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THE ANNUNCIATION OF THE LORD: HIS BIRTH FORETOLD TO JOSEPH 
 

The Washington Post on Christmas Day a few years ago announced, with its usual bravado, that evidence 

Jesus actually existed is very doubtful.  This was not the first time they made this claim -- but to do so on 

Christmas Day made it all the more galling.  Back in 2014, they carried an op. ed. piece by Raphael Lataster 
with the subtitle “There are clearly good reasons to doubt Jesus’ historical existence.”1 Relying on the 
“authority” of the noted arch-athiest and Jesus-denier Richard Carrier, Lataster dismisses not only the New 

Testament claims but also the historical credibility of Tacitus and Josephus, who both asserted the existence 
of Jesus.2 Even the noted agnostic New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman, who is no friend to anything 

resembling orthodox Christianity, finds this reprehensible scholarship.3 The New Testament records the 
details of the life of Jesus from beginning to end as historical facts.  Jesus of Nazareth was a real historical 
figure.  The Bible nowhere promises that we will never be victims of misunderstanding.  Mary had to bear 

the silent stares and whispers behind her back – and what about Joseph!  Think of his initial reaction when 
he discovered that Mary was with child!  No doubt it was a heavy blow.  How could Mary possibly explain?  

There is a statement that goes something like this: “If we concern ourselves with God’s glory and God’s 
purposes, God will take care of our reputations.”  Christians have often had to suffer false accusations and 
the like.  Mary is a great example of one who trusted God with her reputation, even when the one she loved 

had reservations about her character, who had even determined to once and for all distance himself from 
her personally and forever – a decision made with great reluctance and pain.  But God is faithful.  He can 

be trusted in every situation regardless of circumstances.  Now the birth of Jesus Christ was on this wise: 
the word translated birth leads the mind a little farther back in thought than to the mere nativity.  It suggests 

the idea of genetic origin.  It is in fact the word Genesis.  The evangelist is about to describe, not the genesis of 

the heaven and the earth, but the genesis of Him who made the heaven and the earth, and who will yet 
make a new heaven and a new earth.4  

 
I.    JOSEPH’S SITUATION.  The Jewish understanding of “engagement” was viewed as legally binding 

(Note the expression, “Joseph her husband” – v. 19, and where Mary is called Joseph’s wife – vv. 20, 

24).  Therefore, although legally married, sexual relationships were not allowed until after the actual 
marriage ceremony.  During the engagement, Mary was “found” to be with child – Joseph 

ascertained this from Mary’s physical condition – and not from Mary’s having told him.  Mary did 
not try to explain (something Joseph would probably have found impossible to accept); she left the 
matter in God’s hands.  The dilemma that confronted Joseph was staggering. 

 
A. Joseph’s Actions.  The text implies that Joseph was concerned about Mary – he did love her – and 

was not willing to put her through public disgrace (comp. Deuteronomy 24:1).5 “After he had 
considered this” (enthumethentos, aorist passive genitive absolute), “indicates the time of the vision 

and the verb the state of mind: revolving the matter in thought without clear perception of 

outlet,”6 or as another has put it, “These thoughts having passed through his mind; a short but tragic 
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struggle between his legal conscience and his love.”7 Joseph had made his decision; with a broken 
heart he resolved to break the engagement. 

 
II.    THE ANGEL’S APPEARANCE.  God steps into the picture.  Mary’s moral integrity is at stake, so 

God dispatches an angel (his name is not given), but he appears to Joseph in a “dream.”8  
 

A. The Angel’s Message.  It is important to note how Joseph is addressed: “son of David,” a direct 

descendant of the royal line, to whom God had promised an heir to the throne, the Messiah (2 
Samuel 7).  “Do not fear (lit. cease fearing) to take Mary home as your wife.”  She has not been 

unfaithful; Mary’s pregnancy is ascribed to the power of the Holy Spirit.  She will have a son, 
and He is to be named “Jesus.”  The Hebrew is Joshua, a contraction of Jehoshuah, which means 
Jehovah is salvation (cf. Numbers 13:16; 1 Chronicles 7:27).  Mary had likewise been told that 

the child will bear the name “Jesus,” but Joseph is told why: “ . . . He will save his people from 
their sins.”  The pronoun “He” in the Greek text is very emphatic, lit. “He himself and no other.”  

He will do what only Jehovah God can do!9  
B. The Fulfillment of Scripture (v. 22).  Matthew quotes the LXX version of Isaiah 7:14. 

 

NOTE:  A great deal of debate has raged over this text, especially between liberal and orthodox scholars.  
Liberals contend that the Old Testament text predicts no such a thing.  For instance, C. M. Connick writes, 

“Matthew correctly quoted the Septuagint (LXX), a Greek translation of the Hebrew Scripture.  The 
Septuagint itself was inaccurate.  It translated the Hebrew word almah (which means strictly a young woman 

of marriageable age) by parthenos (which normally means virgin).  Other Greek versions properly translate 

almah by neanis (a young woman).  While it cannot be denied that Matthew is a vigorous advocate of the 

virgin birth of Jesus, in this instance his supporting evidence is unjustified.  Isaiah 7:14, in the original 

Hebrew does not predict a virgin birth for him who shall be called Emmanuel.”10 In response to this charge, 
note the words of the late Old Testament scholar E. J. Young, “Often it has been said that had the prophet 
desired to designate the mother as a virgin, there was at his disposal the word bethulah.  At first sight this 

might seem to be a perfectly good word; upon closer examination, however, it proves to be most 
unsatisfactory.  True enough, bethulah may designate a virgin, but it may also refer to a betrothed virgin 

(bethulah me’orasah).  In Deuteronomy the laws make clear that betrayal of the state of betrothal was as 

heinous as adultery and punishable with death.  In Joel 1:8, the bethulah is clearly a married woman, and in 

later Aramaic incantation texts, the Aramaic equivalent of bethulah refers to a married woman.  If Isaiah 

had used this word bethulah, he would have left us in confusion.  We could not have known precisely what 

he had in mind.  Would he have been speaking of one who was truly a virgin, or would he rather have had 

in mind one who was betrothed, or one who was actually a wife?  In light of these considerations, it appears 
that Isaiah’s choice of almah was deliberate.  It seems to be the only word in the language which 

unequivocally signifies an unmarried woman.  No other available Hebrew word would clearly indicate that 

the one whom it designates was unmarried.  Consequently, no other word would have been suitable for 
fulfilling the requirements of the sign such as the context demanded.  None of these other words would have 

pointed to an unusual birth.  Only almah makes clear that the mother was unmarried.”11 The point is “both 

parthenos and almah refer to sexual virginity, and regardless of which Old Testament text he used, that 

concept was there.  These critics, by their criticism of Matthew, also reveal their denial of any supernatural 

ministry of the Holy Spirit in lives and compositions of the Biblical authors.  They see the sixty-six books as 
mere human literary works.”12 Emmanuel is found here only and is the transliteration of the Hebrew word 

meaning God with us, as Matthew goes on to explain.  As far as our information goes, nobody ever called 

Jesus “Emmanuel;” it was not the child’s name in the same sense as “Jesus” was.  Matthew surely intends 
his readers to understand that “Emmanuel” was his name in the sense that all that was involved in that 

name found its fulfilment in him.  The quotation and the translation of the Hebrew name underline the fact 
that in Jesus none less than God came right where we are.  And at the end of this Gospel there is the promise 

that Jesus will be with his people to the end of the age (28:20) – God with us indeed.13  
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III.   JOSEPH’S RESPONSE.  The readiness to obey is seen in Joseph’s prompt action – he does not waver 

or doubt – he responds in obedient faith. The expression, “he had no union with her,” lit. he knew 

her not – ouk eginosken auten – is the imperfect tense.  The marriage was thus formally completed, but 

not consummated before the birth of Jesus.  The Greek expression for not until would normally 

suggest that intercourse did take place after the end of this period, and that therefore Jesus’ brothers 

(12:46, etc.) were subsequently born of Joseph and Mary in the normal way.  There is no biblical 

warrant for the tradition of the perpetual virginity of Mary.14  

 

CONCLUSION:  The Lord of glory is born the Son of man, and is named by God’s command, and by man’s 
mouth, JESUS, the Saviour.  He is what he is called.  He saves us from the punishment and the guilt of sin, and 
then from the ill effect and evil power of sin.  This he does for “his people,” even for all who believe in him.  
It is his nature to do this, as we see in the fact that his very name is JESUS – Saviour.  We still call him by that 
name, for he still saves us in these latter days.  Let us go and tell out his name among men; for he will save 
others.15  
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