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Unexpected Gift 

Matthew 1:18-25 

Rev. Valerie Fairchild 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, open our hearts to your words tonight. If I’ve 

written anything that is not of you, let it not be 

received. Amen. 

 

 Giving Christmas gifts can be quite the 

challenge. At least for me it is. My love language 

is not gifts. I much more appreciate time together 

with loved ones. However, I know that for many, 

the gifting, and the right gifts, is very important. 

So, I want to get it right. I also am not a shopper. 

So, shopping for gifts when I have no ideas is not 

enjoyable. Yet, I feel I should enjoy getting gifts 

for others, which I do, when I find something I 

think they’ll really like. 

 I remember struggling with this as a young 

girl as well. One time my sisters and I took our 

birthday money and went downtown in Flagstaff to 

find gifts for the family. Obviously, the price was 

something we needed to consider. I couldn’t find 

anything for my grandfather and the salesperson 

showed me a cigarette lighter and told me my 

grandfather would most certainly like that. I 

bought it. However, it was not at all appropriate. 

My grandfather didn’t smoke! It was a gift flop! 

 I’ve received gifts that made me wonder if 

the person knew me at all. But then I’d think about 

how I struggle with gifting and I try to be extra 

appreciative. A few times I’ve taken those gifts to 

white elephant exchanges the next year and been 

surprised when that gift turned out to be one that 

was stolen a couple of times. It was clearly a good 

gift in the eyes of others. What was an unexpected 

gift for me, turned out to be a good unexpected 

gift, a pleasant surprise for another. 

 Jesus was an unexpected gift. Oh, Isaiah and 

other prophets had told the people what to expect 

when Jesus came. The words were written in the 

scripture of the Hebrew people. Jesus shouldn’t 

have been unexpected, right? 

 However, the people had added their hopes 

and dreams to the prophecy. They lived in a time 

of oppression and this influenced their 

understanding of the Hebrew Scriptures. They 

began to imagine a king who would overthrow the 

rule of Emperor Augustus. 

 And what did they get? First was a young 

unmarried girl who was pregnant. Really? And 

who had ever heard of Mary or Joseph for that 

matter? 

 The prophet Isaiah had said, “Therefore the 

Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin 

will conceive and give birth to a son, and will 

call him Immanuel.” (Isaiah 7:14) Right. A 
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virgin. The best part of the prophecy was the last 

part. He’d be named Immanuel. The people knew 

the name meant “God is with us.” 

 Now, think about it. You can see where the 

people, longing for God’s presence and power 

would understand the prophecy to mean the ‘God 

with us’ would remove the threats of foreign 

rulers, free the people from oppression and bring 

peace to the land. It’s not too hard to understand 

why their focus was more on watching for a 

powerful one and less on a girl with child. 

 The people also knew well the prayer for the 

restoration of Israel in Psalm 80 including verse 

three, “Restore us, O God; make your face shine 

on us, that we may be saved.” (Psalm 80:3) We 

can understand how they understood being saved 

as being freed from oppression. They had not 

considered that God might be up to something 

much much bigger – a gift to save the whole 

world, not just Israel. 

 Jesus was an unexpected gift. 

 “Mary was pledged to be married to 

Joseph, but before they came together, she was 

found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit.” 

(vs. 18) That’s unexpected! Isaiah’s prophecy 

made no mention of the Holy Spirit. 

 Joseph, “was faithful to the law, and yet 

did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he 

had in mind to divorce her quietly.” (v. 19) 

Joseph, by law, could have had Mary stoned. Yet, 

after an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 

dream saying, “Joseph son of David, do not be 

afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because 

what is conceived in her is from the Holy 

Spirit,” (v. 20)  Joseph married Mary. But, an 

angel appearing in a dream and instructing Joseph 

to accept Mary and the child – that was 

unexpected! 

The angel also said, “She will give birth to 

a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, 

because he will save his people from their sins.” 

(v. 21) This is double unexpected. People would be 

saved from their sins? What did that have to do 

with the Roman tyranny? And, the baby would be 

named Jesus? Jesus means “Savior.” 

Yes, Jesus, even with all the prophecies and 

the people waiting for their Messiah, was still 

unexpected.  

The unexpected events continued to unfold. 

The shepherds of Bethlehem were watching over 

their flocks when an angel of the Lord appeared 

before them and said, “Today in the town of 

David a Savior has been born to you; he is the 

Messiah, the Lord.” (Luke 2:11) Wow, this child 

is not only a Savior, he is the Messiah and the 

Lord! 

The angel then told the shepherds, “You 

will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a 
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manger.” (Luke 2:12) Again, unexpected! This 

Savior, Messiah, Lord wrapped in cloth left in a 

feeding trough among the animals? That doesn’t 

sound very lordly! 

We sit back with the gift of centuries and 

wonder that the Hebrew people didn’t get who 

Jesus was, even when he taught with amazing 

wisdom and performed miracles. Jesus still didn’t 

measure up to their predetermined expectations. 

And, we have to ask ourselves, do we feel let down 

by God because we too hold false expectations? 

When were we disappointed because God 

didn’t heal us or our loved ones when we asked? 

All of us have, right? Then we think of the apostle 

Paul who suffered something he referred to as a 

thorn in his side. He prayed God would take it 

away and it didn’t happen. And Paul, was well, 

Paul, who made great headway in spreading the 

gospel. If God was going to honor someone’s 

prayer, surely, it would be Paul’s! 

Yet Paul experienced the presence of God 

with him when he sensed God saying, “My grace 

is sufficient for you.” (2 Cor. 12:9) 

You see, it isn’t about all the other things we 

might wish for or believe we need in life. It is 

about one thing. Jesus came so that we, when we 

choose to follow him, may be fully forgiven and 

reconciled with God. Jesus took the penalty for our 

sins so we can stand covered in Christ’s 

righteousness before God and enter into eternal 

life. The greatest gift is God’s grace given to all 

who say yes to our Lord. 

We, like the Hebrew people, may be looking 

for a god who serves more like a fairy godmother 

and grants us our every wish. When we do, we also 

miss the wonder of God’s most unexpected gift. 

Jesus offers much more that we can fully 

understand. 

And if that still isn’t enough for us, Jesus 

has another surprise. Jesus is transformative. Our 

challenge this Christmas is to accept Jesus into 

the deepest parts of ourselves as both surprising 

and transformative. 

Jesus is Immanuel meaning that God is with 

us in every time, place, and situation. He is the 

very presence and power of God. He is with us 

when jobs are lost, loved ones die, friends fail us, 

relationships fall apart, disease strikes, and homes 

are lost. In all these traumatic experiences, Jesus is 

Immanuel, with us bringing comfort, wisdom, and 

peace in life-giving ways. And always reminding 

us we’ve already received the greatest gift of all – 

his saving grace offered without price. 

Jesus as Savior means God is here to help 

us, to walk with us through the trials, and to bring 

us through stronger. We are new creations in 

Christ. The old has passed away and we are 
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renewed through God’s love and the gifts and fruit 

of the Spirit poured out on us. 

Have we let Jesus transform our lives? 

Preacher J. Ellsworth Kalas is the author of 

the book Parables From the Back Side. He shares 

about his church purchasing Christmas gifts for 

ghetto children and prisoner’s children and he 

wrote of his great pride in the love and generosity 

of his congregation. Then he was troubled by a 

question. He wondered what would happen if a 

welfare mom or a newly released prisoner from the 

state penitentiary came to his church. Would the 

people welcome them and try as hard to bring 

them into their adult Sunday school as they did 

when a bank president or college professor joined? 

-Kalas, Parables From the Back Side (Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 1992), 24. 

How would you respond? The answer is an 

indication of your transformation.  

Here’s another way to consider it. Billy 

Sunday, author of The Man and His Message, put 

the challenge like this. "If you had to get into 

heaven on the testimony of your maid, could you 

make it? If your getting into heaven depended on 

what your favorite waitress knows about your 

religion, would you land? If you had to gain 

admittance to heaven on the testimony of your 

administrative assistant, could you do it? If your 

salvation depended on what your employees tell 

about you, would you get there?"-Paraphrased 

from the quote of William T. Ellis, Billy Sunday: 

The Man and His Message (Philadelphia: Winston, 

1914), 168. 

Have you let Jesus transform you? This 

Christmas let’s give ourselves more fully to Jesus. 

Let’s let him transform us into the people he 

created us to be. Let’s choose to follow Jesus by 

living his example and his Word. It isn’t too late to 

accept the unexpected gift of God with us, the gift 

of Jesus as Immanuel, Savior, Messiah, and Lord. 

First, ask yourself if you really know who 

Jesus is or if you might be expecting something 

different. Then, accept the real Jesus and allow 

him to work in your life in surprising and 

transformative ways. Learn to expect continual 

authentic transformation! 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, take us deeper this year. We want to connect 

with the real Jesus and your best plan for us, not 

what we’ve manufactured. Thank you for your 

grace and love! Amen. 

  

 

 

 


