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A messenger of God comes to Joseph who finds himself in a pickle.  His bride to be is found to be with 

child.  Knowing it was not his child he was devastated – “what do I do with the love of my life who has 

broken our covenant?”  Joseph does the most admirable thing (in his day) he could think of – quietly 

send her away.  God has a different plan and comes to Joseph in a dream and communicates the 

following: 

As Joseph 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.  She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will 

save his people from their sins.”  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).  Matthew 1:20-23 

God’s in-breaking, coming, is often tied to something that brings assurance and acceptance to the one 

to whom He comes.  This golden thread comes from the prophet Isaiah some 700 years earlier!  

“Joseph, the child in Mary’s womb is Immanuel, the long-awaited Messiah, God in human flesh.” 

400 years prior to the events of Jesus’ birth the prophet Malachi proclaims God’s coming: 

“Behold, I send my messenger and he will prepare the way before me.  And the Lord whom you 

seek will suddenly come to his temple; and the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, 

behold, he is coming, says the Lord of hosts.”  Malachi 3:1 

Malachi’s message came some eighty years following Haggai and Zechariah who prophesized of the 

return and rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem – a wonderful period of fulfilled promise and hope.  

The reality is that in Malachi’s day life was on the down-turn!  The glowing promises, 809 years before, 

were not to be had.  They experienced economic difficulties due to drought and crop failures.  In his day 

spiritual decline was fomenting.  And yet the promise went forth into the air; written on parchment; 

simmering in the hearts and minds of God’s people, “He is coming!”.  Then it happened! 

The Coming is God’s in-breaking of sovereign reign working wonders in and through His Son Jesus of 

Nazareth.   

In N. T. Wright’s book How God Became King, he speaks of Matthew’s bookends – “the final sentence 

echoes that ‘Emmanuel’ promise in the first chapter.  ‘God with us’ has become ‘Jesus with us’ in 28:18-

20.  In Jesus himself, Matthew is saying, Israel’s God has come back to be with his people and will now 

be with them forever” (page 96-97).  This Advent (God with us) changed the face of the earth. 

Or did it?  What really has changed?  Many pastors have used the question, “What if Christmas never 

happened?” in their Advent messages.  As I think on that question multiple, massive areas of human 

existence come into play – education, health, science, government, innovation – to name a few.  In one 

of the books I am currently reading David Kettle helps in comprehending and understanding the breadth 

of our knowing that God has come in Jesus of Nazareth and all that that entails.   
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God’s sovereignty is at hand: God, our ultimate context, is breaking in!  Through Jesus Christ in 

his birth, life, death, and resurrection, God brings us to know himself.  [Footnote 4:  In general, 

traditional mainstream Christian churches tend to emphasize knowledge of God as a matter of 

contemplating who he is, whereas Pentecostal and charismatic churches tend to emphasize an 

active God who calls Christians to discern-through prayer and providence—what he wants to do, 

and wants them to do, in quite specific ways.  These are, I would argue, aspects of one 

irreducible act of knowing God.]  This “knowledge” is a quite wonderful thing—the gift and 

possibility of eternal life.  Knowing God is about participating in this new life; it is this life 

enacted, lived.  This is our fullest, self-giving personal action, alive at the heart of all the acts in 

which we know people and things in the world.  As such this knowledge sheds radiant light upon 

ourselves and the world: C. S. Lewis said, “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the sun has 

risen; not because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.”  Knowledge of God is of this 

special kind.  40-41 

In closing I want to speak into the Gospels universal intent and share how Andrew Walls reveals its 

fulfillment.  In and through the Incarnation [The Coming] and the cultural specificity [in Jesus of 

Nazareth] God speaks to all. 

This brings us to the very heart of Christian faith.  When the Word was made flesh and dwelt 

among us he became an actual person.  He did not become generalized humanity, or a 

personification like the Buddha Amitabba, a towering embodiment of highest virtue.  The 

Gospels show us a person, with a vivid personality, with the whole range of human emotions, 

and a localized human body.  The Christ does not come recurrently into the world, like Vishnu 

setting successive ages to right.  He came once, into a particular family at a particular period and 

place, spoke a particular language, shared in a particular culture—a culture which, if not the 

most parochial in the world at that time, was certainly not the most cosmopolitan either… 

At the heart of Christian faith is the Incarnate Word—God became human.  The divine Word 

was expressed under the conditions of a particular human society; the divine Word was, as it 

were, translated.  And since the divine Word is for all humanity, he is translated again in terms 

of every culture where he finds acceptance among its people…   

In Christian understanding The Word of God can be spoken in any language under heaven.  The 

divine Son did not become humanity in general, but a specific man in a specific place and 

culture; he is, as it were, made flesh again in other places and cultures as he is received there by 

faith.  Similarly with the Christian Scriptures; there is (for purposes of communication, at least) 

no such thing as language in general; to be understood, we must speak some particular 

language.  For the process of translation of the Word into human life which constitutes Christian 

living, there is no generalized human condition and therefore no single Christian expression.  

The Word has to be translated in terms of specific segments of social reality. 

Christian faith, then, rests on a massive divine act of translation, and proceeds by successive 

lesser acts of translation into the complexes of experiences and relationships that form our 

social identities in different parts of the world auditorium.  Wall, The Missionary Movement in 

Christian History, (Orbis Books, 1996) page 47 

This reality has been repeated in hundreds of cultures over a span of 2,000 years by people of various 

cultures and languages.  Hey God! 


