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The True Cost of Christmas
December 19th, 2004
Let me ask you a question.  With Christmas right around the corner, does anybody feel a little stressed? During this season on “peace on earth” and “silent night” why does it always seem like anything but peaceful and quiet?
· Truth is, what led up to that very first Christmas was pretty far from peaceful as well.  

· For Joseph and Mary these were stressful days.  Even before the Angel told Mary she would be pregnant, Mary was no doubt stressing over her soon-to-be wedding.

· That’s no surprise... weddings are always stressful times... especially for brides. Just a few weeks ago I managed to stumble into the Bridal section at Barnes and Noble.

· There were countless books and magazines... 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, Elegant Bride... even New Jersey Bride.  There’s another one called Bride Again magazine…for the encore bride. 
Just look at the cover stories of those magazines... how many are targeting the stressed-out bride.

· Don’t get me wrong... I’m indebted to bridal magazines.  Back when Joyce and I were dating... I knew it was time to get engaged after I noticed her browsing through the bridal magazines at Borders Bookshop!

· It’s funny though. There is one magazine you will never see. You will never see “Modern Groom!” Nobody cares what the groom looks like at a wedding! Nobody ever walks away from a wedding saying, “Didn’t he 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!
What I’d like to do this morning is to look at that first Christmas through the eyes of that young engaged couple, Joseph and Mary... 

· As young as they were, they lived lives of boundless love and sacrifice to the Lord... the kind of lives that foreshadowed God’s love and sacrifice for all of us.

· Let’s start by reading the story found in Matthew 1:18-25.

· I’d like to break this story down into four parts and in each of these parts we will be able to see the kind of love and faithfulness they had… and, from that, understand more deeply what this Christmas season is really about.

1.  JOYFUL EXPECTION: 

· The first part of Joseph’s story is one of happy expectations.  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

· Usually set up by the parents… both sets would get together and talk things over.  One would say to the other, “We would like to have your daughter marry our son.”  Her parents would reply, “That sounds like a good idea, lets discuss it.”

· During this discussion, a price for the bride would be negotiated, which would be paid to the bride’s father.

· 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.

The second stage of a Jewish marriage was called the “betrothal” where the couple was “pledged” to one another.  

· This is where Mary and Joseph were at.  Verse 18, “Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph.”
· During this time the young couple agreed to the marriage, signed a legal document, and were considered husband and wife.

· But they didn’t live together yet.  

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

· During this time of betrothal, which lasted about a year, each person lived with their parents.   

· 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.

Notice that Matthew uses the expression, in vs. 18, “Before they came together.”
· During this betrothal period, where the man and woman are pledged to one another in marriage, no physical relationship was permitted.

· During this period, if a woman were to b/c pregnant, it was viewed as adultery.

· Just b/c Joseph lived a few thousand years ago doesn’t mean that he didn’t have a desire to be physical.  

· But Joseph loved Mary so much that he chose to honor her and continue this period of their lives in purity.
· Thru this time of happy expectation, Joseph maintained such dignity and character as he honored Mary and as he walked with 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 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.

· Hoping that Joseph would respond the same way Elizabeth had to the news, Mary 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.

· Some of you understand just what Joseph must have felt… that this woman he came to love so much had been totally unfaithful to him.  

· Yet, 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.

For a season, Joseph’s life was going so well… but now, like we experience in our own lives, he finds himself in the middle of a terrible storm.

· Yet, in the midst of this storm, Joseph didn’t loose his moorings.  In fact, it is thru these times where our character is tested.

· Joseph, in spite of such hurt, loss, and humiliation, continued not only to feel, but to demonstrate his love toward Mary.

· When we face the storms of life, do we continue to walk in fellowship with God or do we fall back into our own patterns?

· In our relationships, with our spouses, family members, friends… when you have an argument… even when you know you’re right… and the other person is sure you are wrong… do we still demonstrate our love… or do we simply fight till we “win” the argument.

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

· Paul tells us in 1 Cor 13 that “love is patient, love is kind.  Love does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud, it is not rude.  It is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered.  It keeps no record of wrongs…” 

· You know the rest… how are you doing?

3.  Joyful Realization

· As you know, the story doesn’t end with the divorce of Joseph & Mary, b/c 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, and 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.”

· As much as he must have wanted to believe this, Joseph must have doubted.  But how could he ignore this… “Mary is not lying to you… she’s been completely truthful to you… she hasn’t been unfaithful at all… but completely devoted to you.”
In fact… what has happened to her is the fulfillment of God’s promise to save His people from sin and death.

· For over 1000 years the Jews had been waiting for the Messiah to come.  Over 300 times in the Bible prophesies concerning Him… foretelling almost every single stage of the life of Jesus hundreds of years before it happened.

· They spoke of Him being born of a virgin, that He would be born in Bethlehem & that He would grow up in Nazareth, that He would be betrayed for 30 pieces of silver… that He would be buried in a tomb given to Him by another… and that He would rise from the dead.

· To have more than 300 prophesies fulfilled so literally cannot be mere coincidence.  They were fulfilled b/c they came from God… and what God says always proves to be true.

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!  

4.  Obedience to God

· The last part of Joseph’s story is a story of his obedience 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.

· In his tenderness and love, he is living the reality of Christmas.

· 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.  But its possible that after he took Mary in, he was no longer allowed to participate in the life of the synagogue.

· Mary and Joseph were living in Nazareth… a 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!

· 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?  Joseph was.

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.

· After they went to Bethlehem, and then Egypt, it’s no wonder why Joseph didn’t return back to Nazareth… Yet eventually God did lead him back there.

· Gossip and embarrassment… both part of the price that they paid for their love for each other and their God.
Another difficult things Joseph had to face was no doubt the frustration he felt over the fact that, as verse 25 says, he had “no union” with Mary until after she gave birth to her son.

· Here was this beautiful woman who is his wife and he couldn’t touch her!

· Even though everyone in town assumed they were now together… living together, he didn’t accept that as an excuse… but he purposed to remain faithful, first to God and second to Mary.

· And even though the baby in her isn’t her own, he goes thru all the challenges and experiences of pregnancy right there with her… and after the baby is born, he father’s him like He was his very own.

In Mark 6:3, we’re given a glimpse into the kind of price Joseph paid for his obedience to God.  

· We’re told that Jesus came back to his hometown to preach the Gospel of the Kingdom... but we read in verse 3 that people didn’t think much about Jesus. 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 is dead.

· In this case, 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 wont use here.

· Mark 6:3 may reflect the fact that decades later in their little village, Joseph’s reputation still had not recovered from his marriage.

While all of this had no doubt been painful emotionally for Joseph and Mary, they would now face a time of great physical stress

· They had to travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem for the census (a distance of 80 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?

· 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.
It’s almost impossible to conceive that the One who formed the sun in the palm of His hand and set it ablaze to serve as a furnace to warm His children… became like one of us… 

· Leaving the coronations of heaven for the condemnations of earth

· The majesties of heaven for the miseries of earth

· The throne of heaven for the tree of Calvary
· The songs of heaven for the sneers of earth
· Born in a dirty stable... laid to rest in a filthy feed trough... born without sin through us so that He could die for us...

· So that we can once again climb back onto our Father’s lap… so we now live in part what we will one day live in full… a life of intimacy with Him.

Was it an accident that Jesus, whom we call a “friend of sinners”, would be raised in a family that knew firsthand what it felt like to be regarded as spiritually second-class?
· This was how it was for Jesus growing up... always whispers around him and his mother and his father.

· You remember in John 8... there was a woman caught in adultery.  She was tried and condemned and sentenced in a matter of minutes... she was surrounded by a group of righteous men... the kind of righteous men who judged Joseph throughout the rest of his life.

· These religious men dragged Jesus into this and said to Him, “Teacher, this woman was caught in adultery.  In the law, Moses commanded us to stone such a woman.  Now what do you say?”  “You’re a righteous man... what do you say?” (John 8:45).

Then Jesus bends down and writes on the ground.  What did He write? I don’t know.  But maybe Jesus thought of a scared 13 year old pregnant girl in a village consumed by a scandal... and a strong young righteous man named Joseph who gave up everything... his reputation, his future... 

· A man who literally bet his future... his life... on God’s Word to him.

· Jesus looks up and says to the men encircling the woman and says, “Let the one who is without sin cast the first stone” (John 8:7).

· And one by one they all melted away.  He loved and protected her when all the righteous people were ready to stone her.

· And so my heart begins to fill up with emotion as I think again about our church.  What if this place became known all over for this kind of love?
What if word started to spread that no matter what you have done or how badly you have messed up, this is a community where you won’t have rocks hurled at you till you’re emotionally and spiritually dead.

· If Joseph was alive in our church today... would he be picking up stones... or would he be loving his neighbors... loving those around him whether they were homeless or CEOs... regardless of what color they were or how they were dressed?

· What if word started to spread around central and northern NJ amongst atheists and AIDs patients and addicts and workaholics... sexually/emotionally broken people... that there is a place where you get loved... where you get to meet God.

· Joseph knew the true cost of Christmas.  It cost him everything.  
· Will you kneel like Joseph did at the manger and say “There is no plan B for my life. I’m with Him.  I cast my lot with Him. I tie my life to Him... I bet it all on Him.”

