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Advent 4, 22 December 2019 
Matthew 1:18-25 
Waiting in Love 
First Mennonite Church 
 
Today is Advent 4.  Our 
four red cardinals are 
waiting for Christmas—
the arrival of God into our 
world.  We too are 
waiting, waiting to hear 
that familiar story of 
Christmas—the 
wonderful story of the 
birth of Jesus, born in 
Bethlehem, wrapped in 
swaddling clothes, and 
laid in a manger.  We are 
waiting to hear about the 
innkeeper who had no 
room for Mary and 
Joseph, for the shepherds 
watching their flocks by 
night, the angelic host 
proclaiming, “glory to 

God in the highest…”, and 
the animals.  We are waiting 
for those songs of Angels we 
have heard on high and 
While Shepherds watched 
their flocks by night. 
 
Except, this isn’t how 
Matthew tells the Christmas 
story.  Now the birth of Jesus 
the Messiah took place in this 
way”, is how Matthew begins 
his Christmas story.  What 
follows is not the traditional 

nativity story. Unlike Luke, who provides most of the parts for the children’s 



2 
 

program (the shepherds, the angel hosts, the innkeeper, and the animals), 
Matthew’s version of Christmas is rated “M” for mature. 
 

There are no innkeepers, manger scenes, 
swaddling clothes, cattle lowing, shepherds 
watching their flocks, or angelic host in 
Matthew’s Christmas story.  In Matthew’s story, 
the angel does not visit Mary, but Joseph.  And 

that visit comes in the middle of quite a dilemma. 
 
Our story takes place in Galilee, way out there in the hinterland, where many years 
prior two families, the family of Mary and the family of Joseph, entered into a 
covenant agreeing their two children, Mary and Joseph, would be married when 
they came of age. 
 
Joseph was engaged to a Mary. Remember, engagement back then was a legal 
arrangement between two families. You did not get engaged at a candle-light dinner 
on a Friday night. Engagement was a serious business, and it could be broken only 
by going to the courts. In effect, it was the same as marriage and binding in nature. 
Joseph and Mary were engaged, were probably engaged for years. Though they 
were engaged, they didn’t live together.  And certainly, they weren’t supposed to 
sleep together. 
 
Except, Joseph finds out Mary is pregnant.  People in Toronto or Vancouver may call 
this hooking up, but where I grew up, this was called adultery. 
 
What is Joseph supposed to do?  As a just man, a righteous observer how God's law, 
Joseph could not tolerate adultery. Joseph knew that he had not known Mary in the 
biblical sense, the law gave him two options.  
 
1. Public divorce. In a culture where engagement was a covenantal agreement 

between families, one option for Joseph was a was public shaming of his 
pregnant fiancée.  At times it could have included a “stoning,” as it states in 
Deuteronomy 22:20-21.  Mary, had absolutely no say, no power in the situation 
as she was merely the property of the man.  She was at the mercy of Joseph.  A 
public shaming would have restored honour to Joseph and his family, but it 
would have had the opposite impact on Mary and her family.  It would have 
brought humiliation upon her family, and would have left her homeless and 
destitute.  With no other way of supporting herself she probably would have 
needed to become a prostitute.   
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2. Private divorce in which the man dismisses his betrothed quietly.  The word, 
dismiss, carries the meaning of loosing, letting go, setting Mary and her family 
free from her and her family’s legal obligation by writing a certificate of divorce 
in accordance with Deuteronomy 24:1.  

Suppose a man enters into marriage with a woman, but she does not please 
him because he finds something objectionable about her, and so he writes her 
a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house; she 
then leaves his house.    

 
A private divorce appears to be the option chosen by Joseph as he didn’t want to 
expose Mary to public humiliation. By writing a certificate of divorce, Joseph and his 
family would shoulder the responsibility for the failed engagement, would pay the 
humiliation price in the raised eyebrows, the talk amongst neighbours about 
Joseph’s inability not only to make the engagement work, but more importantly, his 
inability to bring his family honour. 

 
When most of us hear 
“annunciation”, we think 
of the announcement to 
Mary not to Joseph. Many 
people will think of Fra 
Angelico's painting of the 
angel swooping in and 
giving the divine news to a 
stunned Mary. I don’t 
know of any artist who 
tried their hand at 
Matthew’s depiction of 
annunciation: Joseph 

bolting upright in bed, awaking in a cold sweat 
after a nightmare of being told that his fiancé is 
pregnant, not by him, and that he should go 
ahead and marry her anyway.   
 
The folks who first heard this story knew stories 
from their scriptures, accounts of births of patriarchs like Isaac and Jacob, where 
God miraculously intervened in birthing stories. Yet nobody knew a story of a virgin 
becoming pregnant. Nothing prepared them or Joseph for this. 
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Matthew tells us Joseph was a just man, a righteous man. As a righteous man he 
found what happened to Mary to be offensive. Who are the righteous people if not 
those who are offended by unrighteousness?  There are people for whom adultery 
is but a quaint term used to describe a behaviour which is sometimes called just 
fooling around. There are people for whom starving children in Africa are just 
something that happens. 
 
There are those who are not angered by injustice, not offended by war, not 
embarrassed by oppression. Joseph wasn't one of these people. Joseph was 
righteous. Right and wrong, just and unjust—these were issues that made a 
difference to him. See? Caught in a bind between the rock of loving the word of God 
in the Torah and the hard place of loving Mary, what was Joseph to do? 
 
Even as God intervened with Mary God intervened with Joseph. Just like God 
appeared to an earlier Joseph, God appears to this one in a dream, leading him by a 
dream to consider a third option which was to make the scandalous decision to 
marry Mary and become a foster father.  This child will save his people from their 
sins, says the angel.  In believing that Mary's child was divinely given, Joseph set out 
on a lonely, uncharted path of marrying his pregnant fiancé and naming and thus 
claiming her child as his own, assuming the responsibility for the child who, when 
called, answered not to the name of Joseph Jr., but to Emmanuel (God with us). 
 
Have any of you ever walked that lonely, poorly lit path with Joseph? Taken a road 
that you thought was right, you hoped was right, but with no signs to tell you for 
sure?  
 
Doing the right thing, knowing the will of God would be so much easier if we could 
simply flip open our Bible and find a simple black and white answer to our questions 
and quandaries.  It would be so much easier to know the will of God if only God 
would speak to us through crystal clear messages in neon across the evening sky, 
rather than dreams that could be from God or just as easily from indigestion.  
 
Joseph’s quandary, his dilemma of what to do with Mary remind us of ourselves and 
the decisions we often make which we hope will be called faithfulness.  
 
There are a number of notable things about Joseph. 
First, Joseph is a good man, a righteous man.  He loves God, loves his Bible and 
wants to do the right thing.  He had two choices to make: The first one was a public 
divorce and the second option—the one he decided to go with—was to quietly to 



5 
 

divorce Mary.  By divorcing her quietly, Joseph would take responsibility for the 
failed engagement, bear the shame of Mary, and silently suffer ridicule for her.   

 
You see, Joseph made this decision because he read his Bible through a certain kind 
of lens, the lens of the character and nature of a God who is loving and kind. By 
divorcing Mary quietly, he said, “I will not harm her, abuse her, expose her, shame 
her, ridicule her, or demean her value, her dignity, or her worth. I will protect her.” 
Not an easy decision by one so righteous. 
 
Christians often think of righteousness as not sinning, not being bad, having 
impeccable behaviour and possessing moral goodness.  This is NOT the meaning of 
the word. Righteousness is God’s intent to make things right.  So, it involves both 
analyzing what is wrong, less than perfect, or less than ideal and then actively 
making it right.  Here in Advent, we have heard about nations beating their swords 
into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks, of the lamb lying down with the 
lion, of making the rough places smooth or the crooked places straight, about the 
wealthy being brought low and the poor lifted up—these metaphorical images are 
all about God transforming what is not right, what is out of kilter, what is not in 
keeping with God’s intention for the world, and changing it, transforming it to make 
it right.   And for Joseph, righteousness meant bearing the public shame of Mary and 
silently suffering ridicule from the community. 
 
The Pharisees understood righteousness as non defilement, keeping clear of sinners 
and outcasts. I’m so glad God didn’t stay up in heaven removed from the violence, 
pain, sin, and hopelessness of this world but came into this world as a baby to be 
born like us, to live like us, to show us how to live, and eventually to die like us.  God 
raised Jesus from the dead in order to show us that the way of Jesus is the way for 
us.  In stark contrast to the Pharisee’s understanding of righteousness as separation 
from sinful and unclean people, Jesus understood righteousness as eating and 
drinking with sinners, touching the unclean, and welcoming the outcasts.  
Righteousness as hospitality, fellowship, and relationship rather than distant non 
defilement. Here is a new kind of way of serving a righteous God. 
 
Another thing about Joseph. Joseph righteousness was also very quiet. He didn't 
show off his righteousness at Mary's expense. The righteous one is not out to shame 
others, to call attention to ones own moral goodness and behaviour.  How different 
the image of righteous Joseph, wanting to do the right thing but also not wanting to 
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harm Mary, from so many Christians today 
who angrily and publicly pronounce and 
denounce everyone else's materialism, 
sexism, racism, and sin. 
 
In fact, Joseph never pronounces or 
denounces; he never even says a single word. 
Mary sings the Magnificat in Luke.  Elizabeth 
and Zechariah also sing. We love and 
remember these joyous people and sing their 
songs as Christmas carols. Joseph the 
carpenter left us no poetry to sing, no perfect 
scenes to depict on Christmas cards, no 

moving speeches about liberation of captives or light to those in darkness.  His 
witness lies in his ability to listen, really listen to God, and then respond. He made 
a decision to divorce Mary, but because he was so sensitive, so open to God’s Spirit, 
that he was able to hear God speak. He was spiritually prepared to embark on a 
completely new journey.  He hears and then obeys the Divine summons to marry, 
and to flee to Egypt with his family, later to return and settle in Nazareth. All this 
without a word. Without a single word. His witness is not in speech, but through 
listening to God and then actively responding to the will of God 
 
You know, I am feeling good about Christmas. Though we’re still in Advent, there is 
hope because of Joseph’s love for Mary. 
 
Through an angel, God said to Joseph in a dream, “I want you to go ahead and 
marry her. I want you to take care of her. I have chosen you to raise her boy.” So 
please do not forget Joseph. God said, “Joseph, I want you to raise the baby. You 
feed the baby. You care for the mother. You care for the baby.”  
 
We’re waiting for God’s love to be incarnated amongst us.  We already see signs of 
it in Joseph.  We know that when Jesus is born, Joseph will teach him, raise him, 
care for him, show him how to be a carpenter, take him to the synagogue, teach 
him his Bible, and to do what is right. When you have somebody like that, the signs 
of Christmas are already here.  Christmas will last as long as God can find in every 
community one person who says, “I will do what is right.”  
 
What is right is to read the Scriptures, to always be open to God’s Spirit, and to 
understand the human condition in the light of the love and grace and kindness of 
God. God wants to make all things right. 
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As long as there is one in every community, it will be Christmas. The question, of 
course, is whether or not one of us will be that person? Thanks be to God. 
 
 


