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Our scripture lesson this morning tells the Christmas story from Matthew’s perspective. Listen 

for the important role Joseph plays as God’s greatest miracle unfolds in Matthew 1:18-25: 

 

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. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Some of you may know that your senior pastor is a little competitive. My wife, Dawn, will tell 

you that she has not played Monopoly with me since the earliest days of our marriage because 

I’m just too intense and will make deals all over the board until I have wiped one player after 

another off of it. I play to win. I also make sure that I know the rules. 

 

Sometimes when people play board games or card games, they play by the written rules, and 

other times they play by a set of house rules. For instance, if you’re playing euchre, you make 

sure you know the rules at the beginning, don’t you? There’s nothing more frustrating than that 

first person who calls out that they have a farmer’s hand and wants to exchange some cards when 

no one said that you were playing by those rules at the start. I could usually have switched a few 

hands by that time. It’s helpful if you know right away whether the dealer must pick trump if no 

one else calls it, don’t you? Rules are rules, right? They help everyone know what to expect in 

the game. 
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Rules also guide our lives and help us know what to expect in life, don’t they? Our scripture 

lesson this morning says that Joseph was a man that played by the rules. Matthew says that he 

was “a righteous man.” Joseph was a man who lived in right relationship with God. This usually 

implies that to the best of his ability, Joseph followed the rules of his faith; he lived out God’s 

Law throughout his life. Faithful to a fault, Joseph lived his life seeking to please God in 

everything. 

 

While you and I might not always be as faithful as Joseph, most of us would have aspirations to 

live a life that is pleasing to God, wouldn’t we? Living faithfully usually has the implication that 

we abide by the rules, right? Joseph not only sought to do it, but Matthew says that’s how he 

lived. You’d almost think that someone like that would be up for a great reward, wouldn’t you? 

 

Yet, the beginning of Matthew’s story of Jesus’ birth doesn’t start with such a reward for Joseph.  

The rules of fairness might leave us feeling as if someone who leads a good life will experience 

the best that life has to offer. That is not the case here. Rather, Matthew’s story of Jesus’ birth, 

the story of how God comes into the world, begins with a scandal. 

 

Mary was engaged to Joseph, but they weren’t living together. According to traditions at the 

time, they were as good as married. Engagement was more than a promise to marry one another.  

Betrothal had many of the expectations of marriage even though they weren’t living together.  

You didn’t break off an engagement with simple terms. She couldn’t just give him back a ring if 

either party was unfaithful. 

 

Before they were living together, Mary was found to be with child. It almost softens the blow 

that Matthew says that her predicament was the result of the work of the Holy Spirit. I don’t 

know about you, but I can only imagine how that conversation went, right? Matthew’s story is so 

brief that we don’t even get a hint of what was said between the two of them. 

 

Instead, we know that Joseph was more than just righteous, he was also compassionate. The rules 

clearly said that Mary and her extramarital lover should be taken to the edge of town to be stoned 

by the men of the town. “God did it” would not be an adequate defense for her. It would simply 

assure that she’d be stoned by herself since no one would defend her. 

 

Joseph, however, decided that he would simply dismiss her quietly rather than to see her not only 

experience more public ridicule but also the certainty of death from her situation. To do so meant 

that he would also take on the scorn of the community who would wonder why he dismissed his 

betrothed. While he would not receive a stoning for his actions, others might question his own 

integrity. He didn’t search for the man who did this to Mary. Might he have disgraced her and 

then tried to dismiss her quietly? He’d be better off playing by the full rules. Yet, Joseph’s 

compassion for Mary moved him to deal with the matter privately. It might not be long, though, 

before everyone in town would know about this scandal. There’s a reason the rules are in place, 

isn’t there? 

 

As Joseph makes up his mind to dismiss Mary quietly, he goes to bed and receives a visit from 

an angel who encourages him not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife. The angel confirms that 

this child is God’s child and he is to name him “Jesus,” meaning “the Lord saves,” because 
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through him God will save God’s people. Matthew then tells us that when he woke up, Joseph 

did just that: he took Mary as his wife, having no marital relations with her (proving this was 

God’s child), and when the baby was born, he named him “Jesus.” 

 

How’s that for a dream, my friends? I’ve had lots of dreams in my life. Good dreams of those 

who’ve passed on as if they were visiting me again as I slept. I’ve had bad dreams of being 

chased or ending up in a class totally unprepared for the exam. I’ve had dreams where I’ve heard 

a voice share a calm assurance that everything is going to be all right. As a youth, I had dreams 

about what I wanted to be when I grow up. We all have dreams of some sort or another. 

Sometimes we remember them, and more often than not, we don’t. Yet, if I had Joseph’s dream, 

I’m not so sure that I’d wake up knowing instantly that I just needed to follow the advice of the 

angel in my dream. 

 

Matthew began the story telling us that Joseph was a “righteous man.” Joseph’s righteousness, 

however, was not discovered in following the strictest of rules and punishments. Rather, Joseph’s 

righteousness was revealed in his compassion for Mary and his faithfulness to listen and follow 

God’s direction in a dream. The rules were clear; there wasn’t room for compassion. God had 

clearly spoken in the past, yet Joseph is open to how God might be at work in his own time and 

place. 

 

Mike Slaughter, in our Advent study this week, reminds us that the miracle of God’s presence 

come down to earth, the miracle of God’s incarnation, is made possible when God’s divine 

interaction is met with human responsibility.1 In other words, God was entering our story, but 

Joseph’s willingness to listen, to act, and to be a part of the story made it possible. This is what 

made Joseph who he was: faithful, righteous. Compassion and faithfulness were a part of his 

lifestyle. 

 

I shared in my Steeple Notes article on Wednesday that I often find myself rushing through this 

season. There is so much to do most days, but during this month, we just do all that we normally 

do as well as so much more. We don’t pause very often to reflect on our experiences before we 

are off to the next party, the next concert, the next task that needs to be done or the next person 

that needs us. 

 

The other day, I was rushing through a task list when I stopped by a store to pick up a wreath for 

the front door. As I was looking at the wreaths outside, there was a woman ringing the Salvation 

Army bell standing next to a kettle. A few years ago, after I had spent some time ringing a bell to 

help out, I made it my habit to always try to drop something in the kettle when I passed by one 

throughout this season. Like a guide for me in this season, my rule was my personal reminder of 

the importance of giving of ourselves in this beautiful season. 

 

The other day, however, I knew that my wallet was empty. I still needed to stop by the bank 

among the many other tasks to be completed. As I was looking at the wreaths and video 

conferencing with Dawn on the phone about which one she wanted me to pick up, the woman 

ringing the bell said to me, “Merry Christmas! Can you help us out?” 
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“Sorry. Not right now,” I responded, looking down to avoid eye contact as I walked away 

thinking about all that I had to do. It was a full day. I was in such a hurry to get everything done.  

I was trying to keep track of that endless list in my mind about where I had to go next and what 

was coming up. I continued my conversation with Dawn and my task list as I went in to pay for 

the wreath. 

 

On my way back out, I heard the woman say to someone else, “Merry Christmas, can you help 

us out?” I noticed that a man was looking her in the eyes as he said, “I’ll stop by when I come 

back out.” As I walked back to get into my truck, I realized that in my haste, I had missed out on 

the opportunity to see the One who was reaching out to me, not for money, but for connection in 

the eyes of another human. 

 

How might God be inviting us to be more like Joseph in this season; inviting us to pause, to 

share compassion, and to hear how God invites us to participate in making miracles happen? 

 

Today, we are celebrating Baby’s First Christmas across our campuses. Each baby that has been 

born since last year will receive a cuddly lamb with their name embroidered on it, along with a 

blessing. It is our children who seem to remind us most of God’s presence and the miracles that 

happen in our midst, don’t they? 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Mike Slaughter and Rachel Billups. Down to Earth: the Hopes and Fears of All the Years Are Met in Thee Tonight.  

(Nashville: Abingdon P, 2016), 69. 

 


