The Fourth Sunday in Advent – 2010

I. Introduction

It is hard to comprehend that we are a week away from Christmas!  The Stjernholm household is still busy getting ready.  There are many things we all love about Christmas and one of them is hearing the story again about how much God loved the world.  Though it is an old story, every time we hear it we hear something knew.  For me, this week, it was Joseph who helped me hear something new.
II. Faith is the conviction of things unseen
Opening
Our Tuesday morning Men’s Bible Study group helped me this week to look at Joseph and his part of the Christmas story in a brand new way.  Most of the time in our telling of the story, Joseph is just one of those pieces you need to complete the manger scene; you can’t even tell the difference between him and the shepherds.  But Matthew’s Gospel lifts up Joseph in a way that makes us want to be like him.
Joseph’s Righteousness
They say adversity reveals the true measure of a person, and Matthew’s Christmas story begins with Joseph smack dab in the middle of it.  Joseph had a big mess.  His young bride-to-be was preg​nant, and he knew that he was not the father.  It’s like a soap opera!  But stop and imagine the kinds of emotions that would evoke.  Hurt.  Betrayal.  Anger.  A griev​ing of trust now shattered; a grieving of their future together he had joyfully anticipated now gone.
When some people find themselves in a similar situation they lash out in anger.  She hurt me, so I will make sure she feels my pain by telling the world what kind of person she is.  In the days of Moses, that would have resulted in a woman being stoned to death, and though that was no longer an option, her village would treat her as though she were dead.  That would make her suffer.

But Matthew describes Joseph as a “righteous man” and unwilling to disgrace her publicly.  That is our first clue regarding the depth of Joseph’s character.  Though clearly hurt by her, he still loved her and was not willing to hurt her in return.  He chose to quietly divorce her and keep his pain to himself.
Joseph’s Faith
But just when he had resolved on this course of action as the best–yet still painful—way to get out of this mess, he had a dream.  In the dream an angel told him not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife, and then told him what God was doing.  When he woke up, Matthew says, Joseph chose this new path the angel laid before him.

Personally, I don’t think his decision was quite as cut and dried as Matthew tells it.  There was reason for fear.  He was going into uncharted waters.  By deciding to take Mary as his wife, at the very least, those in his village would assume that he had broken Torah and had sexual relations with her before they were married.  At the very least, things were going to be a little strained with her… this was a lot for a new relationship to process.  At the very worst, the dream had only been a dream.  
Closing
What I’m trying to say is that Joseph, just like us, had to step out on faith.  There was no 100% guarantee that this really was a God-thing.  And even if it was a God-thing, there was no way of knowing how it was going to all turn out.  It’s when we can’t know for sure that we have to trust that God is good and loving.  And Joseph chose to trust that God was with him.
III. 

Opening
As is always the case, learning to trust God is an ongoing journey.  And Joseph had a lifelong journey.  As he watched Mary grow in size, how many days did Joseph have to remind himself to trust that God was a part of this?  Was this child really going to be the One who would save us from our sin?  Don’t you suppose he was relieved just a little bit when Jesus turned out to be a boy?
Jesus
And Joseph’s walk of faith continued well beyond Jesus’ birth.  Joseph would live his entire life trusting in the angel’s word, but never seeing it come about.  Tradition has it that he died before Jesus began his public ministry.  He died without seeing how his son’s story was going to turn out.  He wouldn’t see his son heal lepers or feed multitudes.  He wouldn’t hear him preach on the hill​sides and in the Temple.  He wouldn’t see him beaten and dying on a cross.  Joseph would take his last breath still living by faith that God was going to do something incredible through his son, Jesus.
But there will come a time when faith will become seeing.  And I have to believe that when Jesus fulfilled God’s plans for the world and broke the power of death, son and earthly father met in that heavenly realm, and no father would have been more proud of his son, as Joseph knelt before the One who had saved us all.
True heroes
And I can see Jesus lifting his father up, and embracing him as the man who was his hero of faith… as the man who didn’t measure greatness the way Herod and the privileged class of his day did, but measured it by being faithful in how he loved his family, and faithful in how he responded to the call of God.
Closing
In that way we can be like Joseph. We live in that in-between time.  We know the promise God has made; we know the plan God has set in motion, but the fulfillment of that plan is not yet.  So we have to walk every day by faith, learning to trust in the love of the One who has made the promise to us, learning to choose to be faithful in how we love others and how we respond to the call of God.
IV. Conclusion

It is one week before Christmas.  Choosing to respond with faithful​ness perhaps begins with stepping back from our usual concerns and anxieties… all the fears that usually dictate the choices we make… and take the angel’s words to heart: “Don’t be afraid.”  Jesus, the one who saves, is with us.  Make a place for him in your lives… just like Joseph... and his love for you will fill your hearts.  Amen.
