The First Christmas Angels #3

“The Angel and the Faithful Fiance’”

Matthew 1:18-25

He is hailed as “the unsung hero of the Christmas story,”
 yet we know next to nothing about him. His presence is significant in the events surrounding the birth of Jesus yet he remains in the background. We could describe him as the “strong and quiet type.” In fact, he never speaks in the New Testament records. He does much, but says nothing.

I am referring, of course, to Joseph, the stepfather of Jesus.

We know that Joseph was not the biological father of Jesus, and perhaps because of this fact we relegate him to a secondary status in the Christmas story. Without Joseph, however, the Christmas story may have never happened or, if it had, may have been very short-lived. Literally.

In our series, “The First Christmas Angels,” I want to focus our attention on the encounter of “The Angel and the Faithful Fiancé” as recorded in the latter portion of Matthew chapter one. Matthew tells the story of the birth of Jesus from the standpoint of Joseph rather than that of Mary, as Luke does.
 

A Revelation of an Unorthodox Situation

We read of a revelation of an unorthodox situation in Matthew 1:18-23,

This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. But 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. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel”—which means, “God with us.” 

The first part of Matthew chapter one is a genealogy—one of those dreaded Bible passages where so-and-so begat so-and-so who begat so-and-so, on and on and on. The book of 1 Chronicles begins with nine chapters of genealogies, a section I call “The White Pages of the Bible.” Most of us, when we come to such texts, yawn and move on. I mean, really, who needs to know this stuff? (Sounds like a student in school, doesn’t it?)

Without going into a great amount of detail (and yawning), this genealogy was very important to the Jewish readers of Matthew’s gospel, for reasons we will get to later. But verses 16 and 18 make it clear that Jesus Christ’s birth was different from that of any other Jewish boy named in the genealogy. Matthew pointed out that Joseph did not “beget” Jesus Christ. (“Begat” simply means “became the father of.”) Rather, Joseph was called the “husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called Christ.” Jesus was born of an earthly mother without the seed of an earthly father. This is known as the doctrine of the Virgin Birth.
 Yet Joseph would have an essential role in the story.

Verse 18 sets the stage: “His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.” As I explained in the previous message, Jewish engagements were very different from our own. This betrothal period was legally binding, and could only be broken by divorce. The man and woman were called “husband” and “wife,” yet they lived separately and did not have marital relations.

The Jews of first-century Palestine saw marriage as a joining of two families. And because the stakes were so high, they never would have entrusted such an important decision to the whims of teenage emotions. As in many cultures, first-century Hebrew parents arranged the marriages of their sons and daughters. According to rabbinical law, this could take place sometime after the age of consent: twelve for girls, thirteen for boys.
 Paul Maier points out, though, that, “if he resembled the pious, hardworking class of his Jewish colleagues in Galilee, he would not think of marriage until he was at least twenty-five years old. On the other hand, it was customary for girls to marry shortly after puberty, and how this young craftsman became engaged to a fourteen- or fifteen-year-old girl named Mary is not recorded.”

Last week we saw that the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary and announced that she would have a son who would be the Son of God, the promised Messiah, and the Savior of the world. She believed the angel, but wondered how it would take place. So the angel explained that the Holy Spirit would overshadow her and create this unique child in her womb. As a sign, the angel informed Mary that her relative Elizabeth, who was old and never had children, was in the sixth month of her miracle pregnancy.

Luke and Matthew report two subsequent events to the initial angelic visit, but we must use our imagination to determine which came first. Luke tells us that Mary “went in a hurry to the hill country” to visit Elizabeth, while Matthew describes Joseph’s struggle to accept Mary’s story. Did Mary tell Joseph about her pregnancy and, given his reticence to believe it, she hurried off to Elizabeth, who would be more likely to believe her? Or did she hastily scratch a note to her betrothed husband and quickly departed in order to put off a difficult face-to-face conversation?
 We will never know the sequence of events.

At any rate, Joseph eventually discovered that Mary was carry a child before they were married, and that child was not his own. What was he to do? In verse 19, Joseph is called just, which probably means that he was careful in his observance of the law.
 

Max Lucado believes that by this designation Matthew recognizes the status of Joseph: 

He was a tsadiq (tsa-DEEK), a serious student of the Torah. Nazareth viewed Joseph as we might view an elder, deacon, or Bible class teacher. Tsadiqs studied God’s law. They recited and lived the Shema [the Jewish confession of faith, comprising Deuteronomy 6:4-9; 11:13-21; and Numbers 15:37-41] daily. They supported the synagogue, observed holy days, and followed the food restrictions. For a common carpenter to be known as a tsadiq was no small thing.

Furthermore, according to the Jewish Mishnah—a practical commentary of the Mosaic Law—a betrothed woman who was no longer a virgin was “forbidden” to marry either her fiancé or her lover.
 Also, according to rabbinical law, Joseph could only divorce Mary if her child was not his own. The law strictly forbade his ending the marriage merely because he had fathered her child before the formal wedding. Therefore, under any other circumstance, to bring her home was to admit that the child was his. In other words, Joseph would voluntarily subject himself to any misunderstanding the community would have had about Mary’s pregnancy.
 John MacArthur writes, 

Poor Joseph, a just and righteous man, was deeply committed to Mary. No doubt he was looking forward to the day when they could come together as man and wife. He was jolted by the news that Mary was pregnant. He knew the quality of her character. He knew the righteous standard by which she lived. He knew her commitment to God. He knew a premarital pregnancy was totally out of character. It made no sense at all. Joseph must have felt his whole world was coming to an end.

Remember, at this stage Joseph didn’t know what we know from reading the first two chapters of Luke! For his part, Joseph was in a terrible quandary. Because he was a righteous man, he couldn’t bear the thought of going through with the marriage as if he had been involved in the illicit premarital sex that everyone would assume was the cause of the pregnancy. It would be demeaning and miserable; and besides, how could he ever trust Mary again?

But because he was also a kind man, he “did not want to expose her to public disgrace” by going through the common legal channels that could have granted him a divorce (as the breaking of an engagement was then called). Still less would he consider appealing to the capital punishment sanctioned by the Old Testament in such cases, but little if ever used at this time. Instead, he decided to use a legal loophole to bring about a quiet divorce that would free him from such a dishonorable marriage yet spare Mary from the worst of the shame.

What a remarkable man! What a tactful stand he took! He had every reason to believe that Mary had been unfaithful. And to marry an unfaithful woman who clung to such an outlandish story would have been irresponsible. Nevertheless, Joseph planned to deal with her mercifully. He would pursue a quiet divorce. He could get on with his life. She could remain with her family, who would care for Mary and the child. It was a logical, wise decision.

Then the angel showed up…

We don’t know if it was Gabriel who appeared to Joseph or not; Matthew doesn’t give the angel’s name. But the message is very consistent with the one given to Mary in Luke 1: “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. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” The details of the conception are not given, just that the child is “from the Holy Spirit.”

Mary’s child will be a son, and Joseph is instructed to “call his name Jesus.” This is not only about the name of the child; by giving the name Joseph officially accepted the child; this gave the child the status of a descendant of David.
 In fact, both Mary and Joseph belonged to the house of David. Matthew’s genealogy—Joseph’s family—traced the line through Solomon, while Luke’s genealogy—Mary’s family—traced it through Nathan, another one of David’s sons.
 Thus Jesus would be legally “the son of David” through Joseph, and biologically the descendant of David through Mary.

This name is full of meaning. The name Jesus is the Greek form of Joshua (or Yeshua), meaning “Yahweh saves,” or “God to the rescue,” if you like. To be sure, it was a common name. It goes back to the frequent rescue of his people by God in the Old Testament days.
 But notice that salvation is from sins, not from national enemies. Matthew does not use the word “sin” very often (7 times), but the expression here shows that he regarded it as an important concept. Jesus came to deal with sins, and his name gives expression to a very significant truth.
 As William Barclay notes, “Jesus was not so much The Man born to be King as The Man born to be Savior.”
 

A Reaction of Unquestioning Submission

All of this must have been mind-boggling for Joseph. So much information; so many implications…what must this all mean? Even more important, what must he do?

We see a reaction of unquestioning submission in verses 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.
It would have been expected that he would have divorced Mary, but Matthew tells us how Joseph obeyed the angel.
 At no point do we read of his debating with the angel (or with God) about his instructions.  Joseph was a listening man: he heard the voice of God and he obeyed it.  Such faith is as admirable as any of the Old Testament saints listed in Hebrews chapter eleven. Now that he shared Mary’s incredible secret, Joseph could bury his suspicions and anxieties and marry his beloved as soon as possible.

Though they were fully married, however, they had no sexual relations before the birth of the son.
 The Greek expression for not until would normally suggest that intercourse did take place after the end of this period, and that therefore Jesus’ brothers were subsequently born of Joseph and Mary in the normal way. There is no biblical warrant for the tradition of the “perpetual virginity” of Mary.

This is the story as we know it. Joseph took Mary as his wife, moved her into his home, and they lived happily ever after…right?

Maybe not so fast. 

Lucado invites us to imagine the scene:

“Joseph,” they say, “we understand that Mary is with child.”

He nods.

“Is the child yours?”

He shakes his head.

“Do you know how she became pregnant?”

Gulp. A bead of sweat forms beneath Joseph’s beard. He faces a dilemma. Make up a lie and preserve his place in the community, or tell the truth and kiss his tsadiq good-bye. He makes his decision. Joseph tanked his reputation. He swapped his tsadiq diploma for a pregnant fiancée and an illegitimate son and made the big decision of discipleship. He placed God’s plan ahead of his own.

What a model of selfless grace! Joseph understood the risks, counted the cost, set aside his own rights, and willingly accepted Mary’s difficulties as his own.

Would you be willing to do the same? God grants us an uncommon life to the degree we surrender our common one. Jesus would later say in Matthew 16:25, “If you try to keep your life for yourself, you will lose it. But if you give up your life for me, you will find true life” (nlt). Would you forfeit your reputation to see Jesus born into your world?

Joseph may be the forgotten hero of the first Christmas, but he was also the faithful fiancé without whom Jesus may never have been born or, as we will see in a couple weeks, may not have survived very long after birth. Let’s give Joseph the honor he’s due, and let’s follow his example in our own lives as well.
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