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I. Introduction


As most of you know, Linda and I like to travel.  We like to meet new people and experience different cultures.  Often, they do things or view things differently than we do.  For example, in the Eskimo culture it is felt that if a baby is born soon after the death of an Eskimo elder, the spirit of that elder may live in that child.  This leads to some interesting problems.  For example, since you would never correct an elder and since a child may have the spirit of an elder, children are seldom reprimanded.  This means that children do pretty much whatever they want to do.

In Jesus’ day, as well as in many cultures today, the marriage procedure was different than what we practice here in Wisconsin.  In New Testament times there were 3 steps.  The 1st step was the engagement or engagement contract—an agreement that later these 2 would be married.  The engagement was often made when the couple were still children.  It was usually made by the parents or through a professional matchmaker.  (Think—”Fiddler on the Roof.”)  Often the engagement was made without the couple even seeing one another.  Marriage was held to be a far too serious step to be left to the dictates of the heart.


The 2nd step was betrothal—NIV uses the word “pledged.”  Betrothal was the ratification of the engagement contract into which the couple had previously entered.  At this point the engagement entered into by the parents or the matchmaker, could be broken if the man or woman was unwilling to go on with it.  But once the betrothal was entered into, it was absolutely binding.  It would last for about one year.  Although they didn’t have the rights of husband and wife, during the year of betrothal, the couple was known as husband and wife.  It could not be terminated in any other way than by divorce or death.  This is the stage in which we find Joseph and Mary.  They were betrothed, and during that time of betrothal Mary was legally known as Joseph’s wife.  If Joseph wished to end the betrothal, he could do so in no other way than by divorcing her.  The 3rd and final step was the marriage proper.  This took place at the end of the of the betrothal period.  
II. The Virgin Birth
Some amazing and miraculous births are found in the Bible.  The birth of Isaac to a barren woman nearly 100 years old, who laughed at the thought of having a child, was a miracle.  The womb of Manoah’s barren wife was opened by God, and she gave birth to Samson, who although he had issues, killed a lion, a thousand men, and pulled down a pagan temple all with his bare hands.  The birth of the prophet Samuel to barren Hannah was an answer to her prayers in the Temple of God.  Elizabeth, a relative of Mary 
(Luke 1:36), was barren, but through the power of God she gave birth to John the Baptist.  But the virgin birth of the Lord Jesus Christ surpasses them all.


If Jesus were conceived and born just as any other baby, then He could not be God.  Only in His deity could Jesus live a sinless life and be “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).  It was necessary for Him to enter this world through an earthly mother, but not to be begotten by an earthly father.  By a miracle of the Holy Spirit, Jesus was conceived in the womb of Mary, a virgin.  Turn to 
Luke 1:26-38.  It was Jesus’ claim of deity that most incensed the Jewish leaders and brought them to demand Jesus’ death—turn to John 5:16-18.  The incarnation of Jesus Christ is a central fact of Christianity.  Turn to Colossians 1:15-20.  Jesus’ virgin birth, as well as His substitutionary atoning death, resurrection, ascension, and future return are non-negotiable facts taught throughout Scripture.  They all stand or fall together.  If any of these teachings is rejected, the entire Gospel must be rejected.

Matthew used the first 17 verses of chapter 1 to give Jesus’ human genealogy or pedigree—His royal descent from Abraham through David and, finally, down to Joseph, Jesus’ legal father.  As we saw last week in verse 16, Matthew didn’t write that Joseph was the father of Jesus, but “the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called Christ.”  But in only one sentence in verse 18, Matthew gave the reader Jesus’ heavenly or divine genealogy.  The word “birth” in verse 18 has the same root word as the word “genealogy” in verse 1.  Matthew gave a parallel account of Jesus’ ancestry—this time from His heavenly Father’s side.


In His divinity, Jesus descended from God by a miraculous, and never to be repeated act of the Holy Spirit.  Even Matthew’s description shows that this is a “God-thing.”  If he and others had made up the virgin birth, they would have done more than just state the fact: “she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.”  They would have embellished it with all kinds of details trying to get everyone to accept this miraculous birth  However, Matthew just stated the fact—there was nothing else to say.  Jesus was born of an earthly mother without the need of an earthly father.  From the beginning of his Gospel, Matthew introduced the doctrine of the Virgin Birth and deity of Jesus.


Jesus’ conception by the Holy Spirit is a fact.  It is also a great mystery.  Even if He had wanted to, how could God have explained to us, in terms that we could understand, how such a blending of the divine and the human could have been accomplished?  We could no more understand that than we can understand God’s creation of the universe from nothing.  Until we get to heaven, where 1 Corinthians 13:12 says, “We shall know as we are known,” we just have to accept it by faith.  By a miracle of God, Jesus was conceived in the womb of Mary, a virgin.  Jesus was God in human form.  

We really know very little about Mary and even less about Joseph.  From Matthew 1:16 we know that his father’s name was Jacob; Matthew 13:55 says that he was a carpenter; and most importantly, he was a righteous man (Matt. 1:19).  Joseph was, also, Mary’s husband.   In the Book of Luke, Jesus’ birth was recorded as seen through Mary’s eyes; Matthew records Jesus’ birth as seen through Joseph’s eyes.  Here we see Joseph’s problem, God’s answer, and Joseph’s response.

III. Joseph’s Problem: What to do about Mary.

As we read in verse 18, Joseph and Mary were pledged or betrothed.  Even though they didn’t live together, they were considered to be husband and wife.  It was possible that both Joseph and Mary were quite young, by our standards, when they were betrothed.  Girls were often betrothed as young as twelve or thirteen, and boys when they were several years older than that.   It wasn’t until the end of the betrothal period following the wedding ceremony that the marriage would be consummated.


So, since Joseph was a righteous man, he had a problem.  On the one hand, because of his righteous, godly moral standards, he knew he couldn’t go on with the marriage because of Mary’s pregnancy.  He knew he wasn’t the father and he, logically, assumed that she had had relations with another man.  But, on the other hand, because of his love and kindness for Mary, he didn’t want to shame her publically, much less demand her death as an adulterer.  This was his problem: What was he going to do with Mary?

Matthew didn’t record that Joseph felt anger, resentment, or bitterness.  He had been shamed (if what he assumed had been true), but his concern was not for his own shame, but Mary’s.  Matthew wrote that Joseph “did not want to expose here to public disgrace.”  Because he loved her so deeply, he determined “to divorce her quietly.” 
IV. God’s Response

While Joseph was pondering his next step, God intervened, He sent an angel to Joseph in a dream who said, "Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to go ahead with your marriage to Mary.  For the child within her has been conceived by the Holy Spirit.”  God said to complete the marriage process.  To reinforce the encouraging words, as well as to verify Jesus’ legal royal lineage, the angel addressed Joseph as “son of David.”  Even though He was not the real son of Joseph, Jesus would be Joseph’s legal Son.  Since He was conceived by the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ real Father was God.  But, in Jewish eyes, His royal place in the Davidic line came from Joseph. 

This verse also emphasized the supernatural character of Jesus’ birth.  The phrase “conceived by the Holy Spirit’ is a testimony by the angel of the Lord that the Child would be born of a virgin—there was no man involved.  It was God’s plan, not man’s, that Jesus be born of a virgin.  Galatians 4:4 says, “But when the set time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman not a man and a woman, born of a woman, born under the law.”

The angel went on to say that this Child will be a boy and Joseph was told to name the Son—Jesus.  Jesus is a form of the Hebrew name Joshua or Jeshua which means “Jehovah will save.”  Unlike others of that name, this Son born to Mary wouldn’t just tell the world of God’s salvation; He would be that salvation.  As the angel said, “He will save His people from their sins.”  1 Timothy 1:15 says, “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.”
Because he was writing to convince Jews that Jesus was the promised Messiah, Matthew explained that Jesus’ virgin birth was predicted by God’s prophet in the Old Testament.  Matthew repeatedly used the words “to fulfill” to indicate ways in which Jesus and events related to His earthly ministry fulfilled Old Testament prophesy.  In this case he quoted from Isaiah 7:14 written 700 years earlier, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”  “Immanuel” was used more as a title or description than a proper name.  In His incarnation, Jesus was, in the most literal sense, “God with us.”
V. Joseph’s Response

Then, we see Joseph’s response, “he woke up and did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him.”  He didn’t procrastinate or blame his dream on something he had eaten earlier or on all the pent-up emotions and stress that he was under.  He accepted God’s command and obeyed.  Don’t you wonder how Joseph must have felt: amazed, relief, joy, gratitude, even fear.  Not only would he be able to take his beloved Mary as his wife with honor, he would have the responsibility of teaching and training God’s Son as He grew up.  This was an indication of Joseph’s godliness—his righteousness.  God wouldn’t entrust Jesus into a family where the father as well as the mother were not totally committed and faithful to Him.

It would seem that the marriage ceremony, when Joseph took Mary to be his wife, was held soon after the angel’s announcement.  But “he had no union with her,” i.e., he kept her a virgin until she gave birth to a Son.  Matthew makes it clear that Mary remained a virgin until she gave birth, implying that normal marital relations began after that time.  The fact that Jesus’ brothers and sisters are spoken of several times in the Gospels (Matthew 12:46; Mark 6:3) proves that Mary did not remain a virgin forever—turn to 

Matthew 13:54-56.  As a final act of obedience to God’s instructions through the angel, Joseph “gave him the name Jesus.”
VI. Conclusion

Joseph’s attitudes to a difficult problem are examples for each one of us.  First, Joseph’s basic goal—his main priority—was centered on being right with God.  In Matthew 22:37 Jesus said the greatest commandment is to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.”  As a righteous man, Joseph loved God with all his heart, soul, and mind.  Because of this love, his primary objective was to please God by obeying Him.  Joseph’s top priority was to  obey God in love.

Secondly, although Joseph was obedient to God and His Law, he wasn’t legalist about it.  Joseph was ready to obey the Law concerning Mary, but he wanted to obey God with compassion for her and having a regard for her well-being.  We see this so many times in Jesus’ life.  For an example, turn to Mark 3:1-6.  Jesus kept God’s Laws with compassion compared to the religious leaders who were without compassion or love for anyone but themselves.  Joseph obeyed God with compassion for others.

Finally, and just as importantly, Joseph obeyed God without delay.  He didn’t drag his feet or try to find a loophole in God’s word.  When he woke up after seeing the angel, Joseph “did what the angel of the Lord commanded.”  Joseph had taken Proverbs 3:5-6 to heart: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”  Joseph obeyed God without delay.

How about you—what is your top priority?  What is the primary driving force in your life?  Do you “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind,” or is your primary interest to please yourself or your family or anything else except God?  How about God’s Laws—are you compassionate towards others as you apply God’s Laws or are you like the Pharisees who never showed compassion to any sinner?  Colossians 3:12 says, “Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.”  Just like getting dressed in the morning—or whenever you get up, you have a choice of what to wear.  God is saying to choose to put on compassion as well as kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience.  Finally, how ready are you to obey God?  When you know what God would have you do, do you procrastinate or create roadblocks, or do you put on your shoes and do what He commands?  What is the primary goal of your life?   Do you have compassion for others—Christians AND non-Christians?  As Jesus said in Matthew 22:39, “And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”  Do you obey God without delay?
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