“And He Shall Be Called…” #1

“He Shall Be Called Immanuel”

Matthew 1:23

When in high school, I had a poster hanging in my room with the various names in the Bible given for Jesus.  The background was black, and the names were printed in various bright colors.  Right in the middle of the poster was the name, “I Am,” printed in white, standing out from the rest.

These names and titles of Jesus are not simply given because they sounded good at the time, or because they were popular, or even because of some hereditary significance.  Each of these names is a description of who He is, and the better we understand them, the more we know about Him.

During this Christmas season, in both our morning and evening services, I would like to turn our attention to several names given to Jesus. We begin with a name not given to Jesus at the time of His birth, but given centuries before. We read in Matthew 1:22-23, “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’—which means, ‘God with us.’”
The Original Prophecy

We will first consider the original prophecy as found in Isaiah 7:14, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.” This is the verse Matthew quoted. But we must not ignore the broader context of this verse. Isaiah 7:14 begins with “therefore,” indicating that what precedes is the reason for what follows. That is, the divine word is not separate from what has triggered it in this episode—both externally and internally.

The background for this original prophecy takes us back 700 years before the birth of the Lord Jesus. Ahaz was the king of Judah. He was not a very godly man, and he was threatened by the nations of Syria and Israel
 for not joining their alliance against Assyria, who was the dominant military power at that time.
 In fact, it is likely that Ahaz had already sent off messengers to Tiglath-Pileser, the brutal ruler of the Assyrians. Ahaz even induced his assistance against Syria and Israel by offering him gold and silver stolen from the Temple.

And so God sends the prophet Isaiah to speak to the king. In Isaiah 7:4-9, God assures Ahaz that He will not allow the two kings threatening Judah to succeed. The bottom line is seen at the end of verse 9: “If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all.”
Furthermore, the prophet invites Ahaz to ask God for a “sign,” either from heaven or earth. A sign was normally fulfilled within a few years, authenticating the prophecy.
 But Ahaz, depending more on his alleged savvy as an international politician, protests that such a request will “put [God] to the test” and tempt him—a deed that he claims the Bible forbids him to exercise (presumably Deuteronomy 6:16). It makes no difference to him that God himself is the one inviting him to prove that he will maintain his ancient promise regardless of the circumstances.

God, however, was not to be denied. He gave Ahaz and his people a sign anyway, a sign that would become one of the most famous and remarkable prophecies in the entire Old Testament: “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel” (verse 14). (This sign was given not just to Ahaz but to all the people of Judah, for the word “you” in Hebrew is plural.
) The ultimate fulfillment would, of course, occur in the coming of Jesus Christ, born of the virgin Mary. But since signs given by the Lord were normally fulfilled within a few years, we would expect a preliminary fulfillment of the Immanuel sign fairly soon after it was revealed to Ahaz—and we are not disappointed, as the immediate context of the sign indicates: we read in verses 15-17, 

He will eat curds and honey when he knows enough to reject the wrong and choose the right. But before the boy knows enough to reject the wrong and choose the right, the land of the two kings you dread will be laid waste. The Lord will bring on you and on your people and on the house of your father a time unlike any since Ephraim broke away from Judah—he will bring the king of Assyria. 

Looking ahead to Isaiah 8:8, Immanuel is addressed as one already born.

Can we identify the first Immanuel more precisely? Some scholars believe he was Hezekiah, Ahaz’s son and the next in the Davidic line, who was born not long after this prophecy.
 Others believe the sign was fulfilled by Isaiah and his wife to be in Isaiah 8:3-4, “Then I went to the prophetess, and she conceived and gave birth to a son. And the Lord said to me, ‘Name him Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz. Before the boy knows how to say “My father” or “My mother,” the wealth of Damascus and the plunder of Samaria will be carried off by the king of Assyria.’” Since Isaiah 7:10-17 is similar in form and content to 8:1-4, “Immanuel” and “Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz” were probably two names for the same child, the first given by his mother and the second by his father. Isaiah 7:15-16 and 8:4 refer to the same period of time (two or three years, ending in 732 b.c. when the Assyrians destroyed the Aramean capital of Damascus and replaced Pekah king of Israel with Hoshea, who would rule for scarcely a decade before the northern kingdom of Israel would be obliterated). The word “sign,” referring to Immanuel in 7:14, finds its echo in 8:18 where Isaiah calls himself and his children “signs” and symbols in Israel.

The eighth-century Immanuel, then, turns out to be one of Isaiah’s sons. Some commentators have suggested that Isaiah’s first wife, the mother of Shear-Jashub (Isa. 7:3), had died. That would make his second wife a virgin at the time of the prediction in 7:14 where Isaiah said that the girl who was soon to become his second wife would give birth to a son, whom she would name Immanuel. Isaiah took his new bride to himself, and she bore the promised child, whom Isaiah named Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz.

So we see that the original prophecy had a double significance: It was immediately relevant for Ahaz, but there were also long-term ramifications that would come to pass with Mary in Nazareth and at the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem.
 Jesus was the final fulfillment of this prophecy, for he was “God with us” in the fullest sense.

The Overshadowing Provision

This brings us to the overshadowing provision. I use the term “overshadowing” partly because it is used in Luke 1:35, as the angel describes to Mary how the birth would take place: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.” I also use it because this provision not only fulfills Isaiah’s prophecy but it overshadows it as well. The immediate fulfillment of Isaiah’s words was great but it was only temporary; eventually Judah would be destroyed. But the ultimate fulfillment in Jesus would be permanent in nature.
Although the first Immanuel was the prophet Isaiah’s son, the greater Immanuel was the Son of God. The original “virgin” of Isaiah 7:14 had to marry before she could become pregnant, while the virgin Mary “was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit” before she and her future husband Joseph “came together” (Matt. 1:18; see also Luke 1:34-35). Although the Israelites and Immanuel of Ahaz’s day could say “God Is with us” only in the sense that the Lord was on their side and would thwart the plans of their enemies, the greater Immanuel was and Is in truth “God with us,” Deity Incarnate, God in human flesh (John 1:14). The Holy Spirit, co-author with Isaiah of his entire book, placed within Isaiah 7:14 the potential for a preliminary fulfillment in the time of Ahaz and a more glorious fulfillment more than 700 years later—and all of us are the richer for it.

Perhaps the most striking feature of the birth of Jesus as presented by Matthew is the way each step fulfilled Old Testament Scripture—not just Isaiah 7:14. Five times the same point is made in the first two chapters (Matthew 1:22-23; 2:5-6, 15, 17-18, 23). Jesus was thereby linked with the revelation already given in the Scriptures before He was born.

You see, Christianity does not present itself as an entirely new religion, founded a mere two thousand years ago, but as the fulfillment of the revelation that the God of creation had already given, the climax to which God was shaping history. That is why Christians read the Old Testament along with the New Testament: the two parts belong together as components of one coherent revelation.

It is characteristic of Matthew to appeal to prophecy and to see in it a fulfilment of what God had said long ago. “All this,” he says, happened so that prophecy would be fulfilled. Matthew emphasizes that all the items mentioned were fulfilled and not only some of them. And he speaks of the words not as spoken by the prophet, but as spoken by the Lord through the prophet. Matthew takes inspired prophecy very seriously.

Some have accused Matthew of twisting the meaning of the original Hebrew term ‘alma to make its usage fit a theory of the virgin birth. Instead, Matthew gave the term the same meaning as Isaiah intended, demonstrated by his translation of ‘alma with the Greek parthenos, the same word used by the Jewish translators of the Greek Old Testament. Although the credibility of the virgin birth does not rest solely on the use of a Hebrew word, a general understanding of the background and usage of ‘alma strengthens our belief in Christ’s unique birth. It also helps us to see that Matthew, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, knew exactly what he was doing when he related Isaiah 7:14 to the birth of Jesus and declared again the equally amazing truths that “the virgin shall be with child, and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel.” In His virgin birth, Christ was, in the most literal sense, the Son who was “God with us.”

While there has been much controversy over the term translated “virgin” and the whole idea of the virgin birth (or, perhaps more precisely, virgin conception), the equally important truth—Immanuel, God with us—has often been overlooked or neglected. Yet this is the heart of Matthew’s commentary here. You could even argue that Luke’s gospel presents a stronger case for the virgin birth than Matthew’s gospel. Matthew seems to be emphasizing the fact that, in the birth of Christ, God has come to be with us. This is also seen at the end of this gospel, in Matthew 28:20, Jesus promises His followers, “I am with you always.”
 He was—and is—the God who is with us.

As far as we know, Jesus never used the name Immanuel.
 We don’t find anyone in the four Gospels ever calling Him by this name. It is really a title, a description of who He is.
 Nor is it a prayer. It is a statement. Jesus is no less than God with us. 

What a claim, right at the outset of the Gospel! It is so ultimate, so exclusive. It does not fit with the pluralist idea that each of us is getting through to God in his or her own way. No, says Matthew. God has got through to us in his way. And Jesus is no mere teacher, no guru, no Muhammad or Gandhi. He is “God with us.” That is the essential claim on which Christianity is built. It is a claim that cannot be abandoned without abandoning the faith in its entirety.

And not only is God with us, but now God is one of us. According to Hebrews 2, Jesus “shared in [our] humanity,” was “made like his brothers in every way,” “tempted in every way, even as we are tempted.” He has “walked in our shoes,” so to speak, meaning that He can relate to our pains and our problems that we encounter throughout our lives.

The Ongoing Promise

This brings us to the ongoing promise. Yes, we celebrate at Christmas the fact that some two thousand years ago, God became a human being, born as a baby in the little town of Bethlehem. To the same effect John testifies that the Word who himself is God “became flesh and lived among us” in John 1:1 and 14. In the person of the incarnate Son, and through his redemptive work, God’s covenant promise to dwell in the midst of His people has become a present reality that will have its glorious consummation in the perfect harmony of the new heaven and earth hereafter.

Yet this ongoing promise has more than past and future implications. As just mentioned, Jesus’ last words before leaving earth were, “I will always be with you.” Hebrews 13:5 echoes God’s promise, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” These are promises we cling to in the present, as we live our lives here on earth. The message of Immanuel is 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—God with us indeed.
 Paul wrote in Colossians 2:9, “In Christ all the fullness of the deity lives in bodily form.” Jesus is God!
God is always near us. Always for us. Always in us. We may forget him, but God will never forget us. We are forever on his mind and in his plans. He is “God with us.”

Not just “God made us.”
Not just “God thinks of us.”
Not just “God above us.”
But God with us. God where we are: at the office, in the kitchen, on the plane. He breathed our air and walked this earth. God…with…us!
 
Many people often feel alone at Christmas. Right now, you may not feel like God is with you. But God’s presence in your life has nothing to do with your feelings. Your emotions are susceptible to all kinds of influences, so they are often unreliable. Sometimes the worst advice you can get is “Do what you feel.” Often what we feel is neither real nor right. Your emotional state can be the result of memories, hormones, medicines, food, lack of sleep, tension, or fears. 

You may have been abandoned in life—by a spouse, by your parents, by your children, or by people you thought were friends. Everyone has faced the pain and heartache of rejection in some way. But God has not abandoned you! He never will! 

God came to earth at Christmas to remind you that he is always with you, no matter where you are. That’s a fact, whether you feel it or not. One of God’s great promises in the Bible is this: “When you go through deep waters, I will be with you. When you go through rivers of difficulty, you will not drown. When you walk through the fire of oppression, you will not be burned up; the flames will not consume you” (Isaiah 43:2 nlt). I don’t know what difficulty you feel you’re drowning in right now or where the heat is on in your life, but I do know that whatever it is, God knows about it, cares about it, understands it, and is going through it with you. You’re not alone.

Immanuel…God with us. This is the essence of Christmas. All the problems in this world can be traced back to sin, and Jesus Christ entered the world to forgive us for our sins, give us victory over our sins, and give us an eternal home free from sin. That truth is what Christmas is all about. If you miss that, you’ve missed the point.

The greatest Christmas gift ever given came wrapped not in shiny paper and bows but in swaddling clothes. God the Son became a helpless human baby—He became one of us—and gave His life as the ultimate sacrifice for sin so that we might be forgiven and become children of God. That gift is still available, but you must receive it to benefit from it. 

And you don’t have to wait until Christmas morning to open this gift!
�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., The Messiah in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1995).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, The Wonderful Names of Jesus (Lincoln, NE: Back to the Bible, ©1980).


�David W. Wiersbe and Warren W. Wiersbe, C Is for Christmas: The History, Personalities, and Meaning of Christ’s Birth: An A to Z Guide (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, ©2012).


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., God in the Manger: The Miraculous Birth of Christ (Nashville: W Publishing Group, ©2001).


�Kenneth L. Barker, ed., The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1985).


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.; Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.; see also niv footnote.


�Ronald Youngblood, Themes from Isaiah, A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, ©1984).


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Youngblood, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, The Swindoll Study Bible (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�Barker, op. cit.


�Youngblood, op. cit.


�D. A. Carson, God With Us: Themes from Matthew, A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, ©1985).


�Leon Morris, The Gospel according to Matthew, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, UK: Wm. B. Eerdmans; InterVarsity Press, ©1992).


�MacArthur, Jr., op. cit.


�Bastiaan Van Elderen, “The Significance of the Structure of Matthew 1,” in Jerry Vardaman and Edwin M. Yamauchi eds, Chronos, Kairos, Christos: Nativity and Chronological Studies Presented to Jack Finegan (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, ©1989).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Michael Green, The Message of Matthew: The Kingdom of Heaven, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, UK; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©2001).


�Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, No Cross, No Crown (Wilton, CT: Morehouse-Barlow, ©1988).


�Morris, op. cit.; Van Elderen, op. cit.


�Max Lucado, Because of Bethlehem (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©2016).


�Rick Warren, The Purpose of Christmas (New York: Howard Books, ©2008).


�Tony Evans, The Tony Evans Study Bible (Nashville: Holman Bible, ©2019).





PAGE  
6

