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 We do well to recognize that there are different views on the Christmas 

season.  E.g., I recall talking to a Christian woman who did not like the Christmas 

time of year at all— especially the commercialization of Christmas and all the 

Christmas songs on the radio.  I was thinking about her recently when I was 

listening to the radio, 104.1, which began playing Christmas music around 

November 1st.  And I mean, that radio station played only Christmas music.  I had 

to think that this was probably not her favorite radio station!  E.g., but then there 

are others who truly love the Christmas season, and I count myself among them. I 

was talking with a pastor friend of mine recently and he and I were sharing about 

how Christmas time is our favorite time of year, and what a privilege it is to be 

involved in the activities and messages of the church during this time.  But either 

way, there are dangers involved.  For the person who is not enamored with the 

Christmas season there is the danger that we will not be appreciating, as we 

should, one of God’s truly celebratory foundational events, much on the level of 

Easter.  The danger for those lovers of the Christmas season is that we get caught 

up in the commercial, secular trappings of Christmas like the glitter and lights and 

presents, and miss God’s greatest gift of His Son.  What can help us avoid these 

dangers?  Our “H” aspect of keeping Christ in our Christmas.

READ Matthew 1:18-20 (p. 1)

  

  



CONTEXT: Matthew has opened his gospel with a line that echoes the Genesis 

creation story— the book of the origin/genesis of Jesus Christ, son of David, son 

of Abraham.  Then we get the profound genealogy of three sets of 14 — going 

from Abraham to David and David to Josiah in the Babylonian exile, then from 

the Babylonian exile and Jeconiah to Joseph, Jesus’ earthly Dad.  Please notice the 

way v 16 ends the genealogy: “and Jacob the father of Joseph the husband of 

Mary, of whom Jesus was born, who is called the Messiah”  Now Matthew has 

prepared us to begin his good news account of Jesus.

 READ vv 18-19.  “The initial impression of the virginal conception was not 

glory, but scandal!  Thus Joseph wanted to divorce Mary.  Cf. Deuteronomy 

22:20-24, but unclear how much this was practiced in the first century AD; a 

relevant text is John 7:53-8:11.”  Joseph was in a pickle!  He was engaged to 

Mary, which meant, from what we read in the Mishnah (ca. 200 AD), which may 

contain teaching going back to Jesus’ day, that a woman engaged to a man would 

wait a year in her father’s house, and this engagement was a contract which was 

entered in publicly, and she would formally marry the man after that year and they 

would then consummate the marriage.  Thus, for Mary to be pregnant during the 

engagement period would be considered adultery— and Deuteronomy 22:23-24 

makes this clear.  He was apparently in a Catch 22, where he was hurt if he did 

divorce her and hurt if he didn’t divorce her.  Sometimes we get in pickles in life, 

don’t we?  E.g., I recall once I said something to a family member that was critical 

and unkind, I had lost my temper, and the Holy Spirit started to work on me, and  I 

found myself in a pickle with two options before me— ignore it, but then grieve 

the Holy Spirit within me, or verbally admit I was wrong in the way I spoke to the 

person I offended, but then my pride made me recoil at that idea!  What to do?    

Joseph had options too.  He could follow in Deuteronomy 22:20-24, to have Mary 
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publicly scandalized and stoned.  Stoning was done at times for serious offenses, 

as we see in Acts 7 with Stephen.  We also see the incident where the adulteress 

was brought before Jesus as a test by the Jewish leaders to see if indeed He would 

follow through with the law— and Jesus responds by getting to the heart of the 

law, let the person who is without sin cast the first stone.  For indeed, the Old 

Testament made clear that we are all sinners, as in Psalm 14:1-3, to which Romans 

3:9ff. refers.  Some commentators notice that it is unclear how much Deuteronomy 

22 was followed in the first century AD, and that is true.  Nevertheless, it was an 

option that was available, at least the public shaming of Mary.  But Joseph was a 

righteous man, and he could see what Jesus saw with the woman caught in 

adultery— we all fall short of God’s will.  But to Joseph’s mind there is not doubt 

on one point— Mary had been unfaithful to him.  I found a third way through the 

Holy Spirit— asking Him to help me to apologize and to trust Him through the 

process of reconciliation.  So what should he do?  Could there be a third way?

 READ v 20.  “An angel appeared to Joseph in a dream and reassured him 

that she had not been with another man, but the cause of her pregnancy was 

supernatural— by the Holy Spirit, which implied both purity and power!  Cf. Luke 

1:35.”  There does indeed seem to be a third way.  It is interesting that even 

though the two birth narratives are independent upon each other, Matthew and 

Luke have a lot of similarities.  One of those is that Mary conceived Jesus by the 

Holy Spirit.  Please notice the way Luke 1:35 has it when the angel announces this 

special birth to Mary: “The angel said to 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 holy; he will be called Son of God.’”  Now there are many skeptics 

of this virginal conception.  E.g., I recall when I was a younger minister talking to 

a fellow minister over lunch, and he asked me if I believed in the virginal 

conception, and I said I did, and I asked him whether he believed in it.  He said he 
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did not.  I could not help but think of all the Christmas services he had led and 

what that meant to him.  Perhaps it meant to him that it was a good story, or in 

some metaphorical way God comes to us every Christmas.  There are other 

skeptics as well out there and they point out the ancient idea of gods visiting 

humans and having romantic relations with them.  The ancient world is well-

known for the gods having sexual relations with earthly women.  E.g., Suetonius 

in The Twelve Caesars (ca. early second century AD).tells of the origin of Caesar 

Augustus— that his mother fell asleep on night near the temple of Apollo and a 

snake entered her and she became pregnant, and it was believed he had divine 

paternity (“Augustus”, 94).  I tell this story to help us see how very different is the 

account of Mary conceiving Jesus.  The virginal conception in the gospels of 

Matthew and Luke has no parallel in the ancient world — in terms of a virgin, 

conceiving a child through a non-physical means that involves a spirit.  Such 

evidence led New Testament scholar Raymond Brown in his influential study The 

Birth of the Messiah, pp. 527-528) to conclude that he was uncertain whether the 

virginal conception was true historically, but adds, “. . . I think it is easier to 

explain the NT evidence by positing historical basis than by positing pure 

theological creation.”  If we allow for the idea that miracles can happen, then there 

seems to be no reason to reject this event from being an historical event.  Miracles 

are not so much the suspension of the laws of nature, but rather God intervening.  

E.g., C.S. Lewis made the point, as I heard Professor John Lennox recount, that if 

I put $200 in a drawer in my home one day, and another $200 the next day, the 

laws of mathematics tells me there is $400 in the drawer; but if I come back the 

next day and I find only $100 in the drawer, I don’t say that the laws of 

mathematics have been broken, but rather that the laws of the state have been 

broken!  Someone— a robber — has intervened and taken some of the money!  In 

a similar way, in the virginal conception, God did not suspend the laws of nature 
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whereby children are conceived, but rather He has intervened and done something 

special.  The fact that the Holy Spirit is behind the virginal conception emphasizes 

God’s purity and power were behind it.  We live in a world that mocks the idea of 

purity and distrusts power.  E.g., Elon Musk just took over Twitter, and it has 

amazed me at the way many people— whether rightly or wrongly— have 

distrusted him as having pure motives and the way he is using his wealth and 

power.  God is the one Person, out of all persons, who can be trusted for His 

purity and His use of power.

 “How can we keep this Holy Spirit aspect of Christ in our Christmas?”  

How do we handle the struggle between being disinterested and even turned off to 

Christmas, or to being too focused on Christmas with all its secular trappings of 

lights, music, presents, movies, ets.?  There is a third way— trusting the Holy 

Spirit, who makes Christmas pure and powerful.  We keep the biblical account of 

Christmas before us, and the awe at what God has done through sending His Son 

in the virgin Mary.  There are at least two ways we can act on this.. First, let us 

serve others and give to others without asking for anything in return, and not 

receiving anything in return.  E.g., when I was calling for the Angel Tree one 

woman said to me that it was nice what we were doing and she would send us a 

financial gift; I said we did not want a financial gift, we were doing this for free; 

she persisted and said she may come by the church and give something to us, and I 

assured her that we were not expecting any gift, but rather to help others in a time 

of need during Christmas.  Finally she got that this Angel Tree program was not 

about getting families to help pay for these gifts, but they came with no 

expectations— and she was very impressed!  Second, let us worship our God for 

His amazing purity and power, and ask this same Holy Spirit to fill us anew!

 5 

  


