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“Immanuel”
Matthew 1:23

When the angel appeared to Joseph and said Mary had conceived a child of the Holy 
Spirit, the angel said, “And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name 
Jesus: for he shall save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21).

There are around 200 names, titles, and designations for Jesus in the Bible. They each 
bear witness to His greatness, prominence, and preeminence. Ralph Waldo Emerson 
said, “The name of Jesus is not so much written as plowed in the history of the world.” 
Indeed it is!

Five times in Matthew 1-2 (and six more scattered through the gospel) Matthew uses 
what are called “formula quotations” to point out that in the details of Jesus’ life are 
being fulfilled many of the promises of the Old Testament. On this first occasion 
Matthew says that all this (the supernatural, miraculous conception of Jesus in the 
womb of the virgin Mary) took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet 
Isaiah. Matthew’s account records the words of the angel to Joseph in a dream, while 
Luke’s account records the angel’s interaction with Mary (1:26-38).

The name Jesus means “Savior” and comes from the Hebrew name Joshua (“Jehovah 
is salvation”). There were many Jewish boys with the name Joshua (or “Jesus” in the 
Greek), but Mary’s boy was called “Jesus the Christ.” The word Christ means “anointed” 
— it is the Greek equivalent of Messiah. He is “Jesus the Messiah.” Jesus is His human 
name; Christ is His official title; Immanuel describes who He is — “God with us,” and 
this designation evokes John 1:14, 18. Though “Immanuel” (Matthew 1:23; cp. Isaiah 
7:14; 8:8, 10) is not a name in the sense that “Jesus” is the Messiah’s name (1:21), in 
the Old Testament Solomon was named “Jedidiah” (“Beloved of the Lord,” 2 Samuel 
12:25), even though he apparently was not called that. Similarly Immanuel is a “name” 
in the sense of a title or description.

Bringing into the world someone who is both God and man necessitates a special 
means of entrance. The context of Isaiah 7:14 indicates that the sign to the “house of 
David” was an assurance that the dynasty of David would not be destroyed. Immanuel, 
born of a virgin as the Son of David, is the fulfillment of the prophecy.

In its original context, the land of Judea was threatened with an invasion by the united 
armies of Syria and Israel, under the command of Rezin and Pekah. Ahaz was alarmed, 
and seems to have contemplated calling in aid from Assyria to help him. Isaiah was 
directed to go to Ahaz, and tell him to ask a sign from God (Isaiah 7:10-11); that is, to 
look to God rather than to Assyria for aid. However, he refused to do so. He did not 
have confidence in God, but feared that the land would be overrun by the armies of 
Syria (Isaiah 7:12), and relied only on the aid which he hoped to receive from Assyria. 
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Isaiah answered that, in these circumstances, the Lord Himself would give a sign, or a 
pledge, that the nation would be delivered. The sign was, that a virgin would have a 
son, and before that son would arrive to years of discretion, the land would be forsaken 
by these hostile kings. The prophecy was, therefore, designed originally to denote to 
Ahaz that the land would certainly be delivered from its dangers, and that the 
deliverance would not be far in the future. The united league of Syria and Israel would 
be deprived of both their kings (Rezin and Pekah), and therefore the land of Judah be 
freed from the threatening dangers.

Isaiah 7:15-16 presents one of the most perplexing problems faced by commentators of 
Isaiah — the problem of how the promise of a sign applied to the immediate situation. 
Many believe in the “double fulfillment” of Isaiah 7:14 which would speak of Jesus and 
makes the case that a young maiden in Ahaz’s court would have a son and that before 
he would reach the age of discernment the international situation would change in favor 
of Judah. The fact that the circumstances would change quickly is certainly true, but 
Isaiah sees beyond the promise made to King Ahaz to a greater fulfillment in the birth of 
Christ. This does not require a “double fulfillment” of prophecy. Keep in mind that the 
house of David as a political entity would be brought to nothing, and Isaiah made known 
that the promise and hope would be preserved in Immanuel the Branch, the Servant 
who would be born of a virgin.

And though the mere use of such a name would not prove that He had a divine nature, 
yet, as Matthew uses it, and meant evidently to apply it, it does prove that Jesus was 
more than a man; He was God as well as man. In the New Testament, Jesus is the very 
presence of God the Father who comes to live among His people (cp. John 1:14). And it 
is this which gives glory to the plan of redemption. It is this which is the wonder of 
angels. It is this which makes the plan so vast, so grand, and so full of instruction and 
comfort to Christians (cp. Philippians 2:6-8). It is this which sheds such peace and joy 
into the sinner’s heart; which gives him such security of salvation; and renders the 
condescension of God in redemption so great, and His character so beautiful. Part of 
growing close to God is meditating and contemplating this magnificent truth.

As “God with us,” what did He do? There are three important prerogatives of deity which 
Jesus demonstrated while He was on earth. First, He was able to forgive sins (Mark 
2:10-12; Acts 5:31). Second, He was able to know hearts (John 2:24-25; Acts 15:8). 
Third, He was able to work miracles, including the miracle of raising Himself from the 
dead (John 2:19-20; 10:17-18). These show us that He was not some “stripped-down” 
man, He was indeed God! And as such, as I behold the beauty of His attitude and 
actions in the written accounts of His life, I can be assured that I am seeing the Father 
Himself (Hebrews 1:3).

On Friday Jesus became the sacrificial lamb of God. On Sunday He proved beyond all 
doubt that He was the resurrection and the life (John 11:25). Through His redemptive 
work, this child, born to Joseph and Mary, became my advocate (1 John 2:11), mediator 
(1 Timothy 2:5), savior (2 Timothy 1:10), and brother (Hebrews 2:11).
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It is fitting that the gospel ends with an “Immanuel” promise — “… and, lo, I am with you 
alway, even unto the end of the world” (Matthew 28:20). No greater blessing can be 
conceived than for God to dwell with His people (Isaiah 60:18-20; Ezekiel 48:35). This is 
a blessing for us now, and it will be a blessing for the faithful in eternity (Revelation 
21:23). The Scottish preacher, Ian MacLaren, was correct when he wrote, “The death of 
Christ did not terminate but did germinate His work … The cross is the center of the 
world’s history; the incarnation of Christ and the crucifixion of our Lord are the pivot 
round which all the events of the ages revolve.”
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