
  

What Child is This?               Pastor Tom 
~ Matthew 1:18-25               December 5, 2021 
 

 

Many people are familiar with Christmas Carols.   During the Christmas season, we hear them 

played on the radio and in shopping malls.  We hear them sung by pop stars.  We hear them in the 

background of Christmas movies.  I think Christmas carols are quite unique in this.  We don’t hear 

Thanksgiving songs in malls or Easter Carols played on ordinary radio.  Christmas carols have somehow 

survived the general purge of Christianity from public life.  Several became part of the culture regardless 

of whether one actually believed their message.   

For Christians, Christmas carols can bring great hope.  They remind us of the fulfillment of God’s 

redemptive plan in sending His Son.  Yet even we can get too familiar with the carols.  We think we know 

them so well, we may hardly think about their message.  So this Christmas we will dive a little deeper into 

some of the carols and the hopeful message they declare.   

Today, we’re looking at the carol “What Child is This?”  It’s about 150 years old now.  A guy named 

William Chatterton Dix wrote the poem around 1865.  The story goes that he was a manager of an 

insurance company.  But he was afflicted with an unexpected and serious illness that almost kill him. It 

left him bedridden and suffering a severe depression.  This near death experience brought about a 

spiritual renewal in his life as he recovered.  Suddenly, everything looked new and wonderful.  He read 

the Bible extensively and eventually write the words to What Child is This?   We’re not sure if he wrote 

them around Christmas but they have become a memorable carol.  The words were put to the tune of 

Greensleeves, a traditional English folk song and published in 1871.  People have sung it every Christmas 

since.   

The question asked by the carol is a question that’s valuable for us to ask today.  “What child is 

this?”  Or in more modern English – Who is this child whose birth we celebrate at Christmas?  The answer 

to this question is not just about gaining knowledge of the baby Jesus’. Such knowledge can bring 

necessary and helpful change to our lives today.  In fact, – Knowing Jesus’ real identity can bring us 



  

closer to Him.  How?  Well, when we get to know someone well, we can be more comfortable in their 

presence.  If we find out that they are trustworthy, compassionate, welcoming and on our side, we will 

naturally draw closer to them.   

So today, we’re going to look at a text that provides us with three clear answers to the question 

“What child is this?” or “Who is this child?”   With each answer, we will consider how we can come closer 

to Jesus because of it.  Then will have the opportunity to do that as we pray. So please find Matthew 1 

in your Bibles at the beginning of the New Testament.  We will look at verses 18-25.  Watch for answers 

to the question “What child is this?”   

 
Matthew 1:18-25 (ESV)  
 
18 Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to 
Joseph, before they came together she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. 19 And her 
husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her 
quietly. 20 But as he considered these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, 
saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which is conceived in her 
is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: 
23 “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son,and they shall call his name Immanuel” 
(which means, God with us). 24 When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord 
commanded him: he took his wife, 25 but knew her not until she had given birth to a son. And he called 
his name Jesus. 
 

This text begins with news of something fantastic and miraculous to us today.  But to a young man named 

Joseph, this news initially brought serious trouble into his life.  Joseph, maybe a 17 or 18 year old young 

man was betrothed to 14 or 15 year old Mary.   Betrothal was a legally binding relationship that could 

only be broken by death or divorce.  According to custom a young man’s parents chose a young woman 

for engagement to their son. The two families made initial arrangements before witnesses.  Then the 

young man and woman were to consider themselves husband and wife.  Yet the girl remained in her 

father’s house until the wedding day.  Then the groom and his attendants would come and take the bride 

and her attendants to his home in a public ceremony.   

 We don’t know how long Joseph and Mary were betrothed at this point.  We do know from the 

Gospel of Luke that an angel announced to Mary that she would bear God’s Son.  The Holy Spirit would 



  

come upon her for a miraculous conception. After the angel’s announcement, Mary immediately left to 

visit her relative Elizabeth.  So maybe when Mary came back from that trip, her pregnancy showed.  

Joseph hears the news.   

Though “she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit,” in verse 18, Joseph resolves to 

divorce her quietly in verse 19.  Now if Joseph really loved her, why wouldn’t he just marry her anyway?  

Well notice what verse 19 begins with – “And her husband Joseph, being a just man.”  That means 

Joseph was concerned about righteousness before the Lord.”  He took God’s word seriously and trusted 

God’s laws.  He was also concerned about his own life reflecting a close relationship with God.  So he 

reasoned he could not go through with the wedding because he concluded Mary had been unfaithful 

somehow.  The law required he divorce her.   

Yet we also see Joseph’s compassion.  He could have publicly accused her and shamed her.  

However, he was “unwilling to put her to shame” in verse 19.  So he resolved to divorce her quietly.  

But then God steps in by sending an angel messenger to Joseph.  In a dream the angel declares, 

“Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which is conceived in her is from 

the Holy Spirit.”  Notice the angel first addresses Joseph’s fear. What does he have to fear?  Well, he 

could fear loss of his reputation.   Who would believe Joseph’s righteousness if he married someone 

already pregnant?  He might lose business.  In an honor and shame culture, people might refuse to trade 

with him or hire him.  He would likely lose relationships and standing in the community.  What might you 

conclude if you heard there was a pregnant young girl in the community who claimed it was because of 

the Holy Spirit? 

But the angel’s message reveals the truth to Joseph.  These 3 verses, give us our first answer to 

the question “What child is this?”  He is the sinless Son of God, conceived by the Holy Spirit in His 

mother Mary.  This was the purpose of the supernatural conception. It brought God into human flesh.  

God could not be stained with sin.  So the Holy Spirit’s miraculous work protected the child from sin.  He 

would be born holy.  He would somehow not receive the sinful nature that was passed on to all humans 

through Adam and Eve.  Though Mary did have a sinful nature, this mysterious work of God protected 



  

the child from that.  It’s an amazing example of how God uses his ordinary faithful servants to accomplish 

His incredible redemptive work.   

In this one baby, deity or God and humanity or flesh are united.  One commentator writes: “This 

supremely points out how the sacrifice of the human on the cross could atone for the sins of humanity.”  

Through the Holy Spirit’s overshadowing Mary in the conception, the unbroken line of sins descent was 

interrupted so that Jesus was born holy.  He remained sinless and was enabled throughout his life to 

resist temptation.  So he is a sinless sacrifice for sin.”   

Now how does this piece of Jesus’ identity potentially bring us closer to Him?   If Jesus is without 

sin, that means we don’t have to view him with suspicion.  We don’t have to wonder if He’s going to 

deceive us.  We don’t have to discount his promises by 50-90% to get closer to reality.  He is sinless.  He 

is absolutely trustworthy.  He never lies.  He never deceives.  He earnestly wants that which is best for 

us.  We have no other relationship like this.   

Hopefully there are a few people in your life who you really trust.  Hopefully you have other friends 

who you somewhat trust.  But life in our world with its fallenness causes us to see most people with some 

level of suspicion or unfamiliarity.  We can so naturally project that suspicion onto Jesus.  This especially 

happens when our lives go poorly.  We can allow our circumstances to destabilize our trust in God.   

But Jesus is sinless.  He never sinned on earth.  He never deceived.  He never took advantage 

of people.  Though He had some tough words to say to some, he ultimately had their best in mind.  He 

does not change.  So my question for you today in light of this is will you Trust Him more than you trust 

Him now?  Are you willing to set aside any natural suspicion you have of others and put more trust in 

Him?  Maybe you’ve been projecting your lack of trust of others onto Jesus.  Maybe that has kept you 

from closeness with Jesus. Yet we need to recognize that He was born without sin and lived without 

sinning.  So maybe instead of accusing Him for not caring about us, we need to come closer to see what 

He has for us.   

 So what child is this?  He is the sinless son of God, from the Holy Spirit inside Mary.  The angel 

goes on to give us another key piece of Jesus’ identity in verse 21.  “She will bear a son, and you shall 



  

call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”  So what child is this?  He is Jesus who 

will save His people from their sins.  The carol what child is this? points to this with the words “The 

King of King’s salvation brings“. The name Jesus is the Greek form of Joshua or Jeshua.  It means 

“Yahweh is salvation.”  So the name Jesus fits with the angel’s message that he will save His people 

from their sins.   

 Now if you have grown up in the church or followed Christ for quite some time, you are likely 

familiar with this aspect of salvation.  You may have heard that we need to turn away from our life in 

rebellion against Christ and repent of our sins.  Then we put our trust onto Christ.  Through his sacrifice 

on the cross, he paid the penalty for our sins.  When we receive Christ, His sacrifice atones for our guilt.  

God sees us as no longer guilty.  So when we die, we will go to be with Christ.  We will not be separated 

from Christ.   I would think all of us want that kind of saving.  We are saved from this penalty of sin at the 

moment of our conversion.  The Bible calls that justification.   

 However, the justification event is not the end of Jesus’ saving work.  It’s the beginning.  Yes, we 

are saved from the penalty of sin.  But we also need salvation from the power of sin in our lives.  This 

does not happen instantaneously.  It is a life long journey called sanctification.  This involves cooperating 

with Jesus and coming close to Him in our daily walk, He and the Holy Spirit work in our lives to cleanse 

us from our sinful patterns and habits. 1 John 1:9.  We need that kind of continual and ongoing salvation.   

 The question today is do we really want this part of salvation?  Are we okay with Jesus saving us 

when we die but not okay with him saving us from that habit or addiction?   One reason Jesus faced such 

opposition during his life was because the people wanted a different salvation.  They wanted national 

salvation.  They wanted their Messiah to throw off the yoke of the Romans and restore them as an 

independent and strong nation.  They wanted a warrior descendent of King David to burst onto the world 

stage and turn it upside down.  Yet God knew that their greatest need was salvation from their sins.  – 

This include the penalty of sin and the power of sin. 

Are we willing to receive this kind of salvation?  If I think back over my life, I wanted a lot of 

different salvations from God.  I wanted saving from debt or financial stress; from loneliness; from 



  

struggling to find my way. We may want salvation from a disease or disease or economic depression or 

some sort of discomfort.  But do we really want to be saved from our ongoing sins and the destructive, 

degenerative effect they have on our souls?   

If we do, another way we can respond to this child is to Cooperate with Jesus as He saves you 

from your sins.  That involves initiating the conversation with Him.  We need to ask Him to reveal some 

sin He wants to cleanse us from or some habit that brings harm to our relationships.  Then we ask for His 

help and the Holy Spirit’s cleansing to free us from that sin.  I think this is one area of great lack for many 

Christians.  We want salvation from the penalty of sin so that we’re okay when we die.  Yet we don’t want 

salvation from our everyday sin in our lives right now.  Yet Jesus came to meet this great need in our 

lives.  So we need to embrace and cooperate with Jesus in His ongoing saving work.   

So “what child is this?”  1. He is the sinless Son of God, conceived by the Holy Spirit in Mary.  2. He 

is Jesus who came to save us from our sins.”  The third piece of id is found in verses 22 and 23.  “All this 

took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: ‘Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear 

a son and they shall call his name Immanuel (which means God with us).’”  He is Immanuel – God with 

us. (1:23)   

Matthew quotes Isaiah 7:14 to bring in a prophecy about Jesus’ birth.  If you look up the Dec 15, 2019 

message on our website, you will get a complete history of the context of Isaiah 7 and Matthew’s use of 

it here.  But for our purposes today, I want to focus on the name Immanuel.  It means “God with us.” God 

has demonstrated His desire to be with us since creation.  He was with Adam and Eve in the Garden.  

He was with the Israelites in their journey from Egypt to the Promised Land.  The cross was all about 

removing the barrier we created between God and us.  He sent His Spirit to dwell with us.  When Jesus 

returns we will be with the Lord.  Revelation 21:3 – And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, 

”Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man.  He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and 

God himself will be with them as their God.”   

Yet God is with us now.  In John 14:16, Jesus says, “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you 

another Helper, to be with you forever.”  In John 14:23, Jesus says, “If anyone loves me, he will keep my 



  

word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.”  God 

demonstrated and demonstrates His desire to be with us and walk with us.  God is with us – not against 

us.  God is with us and has not God abandoned us.  He went to great trouble to physically be with us 

when baby Jesus arrived.  His presence changed everything.  

  Last year at this time, Lori and I anticipated the birth of our first grandchild in 2021.  We imagined 

what life might be like with this new little one in our lives.   She arrived in June.  Now she is with us.  She 

is part of our lives.  She is beginning to notice life.  She used to always cry when I held her.  I was the big 

dark blob that was not her Mom or Dad.  So she cried in fear and terror.  Now, she’s a little more used to 

me.  I hold her facing away from me so she doesn’t get too terrified.  Yet when I talk and I’m holding her, 

she now turns her little head around to see where this strange voice comes from.  She is with us.   That 

has changed everything.   

Jesus as a baby tangibly demonstrated God with us.  Think about the vulnerability God took on to 

show His presence with us.  Think of the poor family and hardships Jesus endured growing up as a child.  

Think about the taunts Jesus endured maybe as a child; or a tween or as a young man – about his 

legitimacy.  Yet, He endured that for the greater purpose of being with us, Immanuel.   

Sometimes we need to take a deep pause and Rest in His presence with us.  We may get caught 

up in all the challenges of our lives that we actually forget that the Lord is with us.  Yet when we remember 

His presence, we can rest from trying to figure it all out on our own.   

Joseph must have gained a sense of this.  Verses 24 and 25 reveal his response.  “When joseph 

woke from sleep, he did as the angel commanded him: he took his wife, but knew her not until she had 

given birth to a son.”  We can quickly skip by those verses to the account of the Wise Men.  But I was 

struck by Joseph’s actions.  “He took his wife.”  So that implies that he took Mary into his home.  Did they 

have some sort of wedding?  We don’t know. Can you imagine the rejection and shunning of the 

community.  This was likely no festal procession of celebration through town.  Everyone could see that 

Mary was pregnant.  So maybe it was a very small quiet event.   



  

But Joseph did as the angel commanded.  Joseph’s righteousness does not end there.  “He knew 

her not until she gave birth.” That means these teenagers showed great moral self-control for several 

months after their wedding.  One commentator points out that Joseph likely had a one room place for 

them to stay maybe attached to his father’s house.  So they slept in the same bed yet were faithful to the 

Lord through that whole time.  Though many thought them immoral, they were actually a model of 

righteousness and faithfulness to the Lord.   They endured the shame to preserve the sanctity of God’s 

call.  

 So how do we need to respond today? So what child is this?  He is the sinless Son of God 

miraculously conceived by the Holy Spirit.  He is Jesus, who came to save us from our sins.  He is 

Immanuel, God with us.  Knowing Jesus real identity can bring us closer to Him.   So which response is 

God asking of you today? So trust Him more than you trust Him now.  Cooperate with Him as He saves 

you from your sins.  Rest in His presence with you.   

Jesus is my sinless saviour 

Jesus is Immanuel: God with me 

 


