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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Our text, St. Matthew records, “Now the birth of Jesus Christ 
took place in this way.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 I wouldn’t be surprised if a number of sermons across 

our church body today begin with a similar sentiment as this 

sermon in pointing out how Luke’s narrative of the birth of 

Christ is much more loved than Matthew’s – angels singing 

“Gloria” and shepherds in awesome wonder and a bundle of 

joy laying on straw. But, that’s not just a matter of writing 

‘style.’ Matthew makes very clear in his account what part of 

the history of the birth of the Christ is his focus. And, his focus, 

much unlike Luke’s, his focus is on explaining the how of the 

virgin birth: “Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this 

way.” 

 That’s an important final piece of our Advent 

preparation, isn’t it? As we enter the final stretch of Christmas 

anticipation, we need to be well-grounded in what we’re 

anticipating – not some mythological, fantastical story or 

whimsical fairytale; but the well-crafted and carefully detailed 
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plan of God Most High to finally fulfill his promise and bring His 

Christ into the world… and to do so as He himself had once 

promised: “The LORD himself will give you a sign!” Isaiah had 

prophesied… and that sign is the virgin birth. So, how does this 

historically-unique, “never-to-be-repeated forever” birth come 

to pass? How does it happen? 

 Matthew is wise to answer this question because many 

cynics of history would be very quick (and, despite the 

testimony, have not hesitated) to come up with all sorts of 

theories – Mary was assaulted by a Roman soldier; she and 

Joseph had premarital relations but hid the truth; even 

(horrifically) God forced himself upon an unwilling virgin! 

(Forget the fact that Mary herself willingly said, “Let it be unto 

me as you have said” and, at the news, joyfully sang, “My soul 

magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God, my Savior.” 

 Against all these cynical theories, Matthew chronicles 

the truth of how God delicately handled this situation with a 

very specific plan, very specifically fulfilled, in which and by 

which the Lord himself upheld the honor of the institutions and 

estates of His creation! 

 That’s a marvelous consideration! – that God, unlike the 

chosen line (that Matthew’s genealogy in the previous verses 
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shows to be so sinful and unfaithful at times) – unlike them, 

God safeguarded and honored His institutions of creation. He 

didn’t nullify all of them by the virgin birth and say, “Everyone 

knows these are lousy, unnecessary impediments.” Rather, he 

honored the estates. Even when family lines are those of sin 

and shame, the Lord remains resolute to His created 

institutions and, through them, can work for His good, restore 

His rightful order, and – according to His promise – even bring 

about salvation.  

So, “how” did it happen? Matthew chronicles the 

history this way: “When his mother Mary had been betrothed 

to Joseph…” 

Understand that the concept of betrothal has largely 

been lost in our western mindset. In our view of the ‘dating 

game,’ a couple can date, get engaged, and still break it all off 

while standing at the altar. But betrothal meant more than 

engagement; it meant you were already married, but that the 

husband still had to go and prepare the homestead for the 

marriage. So, the couple was legally married, they simply 

hadn’t yet consummated the marriage: “When his mother 

Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came 

together…” 
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This betrothal is an important part of the marriage 

estate – perhaps Christian couples’ months of “being engaged” 

ought honor this – if we are to rightly understand and reflect 

and confess Christ’s marriage to His Church. What kind of a 

marriage is Christ’s if we only see the Groom who laid down His 

life on the cross to marry his wife ascending on high and 

“leaving” his wife!? But, is this not the betrothal, as He himself 

testifies when He says to her, “Where I am going you cannot 

now come. But I go to prepare a place for you; and I will come 

again and take you unto myself, that where I am, you may be 

also.” Yes, this explains the joy of that final day: “The 

bridegroom comes, awake! Let us go to the wedding hall for 

the marriage feast!” 

Thus, God – while needing the Christ to be not of the 

line of Adam – nevertheless ensures that the incarnation of 

Christ honors the marriage estate. Mary and Joseph are 

married, in the period of betrothal, which is why Joseph – not 

understanding the pregnancy – “resolved to divorce her 

quietly” (can’t do that if you’re not yet married!)… and it’s why 

the angel says to Joseph, (from the Greek) “Fear not to take 

Mary your wife.” (The word “as” was added in the English to 
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‘help smooth out the translation’ and therefore loses the 

meaning!) No, simply, “fear not to take Mary your wife.” 

Thus, even for the virgin birth, the Lord honored the 

good order of the marriage estate. Against the Historical 

Critical cynics, who rationalize out-of-wedlock birth by claiming 

even the holy Child was illegitimate, God carefully 

demonstrates that Child-bearing is for the marriage estate, 

even when the Holy Spirit is involved!  

Not only does God show the honor of the marriage 

estate, but he also chooses to join the most highly favored lady 

to Joseph, perhaps the single most wonderful example of how a 

faithful husband and father conducts himself. He is a great 

example not just because the account points out that he “being 

a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to 

divorce her quietly” – that in and of itself is a wonderful role 

model of true piety… but, more importantly, we see in Joseph a 

role model for all husbands and fathers in that he never seeks 

to add to the Word of God. Indeed, he willingly takes 

instruction and “did as the angel of the Lord commanded him,” 

and he follows God’s holy will without even a single question or 

comment. In fact, nowhere in the Scriptures do we hear Joseph 

‘add his own thoughts to the matter’ – not at the 
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announcement of the virgin conception, not at the birth, not in 

the child’s presentation in the Temple, not in fleeing to Egypt, 

not in returning to Nazareth, not in reprimanding the 12-year-

old Jesus in the temple.  Joseph doesn’t seek to add to the 

Word of God, but is perhaps history’s best example of what it 

means to be a faithful husband and father… to completely lean 

on and trust and simply carry out God’s will in faithfully 

guarding and raising up in godliness the child entrusted to his 

care.  

Gentlemen, if you want to be a godly husband and 

father, learn from Joseph. Show your wife and children that 

nothing need be added to the Word of God, but that every 

breath of life may completely depend upon God’s plans for 

daily bread and for life everlasting.  

Women and children, if you want a godly husband and 

father, encourage the one whom God has given you to love the 

Scriptures, not just in theory, but in daily life… not just in his 

own mind, or before society, but even in front of you. 

Encourage him to read the Scriptures with the family, to learn 

the Catechism (Small and Large) well that the family might be 

taught in doctrinal theory and daily life practice. Encourage him 

to have the humility to admit when he doesn’t know an answer 
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regarding God’s Word, but also to couple that humility with an 

open working relationship with the pastor to trust that the 

pastor will patiently, but diligently help him keep his family in 

God’s Word and the faith thereof.  

Indeed, in Joseph… quiet, resolute, faithful Joseph… God 

honors the estate of marriage and fatherhood. And the 

incarnation of the Christ was never planned apart from or 

outside of it. 

Now, meditating upon the beauty of God’s plans so 

intricately woven into and defending the honor of marriage and 

the family, we also ought be careful not to overlook the fact 

that the Triune God – specifically mentioned here is the person 

of the Holy Spirit – works so uniquely and divinely and 

powerfully in this virgin conception.  

Honestly, it is hard to meditate upon this rightly, other 

than to say that we do not often fathom what a powerful 

statement of the Creed is the line, “He was conceived by the 

Holy Spirit” or, in the Nicene Creed, “He was incarnate by the 

Holy Spirit.” Here, the best we can do is ponder what it means 

that the second person of the Trinity was made man by the 

third person of the Trinity. The very Spirit who was breathed 

into Adam to give him human life, at one point in history was, if 
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you will, breathed into the Son of God to give human life to the 

Divine One who was the master workman in creating human 

life. No amount of human reason can comprehend this, but can 

only bend the knee at the words of the Creed, “and was made 

man.”  

What a marvelous mystery, that the Son of God would 

willingly become, and the Holy Spirit of God would willingly 

incarnate that Son of God to take on, human existence. And not 

just take it on, but proudly remain in human existence forever. 

When – during the Creed – the pastor bends the knee on behalf 

of the congregation, he does not rise again at the mention of 

the Christ ascending into heaven – as if the Son sheds his 

humanity – but the pastor remains kneeling throughout the 

Creed’s second article… for even when the Son returns in glory 

to judge both the living and the dead, he will do so as the God-

Man, for he is now and forever the God-Man… the very 

incarnate truth that allows us to confess “God with us… 

Immanuel.” 

Yet, this marvelous truth – if you will – bends the knee 

to a truth even more marvelous… that He would take this 

course of action both because it had to happen and because 

the Father desired it to happen. 
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In all the negative senses of the word, it is an awesome 

truth that we were so dead in our sin, the Fall was so corrupt 

and thorough and complete, that nothing short of the 

incarnation and virgin birth of the Son of God was needed to 

usher in the Messianic mission for our salvation. When we 

make light of the call to repentance, when we see it as a call 

just regarding one particular act, but not regarding the 

depravity of the whole person (so that we become offended by 

the exhortation toward the act because it supposedly ‘shames’ 

my otherwise righteous ‘person’)… when we make light of such 

things, we unintentionally but truly mock the need for the 

incarnation of the Son of God. But, in our text, we hear that the 

angel’s declaration of what will happen – “She will bear a son, 

and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people 

from their sins” – all those references to what will or shall 

happen are also a command, as verse 24 says, “When Joseph 

woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded 

him.”  

It's a command because these things must happen; they 

need to happen because it’s the only way you and I will be 

saved. We need Mary to bear the God-Man; we need his name 

to teach us that he is the fulfillment of the promise that “God 
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saves,” and we need him to save his people from their sins. In 

fact, how often do we hear Jesus himself say things like, “It was 

necessary that the Son of Man be handed over to sinful man 

and be crucified and on the third day rise again.” It is necessary, 

because nothing short of this course of the cross is required if 

we sinners are to be saved.  

And yet, the words of the angel – “She will bear a son, 

and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people 

from their sins” – those words are also, grammatically, a simple 

future declaration. It will happen because God has lovingly 

planned it. It will come to pass because nothing – not even the 

need for a divine incarnation and a virgin birth – nothing will 

separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. “It will come 

to pass,” God promises, “for My promises are never empty, 

never random, never poorly thought out… but are well-

planned, well-timed, honor the good order of My Creation… so 

that my evangelists can even tell you, “the promises were 

fulfilled and all that God planned took place in this way.” 

Thus, friends, when we this coming Saturday night 

consider the birth that answered the great cry of God’s people, 

“O come, O come, Immanuel”, we may rejoice that Immanuel is 

not merely a truth on one starry night, nor will it merely one 
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day be a truth when visibly returning in glory, but it is forever 

and always the flesh-and-blood truth of the Christ who once – 

in the good order of God’s planning – was marvelously 

conceived and born to go to the cross and restore the good 

order of God’s original and forever intent to dwell “God with 

His people.” 

 
  
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
December 18, 2022 


