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A Righteous Man
Matthew 1:18-25
If you keep track of such things the National Retail Federation estimates that retail sales for 2010 will have a slight increase this holiday shopping season to the tune of about $447.1 billion.  

We aren’t going to take a poll this morning, or ask what you got for Christmas or even how many gifts you received, nor will we ask the total amount spent on gifts.  My wife would tell you I’m worth it.  

If you were to put an estimate on the value of your true love, how much would you say that he or she is worth?  At Christmas time we often sing about The 12 Days of Christmas.  For 27 years economists at PNC Bank have been calculating the cost of each commodity based on the year’s price index.  If you are planning on that for next year, start saving.  Just so you know, the total cost has gone up.
Here are the totals for each item for 2010 to help you gauge if you want to give those gifts next year.
1 partridge in a pear tree - $162

2 Turtledoves - $100

3 French hens - $150

4 Calling birds - $600

5 Gold rings - $650

6 Geese-a-laying - $150

7 Swans-a-swimming - $5,600

8 Maids-a-milking - $58

9 Ladies dancing - $6,294

10 Lords-a-leaping - $4,766

11 Pipers piping - $2,356

12 Drummers drumming - $2,552

The total comes to $23,440.
If you are of the opinion that each day the gift giver purchased the previous days items the total is a staggering amount.

For 12 days of Christmas?  $97,000.

For the gift of God’s Son?  Priceless.

Turn with me in your Bibles to Matthew 1:18-25.

In Matthew’s account of the Christmas story, he begins with the genealogy of Jesus.  Beginning with Abraham, Matthew follows the lineage through David and on to Jesus through Joseph, the husband of Mary who gave birth to Jesus the Messiah.  Keep in mind that the book of Matthew was written to a Jewish audience to establish that Jesus is the rightful heir to the throne of David and so follows the legal line that Jesus had to this position promised to Abraham and then to David.  In contrast, Luke’s genealogical record follows the blood line through Mary showing His humanity.  Consider that for 4,000 years this genealogical record had been preserved until the writings of the Gospels to substantiate the credentials of Jesus as rightful heir the throne.  
Matthew quotes from the Old Testament more than any other New Testament author to emphasize that Jesus is the Messiah prophesied in the Old Testament.  But it isn’t about the genealogical record that we want to discuss this Christmas Sunday, it is about an obscure figure in the Christmas account who played a significant role.
Our attention today will be on Joseph whose place in history is paramount in the story of Jesus whose birth we celebrate.  Very little is known about this man who became the step-Father of Jesus.  Were you aware that he had no speaking parts in any of the passages that provide us with information?  

Here’s what we know about Joseph:

He was engaged to Mary (Matthew 1:18)

He traveled to Bethlehem with Mary to register for the census before Jesus was born. (Luke 2:4)

He was with Mary in the stable after Jesus was born.  (Luke 2:16)

He was with Mary when Jesus was presented in the Temple on the 8th day. (Luke 2:33)
He took Mary and Jesus to Egypt and brought them back to Nazareth.  (Matthew 2:13, 19-23)

He also took Jesus at age 12 to Jerusalem. (Luke 2:43, 51)

According to Matthew 13:55-56 he was a carpenter
But don’t let his relative anonymity diminish his importance in the account of Jesus’ birth.  From Matthew 1:18-25 we can glean some important truths and lessons for us today that make the coming of Jesus so vital to us.
About Joseph consider with me in this Christmas message:

The dilemma of a just man

The dream of a just man

The decision of a just man

I. THE DILEMMA OF A JUST MAN – 
v. 18-19

As if to emphasize the special nature of this birth, following the genealogical record, Matthew relates “this is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about.”  This is what happened.  This is what took place.  Because Matthew quotes many Old Testament references, his audience was primarily Jewish.  It’s as if Matthew was clearing up any questions they may have had about who Jesus was and how He was born in fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies.  He didn’t want there to be any misunderstanding about who Jesus was so that their only conclusion would be that He is the Messiah, the Son of God, God Himself.
Matthew details for us an important point about this conception that it took place when Joseph and Mary were still engaged.  He wants it to be crystal clear that Mary is a virgin.  It would be good to remind you about the legal nature of their relationship so that you are better able to understand the dilemma that Joseph was faced with.  Hebrew custom required parents to arrange the marriage of their children.  So it was that the parents of Joseph and the parents of Mary negotiated and agreed on a contract after which it was legally binding.  When the engagement began they were considered legally married and were called husband and wife even though they did not live together or have any sexual contact.  The engaged wife still lived with her parents and did so for a whole year.  One author notes that “the waiting period was a demonstration of the faithfulness pledged by the bride regarding her purity.”  If she became pregnant during that time then she was obviously not faithful.  The marriage could then be annulled.  If she was faithful, then there was a grand march by the groom to the bride’s home where he would take her to a great feast and then on to live with him.
This engagement period was the time frame in which we find Joseph and Mary.  Legally married, but awaiting the consummation of their marriage.  We aren’t told how far along they were in the engagement period, just that they were engaged.
It was during this time that Mary was visited by the celestial being bearing the news that she had been chosen by God to bear the Messiah after which she went to visit Elizabeth who was six months pregnant herself.  We aren’t really told why Mary went to visit, but could assume that perhaps she needed some encouragement because of the scandal it would bring that she was pregnant outside of marriage.  (I find it interesting that Elizabeth believed Mary’s account of how she became pregnant but I don’t believe that Joseph did.)
It was after this visit with Elizabeth when Mary returned to her home that Joseph learned his fiancé was expecting a child.  It is this news that creates a great measure of angst for Joseph.  Put yourself in his shoes for a moment.  She returns from a visit in the country and she is now obviously showing she was pregnant.  If you were Joseph how would you have felt?  Confused?  Betrayed?  Heartbroken?  Deceived?  Angry?  We can only imagine that no amount of explanation would console him in this state of mind.  Though we aren’t told in Scripture, she probably tried to explain the conversation with the angelic messenger.  We can also assume given the fact from what Matthew writes that Joseph’s only conclusion was that Mary had been unfaithful. 

Now he had some decisions to make.  What will he do?  What should he do?  Who should he talk to about this grave concern?  Who could he talk to?  If he talked with anyone about it, news could get to the religious leaders.  The law was quite clear.  According to Deuteronomy 22:23-24 if an engaged woman slept with a man they were both to be taken to the city gate and stoned to death.  That was one option Joseph had. Is that what he wanted for Mary?
Another option for him was to take Mary as his wife and simply overlook how she got pregnant.  There would be those who then would have believed that Joseph conjured up the story to hide his own guilt and the latter deception would be greater than the first, that Mary was pregnant by some divine intervention.  I’m curious to know how it is that any devout Jew could overlook the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14.  In any case, if the whole thing were a lie than they continued to deceive themselves and others and then as Jesus grew up they deceived Him with their ruse that He was divine in nature, born by the Holy Spirit.
A third option was to bring a lawsuit against her because he thought she had broken their solemn contract of marriage through infidelity.  This too, would bring public scrutiny and shame.

A final option he pondered as we see in this passage was to present her with a bill of divorcement and to do so quietly.  This would not involve her in any public judicial procedure.  People would eventually find out that the marriage was called off since the betrothal was a public ceremony and on record in the synagogue, but it would have avoided the initial public disgrace, humiliation and embarrassment.  

But the facts are clear from Scripture that both to Mary and then to Joseph they were told she was with child conceived miraculously by the Holy Spirit.  It is no hoax but truth that the virgin was with child.  Still before Joseph found this out he had a dilemma to work through.  What should he do with his pregnant fiancé?  

Verse 19 gives a wonderful clue into the remarkable character of Joseph.  Matthew states that he “was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace.”  It’s the same description used of Noah.  

Being a righteous man does not mean here that he was looking after his own skin, simply embarrassed about what had taken place.  Being righteous has an element of humility that considers the well-being of another and in this case it was toward his fiancé.  As Gene Getz writes “He didn’t want to expose here to public disgrace.”  For Joseph being just meant living a life pleasing to God, doing what he knew was right.  The righteous or just man makes the right decision at the right moment.  Joseph loved God deeply.  He wasn’t religious, he was righteous.  Joseph also loved Mary deeply and in respect to the present circumstances wanted what was best for her.  His conclusion was to make the whole thing as quiet as possible so as not to bring harm or embarrassment to Mary.  He wanted to protect her as best he could.
A just person, a righteous person is blameless in his conduct.  It’s to be above reproach in what we do.  It means that no one can bring an accusation against us: speaking the truth, not cheating on tests, avoiding gossip, avoiding sexual misconduct.  Peter exhorts us to be holy because the Lord is Holy (I Peter 1:15-16).  John encourages us to purify ourselves as we await the coming of the Lord (I John 3:2-3).  Speaking of himself as a model for us Paul notes that he strove to have a life free of offense toward God and toward man (Acts 24:16).  That’s the desire of a righteous man.  That’s Joseph.
Joseph was a just man and lived daily a life that sought to please God in all his conduct and decisions.  That ought to be our example as well, that in every way our conduct is above reproach.  Are you a just person, a righteous person?  What difficult decisions do you face in which you are pondering what to do?  According to James 5:16 it is the prayers of a righteous or just person that are answered.  We aren’t told in Matthew’s account, but being a just man I believe Joseph took this dilemma to the only one he could talk to about it - he prayed and asked God for wisdom.

Joseph had on one hand the law to consider and on the other hand he had his undying love for this woman he had been engaged to.  After a time of pondering, the only feasible option was to divorce her privately.  It was a real predicament that he must have agonized over for some time.

Even a just man will face a huge dilemma from time to time.  What would you do?

Joseph got some help.  Look with me at verses 20-23 where we note the dream of a just man.

II. THE DREAM OF A JUST MAN – v. 20-23

God knew the dilemma facing Joseph and in response sent His emissary with an answer to the predicament he faced.  God would alter Joseph’s plans for Mary.  God called a halt to what Joseph was about to do.  Keep in mind as Isaiah writes:  "For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways," declares the LORD.  "As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55:8-9)
In a dream, the angel spoke to Joseph and reassured him that what had happened to Mary was not caused by man, that it was in fact the Holy Spirit who brought this about.  She would give birth to a child and as was customary for the father to name the child, the newborn was to be given “the name Jesus, because He will save His people from their sins.”

To save from sin was the heart of His mission.  He did not come to condemn the world, but that the world through Him should be saved, He came to seek and save the lost. That should be a relief to us
There were many in that day that had the name Jesus.  Its equivalent in the Hebrew is Joshua, but there is only one whose name is Jesus that was born to a virgin, there is only one with the name Jesus who can save from sin, there is only one with the name of Jesus before whom we will all bow, there is only one name given among men whereby we can be saved.  It is the name Jesus.
Jesus, Jesus, Jesus!

There’s just something about that name!

Master, Savior, Jesus!

Like the fragrance after the rain.

Jesus, Jesus, Jesus!

Let all heaven and earth proclaim:

Kings and kingdoms will all pass away,

But there’s something about that name!
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There is no name as spectacular as that of Jesus, this Jesus.  John Lennon once retorted that the Beatles were more popular than Jesus.  The Beatles will find out, indeed everyone will find out in the end that neither the names of the Beatles, nor the names of anyone except the name of Jesus can save.  

Think of the relief that must have swept over Joseph.  In spite of the fact that there would still be many who would wag their tongues in gossip and not believe their incredible story or even believe Isaiah’s prophecy that the Messiah would be born to a virgin or Micah’s words that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.  None of what others said mattered to them because they knew the truth about this pregnancy, about this child.  He is Immanuel.
Think not only of the relief to Joseph’s weary and troubled soul about the quandary he faced, but think about the relief to mankind that now the promise of God was being fulfilled “He will save His people from their sins.”  Man’s hope for his sinful condition was now here.  How wonderful it is for us that God loved us that much to come and dwell among us in the person of Jesus.  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God, and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father full of grace and truth.” John 1:1, 14
God came in the form of this tiny newborn to live among us and so to grow up to die for us.  He came literally to save us out of our sins.  This gift, wrapped in the humblest fashion of strips of cloth, would be a priceless and eternal gift for those who would believe and receive Him as Savior.
In past years the Salvation Army has always had the exclusive rights to ringing their bells in front of the Giant Food stores in the Washington D.C. area.  However, in October of this year, Giant announced that in an effort to allow more local nonprofit organizations access to its customers, the Salvation Army was limited to one week in November and one week in December.  The Salvation Army expected to collect about 15% less this year and estimated that in past years collections at the store comprised about 50% of total contributions in the D.C. area.  A spokesman for the Salvation Army noted that they didn’t have a readymade plan to make up what they would lose.

This year in Mishawaka, Indiana outside a Sam’s Club, someone took a $100 bill and wrapped up a one-ounce U.S. gold coin worth $1,400 and dropped it into the red kettle.  There was a note thanking the organization for doing God’s work.  At another store in Kokomo, Indiana someone gave a South African Krugerrand worth $1,400.  Stores in the Chicago area also indicated receiving gold coins.  Despite the gold coin donations, officials in South Bend and Kokomo say donations are running behind expectations.
The priceless gift of Jesus was not wrapped in robes of royalty but in the simplest way and born to a virgin.  This gift will never fall short of or be limited in its expectations.  The salvation He offers is not restricted in worth, nor is it only for a few, and neither will it diminish in value over time.  It is priceless and eternal and all who call on the name of this Jesus will be saved.  If Jesus had not been born of a virgin, there is no way that He could save us, let alone Himself, from sin.  

William Hendriksen adds this comment: “It is ever God, God alone, who in and through His Son, saves His people.  While some trust in chariots and some in horses (Psalm 20:7), in physical strength, knowledge, reputation, prestige, position, magnificent and impressive machinery, influential friends, and intrepid generals, none of these, whether operating singly or in conjunction with all the others, is able to deliver man from his chief enemy, the foe that is little by little destroying his very heart, namely, sin; or, as here sins, those of thought, word, and deed; of omission, commission, and inner disposition: all those various ways in which man ‘misses the mark,’ God’s glory.  It takes no less than the atoning death of Jesus and the sanctifying power of His Spirit to cleanse hearts and lives.”
Think for a moment of the amazing births that have occurred in Biblical history who were of themselves miracle births because their parents were either past child bearing years or whose mothers Scripture indicates were barren, unable to have children.  They were amazing gifts from God.  Indeed Psalm 139 indicates that every birth, every life born is of value for we are all fearfully and wonderfully made by the very hand of God Himself.  Yet in this birth, conceived by the Holy Spirit we have Jesus the Savior, the mother of whom was taken by this righteous man as his wife.  Don’t be afraid the angel said.  And so as if to emphasize the importance of the angel’s words, Matthew includes reference to the promise of God penned through the prophet Isaiah: “The virgin will be child and will give birth to a son, and they will call Him Immanuel, which is God with us.” (7:14)
How about that birth?  The dream of a just man revealed to him the very purpose of God in all that had taken place to Mary and now paved the way for what the life of Joseph was to become for the rest of his days on earth.  He was told by God through the angel to take Mary as his wife and so to accept this Jesus the Savior into his family even though he was not the father.
The just man had a dilemma.

The just man had a dream.

The just man had a decision.

III. THE DECISION OF A JUST MAN – 

v. 24-25

So it is we begin by asking if you were given direction by God to do something you have been wondering about, would you do it?  That’s the question now before Joseph.  Was he willing to faithfully obey God?  That’s the question before us as well.  If he chose to go through with his plans, he would not have been characterized as a righteous man.  He would have been a selfish man because his actions weren’t then about Mary or even about honoring God.  They would have been about him – selfish Joseph.  What would people think about him?  But no, because he was a just man, he was obedient to obey the Word of the Lord.  

How about you?  God has revealed to us many things in His Word that He wants us to do.  We don’t need an angel to tell us to obey it, it’s clearly written here for us.  The question is, will we get up and do it?  That’s what Joseph did.  As soon as he awoke from his dream he went and took Mary to be his wife.  He abruptly ended the engagement and took on the shame and accusations Mary would bear.  They would become his own as well.  All the gossip, all the misunderstandings, all the harassment aside, Joseph knew the truth and being a just man, a man who always wanted to do what was right, he stepped out in faith trusting God and took her to be his wife.  Oh, and he gave the newborn boy the name of Jesus.  On account of Jesus they would endure ridicule, but in order to be obedient they were willing to bear it.  On account of the name of Jesus you may be ridiculed.  Are you willing to bear it?  Are you willing to be disgraced before man because of the name of Jesus only to be honored by God because you were willing to obey Him?  Joseph was.  He claimed the birth of this gift, this one, this Jesus who would save His people, not from Roman tyranny or physical illness, but from something even more deadly – our sin.
Joseph was a man of principle who wanted to do the right thing, to live according to God’s Word as best he knew how, a man who remained just in the most difficult of circumstances.  He was a man who came to understand the will of God through being open to divine direction, a man who was willing to go against the cultural grain and obey God instead.  His love for Mary was demonstrated by his actions.  God’s love for us was demonstrated in His actions.  He sent His only Son whose birth we celebrate.  So as we celebrate this Christmas season, let’s remember the name Jesus, worship God for this priceless gift remembering the reason why Jesus came – to save us from our sins.
On this Christmas weekend, what will our response be to the news of Jesus?
Do you need to respond to Him as the Savior?

Do you need to respond to Him in obedience, and so, like Joseph, be characterized as righteous?

In fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy, in obedience to the will of the Father, and to save us from sin, Jesus came, born of a virgin, cared for by a righteous man.

