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HIS NAME IS …  Matthew 1:18-25 
Becky Douglass (25/12/2022) 

The story we heard at the beginning of the service is often called the “Nativity” account. 

Nativity is just an older way of saying the story of a birth. It has come to be used most often 

when talking about the birth of Jesus. One very old Christian tradition is the making of 

Nativity figures which create a picture of the birth of Jesus. I have friends who collect 

Nativity sets and every Christmas they love to display them – you can find Nativity sets 

tucked into odd places all over the house! We just have a couple at our place, but one of 

them  was bought by Scott when he was in Bethlehem, the village where Jesus was born in 

Israel. It has the stable which is inhabited by a donkey and a cow. Like most Nativity sets, it 

has the Magi, or Wisemen who were led to the stable by a special star in the sky. They 

probably didn’t come to the stable on the night Jesus was born, but arrived more than a 

year later, but we include them anyway! And, as we read this morning, it has a shepherd 

and a couple of sheep which were directed to the stable by the angels. But these figures 

are merely the supporting cast. The central figures of the Nativity are Jesus and His family. 

We heard this morning that in this humble stable, Mary gave birth to Jesus, wrapped Him in 

cloths and laid Him in a manger which would have been full of hay which was used to feed 

the animals.  So, is our Nativity complete now? No? Who’s missing? Joseph! Yes, we don’t 

often spend a lot of time thinking about Joseph. And yet without Joseph, the story would 

have unfolded quite differently. Matthew’s account of the Nativity brings out Joseph’s role 

very clearly. His story begins many months before this scene here.  

Soon after Mary was visited by the angel and she became pregnant with Jesus, she left 

Nazareth where she was living and went to visit her cousin Elizabeth who was miraculously 

pregnant with John. She stayed with Elizabeth for about 3 months and then returned home. 

By that time, her pregnancy would have begun to show, and people would have started to 

wonder what had happened. Mary was engaged to be married to Joseph, who we are told 

sought to do what is right according to the law of Moses. Unlike engagements today which 

can be broken with little fuss, in that culture, engagements were as binding as the actual 

marriage. They usually lasted about a year, during which the man prepared a house for 

them to live in and the bride got ready to set up her own household. For the engaged Mary 

to be pregnant was a major scandal. According to the law, Joseph had two choices. Either 

he declared that he was not the father of Mary’s child and ended the relationship publicly, 
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condemning Mary and her child to a life of shame and probably poverty; or he could admit 

that he was the father of Mary’s child and marry her, sharing her shame and losing his 

standing in the community. I imagine Mary had tried to explain that her baby had been 

conceived by the Holy Spirit, but this must have just made things even more difficult for him 

– what was he to believe? He was faced with an impossible dilemma. 

I am sure he must have spent many sleepless nights pondering the situation and what he 

should do. But one night, when he did manage to get some sleep, that sleep was 

interrupted by a dream in which an angel appears and speaks to him:   

“Do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is 

from the Holy Spirit.” (v. 20)  

Notice – the angel doesn’t explain any of the “how’s” of the situation that I am sure filled 

Joseph’s mind – and our minds as well! The angel simply states the facts and asks Joseph 

to believe the unbelievable, trust the impossible. Not a simple thing! By taking Mary as His 

wife, he would be sharing in her shame and, in the eyes of the community, admitting he had 

sinned with her.  

God understood the immense sacrifice this would be for him. And so, God gave Joseph a 

glimpse of His plan, the bigger picture of which he would be playing a small, but important, 

part. He is told:  

“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.” (v.21)  

Jesus was not an uncommon name. It means “God saves” and when parents gave the 

name to their children, it reflected their hope that God would save them from the oppression 

they were under. But when God gave the name to this divinely-conceived child, it no longer 

voiced a hope, it became the declaration of a solution. “God saves”, that is what He desires 

to do and what He has the ability to do.  And there is no question that we need saving! You 

only have to glance at the news on any given day to discover a multitude of things from 

which we need saving: damaged minds that think it is a good thing to abuse and kill, self-

centred leaders who lust after power with no care for the people they harm in the process, 

disease which ravages communities, floods and fires which advance with relentless 

destruction, the list could go on. As much as we would like to think we can control our world 

and save ourselves, we cannot. But God knows our needs go deeper than these things that 

we can see. At the root of all these things is the sin which destroys our world and ourselves. 

God knows that without providing salvation from sin, there is no hope. 

So great was His love for us that God committed Himself completely to our salvation. The 

Creator of the world would become part of His creation in order to save that creation. God, 

the Father, sent the Holy Spirit to work in Mary to conceive God, the Son. This Son, Jesus, 

would be born as a normal human baby to a normal human family, and yet … and yet 

nothing would be normal, for this baby would change the world. 

Matthew now breaks into the story to make sure we realise what the angel has told Joseph.  

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will 

conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God 

with us”). (v. 22,23 – quoting Isaiah 7:4) 
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Immanuel – again, not an unknown name even today. I had a student in my Scripture class 

named Emmanuel. It expresses a hope that God will be with us and bless us. But when 

given to Mary’s child, it is no longer a hope, but a statement of fact. Somehow, in this baby, 

God is with us. God is with us not as a strange visitor, like an angel. God is not with us as a 

distant benevolent force. God is not with us as an occasional visitor. God is with us as a 

human baby, who grew to be a boy, who grew to be a man. He lived with us, experiencing 

all the good and bad that life gives us. He knows, intimately, what it means to be human.  

The Nicene Creed which we recite every time we have communion tries to explain this. 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, 

eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from light, 

true God from true God, begotten, not made, 

of one Being with the Father: through Him all things were made. 

These lines are trying to affirm that Jesus was never, ever less than God. He didn’t give up 

any of His “Godness”, or deity, and He shared in the work of God from all eternity. 

For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven, 

was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary 

and became truly human. 

These lines affirm that Jesus was never, ever less than human. “Incarnate” means He 

became flesh and blood. He was not a “pretend” human. He knew the same physical urges 

we do – even those we don’t talk about in polite company! He knew the same pains as we 

do – he bled, he cried, he was disappointed. He knew the same joys we do – he enjoyed 

good food and laughed with friends (our English translations often miss this, but some of 

the things He said were quite humorous!)   

Jesus, Immanuel – God saves, not from the distance, but by being with us. This past week I 

watched an interview with Richard Harris, one of the Aussies involved with the rescue of 

boys from the cave in Thailand back in 2018. As I listened to his reminiscences, I was 

impressed by how connected the rescuers were with the boys, how intimate the process 

was. They were not pulling them out from a safe distance but risking their lives to swim into 

where the boys were and then swimming out together. It involved so much trust on 

everyone’s part – the boys had to trust Richard as he put them to sleep and the divers who 

swam them out, the rescue divers had to trust the support divers, the support divers had to 

trust the equipment. What a picture of how God came to be with us and rescue us, not from 

a distance, but by entering our world and bringing us out with Him.  

But back to Joseph! How much did he understand of all this? I have no idea. But he 

understood enough to make a decision. From what the angel told him he could see that 

God was committing himself totally. This was something that was important to God and to 

humanity. If God was willing to risk everything, could Joseph be any less committed? We 

read, 

When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and 

took Mary home as his wife. But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave 

birth to a son. (v. 24,25) 
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This sounds so simple and straightforward! But it was not. By taking Mary as his wife, he 

was accepting her child as his own and sharing her shame. And even the lack of immediate 

consummation would have raised suspicions. Today this is a private affair, but in those 

days, it was a part of the marriage celebrations, and its absence would have increased the 

speculations of those around them. Mary and Joseph knew so much more was happening 

than could be seen on the surface, but I am sure they were met with much scepticism 

whenever they tried to explain. They had to bear the shame and misunderstanding, trusting 

that God would one day vindicate them. It was a very public shame. The news of it would 

have spread through the family and followed them wherever they went. I wonder if this is 

some of the reason why, when they had to go to Bethlehem for the census, they had 

trouble finding a place to stay. Mary and Joseph would have relatives in Bethlehem, and 

yet, they weren’t offered a place to stay with them. They were forced to try the local inn and 

even there, they were not welcomed, but pushed out to the stable.  

And so, the time came for Jesus to be born. And Joseph was there as a loving husband 

and father. I love this picture, because it reminds me of giving birth to my own son – the joy 

and love is evident.  Joseph is right there, supporting Mary and Jesus. But his job is not 

finished yet. He is warned by an angel to flee the murderous King Herod. And when it was 

safe to come home, an angel told him to move his family back. It is interesting that as they 

head back, they consider staying in the south of the country in Judah, probably Bethlehem. 

They had lived there for at least a year after the birth of Jesus and maybe they had found 

some supportive friends among the shepherd who had been visited by the angel, or those 

who had witnessed the visit of the Magi. Maybe it felt like there they had escaped the 

shame. But they are warned by an angel that it wasn’t safe to stay there and so they go 

back up north to Nazareth, to those who knew their shame but not the events of Jesus’ 

birth, at least not first-hand. It must have been hard at times. But each time the angel 

comes to Joseph, he chooses to trust God and follow His directions. He does what it 

necessary to protect Jesus – this baby who is not biologically his own, but for whom he is 

responsible, not only to Mary but to God.  

Joseph never saw his son grow up to become the man, Jesus. He is not mentioned again 

after Jesus’ childhood and it is assumed he died before Jesus began his public ministry. He 

never got to see how God’s plan was put into action. But we know the full story. We can 

read of His life – how He had compassion on people and healed them, how he showed his 

power over nature by stilling a storm, how he held the religious leaders accountable for their 

hypocrisy and failure to serve the people, how He ate with the sinners and failures of 

society. He showed us what God thinks is important and how He feels about us. We can 

also read of His rejection and crucifixion by those He came to save – how this must have 

caused great pain for Mary as it must have seemed like all the hardship was for nothing.  

But then came the resurrection and the growing realisation that Jesus’ death and 

resurrection was all a part of God’s plan to provide eternal salvation from sin and death. Not 

just a temporary salvation for a particular difficult circumstance, but a permanent salvation 

from the root problem of sin and separation from God. I wonder if Mary wished Joseph was 

there to see the final outcome. If she wished he could have come to a full understanding of 

all that God had in mind. But even without understanding everything, Joseph believed that 

what God was calling him to do came out of God’s total commitment to save us from our 

sins. In response, he was willing to totally commit his life to God and obey Him.  
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What about us, today? We know so much more than Joseph about God’s plans. We don’t 

necessary understand how He did everything – God becoming flesh is still a mystery! But 

we are privileged to have the full Bible to explain things that Joseph could have only 

guessed at. But knowing what we do, are we willing to totally commit our lives to God in 

response to His commitment to us?  

For those of us who have already committed our lives to God, we can be assured that 

God’s commitment to us never waivers and He will always make it possible to do whatever 

He calls us to do, just like He did Joseph. On the other hand, if you are not sure of your 

relationship with God, I would ask you what is holding you back from committing your life to 

Him? Are you afraid of what is involved? So was Joseph and God was with him and 

enabled him to overcome his fear. He will be with you as well. Are you holding back 

because you don’t understand what God did and what it means to follow Him? I’d love to 

talk with you to help answer your questions, although I have to warn you that, like Joseph, 

there will come a time when you just have to trust God and His salvation. He doesn’t always 

answer all our questions. Do you feel that you are too sinful for God to want to save? God 

knows you intimately, and yet He still loves you. None of us are free from sin. All of us need 

to admit this and choose to turn from our sin (repent of our sin) and turn to God and ask for 

His salvation. We all must accept that He, and He alone, can save us from our sin and bring 

us back into a right relationship with Himself. This is exactly why He came to earth all those 

years ago. This is why He came down from heaven and was born as a baby and lived 

among us. Will you commit yourself fully to Him? 

Long ago, when human beings first turned away from God, God promised that one day He 

would provide a way back, that He would save us from our sin. He promised that He would 

send a Redeemer, a Saviour. Down through the years, God revealed more and more of His 

plan. And then one day He sent an angel to tell a young girl named Mary, and a young man 

named Joseph, that they would be the parents of this Redeemer. They would have a baby 

who was never less than God, and yet never less than a truly human baby. They were 

asked to commit their lives to this baby and be willing to risk everything for him. And one 

day, He would give everything to save the world. 

Jesus – God saves us.  

Immanuel – God with us.  

Let’s commit our lives to the God of Joseph who is totally committed to us. 


