Joseph, the Unsung Hero of Christmas
Matthew 1:18-28

1) Joseph, in many ways, is the forgotten man of Christmas. We don’t sing his story in Christmas carols. There are no cards or poems written about him.  And yet his story is a compelling story of faithfulness in a nearly impossible situation. He’s not even the most well-known Joseph in the Bible. 

2) But before we talk about Joseph, I want to tell you a story about my friend, Jim Pence. Jim is an author who has written several books. But his first novel was titled, Blind Sight and was published by Tyndale a number of years ago. Jim wrote this book, but he really didn’t think it was all that of a success. Many writers write their first book and it’s a springboard to others. It’s a great book, but it wasn’t his favorite work. 

3) But for some reason, he wrote this book. Recently Jim emailed this story to me about his book: 

a. This past spring, two young men broke into Terry C’s home before dawn. They shot him and killed his wife, and then went upstairs and murdered the couple’s two young sons. They then set fire to the house and left the family for dead. Although he had been shot five times, Terry escaped through the bathroom window and crawled three hundred yards to a neighbor’s. To make matters worse his daughter was implicated in the crime. Overnight, Terry lost his entire family. 

A few months later, Terry went back to his property. The remains of the house had been bulldozed and little was left. Torn with grief, and unable to understand why God had taken his family and allowed him to survive, Terry cried out to God, "Why did you take my family? Why didn’t you take me, too? I don’t understand."

As he stood there, Terry noticed a scrap of paper stuck to the trunk of a nearby tree. He went over and picked it up. The paper was part of a page from my novel, "Blind Sight." The edges of the page were scorched and it was difficult to read. But the words were like a direct message from God.

"I couldn’t understand why You would take my family and leave me behind to struggle along without them. And I guess I still don’t totally understand that part of it. But I do believe that You’re sovereign; You’re in control. . . and I know that You’ve brought Justine and those children into my life. And they need me. Lord, You could have taken my life that day, but You spared it. And You’ve gone on sparing it. It doesn’t matter what happens to me now, but if I can help them, please let me do it."
Those paragraphs turned Terry’s life around. He found the strength to go on, and is now sharing his testimony in churches around the country. When he speaks, he brings the page from my novel, now preserved in a frame, and shows it to the congregation. 

Not only had the house burned, but the site had been bulldozed and the debris hauled off. What little was left had been exposed to the weather for months. And out of a nearly 400 page book, all that remained was a brief passage where a man who had lost his family came to grips with the sovereignty of God and decided to move forward. 

That scrap of paper lay there against a tree trunk as if waiting for Terry C: a man who had lost his family and desperately needed to come to grips with the sovereign goodness of God.


4) What happened to Joseph in the Christmas story almost seems as unfair as what happened to this man. He was presented with a crisis so overwhelming, it would have shattered most young men his age. 

5) We don’t know a lot about Joseph, but let’s review some critical details of his life: 

a. He was most likely a teenager. 

b. His father was Jacob

c. His family hometown was Bethlehem in Judea. But he lived in Nazareth in Galilee. That meant Joseph and Mary had to travel about 90 miles in the dead of winter to register for Caesar’s census. 

d. He was a carpenter by trade. 

e. He was a poor man. 

i. When he and Mary presented Jesus in the temple, they could not afford a lamb, so they purchased two turtledoves. 

f. He was very serious about his faith. We’ll explore that later. 
g. It is very likely that Joseph was a teenager—17 years old—which makes his story all the more remarkable. 


6) Joseph’s Story Should Be Important to Us, Because Its Important To God. The New Testament opens with Joseph’s story  
a. The theme of Matthews Gospel is Christ as the King, so Matthew asserts Jesus lawful right to the throne of David thru Joseph’s line. 
b. Matthew’s genealogy tracks Joseph’s family. 
c. Joseph was of the line of David thru Solomon. 
d. Mary was of the line of David thru Nathan. 
e. Matthew seems to tell us “This is how the Christmas story begins. There was this faithful, unheralded, young man named Joseph.” 
f. Joseph was no accidental player in the unfolding Christmas drama. 


7) I’ve discovered five lessons about Joseph’s life that make him the unsung hero of Christmas. 

1) Joseph Was Put In a Very Unfair Situation – Read Matthew 1:18
a. Joseph was pledged to be married to marry. This betrothal was an ancient Jewish custom. Essentially, it was like an engagement, but much more serious. 


i. The two sets of parents drew up a legal marriage contract. When the contract was signed, the two would pledge to marry each other. 

ii. They were considered legally married. 

iii. If the husband died, the wife would be considered a widow.

iv. The only way out was thru divorce. 

v. They could not live together for a year. 

vi. The one year waiting period was a time to test their commitment and faithfulness. 


b. But Mary was found to have been pregnant. This is where Joseph’s life gets interesting. 


c. According to Deuteronomy 22:20-21, if a woman was found to be pregnant during the betrothal, that could only mean she had been unfaithful to her husband. 

d. Let’s step back here and put ourselves in young Joseph’s sandals a minute. Imagine you’re a teenage boy. You’ve pledged to marry this girl. You’ve taken a vow, so to speak, of purity and commitment. You’ve gutted out this one year of betrothal. And then you find out that your soon-to-be-wife is pregnant. 

e. Mary says she is pregnant and still a virgin. She talks about this angel visiting her. You want to believe her, but you are having a hard time. It’s so far-fetched. Imagine the sleepless nights. Imagine the angst. Imagine the hurt, anger, and fear. 


f. What you would do? I know what many teens would opt for. $200 gets you an abortion and the whole episode is forgotten. Some guys would just up and leave. 

g. It is said that crisis doesn’t make us, it reveals us. The real you, the real me is the person who emerges in an unfair situation. It reveals what we’re about. 

2) Joseph Was a Man of Selfless Character – Read Matthew 1:19
a. Joseph also had another dilemma. He was an observant Jew. Under the law, he had a right to divorce Mary for unfaithfulness. 


b. But Joseph cared for Mary. He loved her even though he thought she had been unfaithful. This is true love. Joseph could have thrown Mary “Under the Bus.” It would have made him look good. 

c. Matthew says that Joseph was a righteous man. A just man. See, Joseph was not an accidental player in this Christmas drama. As much as God was looking for a trustworthy righteous woman to carry the Messiah, he was also looking for a righteous man who would protect Mary and do the hard things necessary to bring the Messiah into the world.
 
d. The Bible says that because Joseph was righteous, it motivated him to the do the right thing by Mary. Righteousness isn’t religion. Righteousness isn’t being prideful and adhering to some rigid legalistic code. Righteousness is reflected in the way we treat others. 

e. The Bible says Joseph wasn’t willing to expose her to public disgrace. This word, “not willing” in the Greek means he was determined not to allow Mary to be publicly humiliated. The words “public example” or “public disgrace” are the same words used in Hebrews 6:6 to describe what happens when Christians willingly sin against God. They crucify Christ again and put him to public disgrace. 

f. Joseph’s integrity put him between a rock and a hard place. He loved Mary, but was compelled by love to ensure that she was taken care of. 


g. He could divorce her in two ways. He could get a public divorce which would involve dragging Mary before a judge at the city gate. The city gate was a public area, where people conversed, where gossip flowed. Think if a public spectacle like the OJ trial or something. 


h. Or Joseph could divorce her privately by giving her papers in the presence of two witnesses. Apparently he was determined to do this. 


i. Do you know what this demonstrates about Joseph? He was a rare man of character. In our world today, it so hard to find real men of character and integrity, who will sacrifice to do the right thing. 


j. We’ve been sickened and saddened by the corruption in our governor and our government. A man with no integrity and no shame. Sadly, that’s the norm. 


k. Do you know what God is looking for? 

i. He’s looking for people with integrity. 
ii. He’s looking for young people willing to do the right thing. 

iii. He’s looking for employees unwilling to cheat to get ahead. 


l. Do you know what else this tells us about Joseph? He was willing to sacrifice for the woman he loved. This is the essence of true love. Not Hollywood love, but real commitment. 


3) Joseph Was A Man Who Waited On God – Read Matthew 1:20 
a. I thought it was interesting that the Scriptures say, “While Joseph was thinking about these things.” This indicates that Joseph was a man of thoughtfulness and prayer and meditation. 


b. Joseph wasn’t a hasty decision maker. I imagine him wrestling with this in his mind. Sleepless nights. I think too many leaders, husbands, fathers, pastors, react quickly and make decisions they wish they could take back. James tells us to be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger. I’m very impressed by Obama’s thoughtfulness and cool demeanor. I think this will serve him well as the President. 

c. Joseph was waiting for the Lord to confirm what he should do. I’ve often found it helpful, when making decisions, to wait upon God, so that we are sure the Spirit is leading us in the right decision.


d. Then one night he had a dream. In those days, God spoke to people directly thru dreams. Now, I don’t think today that angels visit people or that God talks to us audibly. We have his complete written Word. But I do think God uses dreams sometimes to teach us a lesson. 


e. This dream was what Joseph needed. He needed assurance from God that He was doing the right thing. 

4) Joseph Had a Courtside Seat to the Greatest Story Ever Told – Read Matthew 1:20:25
a. Imagine Joseph’s face as he heard the news the angel shared with him. Joseph knew the prophets and had studied them. Now God’s unfolding plan of redemption was being fulfilled.


b. It was a simple message from the angel. The baby was from the Holy Spirit. He was God and Man. He was the Messiah. 


c. He said, “You will call his name Jesus.” Jesus means Savior. Immanuel means, “God With Us.” We need both. We need a Savior for our sin and the only possible way for this to happen was for God to leave Heaven and dwell among us. 


i. The word Christ means "anointed"; it is the Greek equivalent of Messiah. He is "Jesus the Messiah." Jesus is His human name; Christ is His official title; and Immanuel describes who He is—"God with us." Jesus Christ is God! We find this name "Immanuel" in Isaiah 7:14 and 8:8.

d. John the Apostle describes it this way: “And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth.” John 1:14 (KJV)


e. Joseph, the little known carpenter. The poor young man with the pregnant fiancé. The devout Jewish person who faithfully read the Scriptures. Born in the backwater, forgotten town of Nazareth, now a part of God’s unfolding plan of redemption. 


f. God uses the weak, the small things, the unimportant people in this world to carry out His will. 


g. You too can be a part of what God is doing. First, know him by trusting in what this baby, this Savior, did on the cross for your sin. Secondly, once you know him, follow Him with your life and God may use you to bring that light to the world around you. 

5) Joseph Took Spiritual Ownership of His Family – Read Matthew 1:24-25
a. Joseph did everything the angel told him to do. He obeyed God, even though it would cost him something. Men, the best thing you can do for your family is follow God. 


b. Joseph sacrificed to put His family first and follow God in five important ways


i. He broke Jewish custom and married her quickly. She was pregnant, he wasn’t the father, but he married her anyways. 

ii. He kept her a virgin until the baby was born. Why? He protected the miracle of Jesus’ virgin birth against slander. 


iii. He named the baby—this was something only the father could do. And so in doing this he excercised his right and became his legal father. Essentially he adopted him. 


iv. Luke tells us that he packed up his family and moved to Bethlehem to obey Caesar and the census. 


v. Matthew 2 also tells us that He heeded God’s advice to leave and flee to Egypt. So he packed his family and went.  

c. Joseph took spiritual ownership and leadership of his family. The world needs more men willing to take charge of their families. To raise them in the Lord.  

d. Joseph wasn’t spectacular. He was faithful. Our everyday faithfulness and ordinary obedience brings glory to God and the Gospel to Others. 

i. Taking them every year to the temple for the feasts.

1. An expensive journey for a poor family.

2. A sacrifice worth making

3. Are you willing to make sacrifices to have your family in church and in the Lord? 

e. Joseph fit the definition of servant leadership. Leadership that puts others first. 


f. Joseph would have an important job. He would be a father to the Messiah. He would father a child that is not his own. 

i. How could it be this baby in my arms
Sleeping now, so peacefully
The Son of God, the angel said
How could it be
Lord I know He's not my own
Not of my flesh, not of my bone
Still Father let this baby be
The son of my love

Father show me where I fit
into this plan of yours
How can a man be father to the Son of God
Lord for all my life I've
been a simple carpenter
How can I raise a king, How
can I raise a king
He looks so small, His face
and hands so fair
And when He cries the sun
just seems to disappear
But when He laughs it shines again
How could it be

g. I think there is a great message here for step parents. Those of you who have the difficult task of being a father or mother to someone you are not biologically related to. 

h. Here is something I read from my friend Ray Pritchard.” When Jesus grew up and began his ministry, he chose one word above all others to describe what God is like. He called him Father. Where did Jesus learn about fathers? From Joseph.” 


i. Erwin Lutzer has said a child’s relationship with His father is the most important relationship in the world. 

i. Fathers—you are Christ to your children. What example are you setting? 

1. Are you loving?

2. Are you kind?

3. Are you tender?

4. Do you love the Lord?

5. Are you a man of faith? 

6. Are you a man of integrity?

ii. Some of you didn’t have fathers like Joseph. And so you’re view of God is skewed. You view Him thru the lens of your own bad parenting. 
1. You had a father who was angry. 

2. You had a father who was an alcholic

3. You had a father who was abusive.
4. You had a father who was legalistic or mean

5. I want you to embrace the Heavenly Father and know that He loves you with an unconditional love. 
