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INTRODUCTION 

Matt 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. 

 
As we studied Matthew 1:1-17 last week, we learned that Jesus was born the king to bless the 
world.  Matthew includes Jesus’ genealogy through Joseph in order to demonstrate that Jesus 
came in the line of Abraham and David. 

Abraham was the father of Israel and it was to him that God promised the world would be 
blessed through his line. 

David was the great king of Israel and to him God promised that he would raise up one of 
David’s descendants who would reign over Israel and establish his kingdom forever, 

So Jesus is linked to Abraham and David as the promised King who came to bless the world. 

So verses 1-17 set up the royal lineage of Jesus.  But at the same time, that section closes with a 
problem that needs more explanation.  The problem is that Jesus isn’t Joseph’s biological son.  
The genealogy proceeds from Abraham down to David and eventually to Joseph.  And then the 
language of the genealogy alters a bit. 

v. 16 says “Joseph, the husband of Mary, of whom Jesus was born” 

The phrase “of whom” is in the feminine gender in the Gk and links to Mary, not Joseph.  So 
Jesus was born to Mary, not Joseph.  Jesus is linked to Joseph.  But he wasn’t born to Joseph.  So 
a careful reader would ask: why did Matthew write it that way? If Jesus isn’t Joseph’s biological 
son, how did Jesus get in the of Abraham and David?  Or to ask it differently: How is Jesus 
Joseph’s son legally, even though he isn’t Joseph’s son biologically?  How did that happen?  
And verse 18 begins to tell us. . .  

v. 18: Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. . .  
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Now it’s interesting to note that neither Mary’s conception nor Jesus’ birth are told in detail, as 
you may have noticed.  So Matthew is clearly selecting events and details out of Jesus’ birth 
story in order to make a certain point.  Verses 18-25 are written in order that we would 
understand the miraculous way Jesus became legally Joseph’s son and thus stands in the line of 
Abraham and David. 

The promises of God are coming into fulfillment and vv. 18-25 are vitally important to 
understanding how that happened.   All of chapter 1 tells one complete story in two parts.  Verses 
1-17 are the first part.  Verses 18-25 are the second part.  And there is a common word in v. 1 
and v. 18 that links to the one-story-in-two-parts together. 

1:1 The book of the genealogy (genesis) of Jesus Christ 

1:18 Now the birth (genesis) of Jesus Christ took place in this way. 

The word genesis can be variously translated: genealogy, birth, creation, origin.  So that Matthew 
used the same word to begin these two sections is not accidental or sloppy writing.  He did it on 
purpose so that you would link the sections together.  Maybe the transl: “origin” covers both 
instances. 

v. 1-17 cover the origins of Jesus’ royal lineage. 

v. 18-26 cover the origins of his physical birth 

Or you could put it this way: 

v. 1-17 cover the origins of Jesus’ humanity (he descended from these people) 

v. 18-26 cover the origins of Jesus’ divinity (he descended from heaven in this way) 

So here in the first chapter, we meet Jesus: Son of David and Son of God.  He is God and man.  
What a compelling way to begin Matthew’s Gospel! 

Now as we study our way through vv. 18-25, we’ll look at it under four headings.  There are four 
parts to this story—four stages.  First, the problem, second the proclamation, third the prophecy, 
and fourth the plan. 

So first. . .  

I. THE PROBLEM 

v. 18-19: When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she 
was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. And her husband Joseph, being a just man and 
unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly. 

So here is Mary—pregnant with Jesus—but before she’s married.  Her pregnancy by this point 
had become evident—at least to Joseph.  “She was found to be with child” 
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That doesn’t mean she was found out—as if she were hiding it.  It simply means that her 
condition became known.  Mary was told by the angel, Gabriel in Luke 1, that she would 
conceive a son in her womb.  So maybe Mary told Joseph about her visitation and that she was 
pregnant.  Or maybe she was starting to show.  We don’t know how he found out.  But he knew. 
And he knew it wasn’t his baby. 

A. The Character of Joseph 

And this put Joseph in a dilemma because Joseph was a “just man.”  The word “just” is the same 
word for “righteous” (as in NASB).  It’s the word used to describe the Jews who feared God and 
were lawful.  It tells us the kind of man Joseph was. 

• He was a godly man. 
• He wanted to obey the law. 
• He had integrity of heart. 
• He was a man of character. 

And no doubt knew the law in Deuteronomy 22:23-24: 

“If there is a betrothed virgin, and a man meets her in the city and lies with her, then you shall 
bring them both out to the gate of that city, and you shall stone them to death with stones, the 
young woman because she did not cry for help though she was in the city, and the man because 
he violated his neighbor’s wife. So you shall purge the evil from your midst.” 

The idea is that the punishment for adultery was stoning.  By this time, the Jews weren’t really 
practicing this law anymore—adulterers were rarely stoned.  But they were humiliated. They 
were shamed.  And yet, no doubt he loved Mary.  He was a good man.  So what is the right thing 
to do?  On the face of it, her pregnancy seems proof of unfaithfulness.  Even if he knew of 
Gabriel’s visitation to Mary, it doesn’t appear he completely believes her.  Since they were 
betrothed, how does he uphold righteousness and yet deal with Mary with kindness? 

B. Betrothal and Marriage in Those Days 

It helps to understand how betrothal and marriage worked in those days with the Jews.  
“Betrothal” means much more than engagement.  Betrothal is more like marriage than it is 
anything close to engagement in our context.  So when you here they were betrothed, don’t think 
that’s equivalent to our engagement.  Instead think: they were basically already married. 

A Hebrew marriage was almost always arranged by the parents.  And it had two stages: the 
betrothal and then the marriage ceremony.  The two stages may be separated by as much as a 
year. 

The first stage was betrothal. 

Betrothal often happened around 12 or 13 for the bride.  So how old was Mary?  We can’t say 
for sure. But given the culture and the absence of anything in the Scriptures that would tell us 
this was an unusual case, Mary was probably quite young.  Joseph was probably a few or several 
years older (perhaps as old as 18).  Again, we don’t know for sure, but that would be normal. 
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Betrothal was a legally binding contract made in the presence of witnesses.  The groom’s family 
would pay a price to the bride’s family (a dowry or bride price).  The price served as 
compensation for wedding expenses as well as insurance in case the groom became dissatisfied 
with the bride or divorced her (JM).  The betrothal time served as a test of fidelity to one another 
and they would have little social contact with each other. 

So, as soon as the contract was made in the presence of witnesses, they were legally married 
(even if not actually married)  Even though the marriage ceremony and consummation often 
didn’t happen until perhaps a year later.  Therefore, at this point the groom was properly called 
the husband and the bride the wife.  If the groom died during the betrothal period, the bride 
would be called a widow.  If one of the spouses had an affair, it was called adultery.  If the 
betrothal was called off, it was called a divorce.  So legally, they were married. 

The only way it could be broken was either (1) by lawsuit (which would be public); or (2) by a 
writ of divorce given in the presence of two witnesses (which would be private). 

The second stage was the marriage ceremony. 

In a ceremony, the bride would go from her parent’s home to her new husband’s home and the 
marriage would be consummated.  Then, they were fully, actually married. 

So we meet Mary and Joseph in v. 18 during the time of their betrothal and before they’ve had 
the marriage ceremony.  So in v. 19 Joseph is called “her husband.”  And in that same verse 
when he thinks about backing out because she is with child, he contemplates—not breaking off 
the engagement—but getting a “divorce.”  So they are legally married because the betrothal 
contract has been made.  And yet, they are not fully married because the marriage ceremony has 
not occurred—this was (v. 18) “before they came together—that is, she has not yet gone to live 
with him, and they have not consummated the marriage (v. 25, Joseph “knew her not until she 
had given birth to [Jesus].” 

C.  Joseph’s Decision 

So what would Joseph do?  Since he reasoned that she had been unfaithful, he knew he shouldn’t 
marry her.  So his options were either to make an example of her publicly or give her a writ of 
divorce privately.  He didn’t want to disgrace her or shame her.  So he decided to “divorce her 
quietly.”  What he doesn’t yet understand is that her conception had come—not from another 
man—but from the Holy Spirit. 

Joseph’s plans are radically changed in v. 20.  And here is the second stage to this story. . .  

II. THE PROCLAMATION 

v. 20-21: 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 people from their sins.” 
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A. The Context 

So as he was still wondering what to do, he went to sleep.  And when he slept, an angel of the 
Lord came to him in a dream.  The word “behold” (i,dou,) has no precise English equivalent.  It’s 
an attention grabbing word. Almost acts like a spoken exclamation mark.  It’s used to heighten 
the suspense.  One translator: “but as he considered these things, what happened?!”  An angel 
appeared to him in a dream.  As we know, angels are God’s messengers.  angeloj can mean 
“messenger.”   

The angel, Gabriel, came to Zechariah to tell him that he and Elizabeth would have John the 
Baptist, even though they were old (Lk 1).  Gabriel also came to Mary to deliver the message to 
her that she would bear a son, Jesus (Lk 1).  This angel is not named.  But the angel gives Joseph 
a message.  And God does this repeatedly in Matthew’s Gospel. 

2:12: The wise men are warned in a dream not to return to Herod 

2:13: an angel of the Lord returns to Joseph in a dream and tells him to flee with Mary and Jesus 
to Egypt 

2:19: an angel of the Lord again comes to Joseph in a dream and tells him to back to Israel 
because Herod is dead 

2:22: Joseph is warned in a dream to live in Nazareth 

And after this, you don’t find God using dreams as a means of revelation.  This is unique means 
of communication for a unique time in history. 

B. The Communication 

So the angel said to him: 

v. 20: Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your wife 

This had to be a great encouragement to Joseph. 

First, that the angel would address him as “son of David.”  That would indicate the significance 
of the angel’s message. 

Second, because of the relief the angel brought in his message.  “don’t fear to make her your 
wife.”  The idea here is: don’t hesitate.  I think it’s an insight into Joseph’s heart.  What did he 
really want to do? Make Mary his wife.  So here the angel says, “don’t hesitate. . . don’t fear to 
take her as your wife.” 

Why? 

v. 20: for that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit 

Whether Joseph fully understood that statement at this point or not, at least he now knew that 
Mary hadn’t been unfaithful to him.  He was told the essence of what Mary was told by Gabriel: 
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Lk 1:35: And the angel answered her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the 
Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of 
God. 

C. The Conception 
So the truth was that she had conceived by the Holy Spirit.  Nothing crass is meant by Mary’s 
conception from the Holy Spirit.  This is not some pagan myth.  The fact of the Holy Spirit 
conception cannot be perverted.  This is a pure, holy miracle.  The Holy Spirit acted alone.  And 
since the Holy Spirit acted alone, the true origin of Jesus is divine.  He is God in the flesh. 

John 1:14: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” 

And I love that the fact of the miraculous conception of Jesus by the Holy Spirit is simply stated. 

• It is difficult to understand.  
• We don’t know the science behind it. 
• We may have all kinds of questions about it. 

But the Holy Spirit who is himself the author of the Scriptures has chosen not to defend his 
work, but simply state his work. 

D. The Command 
v. 21: She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus for he will save his people from their 
sins 

By giving the baby a name, Joseph was making the son his own.  It’s like Isaiah 43:1: “O Israel: 
“Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.”  By naming 
Jesus, Joseph was in effect adopting Jesus.  The angel’s command to name Jesus, then, is a 
command for Joseph to consider the child his own.  The English word “Jesus” is really Latin 
from the Greek word Iesous, which in turn is the Hellenized form of the Hebrew name “Joshua,” 
which means “Yahweh saves.” 

What isn’t revealed at this point in Matthew’s Gospel is how Jesus would save.  Names in those 
days weren’t merely identifiers, they were symbolic.  The name given to a baby bound up the 
hopes and prayers of the parents.  Here, God the Father gives the name for God the Son—and in 
it is the hope of whole world, especially Israel. 

So here is a baby born for a purpose!  When Jesus grew up and healed the paralytic on the mat, 
he claimed for himself the power to forgive sins (Matt 9:2-6).  At the Last Supper, Jesus makes 
the connection between his death and the forgiveness of sins. 

Mt 26:27-28: And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink 
of it, all of you, for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the 
forgiveness of sins. 

Acts 4:12 tells us there is only one way to be saved from our sins: “And there is salvation in no 
one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.” 
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So Jesus accomplished his purpose of saving sinners from the just penalty of their sins by dying 
on the cross to save sinners.  No wonder we celebrate CHRISTmas! 

Now Matthew wants us to fully appreciate the significance of Jesus’ birth and he does so by 
reaching back to the OT to show us that Jesus’ birth fulfilled prophecy. 

And that’s the third part of the story. . .  

III. THE PROPHECY 

v. 22-23: All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: “Behold, the 
virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God 
with us). 

“All” means all the events surrounding Jesus’ birth.  Everything that was going on was according 
to the sovereign plan of God.  God was in control of every detail.  Nothing has been left to 
chance.  What God had promised centuries before was coming to pass just as he said.  700 years 
before, Isaiah wrote these words in Isa. 7:14: “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means God with us)  The Virgin Birth was 
planned.   

And this is just the first of the prophecies that Matthew says was fulfilled in Jesus.  All the 
prophecies concerning the Messiah are now coming to be realized in Jesus.  Jesus would fulfill 
the promise made to Abraham that his line would bless the world.  Jesus would fulfill the 
promise made to David that in his line would come a ruler with an everlasting reign. 

And you can’t account for Jesus’ miraculous life without his miraculous origin.  He is GOD 
WITH US.  Whatever the Jews of those days conceived of the Messiah—this was better! 

Finally, we wrap up the story with. . .  

IV.  THE PLAN 

v. 24-25: When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him: he took 
his wife, but knew her not until she had given birth to a son. And he called his name Jesus. 

His response illustrates his righteous character.  Marrying a pregnant woman would have been 
hard.  The rumors probably swirled.  Why didn’t he divorce her? Is the baby really his after all? 
Have you heard their angel stories? 

Here is a man of quiet obedience. . . He upheld righteousness. He acted as he ought.  And by 
naming Jesus, Joseph was saying this is my son—even if he isn’t my biological son.  He was 
adopting Jesus into his line.  So Jesus had royal lineage and the right to reign. He is the King 
who came to save.  Jesus is the Son of David and the Son of God. 

CONCLUSION 

So there it is: in the first chapter of Matthew we have clearly laid out for us the mystery of Jesus’ 
full humanity and full divinity—100% God and 100% man.   
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This is the babe that we worship on Christmas.  Don’t you just love these Christmas stories. 
There is always so much more there. And we can return to them year after year and learn more. 
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