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LESSON FOCUS: Don’t be afraid to follow God’s commands.

Called to Be Emmanuel

We often fail to realize how our choices can change the 
whole direction of our lives. God points us toward 
which way to go—but He doesn’t force us to take 

that path. Still, there are consequences to following His com-
mands or not. In the end, do we trust His control over all 
things enough to surrender to His will and do what He says?

This passage, like so many throughout the Bible, is a story of 
choices. Joseph was facing a gut-wrenching decision: as a righ-
teous man, he could divorce pregnant Mary and expose her to 
public disgrace, or he could marry her because he believed the 
message of an angel who told him Mary’s child was the long-
awaited Messiah. Of course, he chose the latter, which eventu-
ally affected the lives of all humanity.

The choices we make do have a rippling effect. Our choices 
affect first a few people, then several more, then many more, 
until finally nearly everyone in our circle knowingly or 
unknowingly feels the effect of our choices.

When we pass through the doorways of our choices, we 
take the chance that we’ll suffer for those choices, however 
compassionate our motivation. There are no completely safe 
choices. The freedom to choose is, indeed, expensive.

Have you made any costly choices that might lead you 
to lose some pride among your peers while helping you to 
make great gains spiritually? Would you make costly choices 
that might cause you to sacrifice some time and money for 
the kingdom of God—choices, for instance, to pray more and 
study your Bible more to bring you into a more intimate rela-
tionship with the Lord?

1. When have you been afraid to follow God’s command?

2. Why is fear the enemy of faith?

3. Describe a time when you have felt God with you as 
you obeyed Him.
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Joseph Hears the News
Matthew 1:18-19, KJV
18 Now the birth of Jesus Christ 

was on this wise: When as his 
mother Mary was espoused to 
Joseph, before they came togeth-
er, she was found with child of 
the Holy Ghost.
19 Then Joseph her husband, 

being a just man, and not will-
ing to make her a public exam-
ple, was minded to put her away 
privily.

If Mary and Joseph were of the ages typical for marriage in 
their time and place, she was perhaps in her early teens and he 
was perhaps somewhat older. The couple must have dreamed 
about what their life together would be like. Yet neither of 
them could have imagined the extraordinary privilege and 
responsibility that would be theirs—the raising of God’s Son.

However, that was not something positive at the begin-
ning of their engagement. Matthew begins his account of 
Jesus’ birth with the fact of Mary’s pregnancy before she was 
married to Joseph. Matthew does not provide details of the 
angel’s visit to Mary or her trip to see Elizabeth after the angel 
appeared to her (Luke 1:26-39). Matthew picks up the story 
when it became obvious that Mary was pregnant, which likely 
occurred when she returned from her three-month-long stay 
with Elizabeth (Luke 1:36, 56). 

The news of Mary’s pregnancy not only stirred up much 
controversy in her hometown of Nazareth; it no doubt stunned 
Joseph. Mary knew she was pregnant because of the Holy 
Spirit, but how could she explain that to her future husband? 
Would he believe she had been faithful to him? Imagine the 
difficulty of explaining she remained a virgin in spite of being 
pregnant. 

The debate about the legitimacy of Jesus’ birth likely 
remained among some of the initial Jewish readers of 

Matthew 1:18-19, NIV
 18This is how the birth of Jesus 

the Messiah came about: His 
mother Mary was pledged to be 
married to Joseph, but before they 
came together, she was found to be 
pregnant through the Holy Spirit. 
19Because Joseph her husband was 
faithful to the law, and yet did not 
want to expose her to public dis-
grace, he had in mind to divorce 
her quietly.
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Matthew’s Gospel. That may explain his insertion of the words 
in verse 1, “before they came together,” and his emphasis on 
Jesus’ virgin birth (see vss. 22-25).

Upon hearing of Mary’s condition, Joseph decided he could 
not go through with the marriage and sought a way to quietly 
divorce her. Since he knew he could not be the father, he drew 
the only logical conclusion: she had been unfaithful to him. 

According to Jewish law, a betrothal legally bound a couple 
together, which required that Joseph divorce Mary in order 
to break the betrothal covenant. He could not just walk away 
from it as one can do today with an engagement. 

Joseph displayed much kindness by not seeking to expose 
Mary to public shame. He desired to handle the matter in 
private so as not to disgrace Mary. Further, if he had exposed 
her sin publicly, the law allowed for her to be stoned to death 
for the crime of adultery since Joseph was already considered 
her “husband” (vs. 19; Exod. 20:14). So despite what had hap-
pened, it seems he still loved her.

4. Why would Mary find it difficult to explain her  
condition to Joseph or anyone else?

5. How did Joseph display his love for Mary in his 
response to the discovery that she was pregnant?

An Angel Appears to Joseph
Matthew 1:20-21, KJV
20 But while he thought on these 

things, behold, the angel of the 
Lord appeared unto him in a dream, 
saying, Joseph, thou son of David, 
fear not to take unto thee Mary thy 
wife: for that which is conceived in 
her is of the Holy Ghost.
21 And she shall bring forth a son, 

and thou shalt call his name Jesus: 
for he shall save his people from 
their sins.

Matthew 1:20-21, NIV
 20But after he had consid-

ered 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. 21She will give birth to a 
son, and you are to give him the 
name Jesus, because he will save 
his people from their sins.”
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An angel appeared to Joseph while he “considered” the 
matter of divorce (vs. 20). In a dream, the angel addressing 
Joseph as “son of David” would have alerted Joseph to messi-
anic implications of the message. He needed to pay attention.

The angel told Joseph not to be “afraid” to take Mary as 
his wife (vs. 20). This indicates Joseph’s reluctance to divorce 
Mary in spite of the evidence of her unfaithfulness and the 
social pressure to do so. The angel revealed that the Holy 
Spirit had conceived the Child and that he should name  
Him “Jesus.” Jesus, or Joshua in the Hebrew Old Testament, 
means “the Lord is salvation.” The name points to His  
divinely appointed mission: to “save his people from their 
sins” (vs. 21).

6. What does the angel’s message for Joseph not to “be 
afraid to take Mary home as your wife” imply about Joseph’s 
state of mind?

7. What does the angel tell Joseph about the purpose of 
Jesus’ life?

Joseph Obeys the Lord
Matthew 1:22-25, KJV
22 Now all this was done, that it 

might be fulfilled which was spoken 
of the Lord by the prophet, saying,
23 Behold, a virgin shall be with 

child, and shall bring forth a 
son, and they shall call his name 
Emmanuel, which being interpreted 
is, God with us.
24 Then Joseph being raised from 

sleep did as the angel of the Lord 
had bidden him, and took unto him 
his wife:
25 And knew her not till she had 

brought forth her firstborn son: and 
he called his name Jesus.

Matthew 1:22-25, NIV
 22All this took place to fulfill 

what the Lord had said through 
the prophet: 23 “The virgin 
will conceive and give birth to 
a son, and they will call him 
Immanuel” (which means “God 
with us”).

 24When Joseph woke up, he 
did what the angel of the Lord 
had commanded him and took 
Mary home as his wife. 25But he 
did not consummate their mar-
riage until she gave birth to a 
son. And he gave him the name 
Jesus.
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While some believe the message of the angel contin-
ues through verse 23, most regard verse 22 as the start of 
Matthew’s commentary on the words of the angel. As he does 
throughout his Gospel, he shows how Jesus fulfilled prophecy. 
In this passage Matthew quotes Isaiah 7:14, which predicts the 
Savior’s virgin birth. Even though such a miraculous birth had 
never happened before, the prophet Isaiah spoke of it centu-
ries earlier. Matthew wanted his readers to know that Jesus’ 
birth resulted from a miracle performed by the Holy Spirit just 
as the prophet Isaiah prophesied centuries earlier.

The name “Immanuel” literally means “God with us.” Only 
Jesus fulfills such a title. As we see from the New Testament, 
He was equal to God the Father in every aspect (Heb. 1:3). No 
one else reveals God as much as Jesus Christ through every-
thing He said and did.

Isaiah’s words initially referred to a more immediate 
birth as a sign to the “house of David” (Isa. 7:13). The name 
“Immanuel,” however, clarifies that Jesus ultimately fulfilled 
the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14. Only He came into the world as 
God just as the name tells us He would do.

Once Joseph awoke from the dream, he promptly obeyed 
the word of the Lord revealed to him through the angel. I 
believe we can safely assume he did so with much relief and 
great joy.

Though not an easy path for either Joseph or Mary, they 
both accepted the roles God designed for them in bringing His 
Son into the world. It reveals much about their godly character 
that they both responded with willingness and prompt obedi-
ence to the Lord in spite of the ridicule from others around 
them.

Matthew does explain why Joseph and Mary did not have 
sexual relations until after Jesus’ birth. That way no one could 
claim that Joseph was Jesus’ natural father, and it confirms 
that He came from a virgin birth.

8. How did Jesus’ miraculous birth fulfill prophecy?

9. What does Joseph’s obedient response to the angel’s  
message tell us about him?
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The Power of Obedience—The 
Consequences of Disobedience

It could not have been easy for Joseph to disregard society’s 
stigma surrounding Mary; people often calculate the timing 
of a birth to the date of the wedding. Individually, Joseph and 
Mary knew that there was grace and favor in obedience to 
God. 

People in biblical history fall into one of two categories: they 
are either an example of what to do, or an example of what 
not to do. Judas, Pharaoh, and Herod were examples of what 
not to do as is evidenced by their judgment and deaths.  

Jesus is the perfect example for our lives; we should be 
“looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith” (Heb. 
12:2, KJV). All other believers did some things well and failed 
in other ways. When you read the Bible, always discern who 
pleased God and who grieved God. 

Even someone “after [God’s] own heart” (Acts 13:22) failed 
miserably at times. David’s sins of adultery and murder show 
what not to do; we see the judgment that followed. David 
remained king, but he buried the first child born to Bathsheba, 
his daughter Tamar was raped by her half-brother Ammon, 
and his son Absalom fought to take David’s throne. 

When we obey God, even if it means suffering, then it 
strengthens the faith of other believers and brings godly con-
viction to unbelievers. When Christ is exalted, then people are 
drawn to Him. Consider the heroes of faith in Hebrews 11 and 
the impact their suffering and sacrifice had not only on their 
generation but still has on believers today. Obedience produc-
es endless fruit. 

10. Why is it important to take responsibility for our  
disobedience and confess our sins to God? 

11. When have you seen the consequences of disobedience 
and the rewards of obedience in your own life?

12. How can Philippians 3:13-14 help us understand what 
to do when we disobey God?
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Listening and Obeying
It is an honor for us to be chosen by God to do things for 

Him. There are tremendous rewards for those who put Him 
first in their lives. When we both listen to Him and obey Him, 
we glorify Him and others are drawn to Him. 

 � Examine every aspect of your life and weigh your obedience. 
Are you obeying the Lord on your job, in your home, even at 
church? Is your life characterized by righteousness and peace? 
Pray about how the Holy Spirit can help you change this week as 
you obey the Lord more and more.

KEY VERSE
Behold, the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a dream, say-
ing, Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary 
thy wife: for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost. 
And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name 
Jesus: for he shall save his people from their sins. 
 —Matthew 1:20b-21, KJV

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.” 
 —Matthew 1:20b-21, NIV

DAILY BIBLE READINGS
Week of December 14 through December 20
(See The Quiet Hour for devotionals on these passages.)
Mon. Exodus 1:15-22—Midwives Frustrate Pharaoh’s Decree.
Tues. 1 Kings 3:5-14—God Answers Solomon’s Dream.
Wed. Daniel 1:8-17—Insight into the Meaning of Dreams.
Thurs. Galatians 3:25-29—In Christ, No Divisions Are Allowed.
Fri. Micah 5:1-6—A Great Ruler to Come from Bethlehem.
Sat. Matthew 2:19-23—A Successful Return from Egypt.
Sun. Matthew 2:7-15—Safe in the Midst of Danger.


