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  Joseph: The Courage of a Man

December 10th, 2006

With Christmas Eve just two weeks from today, you’re probably just beginning to feel the stress level rising in your life… trying to keep together the hundreds of things you’ll need to get done between now and Christmas. 

· Somehow this season of “peace on earth” and “silent night” can feel less peaceful and quiet than just about any other time of the year.

· But the truth is, what led up to that very first Christmas two thousand years ago was pretty far from peaceful as well.  

· For Joseph and Mary those few weeks before Christmas were some of the most stressful days of their lives as a couple.

· In fact, if you saw the Nativity Story then you’re reminded of just how difficult it was for them as they traveled between Nazareth & Bethlehem.

But of course, their stress didn’t begin during that journey… Even before the Angel told Mary she would be pregnant at the beginning of the Nativity Story, Mary was no doubt stressing over her soon-to-be wedding.

· Now if you’ve ever put together a wedding, then you know the intense amount of energy involved in making it all happen.  

· You know what I’m talking about… some engagements barely survive the wedding preparations! Talk about stress! 

· In fact, as I was writing this, I Googled “stress” & “wedding preparation” and hundreds of sites appeared.  

· It seems as though just about every Bridal book and magazine tries to offer some form of stress-free wedding preparation, which, if it’s even possible, is a good thing.

But what really cracks me up are the huge numbers of bridal magazines out there.  In fact, when you combine their national and regional titles, Barnes & Noble carries more than 160 bridal magazine titles.

· Of course, there is Bride Magazine, Modern Bride, Today’s Bride, Premier Bride, Elegant Bride, Cosmopolitan Bride... even New Jersey Bride.  

· There’s another one called Bride Again magazine…for the encore bride. 

Now don’t get me wrong... I’m not against bridal magazines… in fact, I’m completely indebted to them.  

· After I knew I wanted to ask Joyce to marry me, the tough questions became… “when” and “what if”?  When should I ask her… and what if she said no?! 

· Well one day while hanging out together at Border’s Bookshop I noticed her browsing through all the bridal magazines!  

· It was her way of saying, “If you ask me now, I’ll say yes!”  It was perfect!

It’s funny though. There is one magazine you will never see in any bookstore. You will never see “Modern Groom!” 

· And why? It’s because nobody cares what the groom looks like at a wedding! 

· I mean... come on… how many of you have ever walked away from a wedding saying, “Didn’t that groom look radiant?” 

· A groom at a wedding is basically a prop! He’s like a restroom in an art gallery:  You have to have one, but nobody goes there to see one!
Well, this morning I want to look at a groom who may not have looked all that radiant at his wedding… but who proved himself to be a man of boundless love and courage… a man so often overlooked in the Nativity Story… an incredible young man named Joseph. 

· If you have your Bibles with you, go ahead and turn to Matthew 1:18-25.

· What I’d like to do is to break this story from Matthew 1 down into four parts… 

· And thru each of these parts look at the kind of character Joseph had….

· And how, in a sense, he foreshadowed the kind of love and sacrifice our Heavenly Father had in sending His only Son into this world to redeem and rescue us back to Himself. 

1.  HAPPY EXPECTION: 

The first part of Joseph’s story is one of happy expectation.  Vs. 18 begins with these words, “This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about:  His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph.”
· We need to understand that marriage amongst the Jewish people of that time consisted of 3 stages.  The first stage is the engagement.

· Back then, when a man wanted to marry a woman, he and his father would go to the girl’s house and speak to the girl’s father.  

· If the girl’s father approves of the young man, he will decide on a price the groom’s family will need to pay for his daughter’s hand in marriage. 

· After this, without the young people having ever been involved, the young man and woman would be engaged... and a public announcement would be made.

After they agreed on all of that, the young man would drink from a cup of wine and then extend that cup to the girl saying, “This cup I offer to you”.  

· In other words, in offering the girl that cup of wine, he is in effect saying, “I give my life to you.”  

· She could refuse his offer… or, she could take the cup saying, “I accept your life and, in return, I give you mine.”
· By doing this, the couple would enter into the second stage of Jewish marriage called the “betrothal” where the couple was “pledged” to one another.  

This is the stage Mary and Joseph were at.  In verse 18, we’re told, “Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph.”
· And yet, during this time of betrothal, which lasted about a year, each person continued to live with their parents.  

· You see, during this betrothal period, no physical relationship was permitted. 

· Rather, it was a time of building a relationship, of getting to know one another.  It was a time of planning, dreaming, & happy expectation. 

· Remember, even though they didn’t live together, they were still considered to be married.  

· Like marriage, the only way the betrothal could end was thru death or divorce.

Some thirty years later, Jesus sat with his disciples on Passover where he drank from a cup of wine… and then extended that cup toward them, and said, “This cup I offer to you”.  

· The disciples understood how powerful this moment was… they understood what Jesus was inviting them to… to become part of His Bride with whom He will dwell in intimacy forever.

· You see, when we take communion… when we take the cup and drink, we are not only remembering what Jesus did on the Cross… but we’re saying, “I accept your proposal, I accept Your life in mine”.  

If the girl accepts His offer and drinks from His cup, he will go to His father’s house in order to prepare a place for her. 

· In other words, in this culture, the groom isn’t going to go and buy a new house.  Instead, he will add an extra room onto his father’s house.

· You see, culturally, this was one of the reasons for the year spent apart during this betrothal period… it was the time where the bridegroom could go and prepare a place for his bride.

· SHOW VIDEO CLIP #1, “BETHROTHAL” (from the Nativity Story)
Jesus said in John 14:1-2,  “Let not your heart be troubled; believe in God, believe also in Me.  In My Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. 3 “And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also.
· Thru this time of happy expectation, Joseph maintained such dignity and character as he honored Mary and as he walked with such humility to God.

2.  Terrible Disappointment

The second part in Joseph’s story is one of terrible disappointment.  Verse 18 goes on to say, “But before they came together, she was found to be with child.”
· In other words, before that one year “betrothal” period had ended where they could then come together physically, those around Mary could see that she was pregnant.

· In the midst of high expectations… full of love and commitment… Joseph’s dreams melted into shock, betrayal, & disappointment.

We don’t know exactly when Mary told Joseph.  But based on the expression, “found to be with child”, I would guess that she told him once she began to show.

· That probably happened after she returned from spending three months with her cousin, Elizabeth, who was pregnant herself (with John).

· She probably couldn’t get herself to do it before she started showing, b/c, in a way, I’m sure that there was always a little bit of doubt whether she had imagined it all.

· But once she could see it for herself… that all changed.

· SHOW CLIP #2, “MARY IS BACK” (from the Nativity Story)
Hoping that Joseph would respond the same way Elizabeth had to the news, Mary may have cautiously said something like, “Joseph, I have the most wonderful news.  I’m going to have a baby… and not just any baby.  This is the Messiah, the one our people have been waiting for so many years.”
· “I asked the angel, ‘how can this possibly be b/c I have never slept with a man?’ The angel said, ‘that which is conceived in you is of the Holy Spirit.’”  

· It’s a miracle Joseph.  Isn’t it wonderful?  Aren’t you happy?

· But Joseph wasn’t happy.  How could he believe such a story? He must have felt so utterly betrayed by her… this woman he came to love so much had been totally unfaithful to him.  

· And yet, you can’t just turn love on and off.  As much as he had been hurt and betrayed, he still loved her.

Verse 19 says, “He was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace.  So, “he had it in mind to divorce her quietly.”
· From Deuteronomy 22:21, we know that the law at the time stated that Joseph could have taken her to the door of her father’s house where the men of their town could have taken rocks and stoned her to death.  

· Then Joseph’s name would have been cleansed and his reputation restored.  

· But Joseph decided not to do that.  He loved her too much to disgrace her, or hurt her any further.  

· So, he would come up with some excuse and divorce her quietly, in the hopes that she could somehow rebuild her life and so he could start his own life over again.

· SHOW CLIP #3, “WHY I CHOSE YOU” (from the Nativity Story)
For a season, Joseph’s life was going so well… but out of nowhere, just like we experience in our own lives, a terrible storm has settled into his life.

· And yet, in the midst of this storm, Joseph didn’t loose his moorings.  In spite of all the hurt, loss, and humiliation Joseph had experienced, he continued not only to feel, but to demonstrate his love toward Mary.

· Joseph’s life tells us that no matter what comes against us from the outside, who we are on the inside should never change. 

· We know that life’s trials have a way of testing our character.  And through this crisis in Joseph’s life, we’re able to see the kind of man he really is… a godly man of courage and grace.
3.  Joyful Realization

As you know, the story doesn’t end with the divorce of Joseph & Mary, because what followed Joseph’s terrible disappointment was a time of joyful realization.

· Listen as I begin reading at vs. 20…
· 20But after he had considered 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 home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins." 22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 "The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel"-which means, "God with us." 

It’s interesting that it was “after he considered” the question of what to do with Mary that the angel of the Lord appeared.  

· In a way, the Lord was giving Joseph the opportunity to make the right decision, which I believe he did… based on what he understood to be true.

· But now, an angel of God appeared to him in a dream and said, “don’t be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, b/c what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.”
· “Mary is not lying to you… she’s been completely truthful… she hasn’t been unfaithful at all… but completely devoted to you.”
Notice that the angel addresses Joseph as a “son of David”.  That clearly suggests that he is of royal decent of the house of David… and that he isn’t an outsider to all that is happening.  

· Interesting that the only other person in the NT who is called “son of David” is the Lord Jesus Himself… and yet that is how the angel addresses Joseph.

· I would imagine, b/c of his religious training, Joseph was aware of all those verses, which spoke of the coming Messiah.  Such as…

· Isaiah 7:14 where Isaiah speaks to the House of David saying, “Therefore the Lord will Himself give you a sign.  The Virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son and shall call Him Immanuel.”
· The name Immanuel wouldn’t be His proper name.  Immanuel means, “God with us”.  

· We all know Isaiah 9:6, “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”

· These names, like Immanuel, would all describe who this son would be.  God with Us, Prince of Peace, Wonderful Counselor, Everlasting Father, Mighty God.

The angel then tells Joseph that the baby inside Mary, born of the Spirit, should be given the name, the proper name, JESUS, “because He will save His people from their sins!”
· What would this Prince of Peace, Wonderful Counselor, Everlasting Father Do??  He will save his people from their sins!

· The name Jesus is the Greek form of the name Joshua… it literally means “Jehovah is Salvation”.
· So, with this angelic announcement, Joseph’s brokenness and disappointment turned into joy!  

· Look at this clip from the Nativity Story where Joseph tells Mary that he too has heard from an angel regarding the baby…

· SHOW CLIP #4, “I BELIEVE YOU”

4.  Obedience to God

The last part of Joseph’s story is a story of his obedience and sacrifice to God.  Listen to vs. 24-25.  “When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife.  But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son.  And he gave him the name Jesus.”

· This is so powerful.  Joseph was willing to break with tradition and took Mary in as his wife, even though the customary one-year waiting period had not passed.

· Why?  So that people would assume that he was to blame.  He is willing to bear the social stigma so that Mary wouldn’t.

· But his love toward Mary and his obedience to God didn’t come without a price.

The first was their embarrassment.  Think of it… Mary is showing… Joseph ends the waiting period and takes Mary into his house.  

· Of course, everyone is going to think that they had been unfaithful to the Jewish marriage laws… unfaithful to God.

· Up until now, Joseph’s life was so completely integrated with the religious life of his town.  

· And yet, as soon as he took Mary in, it’s most likely that he was no longer allowed to participate in the life of the synagogue.

Mary and Joseph were living in Nazareth… a very small town… with lots of busy bodies standing on street corners watching them walk by.  

· Mary is more than half way thru her pregnancy… yet, they’ve only been together for 2 or 3 months.  

· That can be embarrassing today… let alone 2000 years ago!

· And yet, no matter what the social stigma would be for him… he was willing to do it.  Because of his love for Mary and God, he was willing to throw away his reputation.

· Am I willing to put God’s will for me over my own reputation? Are you? 

Perhaps they tried to explain to those they were closest to… “The baby is of the Holy Spirit.  An angel told me.”  “Yeh right!”
· If their families didn’t understand, no one else likely would have… so, I would imagine, they just stopped trying to explain to anyone.  

· But there was a higher price Joseph would have to pay beyond the gossip and embarrassment.

In Mark 6:3, we’re told that, some years later, Jesus came back to his hometown to preach the Gospel of the Kingdom... and yet we’re told here that people didn’t think much about Jesus (in spite of everything they have heard about what he’s done).

· They only commented, “Isn’t this Jesus, the son of Mary?”
· In that culture, no one would refer to a man that way... instead, a man would be referred to as the son of his father... even after the father has passed away.

· And so, in this case, Jesus should have been referred to as Jesus bar Joseph.  

· To refer to a man as the son only of his mother would be the equivalent of calling him a word I won’t use here.

· You see, what we learn here from Mark 6:3 is that decades later in their little village, Joseph’s reputation still had not recovered from his act of love and sacrifice toward Mary… and ultimately, toward God.

While all of this had no doubt been deeply painful for Joseph and Mary on an emotional level, they would now face a time of great physical stress.
· They had to travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem for the census (a distance of 100 miles).

· Needless to say, they didn’t have an air-conditioned bus… but rather walked and rode on the back of a donkey.

· Have any of you ridden on a donkey or mule before?  Would you like to try it while 9 months pregnant?

· While I think that Mary had already fallen in love with Joseph, I think it was during this journey that they began to really get to know one another.  

· SHOW CLIP #5, “CAN I EVEN TEACH HIM” (The Nativity Story)

And when they do finally arrive in Bethlehem, they find the streets utterly crowded with thieves everywhere trying to hustle them out of their money.

· Finally, they come to that famous inn... that refused them a place to rest.

· Eventually, they managed to occupy a stable, where she would soon give birth to the Savior of the world.

From everything we’ve seen so far, Joseph’s love for Mary is so clear.  Yet, on that night, trying somehow to rest in that dirty, smelly stable, there was very little he was able to give her.

· It is hard not to be able to care for the ones you love… you want to buy them pearls but you can barely pay for a loaf of bread.

· For certain, he wanted Mary to have a safe, clean place to have the baby… but the stable was the best he could offer.

· Needless to say, Joseph also hoped to have a midwife… but as Mary began her labor… there was no one to help.  

· He hadn’t taken any courses on how to coach your wife… in fact, he probably didn’t know the slightest thing about “women’s issues”!

· How terrifying for this young man!

But finally, the baby is born.  Joseph cuts the umbilical cord and wraps the baby in swaddling clothes and lays him in the feeding trough.

· He goes over and tells Mary how much he loves her… They’ve traveled a hundred miles… they’re tired and sore…  and yet the Savior of the World is born!

· For the most part, that’s all we’ll ever know about Joseph.  But, for me, he is an incredible model both of courage and of tenderness.
Through this Nativity Story, we learn of a young man, maybe 23 years old, and a young woman, maybe 15 years old… both of whom accept God’s will for them… even when circumstances make it so difficult.

· They knew that God unspeakable blessing on their lives would not guarantee them an easy, stress-free life.  

· But their goal wasn’t an easy life… it was a life passionate about knowing God more intimately and deeply today than they did yesterday...

· In spite of the painful seasons that have a way of invading our lives at times.

We learn of a man who gives everything he has for his wife… a man who understands that being a man is as much about being tender and caring and loving as it is being strong.

· And we learn of a woman whose amazing, yet simple faith allowed her to trust in the goodness of God in spite of circumstances that were too impossible to believe.

· And we learn how their love leads to the greatest love story of all… the story of Christmas.

