
 

 

Angels All Around 

	 Joseph’s Angel 
 

Matthew 1:18-28 
Rev. Dr. Dawn Jeffers Ramstad 
13 December 2020 
 

 It is hard to find a person who has not seen the 
classic movie It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) directed by Frank 
Capra. Jimmy Stewart plays George Bailey, an ordinary man 
living an ordinary life. As the film opens, Capra began with snippets of humans praying for 
George Bailey, with arial shots of various buildings in Bedford Falls. George is caught in a 
crisis as the snow fall softly on Bedford Falls.  We seem to have the view of an angel ourselves.  

Soon, the camera takes us to a picture of stars and galaxies, where two “stars” seem to 
be conversing. We learn right away that one is named Joseph. At the first, we viewers may 
think the other is God, but then that star refers to God as someone outside of the 
conversation. So, is that Christ conversing with Joseph, or perhaps Gabriel? We never do 
learn. Another smaller star is called in. Clarence (Henry Travers) is a former clock maker who 
has yet to earn his wings.  

It’s a Wonderful Life misshapes our understanding of angels present in Scripture In that 
important second scene of the movie, viewers learn that angels were previously humans who 
now must “earn their wings” to become angels.  Obviously, Capra seized this popular idea for 
the story he wanted to tell, but it is not biblical. Angels are angels, while former mortals are 
now saints. Angels can take human form for our benefit, but humans cannot become angels. 

Despite that critical error, It’s a Wonderful Life is the Christmas movie that always comes 
to mind for me when I think of Joseph, Mary’s husband and Jesus’ stepdad. There are two 
reasons. First, the named angel is Joseph. Is that Mary’s husband, or is that the dreamer in 
Genesis who was second only to Pharaoh in command and saved the people from famine? Or 
is it someone else? 

The second reason is George Bailey, an ordinary man living an ordinary life in Bedford 
Falls. Watching the movie as angel Joseph reviews George’s life with Clarence, we learn that 
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George Bailey is a good guy. He saved his younger brother, Marty, from drowning in a barely 
frozen pond and lost his hearing in one ear in the process. At age 21 when George’s father 
died of a stroke, George gave his college tuition to Marty and stayed home to run the Bailey 
Savings and Loan. When Marty graduated from college and found a more promising job 
through his new father-in-law, George stayed in Bedford Falls and married Mary. Together 
George and Mary raised four children and turned the savings and loan into a blessing for 
Bedford Falls, standing up to “old man Potter” (Lionel Barrymore) every step of the way. 
George employed his not-so-capable uncle. During World War II, “4F on account of his ear, 
George fought the battle of Bedford Falls” while his brother Marty became a war hero.  

George Bailey was a good man. An ordinary man. As his brother the war hero was 
coming home to Bedford Falls, George Bailey hit the great moral quandary of his ordinary life. 
In the situational depression that came with the quandary, George became suicidal and his 
loved ones in Bedford Falls began to pray. Clarence was the angel dispatched to save George 
and earn his wings. Clarence accomplished both missions by showing George what Bedford 
Falls would have been if he had never been born.  

When reading Matthew’s opening chapter, I see more of George Bailey in Joseph, a 
carpenter in Nazareth that I do the angels in the movie. Like George Baily, Joseph was a good 
man, an ordinary man living an ordinary life. He was a carpenter in Nazareth, probably 
working mainly on fishing boats since wood was scarce and valuable in that part of the world. 
He was engaged to Mary. He was faithful and self-disciplined; he and Mary would only be 
intimate for the first time on their wedding night.  

Like George Baily, Joseph had a moral quandary staring him in the face. Mary was 
pregnant, and Joseph knew this baby was not his. Joseph had to consider his next step, which 
including quietly ending their engagement. No one knows how Jesus’ life story would have 
happened if Joseph had ended the engagement. But like George Bailey, Joseph had an 
encounter with an angel through his dreams—an encounter that led him to choose to be Jesus’ 
stepdad. 

This past year, the Wednesday small group studied this passage with a video and book 
by Amy Jill Levine, professor of New Testament at Vanderbilt University in Nashville. Dr. 
Levine is a Jewish woman who brought new insight to this text. Currently, popular among 
Bible scholars and preachers in our understanding that Mary could have been stoned for this 
pregnancy. This is based on reading the Old Testament laws. Dr. Levine argues there is no 
evidence to support the use of stoning for Mary’s situation at the time Jesus was born. She 
argues that the community would have had other ways to care for Mary as an unwed mother. 
Joseph was pondering how to assist Mary in making use of those options. He went to bed the 
night of his life changing dream resolved to assist Mary as an unwed mother. (Matthew 1:20) 
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Also, Joseph knew his family tree had four people who were born, or at least conceived 
outside of marriage. Without those births, he would not have been born himself. There were 
Judah and Perez, the twin sons of Tamar (see Genesis 38). Perez was Joseph’s ancestor. There 
was Obed, whose father Boaz slept with his mother Ruth before he should have under the 
laws of Levirate marriage. (See the book of Ruth, it is only 4 chapters.) There was Solomon, 
whose father David married his mother Bathsheba after impregnating her while her first 
husband, Uriah, was at war. (See 2 Samuel 11 ff, Bathsheba weaves in and out and says 
nothing until Solomon becomes king in 1 Kings 1.) While that child died in infancy, 
Bathsheba’s marriage to David went on and Solomon was conceived and born.  

Like George Bailey staring at the swirling, freezing water below a highway toll bridge, 
Joseph was facing a moral quandary because his fiancé was pregnant as he went to sleep that 
life changing night. What should he do about this unplanned pregnancy of Mary’s?  

In his sleep, an angel spoke to Joseph in a dream. No name is given for the angel, just 
that the angel spoke to Joseph in a dream, and Joseph did what the angel told him to do. The 
entire story of Joseph’s moral struggle in the Bible is just ten verses. How much time to you 
imagine it took in Joseph’s real life? A week? A single day and night?  

Or was it longer? This story began before Sarah gave birth to Isaac. This story went on 
despite immoral human behavior. Joseph needed at least the time it took to learn his family’s 
story and be old enough to plan to marry. It takes both time and few mistakes to become a 
good man. After Jesus was born, Joseph protected him from Herod’s slaughter by taking his 
family to Egypt as refugees. Joseph influenced at least the first twelve years of Jesus’ life, 
because he was still in the story when Jesus impressed the elders in the Temple. (Luke 2:41-52). 
We do not know how Joseph died, but we do know he passed on his trade to Jesus, carpentry, 
a woodworker in a fishing village.  

 Joseph was an ordinary good man. And it was this ordinary good man that God chose 
to be his Son’s stepfather. God himself sent his angel by way of dream to tell Joseph that he 
was part of God’s plan to save the world. Named for his many times great uncle Joseph in 
Genesis, Joseph knew God spoke through dreams. Dreams are important. Matthew told us 
Joseph’s story simply, saving room for more about Jesus. The important bit is just angel’s 
message, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid. . . she will have a son, and you are to name 
him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” (Matthew 1:20-21) 

 The angel’s message is passed on to us, our inspiration for living. “Don’t be afraid . . . 
he will save his people from their sins.” Amazing, in calling Joseph to bless Mary by adopting 
her son as his own—that is what it meant if Joseph named her child—Joseph became a model 
for us in how we too can live: unafraid and saved from our sins. Joseph became a model for 
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our own prayer for hard choices. Joseph, an ordinary good man, became part of God’s saving 
grace.  

 Just like George Bailey in Bedford Falls. Just like those who prayed for him Just like 
you and me today.  

 When your hard times come and you pray through them, pay attention to the angel in 
your dream. That angel could very well be God’s way of guiding your plan.  

 Amen. 


