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MAIN IDEA

The miracle of Jesus’ incarnation 
reminds us that God specializes in 
doing the impossible.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

In John 3:16, what do the words 
“only begotten son” mean?

TEACHING AIM

To teach adults that the life of Jesus 
is the most significant evidence of 
his supernatural birth and deity.

Christmas Lesson

The Miracle of 
the Virgin Birth

FOCAL TEXT

Matthew 1:18–25

BACKGROUND

Luke 1:26–38



Christmas Lesson: The Miracle of the Virgin Birth 147

Bible Comments

Understanding the Context 

Getting a complete picture of Jesus’ birth requires reading both Matthew 
1–2 and Luke 1–2. Each writer emphasized aspects of Jesus’ nativity that 
fit into his particular purpose for writing. Both Gospels are clear that God 
accomplished the birth of Jesus. Luke highlighted God’s power and grace in 
enabling Mary to conceive; Matthew accented Jesus’ divine origin.

One reason Matthew wrote his Gospel was to show Jewish Christians 
the connection between the Hebrew Scriptures and Jesus’ life and teach-
ings. What God had promised was being fulfilled in their lifetime. Matthew 
sought to establish that Jesus descended from Abraham and David. He 
accomplished this by revealing that Joseph’s relationship with Jesus was 
one of adoption rather than biology.

Joseph was a reluctant participant in God’s plan for Jesus’ birth, at least 
at first. Culturally, Joseph’s reputation as a righteous man was at stake. But 
he took both Mary and Jesus into his home and assumed the role of Jesus’ 
father, indicated by his naming the child.

Matthew accomplished two distinct tasks in his first chapter: He 
affirmed the divine origin of Jesus through the virgin birth. He also dem-
onstrated through Joseph’s acceptance of Jesus as his son that Jesus was 
descended from both Abraham and David.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Joseph’s Dilemma: A Pregnant Fiancé (1:18–19)

1:18. The word “now” resumes the story that began in verse 1, which sug-
gests a slight difference in emphasis. In the first verses, Matthew focused 
on Jesus’ human ancestors. From this verse forward, he highlighted the 
conception of Jesus that God directly orchestrated through the Holy Spirit. 
Matthew used the same Greek word for “birth” in both verses, further 
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linking them together. Both “genealogy” and “birth” are good translations 
of this word. Matthew wanted us to see the importance of all those who were 
related to Jesus: Joseph, Mary, his ancestors, and even the Jewish people.

The relationship between Joseph and Mary was complicated, at least 
as we understand relationships between men and women. In today’s ter-
minology, they were married without benefits. Though society considered 
them husband and wife, they had not yet sexually consummated their mar-
riage. To break off a betrothal required a divorce. For Joseph, the issue was 
how a righteous man would respond to the uncertainty surrounding Jesus’ 
conception.

Before Joseph and Mary were sexual partners, she became pregnant. 
Matthew immediately asserted that her pregnancy resulted from the activ-
ity of God’s Holy Spirit. The use of the name “Holy Spirit” is not common in 
the Gospels. Thus, when it is used, it is significant. Here, it may allude to the 
Spirit’s involvement in Creation (Genesis 1:1–2) and to God’s new creation 
in Jesus’ birth and life. Christians might quickly think of the third person 
of the Trinity. While natural, Matthew’s emphasis was directed more to the 
power of God working in Mary’s life.

1:19. Joseph, described as Mary’s husband, naturally assumed she had been 
unfaithful to him. Being a “righteous man” most likely implied that he lived 
and acted in accord with Jewish law. As such, marrying one who had been 
sexually unfaithful was not possible.

 Joseph lived in a culture where honor and shame exerted a powerful 
influence, so his reputation was at stake. Mary’s pregnancy shamed both 
them and their families. Joseph felt he could not, as a righteous Jew, wed 
Mary.

 Jewish law offered Joseph limited options. The law demanded stoning 
to punish an unfaithful wife (Deuteronomy 22:13–24). By Joseph’s time, 
such executions, while legally permissible, were infrequent. Public divorce 
served a similar purpose, both humiliating and making a public example 
of the woman. Joseph initially chose to remain faithful to his Jewish roots 
and divorce her but to do so privately to spare her as much embarrassment 
as possible.

 Joseph was a good man. If we understand the term “righteous” as “just,” 
Joseph’s concern for Mary was stressed. Being “just” in this sense reminds 
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the reader of Joseph’s love and compassion for Mary, despite his adherence 
to Jewish law.

Joseph’s Dream (1:20–23)

1:20. Joseph had resolved to quietly send Mary away when an angel 
appeared to him in a dream. Dreams played a significant role in the early 
chapters of Matthew (1:20; 2:13, 19). They are how God revealed to Joseph 
what he needed to know and do. Dreams suggest God’s initiative. One thing 
to note is that Joseph responded quickly and obeyed the messenger after the 
vision. The angel informed Joseph that Mary had not been unfaithful. Mary 
had conceived through the power of God’s Spirit.

The angel identified Joseph as “Son of David.” The genealogy, which 
opened this chapter, placed Joseph among David’s descendants. This title, 
which can have messianic connotations when applied to Jesus, was passed 
to Jesus from Joseph.

The angel sought to calm Joseph’s fear. Stop fearing captures the mean-
ing of “do not be afraid.” To “take” Mary implied more than merely bringing 
her into his home as his wife. The angel was inviting Joseph to welcome 
Mary and her child. He was not to treat her with suspicion; God’s Spirit 
caused her pregnancy, not infidelity.

1:21. The angel revealed the child’s gender; Mary would give birth to a son. 
But Joseph, the adoptive father, would name him. He would call him, Jesus, 
a common name in that day and related to the name Joshua, which meant 
“Yahweh is salvation.” That name fits well; Jesus came to “save his people 
from their sins.” Keep in mind that Jesus would save people as a group, as 
well as individuals within that group. He would save them into a commu-
nity of faith, which we now call the church. The order of words in Greek 
emphasized that Jesus alone would accomplish this task. The word “save” 
can mean deliverance from physical danger (8:25), disease (9:21–22) or even 
death (24:22). 

That the Messiah would “save his people from their sins” differed from 
the Jewish expectation. Jews anticipated a Messiah who would deliver them 
from foreigners who occupied their land. That they would look for a politi-
cal deliverer is quite understandable. Oppression dominated Jewish history.
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1:22. Matthew believed that the events he narrated linked to God’s word 
in the Old Testament. What God had begun in the Jews, he would complete 
through Jesus. When Matthew wanted to draw attention to the connection 
between events he was recording and the Old Testament, he used the phrase 
(or something similar), “to fulfill what was spoken.” He employed this phrase 
multiple times in his Gospel (1:22; 2:5–6; 2:15; 2:17; 4:14–16; 8:17; 12:17–21; 
13:35; 21:4–5; and 27:9).

We understand Matthew’s interpretation and intent in most of these 
quite easily; others are more obscure. But Matthew was not only using these 
as proof texts. He wanted his readers to see the divine plan always antici-
pated future development beyond the Old Testament.

1:23. Matthew cited Isaiah 7:14. Historically, the interpretation of the word 
variously translated as “virgin” or “young woman” has been contentious. 
Some insist it meant virgin in Isaiah; others that it implied a young woman 
of child-bearing age. While much is written about Isaiah’s original intention, 
Matthew’s use of the quote clearly indicated he believed that Mary was a 
virgin when Jesus was conceived.

Matthew also drew attention to a second name for Mary’s child, 
“Immanuel,” which means “God with us.” Immanuel is more a title, a throne 
name, than a personal name. The name does not appear again in Matthew’s 
Gospel, though the idea resurfaces in the Gospel’s last words, “lo, I am with 
you always, even to the end of the age” (28:20).

Joseph’s Response (1:24–25)

1:24–25. Joseph obeyed the angel when he awoke. He did two things: First, 
he took Mary as his wife. However, Matthew insisted that Mary remained a 
virgin until after Jesus was born.

Joseph’s second action serves as the climactic point of chapter 1: He 
named Jesus. When Joseph named the child, he became Jesus’ adoptive 
father. And when he became the adoptive father, Jesus became his son. 
Joseph, a son of David, passed that lineage on to Jesus, who then became a 
son of David, despite no biological connection.
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Focusing on the Meaning

Salvation encompasses being saved both from sin’s effects on people and 
its consequences. We are saved from future separation from God, judg-
ment, and punishment. But just as significantly, we are redeemed from 
behaviors that reflect an aimless, purposeless, and destructive life. The 
traditional way to express that is we are saved from both the penalty and 
power of sin.

 Joseph faced a situation he had never before encountered. Nothing 
from his background prepared him for the coming changes. But God had 
been molding and shaping his character. In Joseph, we observe righteous-
ness, goodness, and unselfishness. When the messenger spoke to Joseph in 
dreams, the Lord was revealing to him that God was working in unknown 
ways. Joseph responded affirmatively and quickly. He acted decisively 
because of his confidence in God without knowing all the future would 
bring.

 Jesus is Immanuel, here and now, and forever. With that assurance, 
we can be comforted and encouraged when we encounter stressful and 
overwhelming situations. We can live confidently and boldly for we know 
that we are not alone. Just as God guided Joseph through uncharted ter-
ritory for his life, we can trust him to guide us through life’s challenging 
circumstances.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Invite class members to brainstorm things (both serious and humor-
ous) that are impossible to do. (A few of these appear in the Study Guide 
Lesson 1 “Introduction.”) Responses might include:
• Stand up and sit down at the same time.
• Not get spaghetti or barbecue sauce on your white shirt.
• Sneeze with your eyes open.
• Not love your grandkids.
• Touch your nose with your tongue.
• Get consensus in a group of Baptists.
• Prove something is impossible.

2. Say, We live in a world where order seems established, regular, and even 
commonplace, but our daily experiences are nothing short of miraculous. 
Encourage members to share things we take for granted that are mirac-
ulous (next breath, life itself, birth, and so forth).

3. Recruit a member to read aloud Matthew 19:26, “With man this is 
impossible, but with God, all things are possible.” Ask, Is it difficult to 
believe God can, has, and may again alter the laws of nature? Say, Today, we 
will observe the miracle of the Virgin Birth.

Guide Bible Study

4. Set up four discovery stations in the classroom:
• Mary versus Joseph—How did Mary and Joseph struggle and 

respond to the angelic proclamation? (Compare and contrast)
• An angel’s perspective—What was God doing in history?
• Your view—What was God’s purpose and plan?
• Unmet expectations—How were the Jews, who were looking for a 

Messiah, going to respond to a baby rather than a king?
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Provide various Bible versions, commentaries, and additional resources 
at each station. Direct members to form groups of two or three people 
and travel together through the stations (no particular order) to search 
for resources and answer the main question at each station.

5. Present the following outline of Matthew 1:18–25:
• The Miracle of the Virgin Birth
• The Miracle of Joseph’s Vision and Heart
• Jesus’ Miracle Purpose

6. Use the material presented in the Study Guide, the commentary notes in 
this Teaching Guide, and commentaries to prepare and present a mini-
lecture following the above outline. Include at least three truths and 
one life application for each point.

7. After giving the mini-lecture, ask the following questions for discussion:
• Why was God’s timing for the miracle of Jesus’ birth important? How was 

God’s timing perfect? (Galatians 4:4)
• What life adjustments did Mary have to make?
• What life adjustments did Joseph have to make?
• Did the concept of faith take on a new meaning for Mary and Joseph? If 

so, how?
• How does the Old Testament prophecy prove that God’s plan was not a 

mere whim, but a carefully crafted part of salvation history?
• How were Mary and Joseph receptive and obedient to God’s plan?

Encourage Application

8. Call attention to the Study Guide sidebar “The Greatest Miracle.” Enlist a 
member to read the sidebar aloud. Encourage group discussion.

9. Read aloud the following quote from the Study Guide: “We are sinners 
who will die separated from God in an eternal hell, and there’s nothing we can 
do about it. But God could and did.” Ask group members to what extent 
they agree with the quote, and why.

10. Close the study by saying, God desires to work the greatest miracle–salva-
tion–in your life. Encourage class members to evaluate their relationship 
with God, and if they have not yet done so, invite Jesus to become their 
Savior and Lord. Lead in an evangelistic prayer.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1. Contact members during the week and ask them to bring baby pic-
tures (or the earliest photo they have of themselves) with them to class. 
Collect these as members arrive, and then inform the group they will 
play “Who’s Who?” Show or pass around the photos one at a time, invit-
ing the group to identify the class member in each image. Feel free to 
give hints if needed along the way. You may choose to do this electroni-
cally, scanning pictures to a computer during the week to display at the 
beginning of class. 

2. When the group identifies a class member, ask him or her to share a 
couple of the details surrounding his or her birth (where, when, unusual 
circumstances).

3. Say, In today’s study, we see the miracle of physical birth, and God occupying 
the world in human form—the Word became flesh and dwelt among us (John 
1).

Guide Bible Study

4. Introduce a pre-enlisted class member to read aloud the “Angel 
Monologue” printed at the end of this lesson.

(A copy of this assignment is available in Teaching Resource Items for 
this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

5. Enlist another class member to read aloud Galatians 4:4. Then say, The 
miracle of the virgin birth was God’s perfect plan, put in place at God’s per-
fect time. Today’s passage centers on the virgin birth. Never before, or since, 
has a woman become pregnant without a physical, sexual relationship. God 
worked through his Holy Spirit to accomplish a miracle that manifested itself 
both physically and spiritually.

6. Invite the class to follow in their Bibles as you read the “Focal Text” 
aloud. Direct them to listen for realities they might find difficult 
to believe. After reading, invite the group to share the details they 
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identified. Encourage members to add details from Luke’s account of 
the birth of Jesus to support their thoughts. Responses might include 
Mary expecting a baby without a physical experience; Joseph believing 
the angel who spoke to him in a dream and the prophecy that preceded 
this account.

7. Lead members to discuss their opinions and responses to the discussion 
questions in “Discovery Plan” Step 7.

8. Ask these additional questions for class discussion:
• Do you know someone who finds it difficult to believe in the virgin birth?
• Is belief in the virgin birth essential for salvation? Why or why not?
• What are other fundamental beliefs of Christians? Answers might include 

Jesus’ deity, Jesus’ atonement on the cross, the Resurrection, and Jesus’ 
return.

9. Point out that all these responses indicate a miracle of the highest 
order–God’s provision for the salvation of humanity.

Encourage Application

10. Say, Jesus’ incarnation reminds us God specializes in doing the impossible. 
Encourage members to share ways God has responded to seemingly 
insurmountable obstacles and circumstances in their lives. Ask, Do you 
believe God can, does, and will continue to perform miracles? Why or why 
not? 

11. Recruit a class member to read John 3:16 aloud (or quote from memory). 
Ask, what do the words “only begotten son” mean? Be prepared to share 
your insight as well.

12. Encourage class members to celebrate Christmas this season by cele-
brating the miraculous birth of a baby boy who saved the world.
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Angel Monologue

“Wow, this one is going to be tough! We angels have done things like this 
before, but never without a father. 

I remember the time I caught up with Hagar by the spring in the wilder-
ness and encouraged her to return to Sarai and submit to her. Hagar didn’t 
yet know she was expecting a baby, so I told her, and told her to name the 
baby Ishmael (Genesis 16). 

Not long after, God gave us angels another assignment. We went to 
Abraham to tell him that his wife, Sarah, was going to have a baby. Isaac was 
going to be something else. Oh, I forgot to mention, Abraham was 100 years 
old when Isaac was born; Sarah was 90 (Gen. 18, 21). Yes, that was a miracle 
for sure! 

Oh, there were more—meeting Samson’s mom, whom we told not to 
drink alcohol or eat anything unclean (Judges 13); telling Jeroboam that a 
new son would be born to the household of David (1 Kings 13); working with 
Elisha to convince the Shunammite woman she would have a son (2 Kings 4), 
and others too. Just six months ago, I told Zechariah and Elizabeth they 
would have a child. He was scared speechless (Luke 1)!

But this one is different. Isaiah talked about this child some time ago 
(Isaiah 9), but I had no idea I would be the one to deliver the news to his par-
ents. Mary and Joseph are already engaged to be married, but God is doing 
something extraordinary. 

I can still see Mary’s eyes as I told her the news. First, there was disbelief, 
then fear. She promised me she was still a virgin, and that this could not 
happen. I explained as best I could that God’s Spirit had overshadowed her, 
and she would have a son–the holy Son of God. I told her about Elizabeth 
expecting, so Mary went to see her. Elizabeth immediately knew God was up 
to something extraordinary!

Joseph was another story. Rather than disbelief and fear, Joseph felt 
despair and disappointment. He knew the only way this could happen was 
for Mary to be unfaithful to him. He was devastated. But he was a good man 
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and didn’t want to cause disgrace to Mary. He still loved her. He was going to 
break the engagement quietly and move out of the picture. I admit, when I 
first heard God’s plan, I couldn’t believe it myself. So, I felt sorry for Joseph. 

I decided to visit Joseph in a dream to work on him all night long. I told 
Joseph over and over that since he came from the lineage of David, this was 
a part of God’s plan. I told him Mary had not been unfaithful at all, and the 
baby she carried was from God himself. I reminded him that God planned 
this long ago and told the prophet about it then. And best of all, I told him to 
name the baby Jesus, for he would save his people from their sins.

I had seen miracles before, but this was the biggest and best thus far. 
God, who created the heavens and the earth, recreated himself in human 
form! I cannot wait to see what God will do next!”
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