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December 31, 2017 

“Immanuel” 
Matthew 1:18-25 

FCF:  Our fears met by Immanuel 
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) Christmas has come.  Immanuel is real. 
 (anchor) This is the news we need for the coming year. 

SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION: 
 Christmas, of course, brings with it many memories.  I can recall when our children were 
small and the holiday travels we would make back to VA.  Which often meant going to visit 
places and people that were new and unknown to them.  Which often meant responses of anxiety, 
nervousness, and fear.  Now, usually, it didn’t take long for that to change to calm and assurance.  
What made the difference?  The promise that their mom and dad would be with them. 
 We’re at the end of one year and heading into the next.  As we do so and find ourselves a 
bit nervous and anxious about what awaits, we need to let December inform January.  We need to 
hear again the sweet words we have read and sung the last few weeks, the promise of Immanuel. 
SCRIPTURE READING:  Matthew 1:18-25 
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION 
SERMON INTRODUCTION: 
 Let me read you these words from a recent “Desiring God” blogpost (READ quote): 

Why does Christmas joy turn so quickly into new-year anxiety? 
Often, it’s because what felt like joy at Christmas was not anchored very deeply in Christ after all. He was invited and welcome, on our terms, as we were trying to wrap 
our fears in paper, hide our trials under the tree, and drown our sorrows in eggnog. We thought it was all about baby Jesus, but we were merely covering our burdens for 
a couple weeks with lights and garlands and activity. We were too afraid to really trust him and cast our anxieties on him.   
Then January 1 comes knocking again — responsibilities to resume, decisions to be made, resolutions to be made and kept, procrastination to be forsaken. Anxiety 
suddenly casts a dark shadow on our joy, and our hearts struggle to withstand it. 
The reason many of us feel so insecure and anxious at the end of another year is that we’ve taken the gifts meant to lead us to God, and looked to them for the strength, 
hope, clarity, and purpose only God can give. 

Those are wise words well worth a careful considering.  And not just that but taking to heart. 
 Our Advent series focused on the Old Testament foreshadowings and figures of Jesus.  
He has come as the descendent of Eve, a promised Redeemer.  A Prophet like Moses, revealing 
the purposes of God.  A King like David, a mighty matchless ruler.  A Priest like Melchizedek, 
ushering us into the presence of God.  It takes all of these to capture the magnitude of Jesus. 
 And there are so many others in the Scriptures that we could look at.  One of the better 
known, which we will examine this morning, is that of Immanuel - the declaration that God is 
with us.  God is with us.  This is good news and we need to hear it, especially as we think about a 
new year.  Christmas has come.  Immanuel is real.  This is the news we need for the coming year. 
 That becomes all the clearer as we consider it from three angles.  First, the background of 
Immanuel.  Second, the uniqueness of Immanuel.  And then, third, the wonder of Immanuel. 
I. THE BACKGROUND OF IMMANUEL 
 First, the background of these words in Matthew’s Gospel.  It lies some 700 years before. 
A) Origin 
1. Isaiah 
Here’s the context of Isaiah 7.  The nation of Israel was split - Judah in the south and Israel in the 
north.  Israel and Syria had formed a coalition and wanted Judah to join them.  Ahaz, the king of 
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Judah, was reluctant.  The northern nations decided to punish him.  Ahaz panicked.  Isaiah went 
to reassure and urge him to ask for a sign of the Lord’s protection.  Ahaz was reluctant.  Despite 
this, Isaiah pronounces a sign - the birth of a child - guaranteeing the preservation of the people. 
2. Matthew 
Fast-forward to Matthew (READ Matthew 1:20-23).  There are over 50 fulfillment statements 
like this in Matthew, five just in the first two chapters.  The promised sign had come.  Whatever 
partial fulfilling there had been before was but a shadow of this miracle.  Messiah had come.  
B) Meaning 
1. Matthew  
But what did it all mean?  “Jesus” is the child’s name, meaning “God saves”.  This is what He 
does.  It is His purpose in coming.  But who is He?  “Immanuel,” meaning “God with us.”  
2. Isaiah 
Those are significant things to absorb and embrace.  As is the lesson we glean from the giving of 
the promise centuries before.  Despite our deserving, we see God’s determination to do two 
things.  To accompany and enable us to carry out our calling.  And to assure us that He is with us. 
 It’s His mercy and grace to us.  That’s the richly layered background to Immanuel. 
Application: 
 What does this have to do with our facing a new year?  Move with me from the beginning 
of Matthew to the end, from the birth narrative to the Great Commission, and you hear similar 
themes (READ Matthew 28:16-20).  What is Jesus putting before us?  There is no greater task in 
terms of significance and difficulty.  And coupled with that, no greater hope and guarantee. 
 We have been included and invited, compelled and commissioned, to something so much 
greater than ourselves.  And we are assured that our God will bring this about in and through us. 
 Christmas has come.  Immanuel is real.  This is the news we need for the coming year. 
II. THE UNIQUENESS OF IMMANUEL 
 That’s the background to Immanuel.  What of its uniqueness?  (READ Matthew 1:23) 
A) Among the Religions 
 We need to understand how this declaration stood out among the religions of the time. 
1. The Jews 
The Jews had such an exalted view of God that they did not make any physical images of Him. 
2. The Romans 
The Romans were astonished by this.  And thought the Jews to be atheists, people without gods.  
And the Christians were deemed to be worse - incestuous because of their love feasts, cannibals 
because they ate their leader’s flesh and blood, and treasonous because they called Him Lord.   
 They were, of course, none of that.  But they did stand out among the other religions. 
B) Approaches to God 
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 And their approach to God.  Again, this was something unheard of.  And still is today. 
1. Not “from the world” 
All other approaches to God are self-salvation projects.  Our significance and meaning is to be 
found in our sacrifices and efforts.  But Immanuel is not “light has dawned from the world.” 
2. But “upon the world” 
It is “light has dawned upon the world.”  Our hope comes not from within but from without.  The 
gospel is good news, not good advice.  It stands apart in its approach to God.  And always has. 
 This is the uniqueness of Immanuel. 
Application: 
 What does this have to do with our facing the new year?  What is the implication of 
Immanuel?  We need to be saved but we don’t save us.  God saves us.  That is what will cut into 
our pride.  And that cut is so crucial because our pride is at the root of so many of our problems. 
 Why does that matter?  We talk much of making changes, of making resolutions, this 
time of year.  Do you want those changes to be more than cosmetic?  Do you want to go deep so 
as to reach the real issues?  We need Christmas for the new year, Immanuel for our resolutions. 
 Christmas has come.  Immanuel is real.  This is the news we need for the coming year. 
III. THE WONDER OF IMMANUEL 
 Which then takes us to the wonder of Immanuel (READ Matthew 1:23).  Understand that 
this declaration is not just something in the past or for the future.  It is for the present, for us. 
A) Indwelling His People 
 Immanuel involves God dwelling with us in the deepest way - His indwelling His people. 
1. Pictured in the Old Testament 
This was pictured in the Old Testament with the Temple and, before that, the Tabernacle.  This 
was a tent in the center of the camp.  There sat the Ark of the Covenant, the real presence of God. 
2. Realized in the New Testament  
This came to the full in the New Testament.  (READ John 1:14a) Literally, God has “pitched His 
tent”.  Later there came the sending of the Spirit (READ 1 Corinthians 6:19; 3:16).  The first is 
singular.  The second is plural.  Individually and collectively, we are now the Temple of God. 
B) Entering the Drama 
 Immanuel - the indwelling of His people.  And, pushing further, His entering the drama. 
1. Forced choice 
There’s something here again of the uniqueness of Christianity.  Other religions and systems of 
thought force a choice between an utterly transcendent or utterly imminent god.  That is, between 
a god who is completely removed or enmeshed with His creation.  It has to be one or the other. 
2. Wedded together 
But not with Christianity.  Here we see both transcendence and imminence, wedded together.   
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 This is the wonder of Immanuel, God with us. 
Illustration: 
 This is well worth picturing, hooking into our imagination (READ Keller quote): 

Dorothy Sayers wrote a series of detective novels focused on her fictional character Lord Peter Wimsey.  Sayers' creation Wimsey was an aristocrat detective from the 
1930s who solved all kinds of crimes.  She wrote a whole series of stories and novels about Lord Peter. 
Then about halfway through her Wimsey detective series, a woman suddenly shows up in the novels.  Sayers’ new character is named Harriet Vane, a female mystery 
writer and one of the very first women to get through Oxford.  Harriet and Peter fall in love.  Until that point in the series, Wimsey was an unhappy, broken bachelor, 
until Harriet Vane shows up and her love starts to heal his broken soul. 
It's interesting because Dorothy Sayers, like her fictional creation, was one of the first women to graduate from Oxford.  Like Harriet Vane, Dorothy Sayers was a 
writer of mystery novels. Dorothy Sayers looked at her character, Lord Peter Wimsey, and saw that he needed someone to help him out.  So who did she put in there?  
A detective novelist, a woman, and one of the first women to go through Oxford.  Who was that?  She put herself into her own stories.  She looked into the world that 
she had created and she fell in love with the chief character, Peter Wimsey, and she wrote herself into that story so she could heal him. 

Application: 
 Immanuel.  What does this have to do with our facing the new year?  Think with me.  
God carries out His perfect and eternal plan in time by becoming an actor in the historical drama 
of which He Himself is the author.  He enters the story.  Immanuel is an unrepeatable example of 
this.  But it is still true.  God is always both imminent and transcendent.  The Author is still 
entering as an actor, coming alongside us on the stage, somehow writing a story already written. 
 This coming year is another chapter in that story.  Which means we should expect His 
work around us, in us, and through us.  And we should engage with Him in that - spending time 
in His Word, responding to Him in prayer, and doing that together in community with each other. 
 Christmas has come.  Immanuel is real.  This is the news we need for the coming year. 
CONCLUSION: 
 So how does this become ours?  As with any gift, we have to unwrap it and take it home.  
Imagine a family gathering at Christmas morning.  Everyone has come home.  The house is filled  
with people.  The gifts have been exchanged but there is one round left.  It is time for the oldest, 
the patriarchs, to present something special to each of the households.  The packages are passed 
out.  The tag on each of them says, “Exactly what you want.  Precisely what you need.  And only 
because we love you.”  Then something remarkable happens.  There are two basic responses.  
Some tear into their gifts immediately.  Their eyes fill with tears of joy and their lips with thanks.   
 But the others leave their gifts untouched, murmur some goodbyes, grab their coats, and 
head out.  Why?  They haven’t heard the rich description of the gift.  They can’t believe the 
reality behind it.  And so it remains untouched.  It goes unreceived and its effect unrealized.  It 
never becomes theirs.  Again, for a gift to become ours, we have to unwrap it and take it home. 
 How does this gift, Immanuel, become ours?  Again, there are two basic responses.  May 
it not be the second one with any of us.  Hear the promise, the declaration.  Let it settle in.  And 
ask yourself, “What in my life would be different if I believed this?  What would change?  Would 
I still be so anxious and angry, jealous and judgmental, sour and cynical, bored and bitter?”   
 Christmas has come.  Immanuel is real.  This is the news we need for the coming year.  
Don’t leave this gift on the floor.  Pick it up.  Look at the tag.  Unwrap it.  And take it home. 
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) Christmas has come.  Immanuel is real. 
 (anchor) This is the news we need for the coming year.


