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December 14, 2008

“The Nativity:  Joseph”

Matthew 1:18-25

FCF:  The need to have our preconceptions of God and His ways challenged.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) The God who sends His Son to save His people delights to surprise His people.
(magnet) And we need to be surprised.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

This is, of course, a season of expectation, of waiting, of guessing, and surprises.  And such things can be good for us – for any of us, not just the young ones.  For one, it’s simply enjoyable and fun.  And by the way, you need to know, despite what you’ve heard, God is not against fun.  That said, expectations and surprises can be humbling too.  Your guesses get shown to be no more valuable than the wrapping paper.  Which then takes me to another reason such a season can be good for us.  And that is simply because what we allowed for with our guesses is often so much less than what’s really there.
It can be like that with Christmas itself, with the arrival of our Savior into His world and the events surrounding His arrival.  So let’s take another look at it together.
SCRIPTURE READING:  Matthew 1:18-25
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Joseph the carpenter, the foster father of Jesus.  So little attention, so little notice.  I was joking with Natalie earlier this week about the songs we were selecting for today.  And I said, “Well, take the overall list of what we want to do this year, pull out the ones related to Mary, the angels, and the shepherds and the ones that are left will be for Joseph.”  Poor guy.  No songs, no pictures focused on him.  The fictionalized accounts are corny and lame.  And there really isn’t much to read in terms of scholarly writing.
So why Joseph this morning?  Because he was there.  And there are some things we can glean from that, even with the little we have.  Luke’s account focuses more on Mary’s experience.  Matthew’s focuses more on Joseph’s.  That could be because of Matthew’s desire to show Jesus’ legal lineage going back to David through Joseph.

But what does Joseph’s experience, his involvement with this Nativity scene, tell us?  Here’s what I want you to envision.  What we’re about to explore, the package we’re about to open, is the best gift you’re going to get this year.  The themes are startling, refreshing, surprising.  It’s about a God who sent His Son to save His people and how that God delights to surprise His people.  And we need to be surprised.  We need to be jarred from our complacency, awakened from our slumber, and surprised by His ways.
I. HE REDIRECTS US

The first of those being how he directs us.  Think in terms of Joseph’s experience.
A) He Doesn’t Leave Us to Ourselves

(READ Matthew 1:18-19) God does not leave us to ourselves.
1. The initial decision

Joseph’s initial decision to divorce Mary was understandable.  Typically, a man’s parents chose a young woman to be engaged to their son.  The second stage was then betrothal, a legally binding contract that could be broken only by a formal process of divorce.  Mary was pregnant.  And sexual unfaithfulness during betrothal was considered adultery. 
2. The divine intervention

So, given what he knew, Joseph’s decision was understandable.  He was just, a righteous man.  And compassionate as well.  So he decided to do it quietly.  That is, until an angel came in this vision.  Joseph’s initial decision required a divine intervention.
B) But Intervenes – Protecting Us and Others from Ourselves
God intervened.  It’s divine initiative (READ Matthew 1:20-21).
1. Do not divorce her

“Do not fear, Joseph.  Do not divorce her.  God is at work here.  Do not fear.”
2. But adopt Him

“Mary is to bear a son.  And you are to adopt Him, to name Him, to raise Him.”
God’s intention was to intervene, to protect Joseph and his wife from himself.
Illustration:

Now this is hardly the only time we see this in connection with the Incarnation.  Think of the star seen by the Magi.  Several explanations have been given – a planetary conjunction, a comet, a nova, or some combination.  But whatever was going on, clearly there was a supernatural element involved simply in the timing of these events.  The Creator King was demonstrating His sovereignty over all creation, over the cosmos itself.

And in doing so, He was grabbing the attention of these men, impelling their journey, guiding them along the way.  Which is to way what?  He was redirecting them.
Application:

Can He not do that with us?  Can not the One who created the heavens and moves them at His pleasure move us?  And do we not need this?  If we’re honest, we’d have to acknowledge our need here, our need to be redirected.  And look what we find even here.  

Think back to the year gone by, how our very lives bear testimony to this need and this longing.  Do we not need this?  These refreshing surprising reminders?

II. HE ENNOBLES US
God, in His mercy, redirects us.  And He ennobles us along the way as well.
A) What We Do Know of Him

What do we know of Joseph?  It’s not a single photo but a composite image.
1. His trade

Mark refers to Jesus as a “carpenter.”  Later in Matthew’s Gospel Jesus is described as “the carpenter’s son.”  Joseph worked with wood and stone.  He was a craftsman.
2. His character

Such was his trade.  Of his character we know from this account he was just yet compassionate (the two are not necessarily opposed to each other).  Others imply he was patient, protective, and pious.  Consider the intrusion of the shepherds and the Magi, his leading his family on the hard journey to Egypt, and the customary visits to the Temple.
B) What We Don’t Know of Him
Such is what we know.  That said, there’s quite a bit we don’t.
1. What he was thinking

What was he thinking while all this was going on?  The angel told him not to fear.  One could imagine the shame he had initially felt, the surprise of this announcement, and likely a mixture of regret and wonder with the less than pristine conditions of the birth.
2. What happened from there

But we’re not sure.  The last time we hear of him was Jesus’ time at the Temple when He was twelve.  After that, nothing, no mention of him during Jesus’ ministry.  Jesus confers the care of His mother to His disciple, John.  So we have to assume Joseph had died.
C) The Significance
Why is that significant?  Well, Joseph is called upon to name this Child.
1. The meaning

In Ancient Near Eastern cultures, to name something was to state its nature and to exercise authority over it.  When Adam named the animals, he showed his rule over them.  Naming, at times even simply knowing the name, signified authority.

2. The exception

There was a lot going on when a parent named a child.  And, wonder of wonders, Joseph is told to name this Child, to name Him – this One who is what His Name declares. 

Why is that worth our considering?  God doesn’t leave anyone out – even those with seemingly no story.  Even the nobodies are somebodies.  Even Joseph.  Even us.
Illustration:

Surely that’s the appeal of the song, “Little Drummer Boy.”  Now, obviously it’s just a story (likely based on a European folktale).  But our hearts are just drawn into the tale of this poor young boy who has so little but who wanted to give something to the newborn King.  And so he brings all he has – a song on his drum.  It seems so little.
Application:

But the seemingly small can be nonetheless vital.  Now Joseph would likely have said, “Look, my standing by Mary, getting her and Jesus to Egypt, raising Him as I did, those were just little things.  Any man would have done them.”  And, in reply, we would have to say, “Well, first, that may or not be true.  And, second, God calls us to daily trust and faithfulness to Him.  Impact and results are up to Him.”  What’s that mean for us?
You make a difference when you change multiple diapers over the course of the day; when you work as hard as you can, doing the best you can at your job; when you show the respect your teachers deserve, the consideration your fellow students are due; when you speak little and listen much, even when there’s all kinds of turmoil in your own heart.  We say, “But they’re just little things, what anyone would do.”  No, they’re not.  None of us is little in His sight.  And no act of service in His Name is little in His hands.
Do we not need this?  These refreshing surprising reminders of God’s ways?
III. HE SAVES US

That He delights to redirect us, ennoble us, and even save us?  Which, of course, is the main thing here.  And we dare not miss it.  He really has sent His Son to save us.

A) The Meaning of the Name
What, after all, is the meaning of His name?  (READ Matthew 1:21) Why has He come?  To save us.  To save us from what?  Our sins.  Now let that soak in a minute.
1. Not from our mistakes

Not to save us from our mistakes.  That would be mercy – help for the un-deserving.
2. But from our sins

But this is more.  This is grace – help for the ill-deserving.  What are talking about here?  We’re talking about salvation from the penalty, the power, and the very presence of sin.
B) The Identity of the Child

That’s His Name, what he has come to do.  But who is He?  What is His identity?  (READ Matthew 1:22-23).  This Child is God in the flesh and He has come to save us!
1.  “Jesus”

Jesus’ very name means “Yahweh is salvation.”  He is given that name because He will save His people from their sins.  Now the Old Testament is clear.  God alone can do that.  Which means what?  The Child Mary was carrying is somehow God Himself.
2.  “Immanuel”

And if that wasn’t plain enough, there is this other name, “Immanuel,” meaning “God with us.”  God alongside, supporting, enabling, accompanying, empowering.
His name is Jesus.  He is God in the flesh.  And He has come to save us.

Illustration:

Which brings another song of the season to mind, “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,” probably the oldest of the carols we sing, dating back to the 9th century.  It’s the unfolding story of the Messiah, a tribute not only to His birth but to the keeping of God’s promises.  And a heartfelt prayer of great longing for a great Savior.
Application:

And, again, I ask, “Do we not need to hear this?”  Think of the headlines, the daunting problems abroad – power-hungry despots, misguided zealots, persecution, war famine, disease.  And then we look here at the anemic solutions offered to our own problems – financial wipeouts and questionable bailouts.  High expectations and despicable scandals.  A cry for change yet none apparent.  Do we not need to hear this?
Look at our own lives.  We ask one another, “How are you?”  And the best we can muster is, “Fine.”  Meaning, as an acronym, “Fouled up, insecure, neurotic, and exhausted.”  I’m fine.  How about you?  Who is this Jesus and what has He come to do?  These are refreshing surprising reminders!  Like Joseph, we need to hear, “Do not fear.”
CONCLUSION:

Joseph is the overlooked, nearly anonymous figure.  The truth is, it doesn’t matter how little attention he gets because he’s not the main attraction anyway.  This is about the Child.  Which I know we say quite a bit this time of year.  We even say, “It’s about the children.”  That’s pretty much how it is when we take our children to see their grandparents.  I know my place.  I know that, when we roll up in the yard, they’re not looking to see me.  I’m really but the courier of the precious cargo.  Which is fine.  It’s about the children.  Well, here it’s just a bit more focused.  It’s about the Child – Jesus.

And in the context of Joseph’s near anonymity, because the spotlight is not turned brightly upon him, we’re able to learn some startling things about his adopted Son and His ways with us.  Which is really the thing we need to learn and continuously relearn.  I was reminded of that this past week while doing some repairs in our treehouse at home.  Over time, as the trees have grown and the wind has blown, a few of the nails had gotten loose – not completely out of the holes, just pulled out a bit.  And they needed to be pounded back to where they were anchored tight.  And it’s something like that with us.  Our attention needing to be brought back again and again.  It comes loose and needs to be pounded back to where it’s anchored tight in these texts in this season and throughout the year.  Because we get pulled out so easily, distracted off of Jesus.  May we be increasingly anchored and focused upon Him this Advent season – praising God for His surprising ways with us, refreshed and rejoicing at the coming of this baby for us.  For us.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) The God who sends His Son to save His people delights to surprise His people.
(magnet) And we need to be surprised.
