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Please be Good to Poor Ol Joe

Matthew 1:18-25

18 Now the birth of Jesus Christ was as follows: After His mother Mary was betrothed to Joseph, before they came together, she was found with child of the Holy Spirit.19 Then Joseph her husband, being a just man, and not wanting to make her a public example, was minded to put her away secretly.20 But while he thought about these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take to you Mary your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.21 “And she will bring forth a Son, and you shall call His name Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins.”22 So all this was done that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying:23 “Behold, the virgin shall be with child, and bear a Son, and they shall call His name Immanuel,” which is translated, “God with us.”24 Then Joseph, being aroused from sleep, did as the angel of the Lord commanded him and took to him his wife,25 and did not know her till she had brought forth her firstborn Son. And he called His name Jesus.



Joseph is a righteous man.  But he's mired in an unrighteous mess. He's gotten a double dose of negative news from his wife to be. 

1. She's pregnant.  

2. It's not his baby. 

It all started out innocently enough. Followed the law to the letter.  No hint of impropriety, no evidence of unchastity. Couples had to run two gauntlets before getting married. They had cleared the first hurdle: public vows before witnesses. The second hurdle, as soon as Joseph moved Mary into his house, the marriage would be consummated.

Joseph had no reason to believe that the wedding schedule should go other than according to plan. In the interim his family and friends doubtless shared his confidence.  Family and friends could do what families and friends do when a wedding day is imminent. ......Buy them pieces for their favorite china pattern, compare prices on the traditional nuptial toasters, or maybe even chip in for a honeymoon expense fund. To all outward appearances, Joseph's prenuptial relationship was on the right track. The blood tests were done, the marriage license approved. Nothing stood in the way of a legal consummation of his marriage to Mary.

But something went wrong for poor Joseph. Despite all his attempts to follow the law to the letter, his wedding plans had gone awry.  Joseph had not foreseen his fiancée's surprise pregnancy. How could he? 

He could not endure his fiancée's apparent infidelity. Also he knew the terrible cost of publicly divorcing his wife-to-be on the charge of infidelity. The law demanded blood.  

Not a betrayed man, or even a righteous man, like Joseph can turn his feelings on and off like a light switch. Joseph knew, whatever he did, he needed to do it quietly.

So what does Joseph choose? A quiet divorce. You know, a little no-fault job. Maybe go to some state where the paperwork won't leave a paper trail. Hire some lawyer who doesn't ask too many questions. Whatever it takes, Joseph wants the legalities covered quickly and quietly. No doubt Joseph feels that's the only way open to him. He can do nothing less than break it off with Mary. Yet as a man who once loved and maybe still loves Mary, he must do so discreetly to preserve her life.

Even a righteous man must eventually get tired. 

When all hell seems to be breaking loose, even the most upright person must at some point lay down to rest. 

Sleep doesn't always come easy for the righteous. Anyone plagued by their conscience could attest to that.

Have you ever been sleepless tossing and turning over a decision you've made.   It may just be whether you calculated your taxes correctly. Have you disciplined your child enough or too much. Regret a word you said in righteous anger. If we have any scruples at all, we've all lost some sleep over whether we did the right thing. 

Do you suppose part of Joseph realized that divorcing Mary quietly, while saving her life, would relegate her to perpetual poverty? Do you suppose part of him feared that the scandal of her pregnancy would eventually come out and diminish him in the eyes of his friends and family anyway? Whatever it was, the tossing and turning, the doubting and wondering must have eventually gotten Joseph to the point where all he could do is let down his guard just enough...to sleep.

Of course, sometimes the only opportunity God has to speak to the righteous is when they do finally let down their guard. When we believe more and stop trying harder to work it out on our own.  It seems the "righteous" often have trouble hearing God, being so sure they know what God demands already. 

So it is in Joseph's sleep where God's voice finally gets through. 

Only in his dreams could Joseph listen to such odd words of a divine visitor: an angel of the Lord.

This may be a good place to make the point that God speaks to us now through his word but as "unreal" or as, "living in a dream world" it seems, that is what he wants us to believe.... His word.   We Walk by faith and not by sight. (1Cor 5:7) 

In that deathlike state called sleep, Joseph can do no more righteous things, but can finally hear the word of the Lord. So the angel lays it on ol' righteous Joseph. "Mary is pregnant by the Holy Spirit. So don't be afraid to marry Mary. Don't be afraid, Joseph!"

Ahhh! There's the rub! Joseph was observing the law, all right. Joseph was following the law out of fear. Fear of what other people would think. Fear of what might happen. Fear that a scandal could never be used of God for anything good.

In Joseph's own family tree there had been character after character who got caught in scandal, Joseph's namesake, who said to his brothers who had sold him into slavery in Egypt: "You meant it for evil, but God for good!"  

Rahab, the prostitute; 

Ruth, that "brazen" Moabite; 

King David himself, a royal scoundrel if there ever was one.  God in God's wisdom will save through this scandalous child.

Jesus is the first-born of all creation, King of kings and Lord of lords, the translation of the very nature and sovereignty of God Himself into human form — the image of the invisible God, the fullness of God dwelling in human form, the supreme prophet, the one whom God sent into the world to reveal to us and explain to us the meaning of our own existence, the purposes and promises of God, the good news of God's plan to grant Life to undeserving man. 

Our true high priest, who can represent us to God, and  can represent God to us,  our advocate,  Jesus is Life for us; without him the destiny of every last one of us would be death and destruction. ...He died for our sins. 

Why didn't the King of kings come wearing a crown. Why did he come from an obscure family in an obscure village in the least respected region of the Jews? Why didn't the Messiah come in victory? Why was his last fully public act a humiliating defeat at the hands of the power of Rome? Our King chose to join us in our shame. 

God could have vindicated Mary by making it clear to everyone that He, the Creator of the universe, was responsible for her pregnancy. But He did not. He left her in a condition where shame and dishonor in the eyes of her neighbors would be the inevitable result. Why did God do that?

I can only speculate but I wonder whether if God was setting up an act that would anticipate what was to come.

 Joseph was to take Mary as his wife with the inevitable result that their Bethlehem neighbors would believe that the stigma of sexual immorality rested on them both. 

Joseph had not been sexually immoral; no stigma should justly fall on him. But God asked him to volunteer willingly to bear the perceived sin of Mary on himself, even though it was not his sin. Joseph did just as God instructed. His act was kind, gracious, and heroic. He could have chosen to put his own honor ahead of compassion and separated himself from Mary's shame. But he did not. He chose to bear willingly and heroically Mary's shame along with her, even though it did not justly belong to him. 

 Joseph, heroically joined Mary in her shame. The son, Jesus, would one day heroically join every one of us in our shame, when he voluntarily choose his death on the cross.

At the first Christmas, in his own small way, Joseph had to make that same heroic choice first. 

We celebrate the scandal-shrouded birth of the hero whom God sent into the world to join us in the scandal of our sin so that we might Live and not be destroyed.

Joseph's righteousness cannot and should not stand in the way of God's mercy. So Joseph marries Mary. Now this Jesus, who will be as his son, will also stand in the line of David. You see, now Joseph is finally obedient - not to the letter of the Torah law, but to the most bedrock law of all, the law of divine mercy.

No wonder, then, that we usually see pictures of Mary, Joseph, and Jesus in stained glass! You know, those stained-glass portraits of the nativity. 

Some people will tell you that stained-glass pictures are reserved for the perfection of saints - that the light coming through gives definition to their saintly halos.  Next time you see a stained-glass picture of Joseph and Mary, you need to notice one crucial fact. Stained-glass pictures are not beautiful because they are perfect, but because they are broken into shards and painstakingly reassembled. Just like Mary and Joseph, they are pieces of broken glass graciously joined together...for the glory of God.  God has made a way for us to be joined together with him

Romans 6:3-11

3 Or do you not know that as many of us as were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death?4 Therefore we were buried with Him through baptism into death, that just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life.5 For if we have been united together in the likeness of His death, certainly we also shall be in the likeness of His resurrection,6 knowing this, that our old man was crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves of sin.7 For he who has died has been freed from sin.8 Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him,9 knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, dies no more. Death no longer has dominion over Him.10 For the death that He died, He died to sin once for all; but the life that He lives, He lives to God.11 Likewise you also, reckon yourselves to be dead indeed to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
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