Voices of Christmas Past #1

“The Virgin Shall Be With Child”

Isaiah 7:14; Matthew 1:18-23


The name Charles Dickens has become synonymous with Christmas ever since he penned the famous tale, “A Christmas Carol” (originally subtitled “A Ghost Story of Christmas”). In this short story we are introduced to Ebenezer Scrooge, Bob Cratchit, his son Tiny Tim, and of course the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present, and Yet to Come.


While I don’t want to turn the first Christmas into a ghost story, over the next several Sundays I would like to consider the voices of Christmas past. By that I refer to the voices of the Hebrew prophets who predicted the coming of the Messiah hundreds of years before the most holy night when Christ was born.


If you were to ask Christians where in the Bible to find the story of Christ’s birth, many would point you to the beginning of the gospels of Matthew and Luke. But actually the Christmas story in the Bible begins earlier than you might expect—several hundred years earlier. One Old Testament prophecy after another promised a coming Sav​ior— the Messiah, the Anointed One—who would redeem the people of God.
 Actually the Book of Genesis gives us the first glimpse that Christ’s birth would be special: God said to the serpent, “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed” (Gen. 3:15). Technically, the woman’s seed belongs to the man, but Mary’s impregnation by the Holy Spirit is the only instance in history that a woman had a seed within her that did not originate from a human man.


In his account of Jesus’ birth, Matthew mentions no less than five prophecies that were realized. Matthew takes inspired prophecy very seriously.﻿ He is very interested in the way the ancient prophecies found their fulfillment in Jesus—not just regarding His birth, but throughout His life and death. No less than fifteen times Matthew states (in so many words), “…that the Scriptures would be fulfilled.”


Throughout the month of December (which has five Sundays this year), I’d like to consider five specific Old Testament prophecies fulfilled by the birth of Jesus as recorded by Matthew. In each case we will consider the prophecy in its original setting, how it was accomplished on that first Christmas, and why the prophecy is important to us today.


The first of these prophecies Matthew points out in chapter one, verses 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 Atmosphere of the Prophecy


Matthew draws this prophecy from Isaiah 7. Let’s turn there to see the atmosphere of the prophecy:

When Ahaz son of Jotham, the son of Uzziah, was king of Judah, King Rezin of Aram and Pekah son of Remaliah king of Israel marched up to fight against Jerusalem, but they could not overpower it. 

 Now the house of David was told, “Aram has allied itself with Ephraim”; so the hearts of Ahaz and his people were shaken, as the trees of the forest are shaken by the wind. 

 Then the Lord said to Isaiah, “Go out, you and your son Shear-Jashub, to meet Ahaz at the end of the aqueduct of the Upper Pool, on the road to the Washerman’s Field.  Say to him, ‘Be careful, keep calm and don’t be afraid. Do not lose heart because of these two smoldering stubs of firewood—because of the fierce anger of Rezin and Aram and of the son of Remaliah.  Aram, Ephraim and Remaliah’s son have plotted your ruin, saying,  “Let us invade Judah; let us tear it apart and divide it among ourselves, and make the son of Tabeel king over it.”  Yet this is what the Sovereign Lord says:

“‘It will not take place, it will not happen,  for the head of Aram is Damascus, and the head of Damascus is only Rezin. Within sixty-five years Ephraim will be too shattered to be a people.  The head of Ephraim is Samaria, and the head of Samaria is only Remaliah’s son. If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all.’” 

 Again the Lord spoke to Ahaz,  “Ask the Lord your God for a sign, whether in the deepest depths or in the highest heights.” 

 But Ahaz said, “I will not ask; I will not put the Lord to the test.” 

 Then Isaiah said, “Hear now, you house of David! Is it not enough to try the patience of men? Will you try the patience of my God also?  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.  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 verse fulfilled by the birth of Jesus is verse 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.” 

The name “Immanuel” (or its alternate spelling “Emmanuel”) has become a part of English vocabulary for many years. We hear the Christmas carol “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” The name adorns colleges, churches, and a television network in Africa.


This name has personal significance to me, as well. Two of my favorite Christmas songs are called Immanuel (one by the Imperials and the other by Michael W. Smith), and in doing my mother’s family history, I discovered that the first Ross to come to America was a Scottish missionary who pastored the Immanuel Episcopal Church on the Green in New Castle, Delaware—a church that is still open today.


What does the name mean, though? Matthew points out in his gospel that it means “God with us.” In Isaiah’s context, this name bore tremendous significance to the people of his time. Walter Kaiser explains:


The prophet Isaiah made this momentous prophecy during the reign of Judah’s wicked and idolatrous King Ahaz. The king faced a major military threat from the Israelite king, Pekah; and the Syrian king, Rezin; both of whom wanted to overthrow Ahaz and replace him with a more compliant monarch. Instead of seeking the Lord’s help during that crisis, King Ahaz turned to Tiglath-Pileser, the brutal ruler of the pagan Assyrians. Ahaz even induced their assistance by offering them gold and silver stolen from God’s Temple.

Ahaz refused to listen to Isaiah’s report that God would deliver the people from Pekah and Rezin. Therefore the prophet spoke the remarkable prophecy of Isaiah 7:14, which told Ahaz that no one would destroy the people of God or the royal line of David. And sure enough, although Tiglath-Pileser destroyed the northern kingdom (Israel), deported its population, and overran Judah four times, God ultimately preserved His people just as He promised.

Isaiah also said that before another child (Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz) was very mature or aware of events, the territories of Rezin and Pekah would be abandoned (Isa. 7:15–16). Again, the prophet’s divinely inspired words were completely accurate. Before the other child, who was born to Isaiah’s wife, was three years old, the two enemy kings were dead.
 


Through Isaiah, God was promising deliverance for King Ahaz and the people of Judah. God challenged Ahaz to ask for a sign—a visible demonstration of God’s power to authenticate the promise—but in verse 12 the king says, “I will not ask; I will not put the Lord to the test.” That might sound spiritual, but, in the words of G. Campbell Morgan, “This refusal was an act of unbelief, notwithstanding the fact that it had the sound of religious loyalty.”
 The truth of the matter was that Ahaz had secretly made a treaty with Assyria! (2 Kings 16:5–9) As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “The king was playing ‘power politics’ instead of trusting in the power of God.”


Who were the virgin and the son Isaiah referred to? It is likely that this virgin was Isaiah’s second wife, his first wife having died after Shear-jashub was born; and that Isaiah’s second son was named both “Immanuel” and “Maher-shalal-hash-baz” (see Isaiah 8:1–4; note vv. 8 and 10). 

Verses 15-16 speak of a time “when he knows enough to reject the wrong and choose the right,” certain things will happen. What does that mean? Orthodox Jewish boys become “sons of the Law” at the age of twelve. This special son was a reminder that Syria and Ephraim would be out of the picture within the next twelve years. Isaiah delivered this prophecy in 734 B.C. In 732 B.C., Assyria defeated Syria; and in 722 B.C., Assyria invaded the Northern Kingdom. The prophecy was fulfilled.

The Achievement of the Prophecy


While this prediction had an immediate fulfillment in the time of Isaiah, the ultimate achievement of the prophecy came over seven hundred years later when Jesus was born. Matthew 1:18-25 records the events:

 This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.  Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 

 But after he had considered 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 home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 

 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.” 

 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife.  But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. 


Matthew points to the Isaiah prophecy as being fulfilled in Jesus. “The virgin will be with child,” he states, and ever since then the virgin birth of Jesus has been an accepted fact. We sing, “round yon virgin mother and child” in the Christmas carol “Silent Night” without giving it a second thought.


For others, though, this subject is not so clear or simple. After the resurrection, the virgin birth is the most contested event in the life of Jesus Christ.
 Scholars debate whether the Hebrew term translated “virgin” meant the same as how we understand the word today. I won’t bore you with the details of how the word is used elsewhere in the Old Testament and in other ancient languages of the day. I believe that the Bible is the best commentary on the Bible, and that is where we should ultimately find meaning. As Francis Schaeffer points out,

Translators can do all they want to try to make Isaiah 7:14 speak of a young maid without any connotation of virginity, but one cannot study the Gospels and fail to see that Isaiah’s prophecy means exactly this—the baby would have no human father whatsoever; no man would have any part in the birth of this child.

There can be no doubt that the New Testament clearly affirms that Christ was born of a virgin. 

The Greek word used in Matthew 1:23 can only mean “virgin” in its normal sense of the word.
 He explains that before Mary and Joseph “came together” (which is a nice way of referring to sexual relations), Mary was “found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.” The angel told Joseph that, “what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.”

If this is not clear enough, turn over to Luke’s account of the birth of Jesus in the first chapter of his gospel. Luke records the conversation between the angel and Mary, and we read in verses 26-35,

In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee,  to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary.  The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” 

Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be.  But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God.  You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David,  and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.” 

“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.”

Notice the number of times the word “virgin” appears here? And the question Mary asks in verse 34? This passage only makes sense if Mary was a virgin in the most natural sense of the word.


Even though Mark’s gospel does not recount the birth of Jesus, he begins the book by referring to Jesus as “the Son of God” (Mark 1:1), and later he refers to Him as “son of Mary” (Mark 6:3). The expression “son of Mary” is remarkable testimony to the fact that Jesus was Mary’s son, not Joseph’s. A Jew was named after his mother only when his father was not known.
 Thus the designation “Son of God” speaks to Jesus’ divine nature while “son of Mary” speaks of his humanity. Both can be explained only by a virgin birth.


Some have also wondered about Matthew quoting Isaiah that the son’s name would be called Immanuel, meaning “God with us.” As far as our information goes, nobody ever called Jesus “Immanuel”; it was not the child’s name in the same sense as “Jesus” was. Matthew surely intends his readers to understand that “Immanuel” was his name in the sense that all that was involved in that name found its fulfillment 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.


Immanuel was not so much Jesus’ name as His description: God is with us!
The Application of the Prophecy

Finally we come to that all-important question, “So what?” Does it really matter whether Jesus born of a virgin or not? Herein is the application of the prophecy.

The first reason the virgin birth was essential is the legitimacy of the Scriptures. On one level, of course, the virgin birth is important simply because we are told that it occurred. I realize this sounds a lot like most parents’ favorite line—”Because I said so!”—but if anyone can get away with it, it is God! Whether or not we can see a necessity for the virgin birth, if the Bible tells us that it happened, it is important to believe that it did because not to do so is a tacit repudiation of the authority of the Bible. If we do not hold to the virgin birth despite the fact that the Bible asserts it, then we have compromised the authority of the Bible and there is in principle no reason why we should hold to its other teachings. Thus, rejecting the virgin birth has implications reaching far beyond the doctrine itself.


The second reason the virgin birth was essential is the legality of the Sovereign. In Jeremiah 22:30, a curse is pronounced on King Jehoichin (a/k/a Jeconiah or Coniah):

This is what the Lord says: “Record this man as if childless, a man who will not prosper in his lifetime, for none of his offspring will prosper, none will sit on the throne of David or rule anymore in Judah.”
This verse might not seem to have anything to do with Jesus, except that Joseph’s genealogy is traced through Jehoiachin! How could Jesus be the promised Messiah to sit on David’s throne if he is excluded by this divine decree? If He had been the biological son of Joseph, Jesus would have been disqualified to be the Messiah. However, since Joseph was only Jesus’ legal father (by virtue of taking Mary as his wife he adopted her unborn child), Jesus did not inherit the curse on Jehoiachin’s actual descendants. And since Jesus was the actual son of David through Mary according to Luke’s matriarchal genealogy (Luke 3), he fulfilled the conditions of coming “from the body of David” (2 Sam. 7:12–16) without losing legal rights to the throne of David by falling under the curse on Jehoiachin.
 In a way Jeremiah’s prophecy—that Jehoiachin would be reckoned as “childless”—supports the virgin birth.

The third reason the virgin birth was essential is the lordship of the Son. Wiersbe writes succinctly, 

The virgin birth of Christ is a key doctrine; for if Jesus Christ is not God come in sinless human flesh, then we have no Savior. Jesus had to be born of a virgin, apart from human generation, because He existed before His mother. He was not just born in this world; He came down from heaven into the world. Jesus was sent by the Father and therefore came into the world having a human mother but not a human father.

The virgin birth insures that Jesus is no less than God in the flesh, indeed the second person of the trinity, God the Son. This was no mere baby born in Bethlehem’s stable; this was the Creator taking on the form of the creation. And only as God-in-the-flesh could His death provide salvation for those who believe in Him.


I realize that the concept of a virgin birth boggles the mind, and for that reason many reject the notion outright. It is unexplainable, therefore it is unbelievable. Yet, as Dr. Henry Morris concludes, 

Biologically, the Virgin Birth may have been impossible, but after all, that’s how we define a miracle of creation, an event that is sci​entifically impossible but happens anyway!


We may not be able to explain it or comprehend it, but we must believe it!

The great message of Christmas is that God the Son took on human form as the son of a virgin. He became one of us in order to take the penalty of our sin upon Himself. Jesus of Nazareth was, in fact, God in the flesh. He was—and still is—Immanuel…God with us.
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