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Oh Lord:  May Your Word only be spoken; and may Your Word only be heard: in the name of Jesus 
Christ, the Living Word. Amen. 
 
What would we have done in Joseph’s shoes? 
The Gospel passage we just heard begins with this phrase: 

“Now the Birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way….” 
 
If you were hoping for swaddling clothes, shepherds, picturesque farm animals, and angels singing 
passages from Handel’s Messiah, you’ll have to wait until Saturday for the Christmas Pageant. 
 
The Christmas Pageant is based primarily on the Gospel of Luke.  And you may recall that Luke’s version 
of the so-called birth narratives tells the story from Mary’s point of view. Luke’s whole perspective on 
Jesus’ life and ministry emphasizes traditionally marginalized groups like women in the Sacred Story of 
Jesus’ life and ministry. And so, for example, Luke features the beautiful Song of Mary, the Magnificat, 
which was part of our worship last week.  
 
What we have today is the perspective from the Gospel of Matthew on the birth of Jesus. And Matthew’s 
take on the sketchy details surrounding Jesus’ birth emphasizes Joseph’s role in this sacred narrative.  
 
One of the aims of the writer of Matthew’s Gospel is to link Jesus with the stories, promises, stories, and 
great figures of the Hebrew Bible, which, of course, was the Bible that Jesus grew up knowing.   
 
This morning’s passage dubs Joseph “Son of David” making a connection with the beloved and iconic 
House of King David, from whom, it was believed among first century Jews, that the Messiah would 
descend.  
 
But, as might be appropriate in a narrative told from a man’s point of view, there’s not much about the 
actual birth itself.  Unlike the more detailed account in Luke, the only words here about the birth of 
Jesus are:  “Until she had borne a son.” 
 
But I want to say that what’s most important for us to see is that in fact 
The Birth of the Messiah took place amidst a complicated, embarrassing mess. 
 
And Joseph’s perspective is the one we get as the human being at the center of the story this morning.  
 
What would we have done in Joseph’s shoes? 
 
Here is the situation:  He and Mary were engaged, or betrothed, to use a more ancient word. In the 
ancient world betrothal was a very big deal.  
 
It was likely that their parents had arranged this marriage years ago.  
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It was a legally binding agreement.  
 
It was not about picking the right venue, or sending out pretty invitations, or even, especially, romantic 
love.  
 
It was a contractual arrangement that joined two families of similar social status together, with a pledge 
to marry. 
 
The wedding was the celebration that marked the actual joining of the households, with the woman 
finally joining the household of the man. 
 
Joseph and Mary had been living apart and refrained from marital relations all this while, and then 
imagine: she comes to him with the unbelievable news that she is pregnant.  
 
Presented with this information, he can only conclude that she has committed adultery. 
 
Jewish law in the first century gave a Jewish man like Joseph two choices: he could divorce Mary, or he 
could have her stoned. There was no acceptable third way. 
 
This was a terrible, terrible dilemma. Men, we might ask ourselves, what would we have done in his 
shoes?  
 
Joseph is portrayed as a Godly and righteous man who sought to do the best he could by Mary, given the 
limited understanding of his options, which was to divorce her quietly. 
 
But a quiet divorce was a contradiction in terms, especially in a small town. 
 
Imagine their mutual feelings of dismay, confusion, sadness, anger, and especially Joseph’s feelings of 
betrayal, as well as Mary’s complete mystification—which would have been harder to tell your fiancé: 
there has been another man, or that God had initiated the pregnancy? 
 
For both of them, a future of shame, and for Mary, a future of almost certain poverty.  No one would 
marry a person in Mary’s situation.  
 
And then Joseph has a dream from God. 
 
In Scripture, God often speaks to characters in dreams, and usually that word is prefaced by the phrase: 
“don’t be afraid.”  Because, usually, something which demands great courage, and trust in God, is about 
to happen 
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God tells him: go ahead with the marriage; don’t fear the social and legal shame that will inevitably 
follow. 
 
Your wife will have a son, and you are to name him Jesus. And that child will save people from their sins. 
 
What does Joseph do? He takes a leap, and trusts God.  
 
This is remarkable. In this atmosphere charged with fear and shame, Joseph was able to sense the voice of 
God saying to him, DO NOT BE AFRAID.  
 
It must have been very, very hard to trust that voice. Just about everything in his religious and social 
upbringing must have been pushing him in the other direction. 
 
We’re not that different from Joseph. We, too, have lives that are often more messy, complicated, or just 
simply harder, than what we want or what we are prepared for. 
 
We sometimes face situations we didn’t choose, wouldn’t choose, couldn’t even have imagined. 
 
And it can be hard for us to sense God’s presence with us, especially when our minds and hearts are full 
of fear, or pain, or confusion. Most of us do not have the gift of hearing God’s voice clearly in dreams. 
 
But the approaching birth of the Christ Child reminds us that God is coming! 
 
As the Prophet Isaiah puts it: Emmanuel—God is with us. 
 
God comes to be with us as we are—not some nicely put-together, poster family for Christians who have it 
all together. But to us, in all of our complicated, messy, sometimes embarrassing lives, just as God burst 
into the life of the Holy Family some 2000 years ago. 
 
Joseph and Mary trusted God, and Jesus comes into their messy life and ours. 
 
The mighty God of the universe comes to be with us, in the messy midst of the ordinary. 
 
Jesus comes to us in Scripture and communities of support and prayer and discernment. 
 
Jesus comes to us in the kind word or deed of a friend or family member or even stranger. 

 
Jesus comes to us in the advice and prayer from a trusted friend or mentor or family member.  
 
Jesus comes to us with the works of kindness and mercy and justice that we do for others, and especially 
for those who cannot repay us. 
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Jesus comes to us in risks that we take for the sake of loving another and loving God. 
 
Jesus comes to us in worship, in Word and Sacrament, in the gathered community, here. 
  
To end where we began:  
 
What would we have done in Joseph’s shoes? 
 
What can we do in our shoes?  
 
Can we trust that God is with us in our messes? 
 
Yes.  
 
 


