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| want to thank you for the many cards and expoessof kindness and love we have received
over the past ten days since my father died. Therhl service was a bitter/sweet experience—so
many tears and so much joy. He was a remarkahteama we will miss him dearly. | want to
publicly thank three of my colleagues—Tom KlugenWNolte, and Phil Thengvall-for making
the long drive to Arkansas to attend the funefaid | am so appreciative of Dick High for

doing something I'm sure neither of us have dorfereepreach someone else’s sermon. | can't
imagine how difficult that must be, but | thoughtvas important in order to maintain the
continuity of this Advent series. Thanks, Dick.

Now this morning | would like to turn your attenti¢o the third most important person in the
Nativity Story. We have spoken of Jesus: Son ohMaon of God; we have examined His
Amazing Mother. And now | would like for us to m&de on His Forgotten Father. Why do |
call him that? | have several dozen books in fosaly which are biographies of Bible
Characters. Among these are two books entifldat Personalities of the New Testameamd
Some Minor Characters in the New Testaméidw you would think that almost any NT
character would fit into one of those two categgrlgecause “great” and “minor” pretty well
covers the gamut. But neither of these booksangrof the others | have, contains a character
sketch of Joseph, the husband of Mary and theattegafof Jesus. Mary appears in nearly every
one of them, and rightly so. But while acknowledgher favored status above all women, we
should not overlook the fact that God also handgck unique man to serve as His Son’s
earthly “father.”

One of the first things we discover as we set ould a character study of Joseph is that our
biblical resources are somewhat limited. Thereoalg nine separate references to Joseph in the
NT. In examining and evaluating those nine refeesn find that they fall into three main
themes: Joseph’s humble origin and status, hsitsanreaction to Mary’s difficult dilemma,

and his godly response to God’s incredible revetati

Look for those themes in our Scripture reading thasning—Matt. 1:18-25.

This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came abous: rHother Mary was pledged
to be married to Joseph, but before they came begeshe was found to be with child
through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her hudheas a righteous man and did not
want to expose her to public disgrace, he had mdnd divorce her quietly.

But after he had considered this, an angel of thedlappeared to him in a dream
and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraidieice Mary home as your wife,
because what is conceived in her is from the HplyitS She will give birth to a son, and
you are to give him the name Jesus, because heav#l his people from their sins.”

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord hadidahrough the prophet: “The
virgin will be with child and will give birth to aon, and they will call him Immanuel”-



which means, “God with us.”

When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel ofdhehad commanded him
and took Mary home as his wife. But he had noruniith her until she gave birth to a
son. And he gave him the name Jesus.

Joseph was a man of humble origin and status.

He was a carpenter by trade (Matt. 13:55) And the carpenter’s union wasywseak
in those days. The carpenter was not consides&dlad craftsman, as he is today; in fact, the
term “carpenter” is probably better translated @mtractor” or “builder.” Joseph was probably
equivalent to a day laborer in our time. The thet he was at the poverty level can be seen in
the sacrifice which he and Mary brought to the Tlmyghen they presented and dedicated their
Son to the Lord. It was an offering permitted ofdythe poor—a pair of doves or two young
pigeons (Luke 2:24).

He was a layman in a priestly society (Luke 2:22-24) The power and the influence in
that day lay not with politicians or athletes orl@ood stars, as in our day, but with priests.
The situation was not unlike what we see in a aguike Iran today, where the clergy call the
shots religiously, politically, socially, and lefyal But Joseph was a layman in a day when the
distinction between laity and clergy was much gee#itan it is today.

He was engaged to a peasant girlThe engagement of Joseph to Mary is mentioned in
both Matt. 1:18 and Luke 2:5. The fact that she w@easant is a deduction from the entire
account. She obviously had no more resourcesbseph and no other status than her own
character.

To summarize, Joseph was an ordinary man of vembleimeans. He was ordinary socially,
professionally, and religiously. But there aréeaist two ways in which he was extraordinary.

Joseph reacted with extreme sensitivity to Mary’s tficult dilemma. .

Joseph’s sensitivity didn’t begin with the stamlinews that Mary was pregnant. It started with
the respect he showed to her as soon as they weodh®ed, undoubtedly through an arranged
marriage.

He treated her with love and respecbefore she became pregnantMatt. 1:18 says,
“This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came abddis mother Mary was pledged to be married
to Joseph, buteforethey came together, she was found to be with ¢hiiough the Holy
Spirit.” Mary and Joseph were engaged. Indeexy; Were more than engaged, for betrothal in
first century Judaism was far more binding thanraodern engagement period. In parts of the
Near East even today betrothal is the only legaroeny connected with marriage. So binding
was this engagement period that a legal divorceegewas necessary in order to break it. But
despite the virtual certainty that they would beeaman and wife, Joseph did not take advantage
of Mary.



Unfortunately, this kind of self-control is becorgimcreasingly rare in our day. | saw an
interview onAnderson 36@he other day where an expert was citing survegating that the
incidence of premarital sex is now over 90%. Aamacould not watch TV for an hour without
concluding that sleeping around is as normal floglsis in our culture as is eating or going to
work. While committed Christians would never ogecbndone such promiscuity, there are
many who engage in what might be called intimacwbiycipation. They think that if they are
in a serious relationship, really love the otherspa, and intend to get married, then it's OK to
anticipate marriage by being intimate before theyactually married. William Barclay writes
perceptively of this view:

There is no question here of promiscuity, or of tdree might call deliberate
immorality. There is simply the anticipation oathwhich will, as they believe certainly,
be some day their right.

There are two things to be said here. The firsh# it would be equally possible
to say that they love each other so much thatwikyot be intimate until they are
totally and irrevocably committed to each other,.that love has taught them that
self-control, self-discipline and self-giving arery closely connected.

The second thing is that nothing is certain in tlies and it is not certain that
they will marry. All of us have seen two peopl®wbemed utterly certain to marry, but
who in the end did not. The human heart is natsopletely predictable that anyone
can take its future movements for granted. Iswise to anticipate that which we have
neither the right nor the power to anticipate.

Joseph refused to compromise his own or Mary’stypand refused to rationalize any behavior
that was less than godly.

Even after Mary became pregnant, Joseph desired farotect her from disgrace by
pursuing a quiet annulment of their engagement Matt. 1:19 says, “Because Joseph her
husband was a righteous man and did not want tosexper to public disgrace, he had in mind
to divorce her quietly.” Do you realize what thesaying? It is saying that the righteous person
doesn’t have to condemn others while being riglgdomself. Sadly there are some people who
are more self-righteous than righteous; they nbt bate sin but also hate sinners. Itis
admirable to have high standards of morality, butsd come across as mean-spirited and
unloving, then we have abandoned God’s way of nedipg to sin.

I’'m impressed that Joseph, though convinced ttei@ous sin has occurred—against himself and
against God—still pursues the course of forgivea@ssprotection of the allegedly guilty one.
And God calls him “righteous” for it. But pleaserdt miss the fact that while Matthew tells us
that Joseph was righteous; it does not tell usd®uwntroubled by the news he learned from
Mary. In fact, | think the truth must lie in quigedifferent direction. Here is what | suspect we
might have heard from Joseph had we been therdyshéier Mary informed him that she was
going to have a baby:
You're watching my hands, aren't you, Mary? Tihemble. See how they
tremble! My hands so strong, so clever at workinigp tools. | can't even trust them



anymore. There isn't much | can trust, is therayy¥ This situation between us is
killing me.

| want so much to believe. Of course | believéklleve in God, | believe in His
mighty angels, | believe in His kingdom. But #imy—I simply cannot accept it. Who
are we, who are yqwary, that the Almighty should come to you, sgeafou, choose
you—and leave you in this condition? You tell ha the "power of the Most High
overshadowed you." What does that mean, MarysHadows make babies?

All right! Supposing merciful God, for some reaseanted to bless you. Is this
is blessing? Would God give you a blessing thatrdgs? Would he give my beloved a
child that isn't mine?

Think of it, Mary. For four centuries now God hast spoken. Ever since the
great prophet Malachi told our forefathers to whit another Elijah, no prophet has
appeared. Elijah has not returned. And now, nwelp Mary, the meekest of the
maidens of Galilee, tells me that God has spokdmetahat God has performed a
miracle within_her and that He has placed the Messiah in hedy

| do not wish to hurt you, my beloved. | can réaelpain in your eyes. But | can
also tell that your sorrow is for me, not for yoelfs And that baffles me. | keep
searching your face for a trace of guilt and firme. | wait for the flush of shame to
overcome you in some unguarded moment, but thexe skame. Instead, | only detect
that faint, undefinable look of peace which | canmederstand. How can you respond
this way, Mary?

This will be difficult for me to tell you, and eviearder to do. But | must. There
is no other way. Our laws provide for denouncingryunfaithfulness before the rulers
of the synagogue. But don't fear, Mary. You betdaye, but | won't betray you. On the
other hand, you must understand that we cannotgeith our plans to be married.
This thing would always stand between us. So ¢ ma&de my decision. We will let
everybody believe that this is my child, and Megyou a letter of release. You'll live
your life, and I'll go my way. You'll carry youutwen, and | my sorrow.

We have seen how Joseph reacted with extreme isépdt Mary. But there’s an even greater
reason to admire him.

Joseph responded in a godly way when “the miracleas revealed to him

Joseph stands with a handful of biblical heroeg-Nloah, Abraham, Daniel and Paul-as one
who obeyed God under the most difficult of circuamstes.

He demonstrated implicit obedience to God Not once, but on at least four occasions
Joseph responded obediently when he was asked dyoGm something that contradicted
common sense. Joseph preferred the uncommon skeokedience to the word of the Lord to
the common sense of human rationalization.

The first and best-known example is, of coursenébun the passage we read earlier from
Matthew 1. An angel of the Lord told Joseph tharywas indeed a virgin, that her child was
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conceived of the Holy Spirit, and that he shoulether home as his wife. And verse 24 records
his response to this dream: “When Joseph wokbaeuhd what the angel of the Lord
commanded him.” That’'s remarkable in that Joseph asked to believe something that had
never happened before in history and, in factiear happened since. Not only was he asked
to believe it but also to act upon it. And he did.

Let's eavesdrop again on Joseph:

Mary! Mary! Quick, open the door! He came; anthal came to me! | had
been struggling for hours between sleep and nighgmal was alone. But suddenly
there was someone else. The intensity was unbleataut when He spoke, the voice
was gentle, almost friendly, as if He knew me.séld, "Joseph, son of David. Do not
hesitate to take Mary for your wife. For that winis conceived in her &f the Holy
Spirit. She will bear a son. And you shall cai hame Yeshua, for he will save his
people from their sins."”

And now, Mary, | implore you to forgive me for migicion. You are chosen of
the Lord. You are blessed among women, and the ahyour womb is holy. | know it
now. God found you humble, pure, obedient anchgtrAnd He has exalted you.

Mary, do you wonder at all what manner of man Higlvg? Will he be truly
human like the rest of us? He will surely haveryammplexion and your hair. His eyes
will crinkle up and sparkle like yours when you lemPerhaps He will get the broad
shoulders and big hands of your father. Imagine Wiowill be . . . He will be born the
Son of the Most High. That's what the angel toldasenight. Does that mean that all
the ancient promises will be fulfilled in Him? Mais it possible that your son will one
day become kingd?

"And Joseph rose from His sleep and did as thelariglee Lord commanded him. . ." What a
remarkable demonstration of implicit obedience!t 8t is only the initial example recorded

for us. In Matt. 2 there are three other exampleshich Joseph obeyed: when God told him to
go to Egypt (which will be our topic next week), @hGod told him to return to Israel after
Herod's death, and when God told him to go to &alib the town of Nazareth. For different
reasons none of those decisions was “the ratibirad't to do, but each was commanded by God,
and in each case Joseph obeyed explicitly.

He also practiced intense devotion to God(Luke 2:39; 4:16) The first evidence of
this is in Luke 2:39, just after Jesus was dedaaiehis parents in the Temple in Jerusalem.
We read, “When Joseph and Mary had dewerythingrequired by the Law of the Lord, they
returned to Galilee to their own town of Nazaretlidseph’s devotion to God is seen here in his
complete obedience to the Law. This was not ngrihaias abnormal. In the 1400 years since
God had given the Law to Moses much of it had faif¢o disuse, especially the ceremonial
law, and the people who kept its provisions failligfwere few and far between. Joseph was one
of the few, part of the faithful remnant.

Another hint at Joseph’s devotion is seen justvesses later, in Luke 2:41. It says of Jesus,
“Every yealhis parents went to Jerusalem for the Feast dP#ssover.” This was above and
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beyond the call of duty. The rabbis of the day b#idially dropped the OT rule that required a
Jewish man to attend three annual feasts in JemasaNow a man had to attend only one of the
three feasts, and if he lived a certain distanomfderusalem he only had to attend once in his
lifetime. Yet we discover that Joseph came evearyand not just by himselfl-he brought his
whole family. The time and expense involved infsadrip would be parallel to a Christian man
today taking his whole family to a week-long Bilslenference every summer. (Some of our
families do that and | honor them for it).

But Joseph’s devotion to God is seen not only sncoimplete obedience to the law and in the
annual pilgrimages he made to Jerusalem, but albs iweekly practice. This is seen by
inference from Luke 4:16, which is part of a nauwafrom the adult life of our Lord. It says,

“He went to Nazareth, where he had been broughamgb.on the Sabbath day he went into the
synagogueas was his customAnd he stood up to read.” Notice that ChrisswaNazareth

where He had been raised; and Luke says it wasuki®m to go to the synagogue. Customs are
generally habits developed in childhood. | haveloobt that every week as a lad Jesus was in
the synagogue, worshiping with His family.

Parents, I’'m going to ask a tough question thismmgy. What kind of impression are we giving
our children about the importance of corporate Wwgrén our own lives? | see two common
tendencies in Christian families today; they arkapopposites, and frankly neither is healthy.
Some parents are so involved in church life thay #nd up neglecting their family
responsibilities (this can even happen to pastoagbe | should say especially to pastors). In a
church this size there is something going on 8 evéhings a week, or so it seems, and almost
all of it is good, but no one can or should papite in all of it. We have to examine our
priorities and pick those opportunities that arangdo bring the maximum spiritual grow#nd

the maximum opportunity to serve others.

However, the narcissism that has infiltrated ouoltsociety has also invaded the lives of many
Christians, and there are many families on therathd of the spectrum who identify any
involvement in church activities outside of a Sunderning worship service as interference in
their family life or career. Even Sunday serviaes attended only when convenient. They do
not view the church as a central influence buteiatis an adjunct. And that is not healthy either.

One of the things | have noticed over the yeatsds many of these parents seem surprised
when their children fail to get involved in churaimen they go away to college or establish their
own careers. | got an email from a family tha¢atted First Free in St. Louis many years ago.
It was great to hear from them, but | was struclobg particular comment:
Our son is a sophomore at Universigyis well over 6'2" and we
are thankful he is active in Campus Crusade and higervarsity—this after not
attending church for his last couple years of hdiwol after getting involved in ice
hockey for a few years in a youth league that calrse and me to miss church. We are
glad he is starting to be interested in the Loradiag . . Praise God!
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Well, | praise God with them, but frankly | thinkey took a pretty significant risk in allowing
that to happen in the first place. Many familieatttake that path will discover that their
children never return to the habit of worship.

| believe there has to be a balance between thxsarees. We should not allow church
programs and religious activities to consume usywgeshould view the house of God and the
family of God as indispensable for growth, worsliglowship, and outreach. We can learn
something from Joseph in this regard.

He assumed parental responsibility for Jesus’ growt and development (Luke
2:40). Apparently from the very moment the angst spoke to Joseph in a dream he never
guestioned his responsibility to be a father togpecial child that God had brought into his and
Mary’s lives. In Luke 2:40 it says, “And the chidglew and became strong; he was filled with
wisdom; and the grace of God was upon him.” Ikhirwould be a mistake if we were to draw
the conclusion that God just miraculously and mystssly produced the results seen in this
verse. God’s grace often, perhaps usually, wdnk@igh human agents, and the human agent
most prominent here in Luke 2:40 surely is Josép stepfather. Joseph provided the work
experience, the nurture, the discipline, and tlre that allowed Jesus to develop into young
manhood.

And I'm sure it wasn't entirely an easy task fosdph. We might be tempted to dream about the
joy of rearing a perfect child. Frankly, I thinlving a perfect child in the home probably
created some peculiar challenges for Jesus’ par&wegeral times we are told that they were
amazed or astonished at Jesus. And why not? Hnemaany of us who would be astonished if
our child were perfect for one day, much less cwaily. And let us not forget that Joseph and
Mary had at least six other children besides Jeguswerenotperfect. Imagine the tensions

that could rise in a family where all the childmget disciplined except one. | have a strong
suspicion that jealousy may have been one of thedasons why Jesus’ half-brothers and
sisters did not believe in Him until after the nesation.

I'll say this, too: Joseph himself was not perfeet God gave him the responsibility of rearing
one who was. There have been times when | havegebmy sons by assuming something |
shouldn’t have, or by disciplining in anger, orjbgt taking out my own personal frustrations
upon them. | find it very hard to go to them awdfess that wrong and ask their forgiveness.
Imagine how often Joseph had to do that with hiklch

We hear nothing more of Joseph after the tempidémt when Jesus was 12. We do not know
when he died, though Mary seems clearly to be awidy the time Jesus begins His earthly
ministry. Yet we continue to see Joseph’s godirabter etched into the life of Mary’s son.
What part of that was due to Jesus’ divine natackvahat part was due to the training He
received in the home, we cannot say.
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| would like to challenge us, particularly the fath who are present, to learn from the godly life
and attitudes of Joseph, the husband of Mary. Mdimg are ordinary like him, but we can also
be like him in another way—extraordinary in our figrmelationships and our response to God.

Conclusion In closing this morning | want to remind us @feowell-known incident in Joseph’s
life. Joseph was bringing his wife to Bethlehemriygistration when her baby was due.
Seeking lodging for her, he discovered there wasrtom.” So Jesus had to be born in a place
set aside for animals. Just for a moment | wanttpahink, especially you men, about the
impact this situation must have had on Josephydrad it would have had oypu Most men |
know pride themselves on being able to take catkedf families, and when they lose their jobs
or become disabled or for some other reason asé&réited in their efforts to meet the needs of
their families, they are devastated. Imagine hogseph must have felt as a husband and father
when the only place available for his wife to héveir first child was an animal shelter!

Still, Joseph’s frustration was insignificant comgzhto the frustration that our Heavenly Father
feels (can we use that word “frustration” of GodMen His Son seeks admission into the lives
of people whom He has created and loved and gafiteldcalled, and yet they respond by saying
“the guest room is full.”

God loves you so much that He gave His one and ®aiythat whoever believes in Him shall
not perish but have eternal life. That includes!yburge you to admit Him into your heart and
life today!

i. William Barclay,The Ten Commandments for Tods48.

ii. 1found this account years ago and have editedveral times but | do not know who wrote
it. If any reader recognizes it, | would appreeikbowing so | could footnote it properly.

iil. See footnote above.



