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	 Today we refresh our memory of how God’s love arrived here when Christ was 
born. We love to tell this story every year using a different Gospel as our lens. This 
year we remember Jesus by using Matthew’s Gospel. Matthew was a Jewish man who 
he began his Gospel by reciting Jesus’ family tree. First came Abraham, the father of 
Earth’s three great monotheisms. Twelve generations later, we are reminded of David, 
the famed shepherd king of Israel who wrote Psalm 23. Twelve generations later 
Jechoniah was the last reigning king before Israel’s exile in Babylon. Only Old 
Testament scholars remember Jechoniah, but everyone blessed by Sunday School 
knows about his contemporary, Daniel, who was thrown in the lion’s den. Another 
twelve generations passed, and Jesus’ family tree grew to Joseph, whom we remember 
because he married Mary, the mother of Jesus. (See Matthew 1)  

 To tell our long salvation story very short, Jesus was born in this specific family 
tree because Joseph chose to adopt his fiancé’s surprise baby. The promises God 
made to Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3), David (2 Samuel 7:12-13), and Jechoniah’s great, 
great, great grandfather Ahaz (Isaiah 7:10-16) about how they would be ancestors of 
Christi were fulfilled when Joseph chose to be Jesus’ father.                                              

 Although Joseph’s ancestors were patriarchs and kings, their family had been 
off the throne and working class for about 600 years. Joseph was a carpenter in 
Nazareth, a fishing village on the shore of the Sea of Galilee. Joseph knew the stories 
of what his family had once been. He knew all the promises God had made to his 
ancestors. Still Joseph made boats for commercial fishing on the Sea of Galilee and 
had a reputation for being a righteous man.    

The only Bible passage focused specifically on Joseph is today’s main Scripture. 
This is the short story of how Joseph faced one of life’s toughest decisions. That day, 
he was engaged to Mary, who had just told him that she was pregnant. Joseph knew 
this child was not his, but he had to sort out her claim that the baby’s father was 
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God.ii Simple logic would lead Joseph to conclude that someone else had to be the 
baby’s father, but Mary claimed that an angel told her that her baby was God’s son. 
As a human who believed in God’s love and promise of salvation, Joseph had just 
decided what he would do and went to bed to sleep on his decision.  

Friends, we must remember that Joseph made his decision 2000 years ago in 
Nazareth, not 21st century Hudson. Joseph believed that all baby’s came to life after 
the father planted a seediii in the mother’s womb. There the baby grew just like a 
flower seed planted in a garden. There were no middle school biology classes that 
taught everyone how all mammals, humans included, normally make their offspring. 
With all we need to know daily crowding minutia out of our memories, we easily 
forget that what is now taught in the core curriculum of middle school as scientific 
fact was only discovered in 1677,iv only three and a half centuries ago. In Joseph’s 
world view, he believed there was only one way he could have been Mary’s baby’s 
father, and he knew this was impossible.  

Because his fiancé was pregnant and this baby was not his, Joseph had three 
choices. He could have Mary publicly stoned to death for adultery, but to do that he 
also needed to find the man who fathered the child to be stoned with her. (See 
Leviticus.) He could break his engagement to Mary quietly, leaving the problem of 
this pregnancy for Mary’s family to sort out; probably with some sort of adoption 
within her family. Or he could marry Mary, and perhaps adopt her child. That choice 
would include her baby in his family tree.  

The day of today’s Scripture happened Joseph had decided to end their 
engagement quietly. But as he slept an angel appeared to him in a dream and said, 
“Do not be afraid.” Where have we heard that before? Certainly, whenever we read 
Mary’s side of the story in Luke’s gospel. “Do not be afraid,” the angel Gabriel told 
Mary. (Luke 1:30) And then again right after her baby was born a choir of angels told 
the shepherds, “Do not be afraid.” (Luke 2:10) What do angels always say to humans 
about Christ coming? “Do not be afraid.” 

“But” we argue back to the angels, “being afraid protects us. We should be 
afraid when we hear the rumblings of war circling our planet. We should be afraid 
when the smoke detector goes off.”  Angels seem unaware that there are many things 
we humans should fear for our own well-being.   

“But” the angels argue back to us, “one should never fear God intervening 
with divine blessing.” Friends, the angels are right. Rather than fear God because of 
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our problems, we should hope for God’s love will intervene for our good. We should 
not be afraid when the Lord’s messenger arrives with good news for our salvation. 

Afterall, how many men in human history have faced a problem like Joseph’s? 
At least as many as the number of women who have faced a problem like Mary’s.  

The angel even assured Joseph that Mary’s words were true by quoting the 
promise made to his ancestor Ahaz, “Look, the Virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
and they shall name him Emmanuel (God with us).” (Matt.1:23 quoting Isaiah 7:14v)  

So much was forgotten when Jechoniah, Daniel, and the others were deported 
to Babylon and Solomon’s great Temple was reduced to rubble. One thing that was 
forgotten was just who fathered this expected Immanuel. Was it King Ahaz? Or was it 
the prophet Isaiah? Was it some other child? Living out my faith daily, I have not 
found knowing the answer to that scholarly question to be of any importance. But 
what I have found does matter if I choose to accept as a fact that Jesus is Emmanuel 
(God with us) even when I do not yet have a scientific explanation for how he was 
conceived. Not knowing about Ahaz and his life of struggle will not affect the 
effectiveness of your hope for God’s love to be found in your struggles. Only your 
willingness to not be afraid while you hope for God’s love to be visible does.  

We remember Joseph because he was willing God’s love to see him through a 
situation men often fear with good reason. Even though Isaiah’s prophecy of 
Immanuel’s virgin birth went unfulfilled through the many generations from Ahaz to 
Joseph, as a faithful man, Joseph still hoped for Immanuel. Because of his hope, 
Joseph is our role model, our inspiration, a true reflection of who God is whenever 
we pray “Our Father.”  

Do you hope God is with you in your struggles today?  

If you answered with even a whisper of a yes, then do not be afraid. Have hope 
that God is with you, Emmanuel. Live with a courage that accepts God’s love as real. 
Embrace the great mystery of faith. 

Christ came.  

Christ lived among us.  

Christ has died.  

Christ is risen.  

Christ will come again.  
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Amen. 	

																																																													
i	In	our	Bibles,	there	are	two	words	that	mean	“the	Promised	One”	in	American	English.	The	word	that	we	borrow	
from	the	Hebrew	language	is	“Messiah.”	The	word	we	use	more	often	came	from	Greek,	“Christ.”		
ii	Only	in	the	last	quarter	of	the	20th	century	has	research	into	human	reproduction	been	able	to	conclusively	say	
that	as	a	virgin	Mary	giving	birth	to	a	son	is	scientifically	possible,	but	statistically	improbable.	Usually	when	an	egg	
begins	to	reproduce	without	being	joined	to	a	sperm	that	egg	cell	produces	a	dermoid	cyst.	Even	this	is	
uncommon,	but	I	am	one	of	the	women	who	has	had	a	dermoid	cyst	removed	surgically.	Consequently,	I	firmly	
believe	Mary’s	testimony.	
iii	“Sperm”	came	into	our	English	language	from	the	Old	French	word	for	“seed.”	
iv	Confirmed	this	date	using	Wikipedia,	I	always	look	it	up	when	teaching	about	the	virgin	birth	of	Christ.		
v	The	different	spellings	in	our	Bible	reflects	the	translators’	intent	to	use	Immanuel	when	translating	from	Hebrew	
to	English	and	“Emmanuel”	when	translating	from	Greek	to	English.	The	pronunciation	difference	in	the	upper	
Midwest	is	almost	inaudible	to	our	ears.	We	say	them	the	same	way.	


