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Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary 
had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be 
with child from the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and 
unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just 
when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream 
and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for 
the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are 
to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place 
to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: “Look, the virgin 
shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which 
means, “God is with us.” When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of 
the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations 
with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.  

 
  
The Gospel of Matthew doesn’t actually begin with these words. It actually starts out with what 
must be one of the most un-read, un-preached-upon passages in the Gospels—so we didn’t read 
it for you. It begins: “An account of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the 
son of Abraham.” Matthew sets out dryly, anti-climactically, to enumerate Jesus’ family tree: 
“Abraham was the father of Isaac, and Isaac the father of Jacob...” running down the list exactly 
fourteen generations to King David. And then he lists fourteen more generations: “David was the 
father of Solomon...” down to “Josiah the father of Jechoniah and his brothers, at the time of the 
deportation to Babylon.”  
  
And then Matthew gives fourteen more generations after the Babylonian exile: Jechoniah was 
the father of Salathiel, and Salathiel the father of Zerubbabel...” until we come to “Jacob the 
father of Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom Jesus was born, who is called the Messiah.”  
  
Such passages are never chosen to be read aloud in church. People just hate passages like this. 
It’s so long. And who are all these people? That’s why I didn’t read it to you this morning: you 
would have hated it. I could have made it very boring. People in Disciple Bible Study who read 
this tell me they hate reading all of the ‘begats.’ “The important things in the Bible,” they say, 
“have to do with faith and forgiveness and the moral life. Who cares who is the father of 
whom?”  
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Nevertheless, the “begats’ are far more important than we suspect, because in each case they 
serve to provide an individual—whether it be Abraham, David, or Jesus—with a specific 
identity. They didn’t have plastic photo-IDs back then, or DNA testing, or Facebook, or 
genealogy researchers in Salt Lake City. The genealogy is an ID card, if you will. It says who 
someone specifically is, as the bearer of particular family tradition. 
 
So we might say that Matthew begins his Gospel by providing us with Jesus’ ID. Here is 
someone, he says, who bears within his own person the whole promise of David. Now, look at 
this. Having said all that, look at the utterly befuddling thing Matthew does. Matthew presents 
this lengthy genealogical list and then renders it completely irrelevant. Having invested so much 
energy in documenting Jesus’ family tree, at the very climax of the genealogy, he tells us that 
Joseph is the “husband of Mary.” He pointedly does not say that Joseph is the “father of Jesus!”  
It’s almost as if Matthew is saying “Sorry for the bother, but this genealogy doesn’t really apply, 
because, you see, Joseph really isn’t the father of Jesus!” It’s enough to make a serious reader of 
scripture pull out his hair…what’s left of it. What in the world is Matthew up to?  
 
It’s like Joseph is getting shamed by Matthew as he begins his account of Jesus. Matthew seems 
to be saying, “It’s Joseph’s family tree, and Joseph, as you know, wasn’t really Jesus’ father.” 
So: “Never mind.” In New Testament scholarship, it’s one of those quirky mysteries. I mean, 
why belabor Joseph’s family connections if Jesus isn’t a part of that family tree?  
 
Is this just one more in the long list of insults and indignities for Joseph, the not-father of Jesus?  
This is one of the reasons I have always felt great compassion for Joseph. I even admire Joseph. 
Joseph led a faithful life, doing what God called him to do, and how hard that must have been. 
  
Matthew tells us how Joseph makes the painful and humiliating discovery that his fiancée is 
pregnant. Since they are engaged, the law treats her as an already-married woman. At that time, 
betrothal was a kind of binding public engagement. Marriages among the Jews were usually 
arranged by parents. Mary was probably not yet old enough to leave home and live with Joseph, 
but a dowry had already been exchanged. Mary was legally Joseph’s wife, and everybody in 
their village knew it. Therefore her pregnancy was a public shame and tantamount to adultery. 
As far as Joseph knew, Mary had broken their covenant and been unfaithful to him. By all rights, 
Joseph should have divorced her. By all rights he could have humiliated her and her family. 
Joseph, by law, could have insisted that she be tried and stoned to death.  
  
How uniquely challenged Joseph was. I think that all Joseph wanted was to marry this young 
girl, Mary, and get on with his life. Was that too much for him to ask? He’s a decent man; he 
doesn’t want to give her any more trouble than what she’s already in for, but he also didn’t want 
anything to do with her sexual indiscretion. So instead of invoking the law, he decides to arrange 
for her to go away and be pregnant away from the accusing eyes of neighbors, have her baby, 
and then each will go their separate ways. He’s a good and decent man.  
  
All of this is messy. It’s human. It’s complicated. It isn’t clear what the right thing to do might 
be. I mean, sometimes the right thing to do is not to follow the letter of law, but to choose mercy,  
which is what Christmas is all about. According to the law, God should have turned away from 
humanity long ago. According to scripture, we—each and every one of us—have failed to God 
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miserably. We all deserve obliteration. We are such a mess, and all of us sinners according to the 
letter of the law.  
  
But as John’s Gospel says, “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone 
who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” And as Paul puts it, “God proves 
his love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”i Even stuck in sin, God 
loves us. This is what God does. 
  
Grace is the message of the scriptures, and I don’t understand why anyone who reads the Bible 
would use it to condemn others. Don’t we read the part where God chooses mercy over law?  
And don’t we understand we deserve the very condemnation we’d like to heap on everybody 
else? 
  
Then, as he’s wrestling with what to do, Joseph has a dream. An angel tells him not to be afraid 
to marry Mary, that the child conceived in her is from God. I’ve always imagined that was a 
challenge for him — to believe this, trust it and do it. From this point on, Joseph knows that in 
some fundamental way, he’s always going to live his life in the background, unnoticed. 
Everything is going to be focused on this mother and child. The one hymn I can find on Joseph is 
aptly titled “Joseph – I Am Not His Father.” If this child is who the dream-angel says he is, 
Joseph must have felt even smaller. And why? Because Joseph didn’t have anything to do with 
conceiving this child. Joseph has to be one of the most challenged and neglected people in the 
Bible.  
  
Yet, to my way of thinking, Joseph is the key to it all. He’s one of the real heroes in the Bible, a 
man who manages to overcome his wounded pride and offended morality. A man willing to step 
back into the shadows, and do the right thing. And in the process, even before Jesus is born, 
Joseph shows that in a conflict between law and love, love prevails. 
  
So, why all this fuss about Joseph, the husband of Mary, who is not the father of Jesus? Why 
does Matthew seem to set Joseph up as a laughing-stock, detailing his family tree and then 
telling us “Never mind”? I mean, isn’t Matthew telling us that there is no more pathetic, comic, 
useless person than Joseph?  
  
Actually no. Quite the opposite. What Matthew is telling is utterly amazing. He focuses so much 
attention on Joseph because—surprise!—he’s the hero of the entire story. Not only does Joseph 
do the loving thing for Mary, Matthew shows us how Joseph, who is of the House of David, has 
the power to bring Jesus into the family, the family of the genealogy of David.  
  
When Joseph takes Mary as his wife, he implicitly adopts the child she carries in her womb. 
When he names the child, the adoption is complete. Through the heroic, sacrificial act of Joseph, 
Jesus is fully grafted into the House of David.  
  
And I would go even further than this. We should even say that Joseph grants Jesus life. Because 
if Joseph had chosen to accuse his betrothed of adultery, she and her child would have been 
thrust to the margins of society with no one to care for them. And Mary could well have been 
stoned to death.  
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Joseph’s willingness to go ahead with the marriage was risky for him. This was not an easy 
decision. When Joseph takes Mary as his wife, he put his own life at risk. He may not risk losing 
his life, but, like Mary, he places his personal reputation in jeopardy. He risks his standing in his 
family and his esteem in the eyes of others. And, as the story unfolds and the newborn Messiah 
becomes the target of Herod’s rage, Joseph does, in fact, forfeit whatever security he may have 
had. Joseph does all of this in order to welcome Jesus into his family, grafting Jesus into David’s 
family tree, when, if he had been prideful, he could have taken the easy, legal way out.  
  
What I am saying is that Joseph has a choice here. And he makes the right choice, the choice that 
love demands. Love does not take the easy way. Love does not run for the hills at the first sign of 
trouble, but love acts. Love does the right thing. And, in loving, Joseph shows his righteousness.  
  
What does this mean for us? First, Matthew is lifting Joseph up as a model for the Christian life. 
And not as a model for men only. In Luke’s Gospel, Mary demonstrates a submission to God’s 
will that we all are invited to imitate. In Matthew’s Gospel, Joseph defines the motivation to 
which each of us is called as a follower of Christ: the motivation of love.  
  
Across all of these years, Matthew is reminding us that we have choices, too. He’s challenging 
us to be merciful and loving, rather than legalistic. For Matthew, I would ask you to reflect: are 
you allowing the Holy Spirit to work God’s love within your life? Like Joseph, we need to be 
available to God’s love howsoever God desires to love through us. 
  
We need to be open to God’s leading because, of course, the story of Joseph is our story. We 
who have been claimed by Jesus as his sisters and brothers, who have been rescued from 
darkness, who have been given a new name and new identity — we are now the adopted sons 
and daughters of God. We are part of that crazy family tree that moves from Joseph through 
Jesus and straight to you and me. And none of this would have been possible for us if Joseph had 
followed the law rather than God.  
  
Where did Joseph get that kind of love, do you think? I think he got it from God. Because that’s 
the way God loves us. Sacrificially, thoughtfully doing what needs to be done for us, again and 
again and again. And that’s the story of Christmas. Not that God did one great thing for us once 
upon a time, but that the great thing God did for us once upon a time is the kind of thing God 
does for us all the time, even in our time.  
  
Even in our time, even this year, Christ will be born in our midst this Christmas because we need 
him so much and God will do great things, even in people like you and me. Thank God, then, for 
Joseph. Thank God for faithful, loving servants of God like Joseph whom God keeps sending to 
do God’s loving work. And thank God for loving us so much through them. Amen. 
 
 
 
   
                                                 
i.Romans 5:8  


