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Intro to Godward Christmas: “God with Us,” “God in Us,” “God for Us” 

 

We have heard the Christmas story hundreds of times. It is so familiar to us 

that we can easily overlook the incredible perplexities that it must have 

created for those who lived through it.  

 

Joseph’s Impossible Situation 

 

Let’s take a moment to put ourselves in Joseph’s shoes. We must assume that 

Joseph’s initial shock to the news that his fiancée, Mary, is pregnant, must 

have been horrifying.  

� He knows that the child is not his—it can’t possibly be.  

� He also knows that there is only one way, humanly speaking, for a 

woman to become pregnant. Who is the father of this child?  

� Rather than getting reasonable answers from Mary, she says that she 

was told by an angel that the Holy Spirit had brought about a 

miraculous conception in her.  

� Betrothal is unlike engagement today in that it is legally binding 

prior to the marriage ceremony. To end a betrothal would require a 

legal divorce.  

� This is in a time when divorce is not only shamed, but when a person 

could be stoned to death for adultery.  

 

What is Joseph to do with all this? It doesn’t seem to fit Mary’s character to 

be promiscuous or to tell unbelievable stories. And yet he can’t possibly 

reconcile all of this in his own mind.  

 

We learn a lot about Joseph from vs. 19. We are told that Joseph is a 

righteous man. That means that He does what is right in the eyes of the 

Lord. He is living a Godward life. He’s a man of integrity and when the 

pressure is on, He will do the right thing.  

 

And limited to his own conventional wisdom, the right thing in this situation 

would be to end the betrothal in divorce so that he himself will not become 

an adulterer by consummating their marriage.  

 

And yet we also learn from vs. 19 that Joseph is a gracious man. The 

gracious thing for him to do in this situation is to send Mary away secretly. 

He’s not bitter and revengeful wanting to shame her or even punish her. He 

just wants to do the only thing that seems right to do, to send her away 

secretly. So Joseph begins making his plans, but the Sovereign Lord is going 

to establish his steps.  

 

I belabor the point because I want you to see how impossible Joseph’s 

situation is from a human perspective. Put yourself in his shoes. You are 

familiar with the story, but Joseph has never heard of anything so incredible 

as a miraculous conception. There is no way for him to make sense out of 

what is happening in his life. It’s all static…  

  

…Until vs. 20. God doesn’t expect Joseph to comprehend all of this on his 

own. He sends an angel to speak to him in a dream saying: “Do not be afraid 

to take Mary as your wife.” It’s true: “the Child who has been conceived in 

her is of the Holy Spirit. She will bear a Son; and you shall call His name 

Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins.”  

 

What first appeared to be scandalous is indeed miraculous! God Himself was 

coming to live among us in human flesh through a miraculous reality we call 

the incarnation (the eternal Son of God taking on the form of humanity)!  

 

Matthew wanted to make sure we grasped the significance of Jesus coming 

to us as both God and man when he went on to explain, “Now all this took 

place to fulfill what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet: “BEHOLD, 

THE VIRGIN SHALL BE WITH CHILD AND SHALL BEAR A SON, AND 

THEY SHALL CALL HIS NAME IMMANUEL,” which translated means, 

“GOD WITH US.” (Matt. 1:22-23)  

 

So how did Joseph respond to all of this? He believed God’s Word and 

moved forward into the faith and obedience of a Godward life.  Verses 24-25 

indicate that he did everything the angel of the Lord had commanded him.  

 



When Joseph faced the seemingly impossible, he believed God’s word and 

found himself in the omnipotent presence of Immanuel: God with us! 

 

Ahaz’s Impossible Situation 

 

This is even more striking when we discover the context in which Isaiah’s 

prophecy of Immanuel was given. This prophecy of a virgin being with child 

and bearing a Son called Immanuel, was given by the Holy Spirit through the 

prophet Isaiah to Ahaz, king of Judah, in Isaiah 7. Ahaz also found himself 

in a seemingly impossible situation, yet he responded very differently than 

Joseph.  

 

Let’s set the stage:
 “
Now it came about in the days of Ahaz, the son of 

Jotham, the son of Uzziah, king of Judah, that Rezin the king of Aram and 

Pekah the son of Remaliah, king of Israel, went up to Jerusalem to wage war 

against it, but could not conquer it. (Isaiah 7:1) 

 

In Isaiah 7:1, the Israelites and the Arameans have formed an alliance to 

defend themselves against the Assyrians. 

 

The Assyrians have become a major world power and they are in the process 

of swallowing up nations around them. Not only are they an extremely 

powerful army, but they have been known as one of most cruel people to 

have walked the face of the earth.  

 

Because of this, the Israelites and the Arameans have formed an alliance to 

defend themselves against the Assyrians and they pressured Judah to join 

them as well. However, king Ahaz in Judah decides that it would be safer to 

form an alliance with the Assyrians than to join the Israelites and Arameans.  

 

The Israelites and Arameans are furious so they decide to attack Judah before 

they can join ranks with the Assyrians. When king Ahaz and his people 

heard that the Arameans were approaching, they were terrified. “When it was 

reported to the house of David, saying, “The Arameans have camped in 

Ephraim,” his heart and the hearts of his people shook as the trees of the 

forest shake with the wind. (Isaiah 7:2) 

 

So the Lord sends Isaiah to console King Ahaz, and in vs. 4 he says,
 
“…Take 

care and be calm, have no fear and do not be fainthearted because of these 

two stubs of smoldering firebrands,” In other words, “Don’t be afraid of 

these guys. They may be furious but they are powerless because I will not 

allow them to prevail.” And then he gives Ahaz a warning in vs. 9: “If you 

will not believe, you surely shall not last.” (NIV: “If you do not stand firm in 

your faith, you will not stand at all.”) In the Hebrew, this warning is basically 

two words that sound so much alike that they would have burned into Ahaz’s 

memory like a branding iron (Lo-tamenoo, Lo-tameinoo).  

 

Don’t miss what God is saying: “Ahaz, if you trust in Me you will stand, but 

if don’t trust Me you will fall, not by the Arameans and Israelites, but by 

your lack of trust in Me.” Ahaz needs to make a choice: will he trust in God 

and be delivered or will he trust in someone else and be defeated?  

 

Now God knows that Ahaz is not a believing man, he’s a godless man, so he 

gives him an incredible opportunity. “Then the LORD spoke again to Ahaz, 

saying, “Ask a sign for yourself from the LORD your God; make it deep as 

Sheol or high as heaven.” (Isaiah 7:10-11) God is giving Ahaz the 

opportunity to have as much evidence as he needs to believe.  

 

But Ahaz responds in vs. 12 by saying, “I will not ask nor will I test the 

Lord.” That sounds pretty pious at first. After all, Deut 6:16 says “Do not 

test the Lord your God” (NIV). But what does that mean? It means don’t test 

the Lord with your disobedience. So if God tells him to ask for a sign and 

Ahaz refuses to ask for a sign, He is actually testing the Lord with his 

disobedience. (He’s testing the Lord by saying that he won’t test the Lord.) 

Ahaz doesn’t want a sign because he doesn’t want to believe.  

 

And so Isaiah responds in vs. 13-14 by saying, “is it too slight a thing for you 

to [test] the patience of men, that you will [test] the patience of my God as 

well? Therefore the Lord Himself will give you a sign: Behold a virgin will 

be with child and bear a son, and she will call His name Immanuel.” 

 

“For before the boy will know enough to refuse evil and choose good, the 

land whose two kings you dread will be forsaken.” (Is. 7:16): In other words, 



before this child is old enough to discern right from wrong, the Arameans 

and Israelites will be defeated and no longer a threat.”  

 

Now we know from the New Testament that the prophecy of this child in 

Isaiah 7:14 is ultimately fulfilled in the virgin birth of Christ. But that’s too 

far in the future to be a sign for Ahaz about his situation. There must be 

another more immediate fulfillment along with the ultimate fulfillment in 

Christ. Well, in chapter 8, Isaiah marries a young prophetess who was a 

virgin at the time the prophecy was given. Out of that marriage came a child 

who they named Maher-shalal-hash-baz (vs. 3), who is also referred to as 

Immanuel in vs. 8.  

 

Isaiah then goes on in chapter nine to describe how a child will be born who will end 

all military conquest and will rule the earth as God Himself among us. 

  
6
 For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us;  

 And the government will rest on His shoulders;  

 And His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,  

 Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.  
 7

 There will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace,  

 On the throne of David and over his kingdom,  

 To establish it and to uphold it with justice and righteousness  

 From then on and forevermore.  

 The zeal of the LORD of hosts will accomplish this.   (Isaiah 9:6-7)  

 

So what ever happened to unbelieving Ahaz? The very nation of Assyria who 

he trusted in instead of God came in like a mighty flooding river destroying 

everything in its path and taking Judah captive (8:7-8). Isaiah 8:21-22 

describe what life was like under the Assyrian’s rule rather than God’s. 

“They will pass through the land hard-pressed and famished, and it will turn 

out that when they are hungry, they will be enraged and curse their king and 

their God as they face upward. Then they will look to the earth, and behold, 

distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be driven away 

into darkness.” (Isaiah 8:21-22)  

 

When Ahaz faced the seemingly impossible, he refused to believe God’s 

Word and found himself in utter darkness without God.  

 

So here we have it: Two men in seemingly impossible situations; two men 

with the incredible opportunity to have Immanuel: “God with us.” Joseph 

was a Godward man who was moved by God’s Word, trusted in the Lord, 

and experienced the joy of God’s blessing. Ahaz was a godless man who 

refused to be moved by God’s word, failed to trust the Lord, and experienced 

the despair of God’s judgment.  

 

Which kind of man/woman are you going to be? Are you going to be like 

Joseph, or are you going to be like Ahaz? Joseph was just an ordinary man, 

but he allowed his heart to be moved by the Word of God. His greatness was 

found in his faith in God. Ahaz may have appeared mighty on the outside, 

yet his greatest downfall was not his fear, but his refusal to be moved by the 

word of God. Oh, I pray that God will give you a receptive heart to His 

Word! 

 

Our Impossible Situation 

 

Joseph and Ahaz are not the only ones to face the impossible. The promise 

that Immanuel would come and be “God with us” is for all people who are 

caught in the impossible dilemma of sin.  

 

Let me take you back to Matthew 1. There’s something striking about this 

Child’s name that can lend us some insight. According to the angel in vs. 21, 

He was to be called Jesus, yet in vs. 23 He is to fulfill a prophecy in which 

He will be called Immanuel. There must be an important link between these 

names.  
 

As you know, Immanuel means, “God with us.”  

Jesus means “Savior.”  
 

Here’s the link: Jesus would have to come and be with us as Immanuel if He 

was to save us from our sin.  

 

Illus. Joyce Klein 

I had to enter into her distressing circumstances to help rescue her—I 

couldn’t rescue her from the road. But I also had to have an ability that 

compensated for her disability.   



In the same way, Jesus had to come into our distressing circumstances in 

order to rescue us from them. He had to come into our bleak sinful world and 

remain untainted by it in order to rescue us from our sin. His 

righteousness/sinlessness gave Him the ability to overcome the disability of 

our sinfulness. 

 

For 33 years Jesus walked the face of this earth, was tempted by sin, but 

never yielded to its pressure. He was preparing Himself to be the sinless 

sacrifice we would need to be rescued from the sentence of our sin, which is 

death.   

 

I don’t want you to make the mistake that so many people do of reducing the 

whole concept of Immanuel down to general encouragement for life’s hard 

situations. For example, we could easily say, Joseph faced an impossible 

situation and God was with him. Ahaz faced an impossible situation and he 

too had the offer of God’s presence. So I encourage myself in knowing that 

when I go through hard situations God will be with me, too. But will He be 

with you? What will be your guarantee? What kind of a relationship do you 

have with God? 

 

Remember that the promise of Immanuel was for a very specific reason: “He 

will save His people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). That is the impossible 

situation that Immanuel has come to rescue you from. That is the ultimate 

meaning of Christmas.  

 

The impossible situation that we find ourselves in is that we are spiritually 

dead in our trespasses and sins (Eph. 2:1), alienated from God (Col. 1:21), 

and enemies of God (Col. 1:21), deserving God’s wrath (Eph. 2:3) with no 

way to rescue ourselves. But the joy of Christmas is that Christ has come into 

our world—with us—to rescue us from our sin. He lived His life in full 

obedience to the Father so that He could offer Himself on the cross as a 

perfect sacrifice for our sins. He came to be like us (in our humanity) yet 

remained distinct from us (without sin) so that we could become like Him 

(free from sin) when we repent of our sin and put our trust in Him.  

 

Here’s the good news: When we are united to Jesus in personal faith, we are 

reconciled to God, forgiven of our sin, given eternal life and have the full 

assurance that He is with us in every situation.  

 

As we come to the Lord’s table, we are celebrating that Jesus has come as 

Immanuel to save us from the judgment of our sin. Yet just like Joseph and 

Ahaz, you must choose what your personal response will be to God’s 

Word—not His word through an angel or a prophet, but the Living Word of 

His Son, Immanuel!  

 

The apostle John said it this way: “In the beginning was the Word… and the 

Word became flesh and dwelt among us…He came to His own and those 

who were His own did not receive Him. But as many as received Him, to 

them He gave the right to become children of God, those who believe on 

His name.” (John 1:1, 14, 11-12). Will you receive Him today?  

 

Communion: 

 

 Bread: “O Little Town of Bethlehem” 

 

“…No ear may hear His coming, but in this world of sin, where 

meek souls will receive Him still, the dear Christ enters in. O holy 

Child of Bethlehem! Descend to us, we pray; cast out our sin and 

enter in, be born in us today. We hear the Christmas angels the great 

glad tidings tell; O come to us abide with us, our Lord Emmanuel.”  

 

 Cup: “Come Thou Long Expected Jesus” 

 

Come Thou long expected Jesus, born to set Thy people free; from 

our fears and sins release us; let us find our rest in Thee… 

Born Thy people to deliver, born a child and yet a King; born to 

reign in us forever, now Thy gracious kingdom bring. 

By Thine own eternal Spirit, rule in all our hearts alone;  

By Thine all sufficient merit, raise us to Thy glorious throne. 

 

 

 


