SERMON SERIES:

CHRISTMAS IS FOR NOBODIES
“The Forgotten Father”

Matthew 1:18-25; Luke 2:1-4
This morning brings us to the conclusion of our Advent sermon series “Christmas Is For Nobodies.”  Over the past two weeks we’ve been looking at the “nobodies” in the Christmas story.  I call them that because from the world’s perspective, they’re people that don’t seem to matter much.  They’re easy to overlook or forget about.  But not to God!  The nobodies are vital to his plan and story.

The first week we looked at Zechariah and Elizabeth, an elderly couple who many may have pushed aside or simply overlooked.  But God used them in a mighty way to raise up John the Baptist, who would prepare the way for Jesus.  Last week, on the first Sunday in Advent, we looked at Mary.  Most would say “But Mary wasn’t a nobody!  She gave birth to the Savior!”  And that’s very true.  But we were reminded last week that Mary was very likely marginalized and shamed because she was a pregnant, unmarried teen.

This morning we turn our attention to a very overlooked player.  We remember him because he tried to ditch Mary after he promised to marry her.  We remember him because an angel had to set him straight.  We remember him because his ceramic figure stands near Mary’s in our nativity displays.  But truthfully, that’s about all we ever think about this man.  Of course, I’m referring to Joseph, the forgotten father.  Let’s turn to our first Scripture reading, Matthew 1:18-25.

For a long time now, television sitcoms have given fathers a bad reputation.  Nearly every sitcom has at least one dimwit dad.  They’re out-of-touch goofs, upstaged by smart-mouthed 5-year-olds; they’re sexist barbarians with the IQ of a flat can of beer; or they’re distant, uninvolved workaholics.  There is little to esteem and honor among television fathers, unlike in previous generations where we had Cliff Huxtable, Mike Brady, Andy Griffith or Robert Young.
In 2006, the film A NATIVITY STORY—about the birth of Jesus--was released.  As reviews appeared from critics and filmgoers, one point continually stood out: Joseph came across with depth.  He wasn’t just a cardboard cutout standing beside the manger.  He was shown as a puzzled, uncertain, overwhelmed man who wondered what he could ever teach the Son of God.

18-19The birth of Jesus took place like this.  His mother, Mary, was engaged to be married to Joseph.  Before they came to the marriage bed, Joseph discovered she was pregnant.  (It was by the Holy Spirit, but he didn’t know that.)  Joseph, chagrined but noble, determined to take care of things quietly so Mary would not be disgraced.
20-23While he was trying to figure a way out, he had a dream.  God’s angel spoke in the dream: “Joseph, son of David, don’t hesitate to get married.  Mary’s pregnancy is Spirit-conceived.  God’s Holy Spirit has made her pregnant.  She will bring a son to birth, and when she does, you, Joseph, will name him Jesus—‘God saves’—because he will save his people from their sins.”  This would bring the prophet’s embryonic sermon to full term:

Watch for this—a virgin will get pregnant and bear a son; they will name him Immanuel (Hebrew for “God is with us”).

24-25Then Joseph woke up.  He did exactly what God’s angel commanded in the dream: he married Mary.  But he did not consummate the marriage until she had the baby.  He named the baby Jesus.

          Everyone knows Joseph was a carpenter by trade and he was a descendant of King David.  But what else do we know about him?  We know that Joseph was a righteous man.  Our Scripture reading says 19Joseph, to whom [Mary] was engaged, was a righteous man and did not want to disgrace her publicly…  And in Luke 2:21-23 we’re told 21…when the baby was circumcised, he was named Jesus, the name given him by the angel even before he was conceived.  22Then it was time for their purification offering, as required by the law of Moses after the birth of a child; so his parents took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord.  23The law of the Lord says, “If a woman’s first child is a boy, he must be dedicated to the Lord.”  24 So they offered the sacrifice required in the law of the Lord…  Joseph was an honest, upright man who attended to the faith.  He followed the proper rituals to have Jesus consecrated and he observed the law.  As all righteous fathers should do, he led his family by example when it came to loving and serving God.
          Second, we know that Joseph was a compassionate man.  He didn’t just toss Mary aside as “damaged goods,” as he so easily could’ve done.  He didn’t drag her into the public square and point out her indiscretion.  Joseph was deeply concerned for Mary, which shows the love he had for her.  Instead of portraying her as an adultress, he opted for the more merciful, grace-filled response: he planned to release her from their engagement vows quietly, privately.  While this may not sound terribly compassionate to our ears today, it was back then.  It meant that Mary wouldn’t have to carry the stigma of being a divorced woman and an adultress.
          I’ve sometimes wondered if Joseph ever told Jesus about that?  If you’ll remember, in John 8 the religious leaders brought a woman caught in adultery to Jesus, to trap him with a question about the law.  Jesus knelt down, wrote in the dirt, and when he stood up there was no one left to condemn the woman.  Could he have been thinking of his own mother during that encounter?  Or how about the woman at the well?  She’d had several husbands and was living with a man at the time she met Jesus.  Did Jesus know of the shame and terror that his own mother had once experienced?
          Let’s turn to our next Scripture reading, Luke 2:1-4.  1-4About that time Caesar Augustus ordered a census to be taken throughout the Empire.  This was the first census when Quirinius was governor of Syria.  Everyone had to travel to his own ancestral hometown to be accounted for.  So Joseph went from the Galilean town of Nazareth up to Bethlehem in Judah, David’s town, for the census.  As a descendant of David, he had to go there. Third, we know that Joseph was an obedient man.
          He was obedient to the rules and laws of his government, and of the occupying Roman Empire.  We know he obeyed the instructions the angel gave him regarding Mary.  God’s angel spoke in the dream: “Joseph, son of David, don’t hesitate to get married.  Mary’s pregnancy is Spirit-conceived.  …  She will bring a son to birth, and when she does, you…will name him Jesus—‘God saves’—because he will save his people from their sins.”  …  24-25Then Joseph woke up.  He did exactly what God’s angel commanded in the dream: he married Mary.  He was obedient when the angel of the Lord told him to take his family and flee to Egypt.  He was obedient when the angel told him to return to Nazareth.
          Fourth, we know that Joseph was a poor man.  Once again, Luke 2:22-24 tells us 22Then it was time for their purification offering, as required by the law of Moses after the birth of a child; so his parents took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord.  …  24So they offered the sacrifice required in the law of the Lord—“either a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.”  Leviticus 12:8 required a lamb for the burnt offering and a pigeon or dove for a sin offering.  However, if a lamb couldn’t be afforded, a second pigeon or dove would suffice.  So by offering two birds, we know that Joseph couldn’t afford a lamb.
          And fifth, we know that Joseph was a normal man.  He was a hard working carpenter who loved his family.  He had all the normal human emotions that you and I have.  Imagine his confusion and uncertainty.  How must he have felt with a child that was truly not his own?  What questions must’ve been running through his mind?  Imagine his fear.
          Imagine becoming refugees in Egypt, a place where it’s pretty certain Joseph had never been before.  Imagine the stress of wondering how he would provide for his family.  Would Egyptians hire an Israeli carpenter?  Even in a foreign country, was his family truly safe from the mad king who wanted to execute his son?

          Parenthood is a peculiar and amazing thing.  As you hold your child for the first time, you’re overwhelmed with love.  Your heart beats faster.  You can’t stop looking at the little bundle of joy in your arms.  And yet part of your mind is racing in every direction: how can we afford her?  Will we be good parents?  What if we make mistakes?  How do I protect her?  It’s an odd combination of shock and compassion, of wonder and fear.  Joseph felt all that as well.

          So what do we learn from this nearly-silent, forgotten father?  We learn obedience to God over and above all other things.  Joseph put his obedience to God over his own feelings, over his own desires, over his own plans.  He took Mary--under a cloud of scandal--and a child not his own.  He left his native country and went into exile.  He faced danger traveling with a hunted child.  Joseph loved and obeyed God first, and trusted that God would protect and provide for all his family’s needs.
          When we reflect upon Joseph raising Jesus in the sawdust of his shop, we can see the traits of Joseph being built into Jesus.  Jesus exemplifies the traits of righteousness, compassion and obedience.  He knew and understood poverty.  He experienced the daily life of a normal man.

          While Jesus was fully God—with all the traits and qualities of the heavenly Father—he also learned much from his earthly father.  It’s sad that we have to consider Joseph a nobody simply because we know so little about him, and because he isn’t on the biblical scene very long.  But Joseph is a complex, valuable figure in the Christmas story.

          How might we express some of Joseph’s qualities in our own personal preparations for the birth of Jesus?
          Let us pray:

          Lord, for as long as we have been your followers, we still find ourselves amazed at what Advent and Christmas means—that you would purposefully and lovingly set aside your glory to take on our frailty.  And that you would do so in a manner that every one of us can relate to.  We’ve all been born of a mother and father.  We all see traces of our parents in our words and behaviors, just as we can see Joseph and Mary reflected in the life of Jesus.
          Let us learn and apply the characteristics of Joseph in our own lives.  Through your Holy Spirit, help us to be more righteous, more compassionate, more obedient.  Let this simple, unassuming man reveal to us how to lead our families, how to honor you with our lives, and how to understand that our role in your ongoing story is just as crucial as Joseph’s role was in the life of Jesus.  May the common carpenter of Nazareth, who has become immortalized in nativity scenes around the world, remind us that no one is ever forgotten or overlooked in your kingdom.  This we pray in the name of the son of that common carpenter, who became one himself before leading all creation to redemption, Jesus Christ.  Amen.
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