
 

 

“NAMING THE BABY — EMMANUEL” 
(Matthew 1:18-23) 

 
One of the most important jobs Cheryl and I had as 
parents was naming our babies.  After all, whatever 
name we gave them they would have to carry the rest 
of their lives.  
 
Some parents choose a name for their baby because 
they like the sound of it.  Others give their baby the 
name of a relative or close friend they want to honor.  
Cheryl and I tried to pick names for our boys that not 
only sounded nice but had a meaning that would 
remind them of who they are to us and to God: 
 
Matthew = gift of God; Ryan = little king 
Jonathan = gift of God 
Stephen = crowned one 
 
During this Advent season we’re going to learn about 
the name of this baby born in a manger.  We know him 
as Jesus, the name Mary and Joseph gave him.  
That’s actually how we say his name in English — his 
actual given name was Yeshua.  It was a popular 
name at that time.  Archaeologists have found 71 
tombs of men named Yeshua from the period of Jesus’ 
death.  So the name Jesus wasn’t unique at all. 
 
But what was unique is that Mary and Joseph weren’t 
the only people to name their baby.  There were other 
people in the Christmas story who gave this baby a 

name — before and after he was born.  In that Jewish 
culture, a person’s name said something about their 
character or destiny.  In the same way, each of the 
names for this baby tells us something very important 
about this Person whose birth we will celebrate on 
Christmas.  Today we’re going to explore the name 
Immanuel. 
 
It’s pretty fascinating how this baby got that name.  In 
the scripture passage Jane read, Joseph is about to 
break off his engagement with Mary because he has 
found out she is pregnant.  An angel appears to him in 
a dream and tells him not to be afraid to take Mary as 
his wife, because the Holy Spirit is the one who has 
conceived the child in her womb.  When Matthew the 
gospel-writer recorded this episode, he suddenly 
remembered something that the prophet Isaiah had 
written hundreds of years before.  So Matthew says in 
our passage, “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord 
had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin will conceive 
and give birth to a son, and they will call him 
Immanuel.’”  So Isaiah named this baby Immanuel  
centuries before he was ever born! 
 
Well, how did Isaiah know to do that?  To find out let’s 
jump back into his world — about 735 years before 
Jesus was born.  Turn back in your Bible to Isaiah 
chapter 7.  Here’s the situation (map on screen): at this 
time in Jewish history the nation is divided between the 
northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom 
of Judah. To the northeast of Judah is the kingdom of 



 

 

Aram, also known as Syria.  Now the kings of Israel 
and Syria have joined together to come down and 
conquer the nation of Judah and its king, King Ahaz.  
They’re wanting to force the people of Judah into a 
coalition to resist the rising superpower of Assyria to 
the east.  King Ahaz finds out about the plans of 
Israel’s and Syria’s kings, and he’s very afraid.   
 
Well, the prophet Isaiah comes to King Ahaz and tells 
him, “You don’t need to be afraid.  These kings won’t 
be successful in their campaign to destroy you.  As a 
matter of fact, it won’t be long before these nations 
won’t even exist anymore.”  Then Isaiah tells Ahaz, “If 
you don’t stand firm in your faith, you won’t stand at 
all.”   
 
Well, Ahaz’s faith is pretty shaky.  So Isaiah tells him, 
“Ask the Lord to give you a sign so you’ll know that 
what I’ve said is true.”  Ahaz says, “I’d never make 
demands like that on God!”  Isaiah answers back and 
says, “You’re exhausting my patience, and now you’re 
exhausting God’s patience too!  All right then.  You 
don’t want to ask God for a sign?  Well, the Lord 
himself will give you a sign.  Look!”  Isaiah points to a 
young woman standing there in the court.  Bible 
scholars think it might have been someone in the 
king’s household.  Isaiah points to her and says, “That 
young woman is going to become pregnant and give 
birth to a son.  Before her child is old enough to 
choose between right and wrong [in Jewish culture that 

would have been about age 12], these two kingdoms 
you’re so afraid of will be totally deserted.”  
 
Well, Isaiah’s words proved to be true, because about 
12 or 13 years later (721 B.C.) the Assyrian army 
swooped in from the east and conquered both Israel 
and Syria, but Judah was spared.  But I jumped over 
one important detail.  Isaiah said, “This young woman 
is going to bear a son, and he will be named 
‘Emmanuel.”  The name Emmanuel is a combination of 
two words: Ee-MAHN-oo (with us) and el (God).  God 
with us.  So Isaiah is telling King Ahaz, the birth of this 
child will be a sign that God is with you and the people.  
He will not abandon you.  He will not leave you to face 
these enemies alone.  He will be with you, so, Ahaz, 
don’t be afraid.   
 
OK, now that we have that background, let’s jump 
forward seven centuries to our passage in Matthew, 
where the angel tells Joseph not to be afraid to take 
Mary as his wife, because the baby in her womb has 
been conceived by the Holy Spirit.  Then Matthew 
says, “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had 
said through the prophet [Isaiah].”  The word fulfill 
means to complete something, to fill something to 
overflowing.  Matthew is writing, you know what Isaiah 
said way back then about a young woman having a 
child who will be called Emmanuel?  Those words 
were fulfilled back then for King Ahaz, but little did 
Isaiah know they would have a much greater fulfillment 
for us.  Because back then when Isaiah said a young 



 

 

woman will conceive and bear a son, the Hebrew word 
he used for young woman was almah.  Almah carried 
with it the idea of someone having no sexual 
experience — in other words, a girl who was a virgin.   
 
So Matthew is saying, little did Isaiah realize that what 
he said back then was pointing to something much 
bigger.  God had something much greater planned.  
Another almah, a virgin girl, has conceived and given 
birth to a son.  And they will call the son of this almah 
Emmanuel.  But this son will be more than a sign, like 
that baby boy was to King Ahaz, that God was with 
him.  The boy born to this almah won’t be just a sign 
that God is with us.  He will be the real deal.  He will 
really be God-with-us.  He will be God putting on 
human skin and coming into our world. 
 
There are some words we use all the time that we 
never really think about what they mean.  With is one 
of those words.  Just think about with.  What’s the 
opposite of with?  Without.  With means not being 
without.  With means someone accompanying 
someone else.  With means that someone is not alone.  
(Running my first half-marathon in Lake Placid NY, 
about four hours drive from home.  Cheryl had come to 
watch me, but I would be running alone — until 
suddenly right before the race started a guy from our 
congregation named Hal showed up and said “I’m 
running with you.”  He had driven four hours just to be 
with me.  Although he was a much faster and more 

experienced runner, he ran beside me all 13.1 miles.  
Hal had come to be with me.  I wasn’t running alone.) 
 
Please listen closely.  It has always been God’s desire 
to be with us.  The book of Genesis tells us that God 
walked with Adam and Eve in the garden in the cool of 
the day.  Adam and Eve enjoyed a “with-God” life.  
They knew his constant companionship, his love, his 
protection.  But they decided that wasn’t enough.  They 
wanted to have the freedom to live their lives they 
wanted to live them, to choose for themselves what is 
right and wrong.  They walked out on God.  They lost 
the intimacy of a with-God life. 
But God never lost his passion to be with us.  He 
wasn’t going to settle for distance from us.  So God 
takes the initiative.  He makes the first move. We see 
this all through out Scripture: God having the Israelites 
set up a tabernacle where he would be in their midst.  
The ark of the covenant, the symbol of God’s 
presence, going with the army into battle.  The pillar of 
fire and the pillar of smoke leading his people through 
the wilderness.  The dazzling brilliance called the 
Shekinah glory settling down on the temple when the 
people gathered to worship.  All of these images were 
pointing to the overwhelming passion of God’s heart.  
He wants to be our God.  He wants to be with us. 
 
But then God took the most radical, risky step of all.  
Have you heard the phrase “skin in the game”?  It 
comes from the world of business.  Having skin in the 
game means to put yourself at risk financially because 



 

 

you have personally invested in something that you 
want to happen.  God literally put skin in the game.  He 
wanted to be with us so much that he came in human 
flesh.  Please don’t miss the shocking scandal of 
Christmas.  It’s not just this cute scene of two parents 
and some shepherds and sheep huddled around a 
cooing baby.  This vulnerable baby is none other than 
Emmanuel, God with us.  Can we even begin to 
imagine the risk God took to come the way he did?  
Can we even begin to imagine his passion to be with 
us? 
And Scripture tells us that history will end where it 
began.  God will get what he’s always wanted.  
Revelation 21:3 — “I heard a loud voice from the 
throne saying, ‘Look!  God’s dwelling place is now 
among the people, and he will live with them.  They 
will be his people, and God himself will be with them 
and be their God.”  In the coming new heaven and new 
earth, we will experience the reality of God-with-us in a 
much more unfiltered way than we can possibly 
imagine in this world. 
 
Whenever I work on a sermon I ask the question “So 
what?”  What difference does this make to the people 
I’m preaching to?  Well, let me give you 3 so-whats: 
 
1.  Immanuel means God wants to be with you. 
I really want you to sit with that and let it settle into 
some deep place in your heart.  Can we say it out loud 
together?  God wants to be with me. 
 

It’s such a simple idea, a no-brainer, right?  But do I 
really believe that in the core of my being?  I’m afraid 
that a lot of people, even a lot of good churchgoing 
people, won’t let themselves truly believe that, and the 
reason is that they don’t think they are worthy of it.  
Why would God want to be with me?  With all of my 
past sins?  With all of my present flaws?   
 
There’s this story in the Bible where Jesus first 
approaches Peter on the beach.  Peter and his 
buddies have been fishing all night without so much as 
a nibble, but Jesus tells him to cast his net out into 
deeper water and Peter’s boat almost sinks from the 
catch of fish.  Peter comes back to shore and says, 
“Lord, thank you so much!  I want to be your disciple!  
May I follow you?’’  No he doesn’t.  Peter says to 
Jesus, “Go away from me, Lord.  I am a sinful man!”  If 
you really knew who I am, you wouldn’t want to be with 
me. 
 
We are all created to live life with God, but many of us 
push away the thing our souls crave most because we 
feel so undeserving.  But Jesus is Emmanuel.  He 
wants to be with you.  Now, because he knows you so 
completely he knows all about the things you’re 
ashamed of that make you feel so unworthy.  That’s 
why you can’t disconnect the Christmas story from the 
Easter story.  This son born to a virgin and laid in a 
manger would die on a cross carrying the shame and 
guilt of all your sins and mine.  Yes, Jesus knows 
you’re a sinful man, a sinful woman — that’s why he 



 

 

died for you.  Are you ready to stop shaming yourself?  
Are you ready to stop telling the God who wants to be 
with you to go away?  If you will turn toward Jesus 
today, you can be forgiven.  You can find the love your 
soul has been craving all your life.  You can pray for 
God to come be with you at the end of this message.   
2.  Immanuel means God is with you all the time. 
Cheryl and I went to North Carolina for Thanksgiving.  
It’s the first time we’ve been with some of our nieces 
and nephews in years.  We had a nice visit, but then 
we all left and went our separate ways.  
 
God with us doesn’t mean God stopping in for an 
occasional visit.  God with us means he comes never 
to leave.  It was the last thing that Jesus, our 
Emmanuel, told his disciples: “I am with you always, 
even to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20). 
 
You might wonder, well, Jesus said that but then he 
left them.  How could he be with them always?  A short 
time later he sent the Holy Spirit, his very own Spirit, to 
live in them.  But not only them.  He sends his very 
own Spirit to live in all those who love him.  Do you 
remember how his presence filled the temple back in 
the Old Testament?  Well, the New Testament tells us 
his temple is no longer a building — it’s his people.  
His presence now fills our lives.  He is not only with us, 
he is within us.  You and I and we together are the 
dwelling places of God.  Immanuel has come to make 
himself at home in our lives. 
 

Now we have a tendency to associate God’s presence 
with certain things like a warm feeling or a sense of 
peace.  Now surely his presence can produce those 
kinds of responses in us, but just because those things 
aren’t present doesn’t mean he isn’t.  When we don’t 
feel like he’s here, he is still here.  When things are 
hard and we cry out “Where are you, God?”  he 
whispers back, “I’m right here.  Remember?  I told you 
that I would never leave you or forsake you.”   
 
I sometimes walk into situations as a pastor that can 
be very intimidating, that I feel very inadequate for.  I’m 
learning to get to a quiet place, settle my feelings, and 
let God remind me that he is right here, right now, and 
he’s going with me into that situation. I won’t be alone.  
Do you need God to remind you of that in the right 
here, right now of whatever situation you’re facing? 
 
3.  Immanuel means God shows up with skin on.  
I just want to introduce this thought now and spend 
more time with it next Sunday.  When God came to be 
with us, it wasn’t in some invisible spiritual kind of way.  
He came with skin on in the person of Jesus.   
 
Do you know how God usually shows up in our lives?  
Through the skin of someone else.  Someone where 
his presence lives.  Someone who is his walking 
temple. 
 
I’m saying that because do you know how the people 
in our world who don’t know God are going to 



 

 

experience Immanuel?  It’s through people like you 
and like me.  God has now clothed himself with our 
skin.  We are his eyes, his ears, his hands, his feet.  
Where we go, he goes.  When we speak, he speaks.  
When we touch others with acts of compassion, he 
touches them.   
 
Time Magazine 2014 Persons of the Year: those 
treating people with Ebola in West Africa 
 
Man named Dr. Philip Ireland — 44 yrs old in Liberia. 
Suddenly Ebola patients started showing up in their 
clinic.  Some doctors left out of fear.  Dr. Ireland stayed 
and cared for people even though he knew there was a 
high likelihood he could contact Ebola.  He becomes 
Emmanuel.  He embodies the love of God, shows 
them God is with them. 
 
Dr. Ireland contracts Ebola.  He describes the worst 
night of his battle.  Symptoms of Ebola: you start 
vomiting and having diarrhea, can’t stop, you become 
completely dehydrated and your systems start to shut 
down.  He’s lying in hospital bed, no one to take him to 
the bathroom or help him.  Vomited and had diarrhea 
72x until he finally passed out.  When he woke up in 
the a.m., there was no one to clean him — he was 
lying in his own mess.   
 
Physicians assistant came: became for him 
Emmanuel.  “The next day there was this physician’s 
assistant—I will never forget him. His act of love 

towards me, to wash me, was so much so that I will 
never forget it in my entire life. He cleaned me totally. 
He dressed me, put me in a clean bed.”  Through that 
Dr. Ireland survived the experience. 
 
You may not be called to go to West Africa.  But this is 
what Immanuel means.  God shows up with skin on — 
the skin of your life.  Immanuel means showing the 
love of Christ to others in concrete ways.  It could 
mean putting yourself at risk the way God put himself 
at risk when he came as a helpless baby.  That’s how 
people experience the reality of Emmanuel.  That’s 
how they know that God has come to be with them.  
Will you let God make you that living demonstration of 
Emmanuel? 
 

Prayer 
 

“O Come, O Come Emmanuel” 
 

Benediction 
This Advent season  

may you know the reality of Emmanuel. 
May you know that God wants to be with you. 

May you know he is always with you. 
And may you be a living demonstration 
of Emmanuel to someone in your world. 

Amen. 


