
Christmas Spirit
Matthew 1:18-25

There’s something about Christmas that changes the way that people who 
are relative strangers see each other and treat each other.  There’s often an 
elevated kindness, consideration and warmth towards others.  I think we call 
it ‘Christmas Spirit.’

Two weeks ago, we thought about how Christmas is bigger than just our 
households or even our nation - it’s an event that changed, and still changes, 
this whole world.  Last week, we talked about the real thing that we can share 
with one another as people with faith in Jesus - stories of how God has 
broken into our lives and changed them forever.

This week, we’re going to think about how Christmas, as it’s described in 
God’s Word, can help us know what to share, and how to share, with the 
communities of people we live amongst, work with and rub shoulders with 
day to  day.  We’re going to  see in Matthew 1:18-25, that the true Christmas 
Spirit is actually the Holy Spirit.

Through the Holy Spirit, God gives this world His eternal gift.  Through the 
Holy Spirit, He gives His people the message of Christmas in His Word.  And 
through the Holy Spirit, God enables us His people to  be messengers to 
share the message.

The way that we are to share Christmas truth with other people, is something 
we see in the life of Joseph in this passage.  There is an example here of 
faith-filled living, which shines out with a spirit - the Spirit - who does not 
simply rest on a community for a few merry weeks, but on God’s people for a 
whole lifetime.

But before we learn from Joseph’s example about the Spirit-filled means of 
sharing Christmas truth, we must learn again what the Christmas truth is that 
Joseph first heard.  Because first and foremost, this passage is not about 
Joseph and what kind of guy he was.  It’s first of all about Jesus, and what 
kind of person He is.

In this passage, God reveals to Joseph who the unborn child in his fiancee’s 
womb is, where He has come from and where He is going, and what He is 
coming to do.  It’s all here for Joseph to hear and believe, and for you and I to 
hear and believe today.
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Joseph will have been wondering who the father of this child was, because - 
put it this way - he knew it wasn’t him.  Well, now God speaks to him directly 
to let Joseph know - the child is God’s child.  This Son is conceived by the 
Holy Spirit.  This is the Holy Spirit’s gift to  Mary, and Joseph, and this whole 
world.

The significance of this news is not only that Joseph can stop suspecting his 
fiancee of losing her virginity in an adulterous relationship.  It’s far bigger than 
that.  It means that this child who would be born, by the Holy Spirit of God, is 
God Himself, the very Son of God.

The birth of a son to a virgin is not a nice little fairytale that’s part of a 
Christmas myth.  It’s a historical, actual event.  And because it is the one and 
only time that this has happened or will happen, people find it hard to believe 
that it did happen.  But it happened, and it’s crucially important that it did.

If this was all tall tales and myth, why would Joseph risk his reputation, career 
and indeed his life for this woman and child?  We’ve read that when he 
thought Mary had been unfaithful, he planned to break things off.  But when 
God confirmed the amazing truth to  him; that he would be step-father to the 
Son of God Himself, he married Mary, went with her through the stigma and 
the pointing of fingers at them, and he took Mary and Jesus to Egypt as 
refugees when their lives were threatened.

If this was all tall tales and myth, then how could it be that Jesus was the Son 
of God?  Wasn’t He really just a remarkable human being, born to a man and 
a woman who were covering up a sexual indiscretion with an outlandish 
story?

All of His life - the perfect living, the incredible teaching, the dying on the 
cross, even the rising back to life - aren’t these all things that God could 
choose to do in power in the life of one human being in history?  And if that’s 
what God did, how could we really know that His life, death and resurrection 
really matter for us?

But if this child really was born to a virgin by the Holy Spirit of God - then God 
Himself was born amongst us, fully God and fully human.  His perfect life was 
God living out full humanity.  His teaching was the very words of God to be 
believed, treasured and obeyed.  His death was the murder of God Himself 
by rebellious humanity, and there was an eternal capacity to forgive the 
enormity of the world’s sin; your sin; my sin.  And His resurrection was to 
victorious life as God above all, reigning forever.
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This child born to Mary was actually, truly, God born to us.  God with us.  And 
that’s how the child Jesus was described by the prophet Isaiah who had 
predicted His coming, as we read in vv.22-23.  This child Jesus is ‘Immanuel - 
God with us.’

And He came to be with us for a purpose.  The angel told Joseph about this 
too, in v.21 - ‘...you are to give Him the name Jesus, because He will save 
people from their sins.’

‘Jesus’ is the Greek version of the Hebrew name ‘Joshua.’  It means, ‘God 
saves.’  It was a common name in that place and time.  A way of people 
expressing their hope in God coming to rescue them.  People were waiting 
for rescue.  Mostly, the Jews were waiting for God to deliver them from 
successive oppressive foreign powers invading their land and ruling over 
them.  At this time, it was Rome.

People wanted God to save them from all sorts of things that were happening 
to them - unjust powers above them, discrimination, poverty, ill treatment.  
Still today, people still look for God to  deliver them from things like this.  
Today, people look to God and say, ‘Please, God, come on... why is this 
happening in my life?  Have you seen what they are doing to me?  What are 
you going to do about this situation, if you can actually do anything?’

Nobody then expected God to actually arrive amongst them Himself with a 
rather different purpose in mind.  He had come, in Jesus, to  be with us - not 
to rescue us from other people.  Not to sympathise with us or overthrow our 
oppressors with violence.  Not to compensate us for goodness or criticise us 
for badness.  He came to save His people from their sins.

The Christmas message is that the biggest problem in your life, from which 
you need rescued more than anything, is your sin - all the ways you have 
turned your back on God and put yourself in charge instead of Him, very 
often with hurtful and regrettable consequences.  All the ways you have 
decided what is best apart from Him, and expected life to  work out according 
to your plan.  All the ways you’ve ignored, shouted at and stuck two fingers 
up at God.

But in the same breath, the Christmas message is that God’s radical, 
committed, recklessly loving solution to this was to come and be with you in 
Jesus Christ, to live, die and rise again to rescue all who are His from this.  
This rescue and this good news is given to all those who make themselves 
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His people; those who belong to Jesus.  Christmas is good news for those 
who accept God’s gift of a Lord and Saviour; who are willing to have Jesus in 
charge and to let go of their pride and depend on Him now.

The Christmas message is surprisingly unlikely, but entirely true, and 
eternally important to accept.  It is surprisingly unlikely that Jesus should be 
the child conceived by human Mary and the Holy Spirit of God - but it’s true, 
and it matters for you forever.

It is surprisingly unlikely that God would come Himself to  be with us, in the 
poorest and most vulnerable circumstances - but it’s true, and it matters to 
you forever.  And it is surprisingly unexpected that the thing God came to 
deliver us from was not what others were doing to us, but what we were 
doing to  ourselves, to others and to God.  He came to rescue us from a 
power called sin.  It’s true, and it matters to you forever.

Christmas Spirit is the Holy Spirit - who conceived a child for a teenager 
called Mary; who convicts the world of the sin that we are slaves to more than 
anything; and who announces the news of God’s solution and gift to us, in a 
dream for Joseph, and in a Bible for you and me.

Silent reflection - God’s Christmas gift to you is His Spirit’s gift - conviction 
about sin, and God stepping in to rescue you from that sin.

So that’s the message that we have to offer people.  Christmas means, we’ve 
got a problem called sin that God says He wants to rescue us from.  And 
Christmas means, we’ve got a loving solution called Jesus who is God 
Himself with us to  rescue us from sin and death, for life to the full, now and 
forever.

How will we share that with people?  It’s not the kind of thing where you meet 
someone at the canteen...
They say, ‘How are you?’
You say, ‘Fine thanks, but then I believe in Jesus so He’s saved me from my 
sin.  “How are you?” is more like it, since you’re a slave to sin and you need 
Jesus to rescue you from that so  it’s just as well He came to this world born to 
a virgin to show that He is God and He can do that...’
They say, ‘I’ll see you later, yeah?’

A life-changing message like the one God’s Spirit has given us at Christmas, 
needs changed lives to bear the message to others around them.  When we 
live not with a fleeting Christmas Spirit, but the day-by-day lifelong enabling of 
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the Holy Spirit in a way that looks really attractively different to a world 
enslaved to sin, then people will start to want to know what it is that we know 
about Christmas.

This is where we’ll do  well to  look at Joseph’s life, and what it means to 
honour God.  Watch him in this passage, and we’ll see how to live for God in 
a way that gives you a right to speak for God.  Here’s a man whose God 
honouring character shines through in life circumstances that we can relate 
to.

In the way he reacts when his dreams seem shattered.  In the way he reacts 
when he knows that now, life will never be the way he’d planned it.  In the 
way he reacts when he clearly knows what God is saying to him, however 
difficult a call that is.

First of all, in vv.18-19, we see Joseph’s desire to honour God’s law.  He was 
betrothed to  Mary.  That’s a stronger tie than our modern equivalent of 
engagement - Mary and Joseph were promised to one another, such that 
even before they came together in marriage, it would require an act of divorce 
to separate their promised bond.

But as far as Joseph could see, Mary had been unfaithful to him.  Here she 
was, pregnant with a child that he knew was definitely not his.  Joseph has to 
make a choice about how he would deal with that.

Mary is probably about four months pregnant by now.  Last week in Luke 1, 
we saw that when Mary discovered she was pregnant by the Holy Spirit, she 
went immediately to her cousin Elizabeth for three months.  Now she was 
back home in Nazareth, and the time was coming where the town would 
know that she was pregnant.  If Joseph didn’t already know, he certainly 
knew now.

He was very aware that the mixture of Jewish law and tradition that he had 
grown up in called him to divorce this apparently adulterous girl before they 
were actually married.  Being a ‘righteous’ man, as v.19 describes him; 
someone who sought to  ‘do right by God’s law,’ that is what he intended to 
do.  However much he loved Mary, and however much it tore at him to give 
up the dreams of his future with her, he wanted to do what honoured God.

But in the midst of that desire to honour God’s law, Joseph did not lose sight 
of his love and compassion.  He thought Mary had cheated on him, but he 
desired to  divorce her quietly without disgracing her publicly.  He could have 
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dragged her through the mud, but he only desired the best for her, seeking to 
protect and honour her as best as he could.

This is so different from the nitpicking legalism that Joseph’s step-son Jesus 
raged against when He grew up, the kind of law-keeping that delights in 
pointing fingers and revels in people making mistakes.  You can honour God’s 
law with humility in the way you live your life, and treat those who appear not 
to have done with compassion, dignity and love.

You can seek to live a life of purity by the enabling of God’s Spirit, and be 
tender-hearted and discreet with those who have hurt you in the midst of it.  
That’s Spirit-filled, Christian character.  That’s Christmas Spirit.

But there was more - a wonderful twist in life’s tale for Joseph, and how he 
reacted to it would matter more than anything else we’ve read of him.  God 
breaks into his life and changes it forever, confirming to him that what Mary 
tells him is true - the child she carries is God’s own Son, conceived by the 
Holy Spirit.

In the midst of this announcement are two commands.  ‘Go and marry Mary, 
take her into your home.’  And, ‘call the child Jesus, because He will save His 
people from their sins.’  How does Joseph react to what God clearly says to 
him?

He believes what God tells him.  He changes course completely; instead of 
quietly divorcing Mary, he marries her and brings her home, though she is 
pregnant too early for the town’s liking, for all the world to  see.  He hears two 
commands, and he wastes no time in doing what he’s told.  Within two verses 
of the angel finishing his message, Joseph marries Mary and he names the 
boy Jesus.

Joseph is quick to do what God tells him.  In other words, he is obedient to 
God.  Read on into Matthew 2, and you’ll find that this is something of a 
character trait for Joseph.  God interrupts him sleeping at night in 2:13, and 
tells him to get up, take Mary and her child, flee to Egypt right that moment, 
and stay there until he is told.  And in 2:14-15, we read each command 
obeyed straight away - he gets up, takes Mary and her child, flees to Egypt, 
and stays there.  Just like that.

When God speaks to him again to tell him to return to  Israel, he does it.  
Joseph’s obedience has no caveats or get-out clauses.  God says ‘do it,’ and 
he does it.  And there’s a lot that Joseph gives up because of it.
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God says, ‘marry Mary,’ and Joseph loses respect and credibility, and enters 
into all of the slander and gossip that Mary would be put through.  This boy of 
probably about 18 years of age abstains from sex with his own wife until after 
her baby is born - that’s some faith-filled obedience!  God says, ‘flee as a 
refugee to  Egypt,’ and Joseph gives up his family, career and home to do  it 
all.

Joseph puts everything else underneath obedience to God.  He gives up 
reputation, comfort and even his livelihood to  do what God has clearly told 
him to do.

So how about you?  What’s your faith-filled Christian character like?  Do you 
seek to honour God’s law in your life?  Do you treat those who appear not to 
with contempt and finger-pointing, or with discreet and loving compassion?  
And when you are confronted by God’s Word, as you open your Bible, and as 
you are led by His Spirit, are you immediately obedient to Him without 
counting the cost?

When we live like that, then people will want to know the message that’s 
changed us.  So if we want to share the Christmas message with those 
around us, especially perhaps with those we’re familiar with but not close to, 
our Christian character matters.  Colleagues, classmates, those in our groups 
and societies, will be drawn to our message when they’re drawn to our lives.

If you want evidence that a life of remarkable character gets people’s 
attention and even changes nations, then you only need to have watched the 
news over the last two weeks and heard the tributes to Nelson Mandela.  
Abnormally gracious living draws attention and inspires hearts.  If we live like 
that, and use the attention it draws to point to  God, His Christmas gift, and 
the way it saves our lives, then plenty more people will find out what 
Christmas Spirit really is. 

That won’t happen until our lives are shaped and enabled to live in God-
honouring ways by the same Spirit who started Christmas by His work in a 
woman’s life.

So if you want to share the Christmas message, you need Christmas Spirit.  
You need the Holy Spirit’s message, and the Holy Spirit’s means, to  be 
someone whose life makes their songs of praise worth listening to.
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