth, but we 
are divided over the perpetual virginity of Mary. Roman Catholics and Orthodox Christians believe that 
Mary remained a virgin for the rest of her life.  
 
As I like to do, let’s look to the original language. Remember last week, when Mary asks the angel 
Gabriel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” In the Greek, the word is genosko, which means “to have 
sexual relations with.” In our passage today, it says, “…he had no marital relations with her until she had 
borne a son…” In the Luke passage, and in the Matthew passage, it’s the same Greek root.  
 
Some have argued that maybe Joseph was married before, and his first wife died, and these were his 
children by this previous marriage; I have also heard it suggested the word for “cousin” does not appear in 
the Greek, which is why they had to use “brother” instead.  
 
My friends, there is no evidence that Mary remained a virgin – she and Joseph became a full-fledged 
married couple after Jesus was born. My friends, Mary and Joseph were real people, Joseph was a real 
man, and Mary was a real woman. God chose real folks, but God did the work to bring his son to earth. 
 
Two weeks ago, ancient Israel was crying out for the Messiah – it was the Promise Awaited. Last week, 
the angel foretold the coming of the Messiah – it was the Promise Realized. This week, the arrival was 
almost thwarted by religion! If a religious, righteous man had had his way, the Promise might not have 
come. Thanks be to God, God intervened, and the Promise was Assured. The promise given thru the 
prophet was assured, and fulfilled.  
 
My friends, this Advent, we are awaiting the Promise, the Promise has been realized, and even if we 
doubt or try to throw God off track, God assures us – the Promise is assured.  
 


