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WHAT THESE WORDS (THIS WORD) CAN DO

These Words Empower Love
Matthew 1:18-25

Last week we reflected on the power of words in our lives.  The words
we hear, the words we say, the words we think, and the words we feel all
have the potential to shape our lives in some way–often some significant way. 
In the beginning of the story of John the Baptist, we discovered how the
names of his parents, Zechariah and Elizabeth, reminded the Jewish people
that God remembers and keeps promises.  Those words sparked hope in their
lives.

Today we hear the promise being fulfilled in the annunciation to Joseph
of the birth of Jesus.  In relatively few words, Matthew takes us deep inside
this Jewish man who became the father of our Lord.  Based on social patterns
of the time, Joseph was probably in his late twenties while Mary was likely in
her late teens.1  He was a carpenter or, more generally, a builder, working not
only in wood but stone as well.  We really know little about Joseph except
what is most important to the story which is that he is a direct descendant of
Abraham and, especially, King David.  Those words alone would have caught
the attention of first century Jewish listeners.  That fact validates Joseph and
Jesus and the entire story.

An angel appeared in a vision to Zechariah to tell him that he and his
elderly wife would have a baby boy.  An angel appeared in a vision to tell
Mary that she would conceive and have a baby boy.  God’s messenger came
to Joseph in a different way, in a dream while he slept.  You see, Joseph
already knew that Mary was pregnant.  This woman to whom he was
betrothed, to whom he was already emotionally and legally connected, was
expecting a child–and not his child.  He could not marry her, but neither could
he disgrace her.  Joseph may have been deeply hurt and fiercely angry, but
he was compassionate and righteous.  He would do the honorable thing which
was to quietly divorce her and avoid public scandal and ridicule.

1Amy-Jill Levine, Light of the World: A Beginner’s Guide to Advent (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2019),
65.



Like most of us would do, Joseph went to bed with that disturbing
decision swirling around in his head and heart.  His sleep was fitful, his
dreams disturbing . . . until an angel appeared and spoke.  What the angel
said sounds almost dismissive to our ears, “Do not be afraid to take Mary as
your wife.  This is of God.”  Yet, for Joseph, those words, “Do not be
afraid–this is of God,” changed everything.  When the angel appeared to
Mary, we are told that she was “much perplexed” by the angel’s greeting. 
That translation belies the true meaning of the words which is that she was
“terrified.”  The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid.”  Despite the obvious
criticisms and challenges they would face, Joseph and Mary both listened to
the angel.  She was still pregnant.  There were surely comments and rumors
running through their village, but Joseph and Mary knew that for whatever
reason, their lives were entwined with God and that made all the difference. 
Jesus was born.  He was loved by his mother and father.  Joseph passed on
his skills, his values, his hopes.  Jesus learned compassion, righteousness,
and a desire for justice from this man who did not abandon him and his
mother.

We can probably identify with Joseph better than with the other
characters in this dynamic drama.  Joseph was a regular guy going about his
regular life when something unavoidable dropped into his lap.  He could have
walked away, but the angel’s words convinced him that choice would have
been wrong.  He was worried about what would happen, but he was
determined not to be afraid of what he could not yet know.

The writer of the Epistle of I John obviously picked up on this singular
truth because he affirmed God sending Jesus to live among us an example
of how to live fully and without fear.  Listen to what he wrote:

And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent
his Son as the Savior of the world.  God abides in those who
confess that Jesus is the Son of God, and they abide in God.  So
we have known and believe the love that God has for us.  God is
love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides
in them.

Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may
have boldness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are
we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out
fear . . . . I John 4:14-18a



Perfect love casts out fear!  Joseph and Mary heard that truth in the
message of the angel.  Jesus lived that truth because his parents taught it to
him.  We are reminded of that truth because we celebrate the birth of perfect
love in the person of Jesus Christ, the Messiah, the Savior of the world.

Do not be afraid . . . God is in it!  In one form or another, those words
appear throughout scripture like a ribbon tying together all of the stories of
God and humanity.  Do not be afraid . . . this is of God.  No matter what
comes our way, we do not have to fear because God is with us.  No matter
what God calls us to do, we do not have to fear because it is of God.  We are
asked to do what is good and right because those things are of God.  Jesus
lived and died without fear because God was in it all the way.  Jesus rose to
new life because God was in it all the way.  Jesus calls us to the same life
because God is in it all the way.  We need not fear.  The Messiah comes! 
Hallelujah!



December 04, 2022 Invocation

You speak to us, Holy God, through beloved and well-worn hymns of old

and in the new and astonishing ways you are working among us. You reveal

yourself in the breathtaking beauty of creation and by the disarming power of

the most vulnerable acts of kindness. You who is King of Kings and Lord of

Lord is also Love made visible in the frailty of our own flesh, the One who

became like us in order to show us how to become more like you. In the

wonder of these moments, as we worship you through scripture and melody,

speak to us again of what you can do in and through us, Gracious God, that

in the living of our lives, the world might hear again your song of love.  We

pray in the name of the One by whose example we know how to live and how

to love.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards

Associate Minister


