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… they shall name him Emmanuel 

 

Luke 1:26-38 

Luke 2:1-20 

Matthew 1:18-25 

 

Text: Acts 10:42-43 

All this took place to fulfil what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 

‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him 

Emmanuel’, which means, ‘God is with us.’ 

 

Introduction 

I was thinking about all the beautiful music that has been written, sung and 

performed about Christmas.  There is something about all this that moves the heart 

with an ecstasy that can’t quite be described but you know it when you experience 

it.  The carol “Joy to the World” describes in the first four words of its opening line 

something of the mystery we experience this night. Joy.  And we can’t wait for the 

part of the service when we sing “Silent Night” by candlelight. 

 

Think about the music we have heard thus far in our service.  I know nothing about 

writing and creating music or about how to prepare a choir to sing.  I hear Sarah, 

our music minister, tell me about looking for music to match our choir and how 

she changes keys from the original score of hymns so the congregation can sing it 

more easily and how the choir was inspired to sing challenging pieces of music 

because they loved the beauty of the song.  And clearly the choir loved that beauty 

as they sang with and for us this evening.  Perhaps you, like me, find that when 

you come in faith and hear the music sung amidst the reading of the story of our 

Lord’s birth you are, at moments, transported somewhere else.  It seems that for 

even a brief moment the world stops and all that weighs us down is seemingly set 

aside. 

 

Consider how the kind of service we experience this night is repeated in churches 

all around us.  Each with their own flavour of music, offering the best that its 

particular beauty can offer.  And then consider this.  It was 12 hours ago in places 

far away from us in our world that Christmas Eve began and the first services of 

this evening with its music were offered.  As our world rotated on its axis, 

sustained by God’s keeping power, the beautiful music of Christmas floated 

skyward and now it is our turn and then it will be the turn for others who have yet 

to take up the song. Some are now just getting ready to sing and listen.   Believers 

all over the world have heard again how the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place.   
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What does it all mean?  Why all this effort to make our worship resonate with 

beauty.  The gospel writer Matthew tells us.  It is in the meaning of the name the 

8th century BC prophet Isaiah gave to his son.  A name that God said was a sign of 

hope in the midst of great duress for 8th century BC Israel; a name God gave then 

even as God looked forward to the birth of the Messiah.  Emmanuel.  Emmanuel is 

a Hebrew name.  Matthew, writing in Greek, wants to be sure that everyone 

reading his story knows the meaning of this Hebrew name—so he tells us.  “God is 

with us.”  This is what the birth of Mary’s son means.  Jesus the newborn is “God 

with us.” This is what all the work of Christmas worship is about.  This is what it 

means. Emmanuel.  God is with us.  

1. One of the things that characterizes today’s culture is what I would call 

fragmentation.  People live fragmented lives.  What I mean by that is that our 

culture has given up on the idea of a common narrative about human life.  There is 

a distrust of authority.  What remains is ‘your’ truth and ‘my’ truth.  The idea of a 

capital “T” Truth that applies to everyone is treated with suspicion.  Although 

death has a way of intruding on that conviction because mortality holds steady at 

100%.  The result of this lack of common narrative is that young people live their 

lives in sound bites of sorts; each area of life is distinct from the other.  At work we 

are loyal to the cash it generates; the company logo on the sweater doesn’t matter 

just the name on the back of the jersey.  At home in our personal relationships we 

hope to live a different sort of loyalty—we want the ‘us’ to matter above the 

individual.  We don’t see the conflict in our two forms of loyalty.  Is it possible 

that this is why we often feel pulled apart? 

 

I would ask you to consider that the idea that ‘there-is-no-common-narrative-

about-human-life’ is, in fact, a common narrative about human life.  The gospel—

the good news that is Jesus Christ—claims to be the true story of the world told at 

its proper depth.  It asserts that the reason we are so fragmented and divided in our 

world, living out our belief that there is no common human story, is because we 

humans have turned our backs on the One in whose care is the story of every 

human being.  According to the gospel story, no human is Godless.  I know that 

lots of people claim to have no religion or religious affiliation.  But that isn’t to be 

Godless.  The gospel claims that even though we have turned our backs on God, 

God has not abandoned us.  This is what Christmas means, “God is with us.” 

 

What I can tell you about knowing Jesus Christ is that in Him all things hold 

together.  In these fragmented lives we live the centre does not hold.  What the 

believer discovers in Jesus is the One who is the centre of reality and he holds us in 

his eternal care and keeping.  In Jesus the centre holds. 
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2. The way we celebrate Christmas can seem to us a bit like a command 

performance.  There are certain things that have to be done a certain way.  

Expectations are high.  And likely we contributed to those expectations by the 

things we did in previous years.  Perhaps some are feeling the crush of those 

expectations acutely this year.  The inflation in our economy means everything is 

more expensive and our income has not kept pace.  Many are feeling the pinch and 

the reality is that we can’t do what we did in previous years.  The inability to meet 

expectations makes us feel like failures.   

 

And then it could be that an illness has intruded in our lives such that things feel 

upside down.  Or maybe a relationship has recently gone sideways and its pain is 

acute.  Or maybe a job has been lost or the work load of our academic studies has 

proven overwhelming and we are considering dropping out.  The joy of Christmas 

that is to our world, that the hymn writer has in mind, is not to be found in the 

circumstances of our lives; rather it is the joy that is to be found in the One who 

has come into our circumstances.   

 

If you think about what this first Christmas was like for Mary and Joseph there was 

very little in their circumstances that would be a source of joy.  Mary’s pregnancy 

nearly tore this couple apart as their marriage was just beginning.  Imperial Rome, 

ever searching for taxation from the peoples they occupied in their empire, had 

made it necessary for Joseph to make the journey to Bethlehem with a pregnant 

wife. The birth takes place in a stable.  Jesus’ first crib was a feeding trough for 

animals.  Nonetheless the eternal joy of heaven arrived in the birth of a baby boy.  

“God is with us.”  Friends, I invite you to pause and rest awhile with Mary and 

Joseph.  Let the wonder of our Lord’s presence be the strength and joy of your life.  

The difficult circumstances in which we may find ourselves do not negate the 

glorious truth that is Christmas, “God is with us.’ 

 

3. I also know that there are many here tonight who are in the place I am in.  In 

your bereavement you are missing that one whose company and love was a great 

treasure to you and the place at the table they occupied is now empty.  A few 

moments ago I invited you to imagine the world turning on its axis and hear 

Christmas music floating up in praise of God as Christians took successive turns 

making that music as this night rolls on.  The gospel tells us that the church in 

heaven and the church on earth are one church.  Heaven is not a distant place far 

above us but is near, it is a dimension around us we cannot see.  Imagine a choir 

standing out in the lobby of the church singing, we can hear them but can’t see 

them.  This is what heaven is like for us.   
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And so our music tonight isn’t just heard in the world; it joins with the thunderous 

praise of our Lord this is ever the worship of heaven.  What is the most beautiful 

piece of music in praise of God you have ever heard?  For me it is Handle’s 

Messiah.  The Bible tells us that the glories of human achievement are not lost to 

God.  Rather, they are taken up and perfected in that glorious future God has 

prepared for any who would believe in him. Imagine what a perfected Handle’s 

Messiah must sound like.  Because the church in heaven and on earth are one and 

our music joins together on this night, then those who in faith have gone before us 

are celebrating Christmas with us.  And the reason is “God is with us and them.” 

 

What does Christmas mean?  Listen again to Matthew. “All this took place to fulfil 

what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: ‘Look, the virgin shall 

conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel’, which means, ‘God 

is with us.’” 


