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Reflect  
on Matthew 1:18–25. 
How might you 
have felt in Joseph’s 
situation? How do 
you imagine he was 
changed by this 
experience?

J oseph was a righteous man (Matt. 1:19). The girl he 
has promised to marry is going to have a baby, and 
whoever the father is, Joseph knows it’s not him. 
Joseph must have agonized over this day after day. 

When the angel comes to Joseph, Joseph of course 
already knows Mary is pregnant. How did 
he find out? Mary would have told him. 
Imagine how she must have protested 
to him about her innocence. Imagine 
Joseph’s struggle. An angel? A virgin 
birth? No way. So he decides to divorce 
her quietly.

Because we live on the other side of 
Christmas, we want to rush to the end 
of the story where everything turns out 

okay. You might even be tempted to think Joseph was slow 
spiritually and should have figured out what was going on 
a lot sooner. But if you do that, you miss the whole point of 
what Joseph is learning, and of what we can learn from him.

God sends a message to Joseph: “After he had considered 
this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream.” Why did 
God make Joseph wait until after he had to think and struggle 

with all this stuff? Why couldn’t an angel come to him ahead 
of time and explain everything and remove that anxiety?

Is it possible that anxiety removal is not God’s number one 
goal for Joseph—or maybe for you and me? Is it possible that 
in getting his world turned upside down, in having to struggle 
between what he thought a righteous man ought to do and his 
longing to show compassion to this young girl, maybe Joseph 
was being prepared by God to come to a new understanding 
of what righteousness is? 

The angel says, “Do not be afraid to take Mary home as 
your wife.” Why would Joseph be afraid to wed Mary? If he 
married her, his friends would never accept his account of what 
happened. If he committed himself to this baby, he would do 
so at enormous sacrifice. His whole reputation, the work of a 
lifetime, would be trashed.

When Joseph made the decision to wed Mary, he thought 
it was the end of his being known as a righteous man. He did 
not know fully that the child he would adopt would bring to 
the human race a new kind of righteousness. 

John Ortberg is the senior pastor at Menlo Church and the author of 
several books, including I’d Like You More If You Were More Like Me.

A Righteous 
Struggle

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.
Matthew 1:20
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“T he Word became flesh and 
made his dwelling among 
us” (John 1:14). He moved 
to our world. He was born 

to one of our women, in one of our sta-
bles, in one of our villages, in one of our 
countries, right here on our earth. 

The Son of God became limited by 
space. This eternal, powerful Son of God 
left heaven and became contained in a 
microscopic human embryo. He had 
not yet formed eyes or hands or feet or 
brain. God was contained. God, who is 
described in John 1 as the light, for nine 
months was in total darkness. And when 
he was finally born on Christmas Day, 
he looked like any other human, maybe 
seven pounds in weight, unable to feed 
himself, with eyes slow to focus, hands 
not quite able to grasp, certainly unable 
to speak, wearing diapers, totally depen-
dent upon a recently married couple for 
every necessity of life. And he was the 
Son of God.

What an incredible journey that he 
became human for us in order to reach 
us, in order to communicate to us in our 
language in our way, in order to save us 
from sin and death. 

The body that was conceived inside 
of Mary is the same body that was born 
on Christmas Day, the same body that 

grew up in Egypt and in Nazareth. It is 
the same body that was crucified on the 
cross, the same body that was laid in the 
grave, the same body that rose back to 
life on Easter Sunday morning. It was 
the same body that ascended up into 
heaven and is there now. It is the same 
body that the Bible predicts and Jesus 
promises will come back to earth again. 
It is the same body he will wear forever 
and ever through all of eternity.

The Christmas story is a story of 
journeys. It is the journey of Mary and 
Joseph from Nazareth to Bethlehem. It 
is the journey of the angels from heaven 
to earth. It is the journey of the shep-
herds from the hills and to the village 
of Bethlehem. But the greatest journey 
of all is the journey of the Son of God 
from heaven to earth, from eternity to 
time, from spirit to body, from deity to 
humanity. 

Leith Anderson served as a senior pastor 
for 35 years and is president of the National 
Association of Evangelicals. 

Read Luke 2:1–7 alongside Matthew 1:23 and 
John 1:14. How does the Nativity account 
shape your view of Christ as Immanuel, “God 
with us”? 

The time came 

for the baby to 

be born, and she 

gave birth to her 

firstborn, a son. 

She wrapped him in 

cloths and placed 

him in a manger. 

Luke 2:6–7

God with Us
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prayers unanswered and to feel aban-
doned by God on the cross. He said, “My 
God, my God, why have you forsaken 
me?” (Matt. 27:46). Jesus knows what 
it is to be abused, to be tortured. He 
knows what it is to be tempted to sin. 
And though he didn’t sin, he knows the 
feeling of shame that comes from sin 
because on the cross he absorbed our 
sins and our shame, and the sins and 
shame of the world. No matter what it is 
you’re going through, Jesus understands 
because he has been through it and he 
stands with you in your pain, tribulation, 
or hardship. 

God took on skin so that we might 
know him. God took on skin so that 
he might more fully know us through 
human experience. And God also took 
on skin so that we might become like 
him. Our text says, “To all who did 
receive him, to those who believed in his 
name, he gave the right to become the 
children of God” (John 1:12)—to become 
people who bear in our very being, as 
John says, “the glory of the one and only 
Son, who came from the Father, full of 
grace and truth” (1:14). 

Ken Shigematsu is senior pastor of Tenth 
Church in Vancouver, British Columbia, and 
the author of God in My Everything. 

Meditate on John 1:1–18 and Philippians 
2:5–11, reflecting on the meaning of the 
Incarnation. How do you desire to respond 
to God? 

I n John 1:1–14, John uses the 
word logos, which is translated 
as “Word.” Logos sounds a lot 
like words we know, like “logic” 

or “logical.” When the Greeks heard the 
term logos, they would have thought 
of the logical, rational principle that 
they believed governed the world. 
When John’s fellow Jews heard the 
word logos, they would have thought 
about the Word—the One whose very 
nature it is to communicate, to reveal, 
to express, to connect. They would have 
thought of the One who, in the words 
of John Calvin, is and was and always 
will be the divine “Speech” that seeks 
to make himself known to us. 

On that first Christmas, the divine 
Speech, the living Word, the rational 
principle behind the universe, became 
one of us—took on skin so that we might 
know him.

At the Council of Nicaea, our 
spiritual forebears hammered out the 
Nicene Creed, part of which affirms 
that Jesus Christ was God, but part of 
which also affirms that Jesus Christ 
was mysteriously human. This is more 
than some kind of abstract theology 
that makes no difference in our lives; 
this very truth can change our lives and 
our eternity. 

Jesus Christ was fully human. 
He knows what it is to be hungry and 
tired, he knows what it is to be broke. 
He knows what it is to feel all alone. He 
even knows what it feels like to have his 

The Word became flesh 

and made his dwelling 

among us. We have seen 

his glory, the glory of the 

one and only Son . . . full 

of grace and truth. 

John 1:14

God with Skin
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