A Study of Matthew 1:18-25
18 Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. 19 And her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly. 20 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. 21 She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: 23 “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with us). 24 When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him: he took his wife, 25 but knew her not until she had given birth to a son. And he called his name Jesus.

This is another familiar passage read during the Christmas season, and familiar passages are the ones that we are often likely to run past context to find out more about this text. Before we study the passage itself, we will look at the context of the Gospel of Matthew.
· The author is believed to be the Apostle Matthew.
· His main audience is the Hebrew people. This is evidence in his frequent inclusion of prophecies from Hebrew scripture, the geneaology beginning at Abraham, the use of “kingdom of heaven,” and the lack of explanation of Jewish beliefs and customs.
· Matthew’s presentation of Jesus’s ministry is organized into five sermons.
· The evidence for the date of the writing is inconclusive, but most likely between AD 58-70, prior to the destruction of the temple.

The Scripture quoted in the text is from Isaiah 7:14. We went over the context of Isaiah last week. This statement is just before our passage from last week, which largely gave the northern kingdom’s response to God’s warning that Assyria should not be attacked. Chapter 7 is God speaking through Isaiah to Ahaz, the king of the southern kingdom.
· The northern kingdom of Israel has allied with Syria to attack Assyria.
· The southern kingdom of Judah listens to Isaiah and does not join the alliance.
· Israel and Syria join forces to attack Judan.
· Isaiah 7:14 is part of a longer message to King Ahaz that before his son is old enough to know right from wrong, the kings of Israel and Syria will be dead. The birth of the child is the sign.

The Gospel of Matthew begins with a geneaology of Jesus that begins with Abraham and ends with Joseph. Immediately following that, Matthew begins the birth narrative.

In verse 18, Matthew begins by referring to “Jesus Christ.” As we learned last week in the Isaiah passage, names were not just names in Bible times. Names serve as either titles or descriptors of the person named. Jesus is the Greek version of a common Jewish name. Christ was not a name during that time and starts out more as a title but begins to be said more like part of Jesus’s name.

What does “Jesus” mean?


What does “Christ” mean?


What does “Jesus Christ” tell us about him?


The verse also says Mary and Joseph are betrothed to each other. Here is what betrothal meant in Jesus’s time.
· The couple was legally married, but not living together.
· The wife was still living with her father, who was responsible to take care of her.
· If the wife had reached puberty, the couple could at any time begin to live together, but would typically wait for up to a year for a public ceremony and wedding feast.

The phrase “found to be with child from the Holy Spirit” is stated in Greek in such a way to exclude the thought that the Holy Spirit served the role of the father in any physical sense of the world. What then does “from the Holy Spirit” communicate about Jesus’s conception?


In verse 19, we are introduced to Joseph. Luke writes much more about Mary. Why is Matthew focusing on Joseph? Think about his audience.


Joseph is described as someone who connects two important characteristics of God, but is having difficult know what he should do as a result. What are they?



In the last week of His life, Jesus will connect these two characteristics by reminding the people of an important relationship that the Jewish people had minimized or forgotten. What is that relationship?


How does the angel identify Joseph and why is this important?


How does the angel help resolve Joseph’s dilemma? What does the angel tell him about Jesus and what does the angel tell Joseph to do?


What does Jesus come to save us from? What does Matthew’s wording emphasize?


In verse 23, Matthew quotes Isaiah 7:14, which clearly points to a child born in the time of Isaiah. The sign of this child means that the kings of Israel and Syria will be defeated and die, which is what happened, and that Judah was following God by choosing the more difficult option of remaining under Assyrian rule.  On what basis is Matthew able to use this verse as a prophecy pointing toward Jesus?





There are two changes to Isaiah 7:14 in Matthew’s quotation. One is based on the word “virgin.” The Hebrew word in Isaiah can mean “virgin,” but it can also mean more generally “young woman.” Matthew uses the word from the Greek translation of the Hebrew, which is usually translated more specifically as “virgin.” The Jewish translators of the Old Testament from Hebrew to Greek chose the more specific term to remove any ambiguity. One of the main arguments for this is the sign itself:
· If the word is “young woman,” the sign would be – “A woman will have a baby” or perhaps “some specific woman will have a baby.” Either way, not much of  a sign and certainly not one worthy of God speaking through a prophet. Women were having babies all the time in Israel and Judah during Isaiah’s time.
· If the word is “virgin,” that is much more of a sign – “A virgin will have a baby … “ That was not something that happened then or now. This is even more than the pagan myths of gods seducing and impregnating women. No sex occurs. A virgin finds herself pregnant and still a virgin. That is a miraculous sign worth noting.

The interpretation of this verse in both contexts is this – a specific young woman who is a virgin will give birth to a son and while he is still a baby judgment will come upon Israel and Syria. This (the birth of the child and the quick judgment of Israel and Syria) is the evidence that God is with Judah. But a greater miracle and a greater salvation will come when a specific young virgin will become pregnant through the supernatural power of God.


When the Israelites used the word “Immanuel” in Isaiah’s time, they used it to defend their wrong decision against what God had told them through Isaiah. They falsely believed that God was on their side. In Matthew, what is the significance of Jesus being given the name “Immanuel”?



In Joseph, we already saw that he had the right combination of righteousness and love. In verses 24-25, he becomes an example of faith and obedience. What does he do?



What can we learn about from God, from how Joseph is portratyed in this story?
