December 22, 2019
Matthew 1:18-25
Unexpected Gift
Christmas challenges us to accept Jesus as a surprising and transformative gift.
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AT A GLANCE: 
If you’re looking for an unusual gift for an unusual or special person, suggestions are certainly available online, and more information is below. But today, on Christmas Sunday, the most amazing gift of all comes to us in the form of a child!
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Belonging to Jesus,” December 22, 2013. 

If you are a procrastinator, you know what time it is: The last minute.
The last-minute for buying Christmas presents.
Fortunately, Fast Company magazine (February 2019) has a list of gifts for you to consider. All are unique, unforgettable and frankly quite weird. Put one of these under the Christmas tree, and your generosity will never be forgotten.
Guaranteed.
First, a pair of air-conditioned shoes. Made by a Japanese company called Hydro-Tech, these $78 shoes have filters and micro fans built right into them. Give them to a person who wants to be cool. Literally.
For another $20, you can buy your loved one an OstrichPillow. This napping pillow goes completely around a person’s head, and can help them get some sleep on a couch or even at a desk. The company’s motto: “Dreams Happen Anywhere.”
Even at work.
If your budget is a bit tighter, $15 will get you a toilet nightlight, which will provide much-needed guidance in the dead of night. Or maybe there is a man in your life who would be interested in a clip-on man bun. Available for only $9.99, this hair accessory enables a businessman to be conservative all day and then turn into a hipster at night!
And for a cat-loving friend or family member, $25 will buy the weirdest gift of all: A cat brush shaped like a tongue. Yes, that’s right: This brush is held in your mouth, and you use it to bond with your kitty by pretending to lick it like a mother cat. By doing so, you are “communicating in their love language.” Using the Licki Brush is said to be an “oddly meditative practice,” soothing for both owner and cat.
For most people, a Licki Brush would be a truly unexpected gift.

Odd, but expected, gifts
So what were the people of Israel expecting during the rule of Emperor Augustus of Rome? They had no Christmas to celebrate, so they weren’t looking for anyone to surprise them with a Licki Brush or an Ostrich Pillow. But the people had hopes and dreams in their time of oppression, and some of these expectations were based on their Hebrew Scriptures.
So what they get is a girl who’s pregnant.
This is a really odd sign or gift.
The prophet Isaiah had explained that “the LORD himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14). Such a prophecy was thrilling, because the name Immanuel means “God is with us,” and the people of Israel were longing for God’s presence and power. In the face of threats from foreign rulers, Isaiah was predicting that God was going to free them from oppression and bring peace to their land.
So maybe the gift was a girl with child, who would bear the child, yet another gift — a child named Immanuel, a sign of God’s presence and power.
The people also knew Psalm 80, a prayer for the restoration of Israel. “Stir up your might, and come to save us!” says this desperate appeal to God. “Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved!” (vv. 2-3). The people of Israel heard their enemies laughing at them, and they sensed that their neighbors were looking down on them, so they cried to God, “Let your hand be upon the one at your right hand, the one whom you made strong for yourself” (v. 17).
So perhaps the gift was a mighty messenger, God’s right-hand man.
Both of these were expected gifts — desirable and deeply appreciated. Both Immanuel and the mighty messenger were part of the expectations of the people. But the gospel of Matthew tells us that “the birth of Jesus the Messiah” took place in a way that no one saw coming (v. 18). 
He was an unexpected gift.

An unexpected gift
“When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit” (v. 18). Pregnant by the Holy Spirit — that’s unexpected! 
In the original Hebrew of the Old Testament, Isaiah speaks of a “young woman,” not necessarily a virgin, and there is no mention of the Holy Spirit.
“Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly” (v. 19). Joseph planned to separate from her discretely — that’s unexpected! He could have shamed her in public and even had her stoned.
“But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins’” (vv. 20-21). An angel appeared to Joseph in a dream — that’s unexpected! And the angel gave him the name Jesus, which means “Savior” — that’s unexpected! Jesus came to save us from our sins.
Of course, Matthew fulfills the expectations of Israel when he says, “All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: ‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,’ which means, ‘God is with us’” (vv. 22-23).
Jesus may be an unexpected gift, but he is not weird at all. Instead, he shows that God is truly with us, and that his mission is to save us from our sins.
In the gospel of Luke, we hear some additional surprising news: When the shepherds of Bethlehem were watching their flock at night, “an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them” (2:9). The appearance of an angel to a bunch of laborers in a field — that’s unexpected!  
Then the angel said to them, “To you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord” (v. 11). The child is not only a Savior, but the Messiah and the Lord — that’s unexpected!  
And finally, said the angel, “you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger” (v. 12). The Savior, Messiah and Lord is born not in a luxurious palace, but in a rustic barn — that’s unexpected!  
Just about everything about Jesus is unexpected. He may be the most surprising gift of all time.
And also the most transformative. 

How should we respond?
So how can we respond to such a gift? A short thank-you note may be appropriate for a pair of air-conditioned shoes or a clip-on man bun, but thanks for the gift of Jesus takes a bit more thought. 
This Christmas, our challenge is to accept Jesus into the deepest parts of yourself as a surprising and transformative gift. 
The gift of Jesus as Immanuel means that God is with us in every time and place and situation. Jesus comes to us as nothing less than the presence and power of God in human form. He is with us when our friends desert us. When our marriage is falling apart. When our jobs are unsatisfying, unstable or unexpectedly taken away from us.
In all of these traumatic experiences, Jesus is Immanuel, present with us in surprising and life-giving ways.
The gift of Jesus as Savior means that God is with us to help us, save us and transform us. Jesus is not simply standing by our side, as a supportive friend would be. No, he comes in decisive action. The name Jesus literally means “God helps” or “God saves,” which tells us that he has a particular agenda in the world. 
When we are feeling overwhelmed, Jesus helps. 
When we are overcome by sin, Jesus forgives. 
When we feel lost or defeated or powerless, Jesus saves.
Together, these actions are transformative. We are new creations in Christ. The old has passed away. Everything is now new. A re-invention has taken place. 
All possible because Jesus is Lord.

Jesus is Lord!
The gift of Jesus as Messiah and Lord means that Jesus is leading you as your Lord and master. We might be reluctant to accept this present, because we like to stand up as independent people and say to the people around us, “You’re not the boss of me!” But the truth is that we all need guidance as we make our way in the world.
To accept Jesus as Messiah and Lord is to fall in line when Jesus says, “Follow me” (4:19). It is to make a serious effort to “love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (5:44). It is to accept the truth of Jesus’ words, “You cannot serve God and wealth” (6:24), and to structure our lives so that we are storing up treasures in heaven, instead of on earth.
By this point in the month of December, it may be too late to buy the perfect Christmas present for a friend or family member. But it is not too late to accept the unexpected gift that God is offering you — the gift of Jesus as Immanuel, Savior, Messiah and Lord.
All you need to do is accept it, and allow Jesus to go to work in your life, in surprising and transformative ways.
—Henry Brinton, Greg Peters, Sue Stefford-Grey, Rick Stewart and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Seeing the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ birth, and in all births
· When God speaks through dreams
· How Jesus saves us from our sins, in his life and his death

Source:
Woodruff, Jay. “The Un-Recommender.” Fast Company. February 2019, 96.

THE OTHER TEXTS
DECEMBER 22, 2019, Cycle A
Isaiah 7:10-16
What Does the Text Say? 
The text opens with the somewhat disconnected statement that, “Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz” (v. 10). Up to this point in the narrative, the Lord hasn’t spoken directly to Ahaz, but only to the prophet Isaiah, who relayed the information on to Ahaz. Ahaz’s apparently pious response (v. 12), judging from Isaiah’s counter-response (v. 13), was perceived to be more a lack of trust in the Lord’s ability to protect than a confident forswearing of putting the divine to the test. Over Ahaz’s demurral, Isaiah declares to the “house of David” that the Lord will grant a sign. The sign is the impending birth of Isaiah’s second child, Immanuel, “El/God is with us,” with whom “the young woman” is pregnant (v. 14). The young woman is not specified, but she is very likely the prophet’s wife (or one of them; cf. the birth of Isaiah’s third child by “the prophetess,” 8:3). Ultimately, Isaiah was unable to persuade Ahaz to remain confident that the Lord would preserve his throne, city and nation, and Ahaz sought military protection from the Assyrian Tiglath-pileser (2 Kings 16:7). 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Thank You, but I Would Rather Do It Myself. King Ahaz, if he has nothing else going for him, at least has some piety left in him. But it’s a false piety. He doesn’t believe that God is going to intervene to extricate him and his country from peril. There’s no way something miraculous is going to happen. The prophet, however, urges him to trust God and ask for a sign that would validate God’s providential intervention. But Ahaz prefers to stay in control and do this himself. Rather than say this right to the prophet’s face, however, he says instead, “I will not ask, and I will not put the Lord to the test” (v. 12). Sounds great. But Ahaz was dissembling and Isaiah knew it. This is one of the few cases in which God gives a sign where a sign is not asked for. The sign is the birth of a baby. Perhaps Ahaz caught the irony of the baby’s name, Immanuel. Because he refused to ask for a sign, and because God had to step in and offer a sign anyway, the sign will signify precisely the opposite of that which Ahaz wanted. Before the child would reach an age of accountability, Ahaz’s kingdom would be desolate. So the “sign of the baby” indicated to Ahaz that his kingdom would last about another six to eight years. The preaching point is our tendency to attempt to save ourselves. Advent is a reminder that we can’t. We know it, and God knows it. So God sends us a baby. This time, however, unlike Ahaz’s experience, there is hope.
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Select Isaiah in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19
What Does the Text Say?
The psalm-writer calls out in anguish to God, not understanding the horrible contrasts between God’s earlier redemptive acts and promises and what is now occurring. He implores the Shepherd of Israel to show the brilliant light of his glorious presence and deliver his “flock” Israel. The key to Psalm 80 is to catch the full significance of the refrain in verses 3, 7 and 19. Notice the repetition and intensification. Verse 3 states most simply: “Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved.” Verse 7 begins with, “Restore us, O God of hosts.” Verse 19 begins with, “Restore us, O Lord God of hosts.” The expansion of the divine name is not just a literary device; it conveys the escalation of the psalm-singer’s inner groaning and heartfelt plea to God, who alone can restore what has been lost. Note that each verse has four elements: (1) “Restore us,” (2) a calling upon God, (3) “let your face shine” and (4) “that we may be saved.” They are confident that God will bring light to their dark lives. 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Restoration Project. Christmas is in a few days. But let’s go back to a few days before Easter. The world was shocked when a fire almost brought the 850-year-old Notre Dame de Paris cathedral to her knees. She is still standing, but most of the roof is gone. It was a fire of historic dimensions. French President Emmanuel Macron wants the cathedral restored in five years, in time for the opening of the 2024 Paris Summer Olympics. Most of those knowledgeable about restoration projects says that it is unlikely the cathedral will be open to the public for another 10-15 years. As huge of a restoration project as this is (consider the rebuilding of the World Trade Center site), the restoration and reconciliation of the human race to their Creator was an even more massive project, and by the reign of Herod the Great, the project had been under way since Adam left Eden. A nation was formed, leaders and prophets were sent. They were killed or destroyed. But now, the pivotal point in the history of restoration: The Incarnation. This is the secret of the restoration. In this child, our relationship to God is restored!
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Select Psalm in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Romans 1:1-7
What Does the Text Say? 	
Paul’s letter to the Romans is the only known instance of the apostle writing to a Christian community with whom he has not yet had any personal interaction. It serves, therefore, as an introduction through which he presents himself by way of a compelling review of his understanding of the gospel, especially with respect to the salvation of Jews and Gentiles alike. Paul succinctly lays the groundwork for this review in 1:1-7. As the formal opening of the letter, today’s reading features three customary components: sender (vv. 1-6), recipient (v. 7a) and greeting (v. 7b). The recipient is straightforward, and the greeting is standard. However, compared to all other Pauline correspondence, the sender component of Romans is exceptionally lengthy and involved. It is here that Paul sets the tone for the rest of the letter by deftly highlighting his apostleship, the gospel, salvation history and his mission — all in six verses. Paul’s apostleship. Of significance is how he specifically ties the divine source of his authority to the substance of his calling. In no other letter does Paul make this connection so immediately. The gospel. Worth noting is how Paul’s discussion of the gospel not only has the feel of a more formal confession or statement of faith, but also lifts up the Incarnation and suggests at least a nascent awareness of the Trinitarian nature of God (see vv. 3-4). Salvation history. The creedal tone of verses 3-4 corresponds to Paul’s strong portrayal of the gospel within the context of salvation history, where God’s relationship with Israel is bridged to the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Paul’s mission. Because of the risen Christ, salvation history not only continues, but it now openly includes Gentiles. Paul’s role as an apostle is directly linked to the risen Christ empowering him “to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles” (v. 5b). Finally, with Romans 1:1-7 appearing on the Fourth Sunday of Advent, verse 3 may well be a good starting point for reflection. What exactly is the meaning for our time of the gospel concerning the Son who descended from David according to the flesh? Like the apostle Paul, how much of our own identity is caught up in being called to receive, proclaim, share and live the good news of the Incarnation?

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Who Is this Baby? Many states and cities have policies on the books that decriminalize the abandonment of an infant on the doorstep of a firehouse or church. These laws are to encourage those parents, many of whom are teens, to have a way out, rather than doing harm to the child. Those who find these abandoned babies wonder, “Who is this baby?” Often there’s a note which explains all or in part what is going on with this child. In Bethlehem, no baby is abandoned, but there are some who are asking, “Who is this baby?” The child’s ostensible father is perhaps wondering this from time to time. He’s thinking not only “Who is this baby?” but “Whose is this baby?!” The shepherds must have wondered the same thing. Rather than a note written on dirty lined paper, they heard some notes sung by angels in the sky that explained all. And we have more information in today’s reading from Romans. Who is this baby? This baby is God’s Son, “who was descended from David according to the flesh and was declared to be Son of God with power according to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord …” (vv. 3-4).
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Select Romans in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
These days, extended families step up to the plate when a new child is expected, or when a child in their extended family is in trouble due to poor parenting or severe illness. Church members do the same thing — jumping into each other’s lives in unexpected ways when a personal crisis arises. Or think about the current response of churches in towns on the U.S. border with Mexico that receive busloads of refugees every week, feeding them, housing them, giving them showers and helping them get to relatives who are waiting for them in other parts of the country.
The point is that the unexpectedness of Jesus’ birth is like other life surprises and other crises — they evoke an awakening of our hearts and an eagerness to respond with generous acts of love. They evoke in us a need to help the Spirit save our loved ones (or even strangers) in Jesus’ name. And Christ is born within whenever we do.
—Rev. Sue Stefford-Grey, retired, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A). 
##
Funny Jesus Gifts:
· Long-Sleeve T-Shirt: “Go Jesus! It’s Your Birthday!”
· Bumper Sticker: “Honk If You Love Jesus. Text While Driving If You’d Like to Meet Him.”
· Coffee Mug: “When Life Gets Too Hard to Stand … Kneel.”
· Oval Sticker: “I Found Jesus … Now It’s My Turn to Hide.” 
—“Funny Jesus Gifts,” CafePress, cafepress.com..
##
Faithful gratitude believes that the God who has given good gifts has more good gifts to give. While God’s gifts are welcome, in fact they do disrupt. 
God’s gift of truth disrupts our systemic mendacity that denies our lethal social practices. 
God’s gift of generosity contradicts our parsimonious selfishness. 
God’s gift of mercy interrupts our hard-hearted indifference. 
God’s gift of justice exposes our systemic injustice. 
God’s gifts amount to an inconvenient reality among us; they remind us that what we have come to regard as “normal” continues a deep abnormality in which we may have no complacency. The readings invite us to ponder how the world may be when God is reckoned to be at the center of it. 
As the hymn says, “All good gifts around us are sent from heaven above.” And we ... are on the receiving end!
—Walter Brueggemann, “Living the Word: God’s reign cracks into our world,” Sojourners, November 2010.
questia.com.
##
Several years ago, People magazine interviewed a number of celebrities, and asked them to tell of the silliest Christmas gift they’ve ever given or received. A few highlights, or lowlights:
Paris Hilton: “A rat (from Nicole Richie). And it had babies, so I named them after all the characters on Beverly Hills, 90210. I loved them. I got her a mouse and a ferret.”
Denis Leary: “I gave my sister a bowling ball. She doesn’t even bowl, I don’t know what I was thinking. I was in a store buying some sporting stuff for everyone else, and it was the easy way out.”
Pierce Brosnan: “A chicken sexing machine was the silliest gift I was ever given. It tells the sex of a chicken. I threw it in the bin.”
Tina Fey: “I work with so many guys, so I like to give them taxidermied animals. You know, vampire bats, scorpions. I think those are good gifts for guys.
—People Staff, “Stars’ silliest Christmas gifts,” People magazine, December 17, 2004. people.com. Retrieved June 6, 2019.
##
In her book, Gifts of Grace, Mary Schramm outlines a five-step process for recognizing and deploying spiritual gifts. 
The first step is to discover our gifts. Always, she insists, we discover our gifts in relationship: never in isolation. Whether at home, at school or at work, people with whom we are in relationship help us identify and hone our gifts.
Second, we must accept those gifts God has given. A key thermometer is how jealous or envious we are of other people’s gifts: If we often experience such feelings, it means we haven’t fully accepted our own God-given gifts.
The third step is to enjoy our gifts! Because we don’t claim them for our own, it is not immodest to take pleasure in them, to appreciate what God is doing through our lives.
The fourth step is to mature or develop those gifts. We must put them to work, exercise them, develop them. Native talent leads nowhere; through discipline, talents must be refined.
Finally, the fifth step is one that involves all previous steps. It is to surrender all our gifts to God: as we can do for the Christ child at Christmas.
—Adapted from Mary Schramm, Gifts of Grace: Discovering and Using Your Unique Abilities (Augsburg Fortress, 1982).
##
In some places [in Latin America], the three wise men, known as los Reyes Magos, have the market cornered in a continuation of Spanish tradition. Santa Claus, aka Papá Noel, has made big inroads as well in places like Mexico and Peru with his American red suit.
But in many Latin American homes, including in Colombia, Costa Rica and Bolivia, the pile of presents that magically appears Christmas Eve comes from the infant boy, known as Niño Jesús.
Choosing the gift bearer is no child’s matter. Indeed, the battles over which fantastical character is assigned to the task represent nationalist pushback to the waves of outside influences that have washed over the region, from the vestiges of Spanish imperialism to American consumerism. ...
In the 1970s, [Peru’s] military dictatorship vowed to oust [Papá Noel,] the “perverse agent of Yankee imperialism” and sought to replace him with el Niño Manuelito, a poncho-clad version of el niño who delivered locally made toys. That didn’t interrupt Papá Noel’s fancy deliveries to children with family who traveled abroad, but it did frustrate those in households visited by Manuelito. 
So the government came up with Taita Noel, an Andean version of the original. 
After that didn’t work, authorities finally admitted the existence of Santa, but explained he had become a Peruvian citizen and proudly wore the colors of his new country’s flag, red and white.
—Ana Campoy, “Baby Jesus is holding his own in the battle over who delivers Christmas presents,” Quartz, December 12, 2016. qz.com. Retrieved June 6, 2019.
##
For the first two or three years after my conversion, I used to ask for specific things. 
Now I ask for God. 
Supposing there is a tree full of fruits — you will have to go and buy or beg the fruits from the owner of the tree. Every day you would have to go for one or two fruits. 
But if you can make the tree your own property, then all the fruits will be your own. 
In the same way, if God is your own, then all things in heaven and on earth will be your own, because he is your Father and is everything to you; otherwise you will have to go and ask like a beggar for certain things. When they are used up, you will have to ask again. 
So ask not for gifts but for the Giver of Gifts: not for life but for the Giver of Life — then life and the things needed for life will be added unto you.
—Sundar Singh, quoted by B.H. Streeter and A.J. Appasamy in The Sadhu: A study in mysticism and practical religion (Macmillan, 1922), 93-94.
##
In some parts of Germany, mainly the southeast of the country, children write to the Christkind/Christkindl asking for presents. The letters to the Christkind are decorated with sugar glued to the envelope to make them sparkly and attractive to look at. Children leave the letters on the windowsill at the beginning of or during Advent.
“Das Christkind” translates as “The Christ Child” in English but Germans don’t think of the Christkind as the baby Jesus. The Christkind is often described as a young girl with ‘Christ-like’ qualities.
It is the Christ child, or Christkind (Christkindl), who opens the annual Christmas markets in Nuremberg. ...
The people of Nuremberg vote for the Christchild every two years. Girls from Nuremberg who are between 16 and 19 years and are not smaller than 1m 60cm and who have absolutely no fear of heights can apply. ...
The Nürnberg Christkind officially opens the Christmas market on the Friday before Advent starts. And before Christmas, she has over 150 “official duties” including visiting hospitals, old people’s homes and children’s nurseries! She also has to give TV interviews and visit other cities.
—“Christ Child — Christkind,” germanculture.com. Retrieved June 6, 2019.
##
Regifting is generally regarded as a taboo, but is this practice really as offensive to the original giver as people think? ...
In a recent paper, my colleagues Gabrielle Adams, Michael Norton and I closely examine the psychology of regifting. Across several studies, we find a clear disconnect: Receivers believed passing a gift on to someone else would be more offensive to givers than givers actually reported feeling. Receivers in fact thought that regifting was as bad as throwing a gift in the garbage, while givers saw the trashing of their presents as significantly more offensive than giving them away. ...
Can regifting be made to seem more acceptable? 
Apparently, yes. 
In a final pair of studies, participants were more likely to give away personal gifts if they were informed that it was “National Regifting Day.” Destigmatizing regifting in this way increased receivers’ feelings of entitlement as to what they could do with their gifts. This served to correct their perceptions so that their beliefs about the offensiveness of regifting decreased and came more into alignment with the beliefs of givers. ...
On a practical level, our results suggest a simple solution to increase regifting. Givers should encourage receivers to use gifts freely, perhaps even telling them that passing the presents along would not be offensive. This would not only increase gift recycling behavior, it would also reduce unnecessary guilt experienced over such behavior. And as we head into the holiday present-giving season, that may be a welcome gift, indeed.
The study, “The gifts we keep on giving: Documenting and destigmatizing the regifting taboo,” by Gabrielle S. Adams, Francis J. Flynn, and Michael I. Norton, appears in Psychological Science 23(10), 1145-50.
—Francis J. Flynn, “The gifts we keep on giving,” Insights by Stanford Business, December 17, 2012. Gsb.stanford.edu. Retrieved June 6, 2019.

Commentary
Matthew 1:18-25
Each of the four evangelists begins his gospel in a way which sets the stage for the subsequent narrative portrait of Jesus. Mark breaks into it abruptly, as if the reader has entered an already unfolding story. Throughout Mark’s gospel, Jesus is in a hurry — doing everything “immediately” — and the gospel ends as quickly as it began. John begins with a lofty prologue, a meditation on “the Word” which enters the world. As the Word, Jesus has cosmic proportions and an eternal timeframe, and the gospel proceeds according to this heavenly model. But if one is curious about what Jesus was doing between the beginning of time and his baptism in the Jordan, one must turn to Luke or Matthew, who both offer infancy narratives. Luke’s gospel situates the birth of Jesus in the annals of world history and traces his genealogy all the way back to Adam. For Luke, Jesus is the pivot of history and the key to God’s universal offer of salvation to all, whether Jew or Gentile. But, although Matthew gestures toward a Gentile mission at some points of his gospel, he has a different emphasis in his infancy narrative. For Matthew, Jesus is the legitimate Jewish Messiah.
The first two chapters of Matthew prepare the reader to encounter Jesus as the Jewish Messiah by answering two questions about him: Who is he from? (chapter 1) and where is he from? (chapter 2). All of chapter 1 deals with the who of his birth origins. Both the genealogy from Abraham to Jesus (vv. 1-17) and the following account of his birth (vv. 18-25) are labeled by the same Greek noun (genesis), although they are translated differently in the NRSV (“genealogy” and “birth”). The genealogy establishes Jesus’ lineage as a Jew, tracing him back to Abraham, and, moreover, as a Jew with royal blood, tracing him back to David. In ancient Judaism, David and his descendants were regarded as explicitly related to God as sons to a father (based on interpretations of 2 Samuel 7:14, among other texts). “Son of David” was thus a royal messianic title, and one which dovetailed appropriately with the title “son of God” because of David’s filial relationship to God. Altogether, Matthew uses the title “son of David” 10 times in his gospel, compared to four times each in Mark and Luke and none in John. But only here in Matthew is someone other than Jesus addressed by the title, when the angel addresses “Joseph, son of David.” 
Krister Stendahl has called Matthew 1:18-25 an “enlarged footnote to the crucial point in the genealogy.” Matthew has just established Jesus’ messianic eligibility as a Jewish descendant of David, but he has still to explain the last step in the family tree — the legitimacy of Jesus’ birth. As early as the second century, we have documented evidence of non-Christians questioning the legitimacy of Jesus’ lineage. Several sources report that he was slandered as “Jesus son of Pantera,” which was a pun on the Greek word for “virgin,” present here in 1:23 (parthenos/parthena). In addition, Pantera was a plausible name for a Roman man and was popular among soldiers. It is possible that rumors like this were circulating already at the time of Matthew’s composition, especially given the low profile given to Joseph in NT texts (he is mentioned only in Matthew and Luke, and only at the beginnings of each). Furthermore, Matthew has demonstrated elsewhere that he is sensitive to rumors and wants to quell them with his gospel (see 28:11-15). So how does he confirm Jesus’ legitimacy? 
Matthew clearly distinguishes between the marriage betrothal and the marriage consummation of Mary and Joseph. Mary is promised to Joseph and is in some way under his care, but he cannot yet have been the biological father of Jesus. Neither is any other man the father of Jesus; rather the child Jesus is “from the Holy Spirit” (v. 18). But it would be overly simplistic to consider the Holy Spirit as a “father” to Jesus. The Holy Spirit is not a male begetting force either in Greek (the noun is neuter) or Hebrew usage (the noun is feminine). If Matthew had wanted to depict the conception of Jesus as a union between a god and a human, he would have had ample ways to do so. Greek and Roman literature abounded with such tales. Instead, Matthew presents the Holy Spirit as a creative, if ambiguous, force. It is thus noteworthy that in Matthew, the presentation of Jesus as a “Son of God” is not part of the infancy narrative (as it is in Luke 1:35). Rather, Matthew presents Jesus first as a son of David, a legitimate Jewish Messiah.

Matthew’s version of the birth narrative is centered on Joseph, while Luke’s version follows the story of Mary. In addition to his role as a “son of David,” Joseph is presented as “a righteous man” (v. 19) put in a difficult situation by the revelation of his pregnant fiancée. In addition, he is not vindictive toward Mary, although the text is not absolutely clear why he was “unwilling to expose her to public disgrace.” Was he righteous (in a merciful way) and therefore unwilling to expose her (because he thought it would be wrong)? Or was he righteous (in a law-abiding way) and yet unwilling to expose her (even though he thought he should)? The Greek is open to both interpretations. Finally, Joseph is the one who receives the angelic visitors and the right to name the boy Jesus (whereas these are afforded to Mary in Luke 1:26-31).
Matthew does not anchor Jesus’ legitimacy only in the circumstances of his miraculous birth; he also marshals scriptural texts to demonstrate God’s providential involvement. The citation of Isaiah 7:14 is the first of five different prophecies fulfilled in Matthew 1-2. These interpretations depart far from the original context of the prophecies in the OT. They should probably not be interpreted, however, as attempts to discredit other (non-Christian) interpretations of the same passages. Although it is tempting to see Matthew in an apologetic squabble with non-Christian Jews of his day, one can see elsewhere what he is like when he takes sides in the Jewish-Christian identity battle of the late first century (see Matthew 23!). Rather, these prophecy fulfillments should be read along with Raymond Brown (The Birth of the Messiah [New York: Doubleday, 1993], 97-98): “A more plausible explanation is that the formula citations had a didactic purpose, informing the Christian readers and giving support to their faith. Some of the citations are attached to the minutiae of Jesus’ career, as if to emphasize that the whole of Jesus’ life, down to the last detail, lay within God’s foreordained plan.”
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	Matthew 1:18-25
Tell the children that there are a lot of things associated with Christmas that have secret meanings. Place a poinsettia plant in front of them and ask if they know what the flower means. Explain that it comes from Central America and is named for Dr. Joel Roberts Poinsett, who was United States ambassador to Mexico almost 200 years ago. The people of Mexico call the poinsettia the “Flower of the Holy Night,” because the flower’s flaming star reminds them of the star of Bethlehem. Then ask the children if they know the secret meanings of two names in today’s Scripture reading: “Jesus” and “Emmanuel” (Matthew 1:21-23). Explain that Jesus means “Yahweh helps” or “Yahweh saves,” reminding us that God is working through Jesus to save us from our sins. And Emmanuel has the secret meaning “God is with us,” a signal that God is very close to us in the form of Jesus. Let the children know that although Christmas is full of secrets, one thing is very clear: God has come to us in Jesus and wants to help us every day.

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — Advent
Leader: The advent of Christ brings the love of God’s presence into our midst! 
People: We sing praises to God for the salvation Christ brings to us!
Leader: Because of Christ, the weak are strengthened, the fearful are encouraged, and the unrighteous are redeemed!
People: Love came down when God came down to us. God has come to us in Christ to walk with us in the paths of righteousness!
All: As we continue our preparations for Christmas, may our celebrations renew our faith and fill us with God’s love. Amen.

Invocations — Advent
Almighty God, the time of waiting is almost over. Like new parents eagerly awaiting the birth of a child, we impatiently wait with you for the birth of your Son. We stand in awe, knowing what the birth of this particular baby means for our lives yet unable to fully comprehend the depth of your love for us. We come before you in worship this morning, hoping that our thoughts, prayers and songs of praise are pleasing to you. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Prayers of Confession — Advent
O Holy God of Promise, we so often place our trust in the things we can see, touch and easily believe. 
But you did not ask us to believe what is easy, you have asked us to believe what is true! 
Forgive us, Holy One, when we doubt the ways you work. 
Forgive us when we find it hard to believe an ancient story. 
Forgive us we question how you chose to enter the world, born as one of us. 
Forgive our lack of faith and belief in ways which seem so impossible to believe. 
Help us to look in faith, open our belief, and set aside our doubts that you sent your Son, born of a virgin — the One who has come to set us all free. 
We offer these prayers in the name of your Son, Emmanuel, God with us. Amen.
—Jan Brooks, Cottonwood Falls Presbyterian Church; inspired by Isaiah 7:14 and Luke 1:26-38.

Benedictions — Advent
May the Creator who gives birth in the heart of a servant give birth within you.
May the Christ who comes to live with us walk beside you.
May the Spirit who sang within Mary’s heart also sing within your own.

Hymns
Once in Royal David’s City
The First Noel
Infant Holy, Infant Lowly

Worship and Praise 
God Is Coming
Here Is Our King
Holy Lord
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Fourth Sunday of Advent, Cycle A
Isaiah 7:10-16*
Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19*
Romans 1:1-7*
Matthew 1:18-25*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.







