`“Name Him Jesus”

Matthew 1:18-25

December 17, 2006

We look at Joseph this morning. Joseph, who was betrothed – engaged and quasi-married – to Mary, whom we looked at two weeks ago. Joseph, who was a righteous man, who was a compassionate man, who was Godly man; he is one of those characters who tends to appear at the back of the stable. This is his big scene and, if you notice, he doesn’t get any lines.

Yet as we prepare for Christmas – as we think about what it means to remember God’s accomplishments in Jesus and anticipate God’s fulfillment of his promises for his eternal return – as we prepare, paying attention to Joseph is instructive for us.

Hear our Scripture this morning:

The first thing you need to know is some background on the status between Mary and Joseph. You probably know that a betrothal was more than simply an “engagement.” The marriage between a man and a woman was a significantly more involved process in those days than it is today.

The first step was the contracting between families. There was generally a price set for the bride; and that price would be fairly steep. It was to recognize the value lost to the bride’s family and, in a more pragmatic sense, a way to help offset the costs of the week-long marriage ceremony that would come at the end of the betrothal period. Most betrothal periods lasted a full year. The time frame was designed as a testing period; as an opportunity for any hidden flaws to be disclosed. Most times, the man and woman were still kept separate, even though they would be described as husband and wife. If, during the course of that year, infidelity was discovered – say, by the woman manifesting a pregnancy – it would be considered adultery and the marriage would be dissolved. 

Here’s the thing: the marriage would be dissolved. Not might be, not could be, not should be. It would be. Infidelity was a deal breaker. It was a breach of the contract and a shameful thing. Further, Deuteronomy 22 said, “If…evidence of the young woman’s virginity was not found, then they shall bring the young woman out to the entrance of her father’s house and the men of her town shall stone her to death, because she committed a disgraceful act in Israel by prostituting herself in her father’s house. So you shall purge the evil from your midst.”

Stoning her to death would tend to make the marriage contract void.

By the time of Joseph and Mary, however, stoning was a much less frequent result. It still existed – as evidenced later by the woman caught in adultery in John 8. Ordinarily, there were two non-lethal options: public disgrace or a private divorce. The public disgrace is exactly as it sounds: the aggrieved party would go to the elders in the town, proclaim his complaint, and then there would be severe condemnation of the young woman and her family. The private divorce involved only the families and two independent witnesses and some paperwork. 

Not divorcing Mary was not an option for Joseph. Even with the relaxed punishments, it was clear that a righteous man before God could not take home a woman of disgrace. Her pregnancy – not by him – was a smoking-gun kind of evidence of her infidelity. Or was it? We will get to that.

That said, Matthew’s account makes it clear that Joseph cared about Mary. The conclusion of their relationship may not have been in doubt, but Joseph takes time to consider the options. He does not focus his thinking on himself; rather, his primary concern is Mary. We have to add to the back story in order to come up with much more than this, but the sense is that Joseph was looking for a way to be kind to Mary. Note here that Scripture tells us that the dream of the angel came “just as he had resolved to do this…” Joseph’s decision was not a snap decision.

Why does this matter? How is this anything more than an interesting piece of 2000 year old gossip?

Well, it demonstrates that righteousness is not without compassion. So often we are presented with the dichotomy between judgment and grace, as if there is no overlapping between the two. The truth is that judgment is often an expression of grace, and righteousness goes hand-in-hand with compassion.

The whole incarnation is an expression of that principle: it is humanity – or, more specifically in Biblical terms, Israel – that has been unfaithful to God. Yet God sends the baby Jesus into that situation. Remember? “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that whosoever believeth in him should not perish but have eternal life.” Do you remember how those words of Jesus continue? “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.”

Having compassion does not mean that wrongdoing is acceptable. Compassion is a loving way of reaching through wrongdoing to begin reconciling. Is there anyone in your life who has done you wrong? Has anyone cheated on you, taken you for granted, hurt you deeply? Do you harbor that wound as a trophy or as a badge of self-righteousness? Joseph had every right to be angry and spiteful. He was not. He acted justly, but he also acted lovingly. He did not seek revenge, he sought to take care. That’s the heart of God expressed in human terms.

The second thing we have to note about this is that we sometimes do not have all the information. We are not the best judges of righteousness. As clear as Mary’s pregnancy was, Joseph did not have the whole story. God is not predictable. Seriously: a virgin birth?

How many of hundreds of years did people study Scripture, read the words, and they still had no clue what was coming? 

Even though it is not written here, I can guarantee you that Joseph did not see this coming. There is no way he saw this coming. There he was, minding his own business, going through the preparations to bring home his betrothed wife, and then she shows up from her cousin Elizabeth’s, pregnant. Joseph was not looking to challenge the social order. He was not looking to shake things up in his town. He was a carpenter/mason, a builder of houses. He was not a cutting-edge theoretical thinker or ivory-tower theologian. 

Joseph was probably exhausted by the time he came to the decision that a private divorce was his best option. His dreams were shattered, his plans in shambles. He was going to have to go back to square one and figure out what to do after the divorce. He probably called it a day and sat down in a chair and wanted to stop thinking about it. And then an angel of the Lord appeared to him with, as Paul Harvey would say, “the rest of the story.” (Can’t you just imagine that angel with Paul Harvey’s voice, “… and now you know, the rest of the story. Good day!”)

The revelation of God’s holy activity meant that Mary had not engaged in infidelity and that the law requiring her to be put away did not apply. Joseph, no doubt confused, still must have been relieved as he stepped out in faith in obedience to the command of the Lord. He, like we, may have wondered, “Exactly how does that work?” Nonetheless, he trusted God to know more and to know better.

The things of which we are so sure, the things we take for granted, how many of those things can we hold tight? Just like Joseph’s original plans and dreams, how many times have situations changed so that we have to adjust our thinking? It is tough for us to have moments of re-thinking everything. 

God intervenes and does as He wills in our lives. It can be hard to give up our plans and the direction we are going; but there are times when God calls and demands just that. Things we do not see coming suddenly take priority; things we could not have seen in our wildest imagination suddenly becomes standard operating reality. Advent time teaches us that change is coming – sometimes after centuries, sometimes in a heartbeat. 

The third thing is that faith requires us to step out into uncharted territory. This is where and how righteousness is reckoned to us. As we mentioned, Joseph was not looking to be any kind of revolutionary as he became betrothed to Mary. Presented with an impossible situation, God presented the possible and Joseph responded. He stepped out in faith, believing God and believing Mary. He stepped out in faith, acting upon God’s call in his life, and following through. That, if nothing else, confirms Matthew’s description of Joseph as a righteous man. God uses Joseph to be the earthly step-father of this holy born son. “You shall name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” 

Joseph believed and righteousness was reckoned unto him. Righteousness is based on faith. This is absolutely consistent with what Scripture had taught from the beginning. Abraham at age 90 plus, believed God and left his homeland and all he knew, trusting God, and it “was reckoned to him as righteousness.” Stepping out in faith is reckoned as righteousness. Faith is expressed in action.

In each life, there are moments of reckoning. There are moments when choices are made. Where has God called you to step out in faith? For some it is in mission. For others it is in serving. For everyone who says, “I want to be faithful, but I don’t want to have to do any public speaking,” well, Joseph is your guy. Not a single word spoken publicly. For others it is in giving – providing resources for ministry and mission to take place. Yes, giving requires stepping out in faith. A prophetic word? A song? Wherever it is, Joseph stands as a graphic example of stepping out in response to God’s call; for Joseph, it meant that he was blessed to raise the one who “would save his people.” 

So, as we consider Joseph, we marvel at a righteous man who had compassion. We wonder at a man who was willing to adapt when things he did not know changed everything. We are thankful for the example of a man who stepped out in faith in response to God’s call. For a guy who stands in the back of most stables, that’s not a bad legacy. 

“When he awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife.”

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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