When God Made Footprints on Earth

Matthew 1:1-25

“WHEN GOD MADE FOOTPRINTS ON EARTH”

(Matthew 1:1-25)


One of the most dangerous sins human beings may commit (and do) is the sin of presumption.  Presumption is the road to perdition for millions of people.  And the sin of presumption is especially conspicuous during the Christmas season.  Many moderns miss the entire meaning of Christmas by presuming that their understanding is the limit of the message and the meaning of Christmas, when they really know almost nothing at all about the real story of Christmas.  Thinking they know the story, they tend either to ignore the story altogether, or they leave it too soon.  They are like a reader who lays a book aside after the first chapter, or a person who leaves a play at the end of Scene 1 in Act 1.  How can he possibly evaluate the story fairly or intelligently?  What about “the rest of the story”?  


In this study, I will use the first chapter of Matthew to do a full “take” of the Christmas story.  I pray that the novices who read will not presume that they already know the story, and I pray that the veterans will not presume that their awareness of the story is adequate.  Though I have been studying this story annually for over fifty years now, I never study it without fresh, new, rich insights reaching my mind and heart.  
Every Christmas, my mind and heart are swept anew by the glorious Divine Romance which God enacted through the Birth of Jesus.  Let’s examine the story again.


Keep in mind that the Gospel of Matthew was written by a Jew and written for Jewish Christians and for Jews who need to be Christians.  It is absolutely vital, then, that the genealogy of Jesus be presented, and that his lineage be traced through King David, the most illustrious king in Israel’s national history, and to Abraham, the first Hebrew (the word “Hebrew” means “the man from the other side,” and Abraham was the first to cross the Euphrates on mission with God to go to a new land and establish a new line of people).  So Matthew established the lineage of Jesus through King David back to Abraham.  But this is getting ahead of Matthew’s statement; we must let that statement speak for itself.

I. THE UNUSUAL BACKGROUND, vss. 1-17

First, we will look at the unusual background of Jesus as it is revealed in His family tree. The title line of Matthew 1:1-17 is found in verse one.  The verse begins abruptly and states the matter concisely, “The book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham.”

Note several important things.  The term “book” is the generic word biblos, and may be translated “roll” or “record” or “history.”  This title line probably refers only to the genealogical record of verses 2-17 and not to the entire book of Matthew.  The phrase, “the book of the generation of Jesus Christ,” could properly be translated, “the human family history of Jesus Christ,” or “the ancestry of Jesus Christ,” or “Jesus Christ’s family tree.”  The word translated “generation” is the Greek word geneseos, which is a form of the Greek word genesis, which you will recognize as the English title of the first book of the Bible.  I hope to explain more about this later.

Note, too, the key name of verse one, “Jesus Christ.”  Actually, one of these names is his personal name, “Jesus.”  This is His human name, the name He received at His birth.  Someone called this “the Christmas name of God.”  The other is technically more of a title than a name, the word “Christ.”  Usually, when it is intended to be a title, it identifies Him as the Biblical Messiah, God’s Anointed One who came from Heaven and from God on a mission of revelation and redemption.  Otherwise (as here), the word “Christ” is used as a part of His name. 

Observe, also, that in this title line, the name of “David” occurs before the name of “Abraham,” though historically Abraham came first.  David is mentioned first because he was the most illustrious king in Israelite history, and the Gospel of Matthew presents Jesus as King.  

Now, we will summarily look at the genealogy itself.  That is, we will draw out only a few of the many, many lessons that are here.  

Two genealogies of Jesus are presented in the New Testament.  One is here in the Gospel of Matthew and the other is in Luke 3:23-38.  Matthew’s genealogy shows the legal right of Jesus to the throne of David as traced through Joseph, Jesus’ foster father.  Luke’s genealogy shows the natural right of Jesus to the throne of David as traced through Mary, his natural human mother.  

The two genealogies have this further distinction.  The genealogy of Matthew (in our text) is a descending genealogy, beginning with the human ancestors of Jesus (the earliest mentioned being Abraham) and descending to the offspring  (the final offspring in Matthew’s list being Jesus Himself).  On the other hand, the genealogy of Luke is an ascending genealogy, beginning with the offspring (again, the final one being Jesus Himself) and ascending to the ancestors (the final one mentioned being Adam).  The Gospel of Matthew majors on the royalty of Jesus, presenting Him as King, while the Gospel of Luke majors on the humanity of Jesus, presenting Him as the Son of man.  The two genealogies reveal and reflect these distinctions.  Incidentally, let me remind you that Luke was a brilliant medical doctor (as revealed in his accurate, technical usage of many medical terms in his two books, Luke and Acts), and that Luke’s Gospel contains the most thorough and extensive account of the Virgin Birth of Christ in the entire Bible!

 The genealogy of Matthew is clearly divided into three equal sections. Verses 2-5 contains a list of Jewish “laymen”; verses 6-11 contains a list of Jewish “kings”; and the final section, verses 12-16a contains another list of Jewish “laymen.”  Though kings seem more important, and laymen less so, there are actually no (no) unimportant people to God.  Any person and any person’s performance may have “star status” in the galaxy of God.  This is evident in the genealogical tables of Matthew and Luke.  

One of the most significant things in Matthew’s genealogy is the grammar he employs in tracing the legal lineage of Jesus.  Beginning in verse two and in 39 consecutive occurrences, Matthew shows the connection between father and son by using the word “begat” (King James Version).  “Abraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat Judas,” the record begins.  The word “beget” means to sire or father a child through the depositing of the male sperm.  This word is used 39 consecutive times to show in each case that the offspring was the result of sexual union between a male and a female.  However, when Matthew accounts for the birth of Jesus, he deliberately changes his vocabulary.  He cannot accurately use the word “beget” in describing Joseph’s relationship to Jesus at His birth.  Why?  Because Joseph had no biological or sexual part in the birth of Jesus!  Read verse 16 very, very carefully and be sure that you understand both its words and its intention.  “And Jacob begat Joseph, the husband of Mary, of whom (of Mary) was born Jesus, who is called Christ.”  Jesus was not born by the biological agency of human fatherhood!   Matthew deliberately violates the usual vocabulary he has pursued through 39 consecutive occurrences to present, protect and preserve the truth of the Virgin Birth of Christ.  

A man and his wife had been married for over twenty years, but they had no children.  One day, a man asked him, “Why have you and your wife been married so long without children?”  The man, trying to explain the physical sterility of his wife, said, “My wife is impregnable.”  Realizing that didn’t sound right, he tried to correct it.  “I mean that she is inconceivable,” he said.  Knowing that his statement was still not adequate, he tried to correct it again.  “I mean that my wife is unbearable.”  In the same stumbling manner, we may try to explain the Virgin Birth of Christ.  The Bible is quite clear in declaring the reality of the Virgin Birth of Jesus, but explaining it is impossible.  The intention of it and the reasons for it are easier to understand than the event is to explain.  

I call your attention to one other glaring feature in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus.  Though women are not reckoned in a Jewish genealogy, Matthew includes the names of four women.  None of the four names is necessary to trace the human ancestry of Jesus, but they are included in the list.  Why?  The answer will give us one of the greatest devotional truths in this text.  Of the four women, at least two are Gentiles (Rahab –a Canaanite, and Ruth – a Moabitess), and two are Jews (Tamar and Bathsheba – though there is some question about the racial stock of Bathsheba).  Furthermore, three of the four women are morally stained, with sexual impurity staining their histories (Tamar, Rahab and Bathsheba), while the fourth, though being pure herself, is in a racial line which began with a person who was born out of an incestuous relationship between Lot and one of his daughters ( and Moab, the father of the Moabites and ancestor of Ruth).  So Ruth, though pure in herself, had an incestor as her ancestor.  Why, then, are these names included.  Several lessons must be learned here.  The sinless purity of Jesus is not violated by impure people occupying places in His pedigree!  In fact, the Virgin Birth clearly protected Him from such impurity!  

Any shame of ancestry or shame in the generation of offspring is (and probably should be) often very conspicuous in communities and cultures.  The recent headlines have revealed the latest saga in the checkered history of South Carolina Senator Strom Thurmond.  Many years ago, through an illicit relationship with the daughter of a housemaid in his parents’ home, Thurmond sired a daughter.  Through his long and controversial career in the U.S. Senate, both he and she kept his fatherhood a secret until it was publicly and nationally divulged by the daughter herself after his recent death.  She declared that she had refused to tell the secret “for the sake of his reputation” and hers for all these years.  When he died, she decided to divulge the story to get “peace of mind after all these years.”  Recently, the Thurmond family has reacted against the news, renouncing the daughter’s boldness in staining the family name.  Jesus had such shame in his human family history.  

A wealthy woman secured the services of a capable author to write her biography.  As the author was researching her family history, he discovered that one of her grandfathers had been put to death in the electric chair in Sing Sing prison.  He asked the woman if she wanted that part of her story included in her biography.  She replied, “If you do include it, remove the shame as much as possible.”  So here is what he wrote:  “Her grandfather occupied the chair of applied electricity at one of America’s most note institutions.  In fact, he was so attached to his position that he actually died in harness.”  You see, it is difficulty for us to admit family shame.

However, Jesus was not ashamed of His family pedigree, His past family history, though it included the names of some very questionable characters.  What is the lesson?  Though Jesus is Himself sinless, He has always been the Friend of sinners.  Thank God, thank God!  Though He is not a sinner, He has fully identified Himself with sinners for the purpose of loving and redeeming them.  Furthermore, He is not only not ashamed of His past family history, He is not ashamed of His present spiritual family history, in which you and I are included, as sinful as we may occasionally be.  Thank God, thank God!!!       

We can summarize the “family tree” of Jesus in these statements:  (1) He had a human ancestry; (2) He had a Jew/Gentile ancestry; (3) He had a lowly ancestry; (4) He had an imperfect ancestry (though He was Himself perfect, and the Virgin Birth protects Him from the imperfections of His human ancestors); (5) He had a royal ancestry; and (6) He had a mortal ancestry (all of His listed ancestors died; He Himself died; and each of us will likely appear someday in somebody else’s family tree as dead and departed ancestors).   This is the unusual background of Jesus as recorded in Matthew’s Gospel.

II. THE UNPRECENTED BIRTH, vss. 18-25

Secondly, we will examine the unprecedented birth of Jesus as Matthew records it.  Let me begin by giving you a very important grammatical detail.  Verse 16 uses the name “Jesus,” and verse 18 uses the complete name, “Jesus Christ.”  In both cases, the name bears major emphasis in the verse in which it occurs.  No matter what other names are recorded in this chapter, and however illustrious (or lack-luster) the other names may be, the spotlight of the chapter falls on the Person of Jesus!  The most important name in any list of names is the name of Jesus!  And everything in our destiny and destination will be determined by our adjustment to Him and His history.  Now let’s note some things about His birth as Matthew records it.  

Verse 18 locates the timeframe of the story by saying, “When as Jesus’ mother Mary was espoused to Joseph.”  The word “espoused” is the word from the commitment of the couple in a Jewish marriage.  The espousal occurred by legal contract, and the espousal was the only legal commitment in a Jewish marriage.  The espousal was fully binding as a marriage bond, though the marriage usually was not sexually consummated for some time after the espousal commitment was made.  The espousal was so legally binding that the only way it could be broken was by death or divorce.  Note that “His mother Mary was espoused to Joseph, (but) before they came together (sexually), she was found with child of the Holy Spirit.”  Joseph’s dilemma was compounded by two things that are recorded in verse 19:  (1) He was a righteous man, which meant that he could not simply condone an illicit sexual relationship on the part of his espoused wife, and (2) He was a compassionate man, and was “not willing to make her a public example.”  You see, by the old Jewish law, he had the right to expose her publicly – and have her stoned to death.  We don’t know how extensively this latter stipulation of the law was practiced in that day, but that was still the law.  So Joseph was “on the horns of a dilemma,” because the only possible conclusion he could deduce when “she was found with child” was that the child was the product of an affair between Mary and some unknown man.  But Joseph loved Mary, and had never had cause to suspicion her integrity, her purity or her virginity.  But here she was carrying a child!  What was his solution?  “He was of a mind to put her away (divorce her) privately,” to avoid as much as possible any scandal to her reputation, and to prevent any thought of an ultimate penalty.  He was a truly compassionate man.  

At this point, God intervenes to inform Joseph of the real nature of the case.  “But while he thought on these things, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a dream, saying, Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.”  What an incredible announcement!

This was not the kind of news you might pick up on Channel 5 at 6 o’clock!  A first-class, top drawer, heavyweight championship Miracle had occurred.  An unprecedented conception had taken place.  You see, there was nothing abnormal about the birth of Jesus; it occurred like any other human birth.  It was the conception that was irregular  and miraculous!


It is significant that there are no genealogies in the New Testament after the genealogy of Jesus.  There are no births recorded in the New Testament after this one.  From this point on, the only birth that really and finally counts is the New Birth.  It would be better for a person not to be born at all than to be born only once.  A person who is born twice will die only once, but a person who is born only once will die twice.  Better to not be born at all than to be born only once! 


Matthew explains this part of the story with these words:  “Now all this was done, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken of the Lord by the prophet, saying, Behold, a virgin shall be with child, and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted is, God with us” (vss 22-23).  The word “fulfilled” in this statement bears major emphasis in the Greek text.  This is one of the great themes of Matthew’s Gospel.  What does it mean?  It means that the Old Testament is a book that is full of great expectations, and that they are all fulfilled, item by item, statement by statement, type by type, prophecy by prophecy, in the Person of Jesus.   Prophecy is pre-written history, and the history of Jesus was recorded in prophecy.  Here, Matthew records one of the great prophecies in the book of the major prophet Isaiah.  Matthew 1:23 is a direct quote from Isaiah 7:14.  However, there are two things that need to be noted about the two texts.  First is the word “virgin.”  The word occurs in the King James Version of both texts (Isaiah 7:14 and Matthew 1:23).  The translation of both texts in the King James Version says, “Behold, a virgin . . .”  However, in both Hebrew (the language of Isaiah 7:14) and Greek (the language of Matthew 1:23), there is a definite article (“the”) preceding the word “virgin.”  It is not merely “a virgin,” any virgin, some virgin, but rather, “the virgin.”   Both texts specifically and exclusively  refer to only one virgin.  No other virgin, no other woman, is acceptable—only one.  This is a reference to the virgin of God’s choosing, and that choice is made known by the angel in the announcement to Joseph (Matthew 1:20) and to Mary (Luke 1:26-38).  


A technicality in the Hebrew text of Isaiah 7:14 must be dealt with in our study.  The Hebrew word that is used is “almah,” which means a young woman or a young maiden who may be a virgin.  The Hebrew word for a “virgin” which only means a virgin is the word, “bethuleh.”   So critics have said that the Isaiah 7:14 prophecy does not necessarily refer to a virgin, and thus the text is not legitimate as a prophecy of the Virgin Birth of Christ.  However, this simply will not hold up when the analogy of Scripture (letting Scripture interpret Scripture) is applied.  The word “almah,” the Hebrew word that is used in Isaiah 7:14 and translated “virgin” in the King James Virgin, is used six other times in the Old Testament (the references are Genesis 24:43, Exodus 2:8, Psalm 68:25-26, Proverbs 30:19, and Song of Solomon 1:3 and 6:8; if you study these texts with the “virgin question” in mind, study them very carefully, very prayerfully, and very thoughtfully).  In every case, the word could be translated “virgin,” and nothing in any of these texts would require any lesser translation.  However, the matter is settled by better authority than this.  When Matthew quotes this text, he uses the word that exclusively and only means “virgin” (parthenos in Greek).  And remember, it is “ha-almah” in the Hebrew of Isaiah 7:14; the ha is the definite article, “the.”  It is the virgin.  In the Greek of Matthew 1:23, it is ho parthenos; the ho is the Greek definite article, “the.”  In both texts, it is “the virgin.”   “Could anything be clearer?  Furthermore, Isaiah identifies this coming birth as a “sign.”  What would be “sign-ificant” about a mere “young woman” giving birth?  Or even an unmarried young woman?  Births by young women, and even unmarried young women, are regular occurrences, and would have no great Divine significance.  But a birth through a woman who was a virgin is quite a different story.  And it is the claim of both these texts, the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 and the statement that claims its fulfillment in Matthew 1:23, that the virgin of God’s choice had conceived a unique and special child, and that God was the father!


Let me note at this point the five ways God has “made” human beings.  First, by direct creation, the way Adam was made.  Second, by designed construction (out of previously existing “material”), the way Eve was made out of Adam.  Incidentally, the word “made” in the sentence, “And the rib (literally, ‘flank’ or ‘side’) which the Lord God had taken from man, made He a woman, and brought her unto the man” (Genesis 1:22),  is not the ordinary Hebrew word for making something (asah), but rather the word that means “to build, to construct, to skillfully form” (panah), which commentators declare to be an engineering word.   Third, God has “made” some human beings by dynamic conception, which is the way Cain, Abel, Seth, and all human beings normally born thereafter came into existence.  Fourth, a few human beings have been “made” by Divine communication—that is, by the quickening or enlivening the aged bodies of a husband and/or wife that are obviously beyond normal child-bearing (the wife) or child-producing (the husband) age.  This is the way Isaac, for example, was “made” ( read this fantastic account in Genesis 17 and Genesis 21).  And finally, God has “made” One Person by Divine Conception, the way Jesus was “made.”  


To put this truth succinctly,  the Person Who in eternity had a Father but no mother, now in time had a mother but no human father.  The sign-ificant Child of Isaiah’s prophecy had come!  He had been normally born after being supernaturally conceived!  He was born of a virgin of God’s choosing!  And the age-old prophecies were true:  in gender, it was a male Child!  And incredibly, the Child was God, as Matthew 1:23 says!  


Several years ago, the popular network talk show host, Larry King, who is accustomed to interviewing others, was himself interviewed.  In the course of their meeting, the interviewer asked Mr. King, “If you could interview just one person whom you would choose from all of history, who would it be?”  Unhesitatingly, Larry King answered, “ I would like to interview Jesus Christ.”   “And what would you ask him?” the interviewer inquired.  “I would ask him if he was really born of a virgin,” Larry King answered.  “Why would you ask that?”  “Because his answer to that question would define the meaning of history for me, as well as the meaning of life.”  The Virgin Birth defines the meaning of history and the meaning of life!!!!  Those of us who are born-agains, those of us who are saved, those of us who have Eternal Life at the core of our being, those of us who have been captured in the Jesus Romance, know that this is true!!!  And we wish that everyone else knew it with the same content and assurance that we have.      


One other tiny notation needs to be made concerning Matthew 1:23.  It is a quote of Isaiah 7:14, except that Isaiah 7:14 does not have the words of interpretation.  Matthew 1:23 says, “Behold, a virgin shall be with child, and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted is, God with us.”  The words which I have place in italics is Matthew’s explanatory statement.  If there were no explanation, the name “Emmanuel” might mean no more to us than the name “William.”  But the word has a specific meaning.  “El” is the abbreviated form of one of the Hebrew names for God, “Elohim”—the word for The Mighty God, The Majestic God, The “Plural” God (a very strong foregleam of the doctrine of the Trinity).  “Emmanu” means “with us.”  So the name the Child is given here means “God with us.”  Again, the evidence is clear.  By the statement of prophecy and the statement of the Gospel, by the evidence of the Person and character of Jesus, and by the testimony of multitudes of people who have experienced Him and found the claim to be perfectly true, Jesus is God.  Being co-eternal, co-existent, co-equal, and co-efficient with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit, Jesus is all the God we will ever know, and all the God we will ever need to know!

When we know Who He is, it is easy to believe that He had an unprecedented birth.  And when we know that He had an unprecedented birth, it is further confirmation of Who He is.

III. THE UNIQUE BABY

Third, let us now examine the unique Baby whose birth was announced in our text.  Historically, a new baby is born every minute.  How is this Baby unique?  What comprises His distinctiveness?  This theme is limitless, but let me share several truths which reveal His uniqueness.

First, He is the only Baby ever born whose existence did not begin with His conception.  Jesus was the Baby of Bethlehem, but His conception and birth did not mark the beginning of His existence.  John 1:1 tells us that He was God and had continued to exist with God as God (another statement of the Trinity) through the infinity of eternity before time began.  In John 8:58, Jesus made this staggering claim, “Before Abraham was, I am.”  When anything had a beginning, Jesus was just continuing to be.  And it was that eternal Being who was reduced to the span of a mortal mother’s womb and born at Bethlehem.  The One whom the Bible calls “the Ancient of Days” became a Baby born on a certain day.  But His existence did not begin on that day of His birth.  After all, how could there have been an incarnation if there had been no previous existence?  How could He identify Himself over and over again as “One sent” if He not existed somewhere before He was sent?  His existence did not begin with His conception.

Second, He is the only Baby ever born Who is older than His own mother, and exactly as old as His Father. Since Jesus pre-existed the world, time and history, it is easy to see that He was older than His mother.  Since God is called the “Everlasting Father” (Isaiah 9:6), it is easy to see that He had an everlasting Son.  Remember that the Father and the Son are/were co-existent and co-eternal.  The Son was older than His mother, and exactly as old as His Father.    

Third, He is the only Baby ever born Who chose His own birth.  Hebrews 10:5-9 records a “Summit Conference” in eternity with God the Father and God the Son in consultation, and the Holy Spirit “sitting in on the meeting” as Recording Secretary (that is how “the minutes of the meeting” appear in our Bibles).  Here, all crucial settlements were made in advance!  In a statement to His Father, Jesus said, “Lo, I come to do Thy will, O God.”  Notice the word “come.”  Has it ever occurred to you that Jesus is the only person in history about whom it could be technically said that He “came” into the world.  You see, He actually came—voluntarily and in full control of His coming  (and talking intelligently about it on His way to His birth!); the rest of us did not technically come; we were brought!  But Jesus came—by Personal choice.  He chose His own birth.

Fourth, He is the only Baby ever born Who chose His own parents.  Of course, the choice of His Father was a “no brainer”; His Father in time is the One Who had already and always been His Father in eternity.  Their mutual affection meant that the Father always approved of His Son, and the Son would never have even considered another father.  Incidentally, it is an incredible compliment to Joseph that Jesus fully accepted him as His foster father.  What an amazing, steady, devoted man Joseph must have been.  

And His mother!  Remember that she was identified as “the virgin,” so Mary was the only consideration.  When the practical meaning of this choice is considered, one has only to examine the revealed story of Mary to see the importance of the choice of her as the mother of Jesus.  As an example, in Luke chapter one, when the angel announced the coming birth of Jesus to this baffled teenage young woman, she immediately broke into a song-like response (history has called it “The Magnificat,”  named after a word in her first statement in Luke 1:46).   In her meditative monologue, she quotes from isolated and independent Old Testament passages a dozen times!  This is spontaneous quoting of a large number of Old Testament texts!  Because Jesus the Living Word would adhere automatically to the Written Word (the Bible) while He was incarnate among men, Mary was available to humanly teach Him the written Word.  You see, He didn’t spontaneously quote all of those passages which follow the words, “It is written.”  He did not simply know those passages (as many people think) because He was God.  As a true human being, He had memorized those passages—and His first memory work was undoubtedly done at His mother’s knee!   Is there any question whatsoever as to why Mary was chosen to be the mother of Jesus?  And He acted in conjunction with the Father and the Holy Spirit in making the choice.  He chose His own parents.  

Fifth, He was the only Baby ever born Who had no human father.  The text of Scripture clearly tells us that, before Joseph and Mary came together (in sexual union), “she was found with child of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 1:18, where the words “Holy Spirit” bear major emphasis in the text).  When Mary first heard the angel’s announcement of the coming birth of Jesus, the text says, “Then said Mary unto the angel, How shall this be, seeing I know not a man?  And the angel answered and said unto her, The Holy Spirit shall come upon you, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow you: therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of you shall be called the Son of God” (Luke 1:34-35).   Many people who live in a “closed” universe without God would say that Jesus was conceived out of wedlock by a sinful act, but Mary and God knew differently, and Joseph became totally convinced, also—as did Dr. Luke, a brilliant medical doctor!  Jesus was born as a human being without the biological agency of human fatherhood.  He had no human father.  

Sixth, He was the only Baby ever born Who was born without sin.  The angel identified Jesus to Mary as “that holy thing which shall be born of you.”  At conception and at every point beyond, He was “holy, harmless, undefiled and separate from sin.”  In His mature adult life and midway in His ministry, He fearlessly challenged His contemporaries with the question, “Which of you can convince Me of sin?” (John 8:46).  The silence of the ages has provided the only answer to His question.  Theologically, His sinless birth has been called “the immaculate conception.”  John, His most intimate disciple, wrote, “In Him is no sin” (I John 3:5), and this was the consensus of the twelve apostles.  From conception, He was “without sin” (Hebrews 4:15).  He was born without sin.

Seventh, He was the only Baby ever born Who was more than human.  Jesus was both Son of God and Son of Man.  He possessed two natures, Divine and human, and these two natures were united and functioned as one personality.  The Bible concedes that this is a marvelous mystery.  “Great is the mystery of godliness—God was manifest in the flesh.”  He was more than human at His birth.  

Eighth, He was the only Baby ever born Who was born for the express purpose of dying.  To all other human beings, death is certain because of their sins, but to Jesus, death was chosen—because of our sins.  One key reason for His birth was to receive a mortal nature, a nature that was capable of dying.  In His eternal Godhood, He had never possessed such a nature, but now, wonder of wonders, His birth provided Him with a nature that could die.  Many Christmas cards show this truth by representing the star over the manger formed in the shape of the cross.  He was born to die.

Ninth and finally, He was the only Baby ever born Whose death was in reference to someone else’s sins.  Again and again, the New Testament shouts, “Christ died for our sins,” “Christ died for us.”  He took the death that was due to my sins, and gave me the delight that was His by right.  He took my punishment to give me His pardon.  He accepted my judgment that I might accept His joy.  He died for our/my sins.

I have presented only a sampling of His distinctiveness.  Jesus was unique, and His uniqueness may clearly be seen at His birth.  He was a unique Baby.  

IV. THE UNBELIEVABLE BENEFITS, vss. 21, 23

Finally, we will examine some of the unbelievable benefits He revealed to men by His birth.  The Christmas story is not just a nice bit of ancient history.  Mankind has reaped many astounding benefits because He came.  Two such benefits are specifically mentioned in our Christmas text.

The first benefit is mentioned in verse 21 of the text, where the angel said to Joseph, “And she shall bring forth a son, and you shall call His name Jesus, for He shall save His people from their sins.”  So the primary benefit of His coming for us is eternal salvation.  In order to see the significance of this, isolate the three key words in the text that begin with the same letter:    

Sins

Son

  Save

Sins!  The blight of mankind!  The only real problem God – or man – has ever had!  This is all problems packaged in one word.

Son!  “It pleased the Father that in Him should all fullness dwell”;  “in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily.”  “Neither is there salvation in any other, for there is no second name under heaven whereby men must be saved.” 

Save!  The summary words for all the benefits He provides for us as sinners.  The word “salvation” is total and replete.  

In the word “sins,” we can detect the problem that makes salvation necessary.  In the word, “Son,” we can see the provision God made to resolve the problem.  And in the word, “save,” we can see the procedure by which He applies the solution.  To state it in Christmas terms, the word “sins” shows us the reason for Christmas.  The word “Son” shows us the revelation of Christmas.  And the word “save” shows us the remedy of Christmas. 

Focus for a moment on the word “save.”  What a colossal word it is!  It covers three vast realities:  First, it means that we, as sinners, may be delivered (rescued) from life’s greatest peril (sins).  Then it means that we, as saints, are endowed with life’s greatest provision (“all spiritual blessings,” Ephesians 1:3, and all necessary material benefits, James 1:17).   Finally, it means that we, implicated as His servants, are included in life’s greatest purpose (we may serve Him on His terms, share all we are and have with others—on His terms, and have total world impact—on His terms).  All three facets are included in the word, “save.”   Christians tend to misread these facets of salvation, heavily emphasizing the first one, giving less attention to the second, and giving almost no attention to the third.  Thus, most Christians hold a very distorted view of salvation, and their Christian lives reveal the shortfall.   

In contrast, the Bible exclaims that “He is able to save unto the uttermost all those who come unto God by Him, seeing He ever lives to make intercession for us” (Hebrews 7:25).   Here is another vast study of the word “save” in a single verse:  (1)  The concept

--“to save.”  (2)  The capability—“He is able.”  (3)  The condition—“all those who come unto God by Him.”  (4)  The consequence—salvation “unto the uttermost.”  (5)  The continuation is guaranteed because “He ever lives to make intercession for us.”


Look back up the page for the three words I extracted from Matthew 1:21—sins, Son and save.  Note that the word “Son” stands between the other two, just as Jesus divides all men and the destinies of all men.  Friend, you will either die “in your sins” (John 8:21)  or “in the Lord” (Revelation 14:13), and the difference is in what you do with Jesus, the Son of God.  You may trust Him and be saved—today, at this very moment.  Eternally saved because of the response you make in a moment of time!  What must you do?  Confess your sins directly to the Son against Whom you have sinned, acknowledge His love for you and the victory He accomplished for you through His Death and Resurrection, then trust Him totally to save you, receiving Him by faith into your heart as your own personal Savior and Lord, and you will be eternally saved!

There is a final benefit supplied for us through Christ’s birth, and it is specified in one verse in our text.  Not only do we receive eternal salvation because Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  We also have the everyday support, sympathy and strength of God because Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  Isaiah said, “They shall call His name Emmanuel,” and Matthew quoted this verse (Matthew 1:23) with the explanation, “which, being interpreted is, God with us.”  God … with … us!   Now and always, God is actually, literally, really, Personally with us.  With us to supply the everyday support, sympathy and strength of His Presence.   

“With us”!  The Bible can be viewed as God’s cosmic effort to break up man’s (our) loneliness.  At the beginning of the Bible, God was with Adam and Eve in daily companionship in the Garden.  But then, sin breached the relationship and man was separated from God and cast out of the Garden.  At the end of the Bible, God says, “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and He will dwell with them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself shall be with them, and be their God.  And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away” (Revelation 21:4-5).  Between these brackets, man is without God and without hope in the world (Ephesians 2:12), unless he listens to God’s invitation to a restored relationship.  How can that relationship be restored?  How can man’s loneliness, his homesickness, be overcome?  The answer is in the name given to Jesus—“Emmanuel.”  He is “God with us.”

Several years ago, Hollywood released a movie that proved to be a popular Christmas film.  It was entitled Home Alone, and it was the story of a family which planned a European vacation during the Christmas holidays.  As the day of departure draws near, relatives who are going with them begin to arrive at their home.  The youngest son in the family begins to think he is being overlooked, and he registers his protest in an unacceptable way.  He is consigned to an attic room, where he will wait in isolation.  He angrily expresses the wish that the family would disappear and he would be left alone.  Very early the next morning, in the family’s rush to get to the airport on time, they overlook the sleeping boy in the attic.  They hurry to the airport, board the plane, and take off for Europe.  Over the Atlantic, they discover that he is missing.  They try to turn back, but of course the plan cannot change its course.  When they arrive in London, they try to make arrangements to return, but all flights are overbooked.  

Meanwhile, back at home the little boy has discovered that no one is in the house and believes that his wish has been granted.  He is delighted with his isolation.  He has the run of the house.  Delirious with joy, he goes to the frig and the pantry and stuffs himself with junk food.  He watches one movie after another, sleeps wherever and whenever he wants, and is not dominated by adult authority.  But then, disillusionment begins to take over.  He discovers that he is very vulnerable to danger, and that there are enemies who would be happy to hurt him and take his “goodies”.   As he foils the attempts of the enemies to damage him, he slowly begins to realize that being alone is not the lark that he thought it would be.  Being without his parents and the other members of the family is not so wonderful after all.  He is sorry he treated them so badly and desperately wants them back again.  The movie is a comedy with a poignant message.  It may be viewed as a parable of man’s relationship with God.  At the end, the family returns home and they are relieved and happy by the restoration of their family companionship.  In the end, we will see the total benefits of “God with us,” but more important than the presents we will have then is the Presence we have now.  

Several years ago, fifty-two Americans were held as hostages in Iran for more than a year.  One of these hostages was a remarkable lady named Kathryn Koob.  Her captors gave her a chance to speak to her family and friends by a television interview during the Christmas season.  She had been in separation and isolation from the other hostages for many months.  How was she able to survive?  How had she maintained her sanity?  She anticipated the questions, and removed any guesswork by answering them before the camera.  While speaking in a weak but firm voice, she greeted her family and shared her testimony.  She told of her Bible reading and her strong faith in God, a faith which had been instilled in her through a strong Christian background.  Then, as she talked, she suddenly and softly began to sing!  She chose a stanza from the Christmas son, “Away In a Manger.”  It was a very emotionally moving moment (I watched the telecast) as she sang,

    
          “Be near me, Lord Jesus, I ask Thee to stay

                        Close by me forever, and love me, I pray.”

Kathryn Koob closed her remarks to her family and friends and an international television audience by saying, “I not only have survived in a very difficult situation; I even feel good about it, because I know where God is.  He is with me.”  
In a Washington editorial by E. J. Dionne published in this morning’s Memphis Commercial Appeal (Dec 25, 2003), the writer says that “the larger appeal of Christmas is determined by its depiction of a vulnerable God, a God who chooses to identify with suffering human beings.”  Then Mr. Dionne repeated in his editorial the personal testimony of the German theologian, Jurgen Moltmann, in which Moltmann said, “The German Reich had collapsed.  German civilization had been destroyed through Auschwitz.  My hometown lay in ruins; and in my own self things looked no different.  I felt abandoned by God and human beings, and the hopes of my youth died.  In the darkness of this situation, an American chaplain put a Bible into my hands and I began to read it.  I was drawn to the story of the Passion, and when I came to Jesus’ death cry, I knew, ‘This is the One who understands you and is beside you when everyone else abandons you.  I began to understand the suffering, assailed and God-forsaken Jesus because I felt He understood me.  And I began to understand that this Jesus is the Divine Brother in our distress.”  (The italics in this paragraph are mine, not the author’s)  This assurance is the product of the awareness that Jesus is “Emmanuel, God with us.”

Actually, God’s support, His sympathy and His strength are all parts of the full salvation package which we receive when we trust Jesus Christ to save us.

	Jesus                                                        
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	Saints!


Thank God for those precious years when God made footprints on earth in the Person of His Son, Jesus.  
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