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Matthew 1: 18 – 25

When Joseph Woke Up . . .


One of the great things about having four gospels is that they sometimes give us the same story from several different perspectives.  Our text this morning from Matthew’s gospel is a great example.  The account of Jesus’ birth in the gospel of Luke is almost entirely about Mary.  It recounts a visit from the angel who tells Mary that even though she is a virgin she will bear a son.  And Mary gives her famous response, “may it be to me according to your word.”  The gospel of Luke tells Mary’s story.  But the version of the story we read this morning from Matthew is quite different.  The same things happen, but Matthew tells us the story from the perspective of Joseph.  Joseph is barely mentioned in Luke’s version, but in Matthew he is the main character.  So our passage this morning is inviting us to consider how the story of Christmas, the glorious story of virgin birth and incarnation, looked from Joseph perspective.  How did God’s decision to come to earth and be born of Mary change Joseph’s life?

The answer to that question is actually quite simple: the arrival of Jesus destroyed Joseph’s life completely.  From the moment he hears that Mary is pregnant, Joseph’s life - as he has known it - is over.  Up to that point Joseph’s life has been pretty good.  Our passage describes Joseph as a righteous man, and being a righteous man in his day is not that different from being one today.  A righteous man is one who does what he is supposed to do.  Being a righteous man is about living within the rules, it is about meeting people’s expectations, it’s about doing the right thing and making good decisions and staying out of trouble.  Joseph is doing everything his culture and his religion say he ought to do.  He is following the plan laid out for all upstanding young men.  Joseph is working hard.  He is taking care of himself and his parents, he owns a nice little house and a few domestic animals, and he has his own small business.  Joseph is a responsible member of the community, and he has even managed become engaged to nice young girl from a reputable family who will give him a house full of kids.  In short, things are going Joseph’s way.  He knows who he is, he knows where he comes from, and he knows where he is going.  There may not be anything spectacular about Joseph, but he is righteous man.  Basically, everything in Joseph’s life is proceeding according to plan.

That is, right up to the moment when Mary turns up pregnant.  In that moment Joseph’s whole world comes crashing down around him.  Suddenly his whole plan is out the window; his whole life is flashing before his eyes.  Only a moment ago Joseph’s life was filled with wonderful opportunities and possibilities, now suddenly he has nothing left but bad options to choose from.  The engagement arrangement Joseph has with Mary and her family is not easily broken.  Everyone knows they are engaged, their wedding has been planned for years.  It is not as if he can break it off without everyone in the community knowing what happened.  Meanwhile, Mary’s life is likely in danger.  Joseph would be within his rights to have Mary stoned to death for committing adultery.  And even if Joseph doesn’t want that, it might happen anyway if things are not handled properly.  It will be a very delicate thing to break the engagement without costing Mary her life.  On the other hand, Joseph can still go ahead with the marriage.  It is not unheard of in his time for engaged couples to get pregnant before their wedding day.  But if he goes through with it he would be stuck supporting a wife who has cheated on him and a child who is not his.  How could he live happily ever after with Mary while her child with another man is around every day to remind him of his shame?  The reality is, there is nothing Joseph can do now to salvage to good life he had before.  All of the options before him are bad.  No matter what he chooses his reputation is shot and his hopes of continuing to be a respectable member of the community are gone.
Now, I doubt that any of us have ever found ourselves in exactly the same situation Joseph is facing.  But I suspect all of us can identify with what it means to have our lives thrown into chaos.  We may not have discovered that our fiancée is pregnant, but I bet we have all encountered things in life that left us with no good options.  I suspect all of us know what it is like to have our life plans go out the window.  There are all kinds of things, both big and small, that can happen without warning and change the course of our lives forever.  I am sure some of them have happened to you.  For many of us it is a serious illness, either our own or that of someone we love.  For others it can be the loss of a job or not getting into the school we want to attend.  It can be serious problems at home like abuse or infidelity or divorce.  Or it can be a mortgage rates going through the roof, or deep credit card debt, or a relative in need of a place to stay.  It can be addiction or depression, deportation or incarceration.  Our lives are filled with unexpected moments that change our plans forever.  We all know what it is like to encounter something that makes it impossible to have the life we wanted to have, the life we planned for.  This is just the way of the world, our lives very rarely conform to our expectations or submits to our plans.  At times we all find ourselves in the midst of difficult and unexpected problems with no good options.  And in that way we all know a little bit about how Joseph is feeling when he hears Mary is pregnant.  He does not have a good choice, he cannot go back to the way things were before.  Whatever he decides his life will be changed forever.  His only choice now is which of the bad options before him will he pursue.

According to our text, Joseph has it in mind that he will divorce Mary quietly.  He does not want Mary to be killed or publicly shamed, but he cannot marry her knowing she has been unfaithful.  So Joseph is leaning toward a middle way.  But before he makes a final decision Joseph decides to sleep on it.  He thinks some rest will do him good.  His sleep, however, is anything but restful.  That night Joseph has a dream.  In the dream he is visited by an angel of the Lord.  The angel tells him that he should not be afraid to take Mary as his wife.  The child she is carrying is from the Holy Spirit.  The angel tells Joseph that Mary will give birth to a baby boy and the child is to be named Jesus, because he will save the people from their sins.  Then suddenly the angel is gone and Joseph wakes up to find that his already difficult decision just got a whole lot more complicated.
Things are not going well for poor Joseph.  First he discovers his fiancée is cheating on him, now he is getting relationship advice from angels.  This dream really complicates Joseph’s decision.  On the one hand, nothing has really changed.  He still has the same options he had yesterday.  But now he has to consider the possibility that God may want to have a say in his decision.  His life is still a mess, it is still not going back to the way it was before.  The angel does not promise to somehow make Mary unpregnant so Joseph can get back to his life plan.  No, the angel only says that God has a special plan for Mary’s child.  And the dream strongly suggests that what Joseph should go ahead with his wedding plans.  Now it may seem to us that Joseph’s decision just got a lot easier.  I mean if we were visited by an angel in a dream we would definitely do what he says.  But keep in mind that this was just a dream.  The angel does not offer any particular proof of what he is saying.  All Joseph did was have a weird dream about a problem he was concentrating on when he went to sleep.  Who doesn’t have dreams like that?  How is one supposed to tell the “message from God” dreams from any other dreams.  I remember a couple of months I heard from a friend that he had lost his job.  That night I had an incredibly vivid dream in which my friend was elected President of the United States.  When I woke up I had to decide: should I call my friend and encourage him get his campaign going before primary season heats up, or is that dream just my subconscious playing tricks on me?  
When Joseph wakes up he is faced with a similar decision.  What the angel told him in his dream is totally absurd, it cannot possibly be true, can it?  It is just a crazy dream.  But what if it were true?  What if God could manage to work, even in the midst of this really messed up situation?  Is it possible that God might just be involved in this chaotic situation that is destroying Joseph’s perfect life?  Does he have the faith to trust that even in the midst of a terrible situation God might be able to bring some good?  Is he willing to risk the rest of his life, is he willing to wager his future, on the premise that something so clearly wrong could be used to bring about God’s salvation?  Could the God of the universe really be using an unwanted pregnancy and a broken engagement to somehow change the world?  Yes, when Joseph wakes up he has quite a decision to make.  
According to our passage it does not take him very long to decide.  When Joseph wakes up he chooses to believe.  He chooses to hope.  He decides that he is willing to risk everything on the slim chance that maybe God is doing something amazing in his life and in Mary’s life.  When Joseph wakes up he chooses to accept that the angel in his dream is really a messenger from God.  He decides to trust that the child who is coming is part of God’s plan.  Even though his life is falling part, Joseph chooses to live expectantly rather than fearfully.  He dares to hope that even in the middle of this heartbreaking situation God is going to do something amazing.  Joseph is in a tough spot and he chooses to trust in God.
And I am convinced that there are times in each of our lives when we are presented with a choice.  We all know what it is like to have our lives pushed off course, to have our great plans destroyed by the unexpected.  We all know what it is like to go to sleep at night with fear in our hearts feeling that we have no good options in front if us.  And though we may not have a visit from an angel in our dreams, I believe that when we wake up we have the same choice Joseph had.  We have a choice to put our faith in a God who can bring joy and new life out of any situation.  We have a choice to believe that God keeps promises, and that God will be faithful to us even though our lives may not have gone the way we imagined.  No matter what we have been through the story of Joseph reminds us that there is no circumstance so bad that God cannot break into it and bring about new life.  Now, I am not suggesting that God sends bad things into our lives.  I believe God wants good things us.  But I am suggesting that no matter what trials we have faced, or are facing, God can work in our lives in amazing ways.  God can transform any difficult situation into a holy opportunity.

Just ask Joseph and Mary.  Ask them what it took to believe that God was going to use them even when their lives were falling apart.  But these two young people did believe, and in so doing they became a part of one of God’s most incredible miracles.  They became parents to the savior of the world.  Joseph and Mary were among the first people to really understand what it really means to celebrate Christmas.  We sometimes think about Christmas as being the time when God’s plan to come to earth was realized exactly the way God intended.  But it is easy to forget that Christmas was not at all in Joseph’s plan, it was not at all in Mary’s plan.  For them Christmas was not about God’s perfect timing it was about God messing up their lives.  So Christmas is not a celebration of a time when everything is great and perfect and all plans are realized just as they are imagined.  No, Christmas is a celebration of God ability to bring something amazing and new in the midst of a world of chaos.  It is about the way God takes broken people with messed up lives and uses them to transform the world.  

So do we believe in Christmas?  Are we willing to open ourselves up to the possibility that God can be born in our lives this season even in the midst of the chaos that surrounds us?  Are we ready to believe that even though our lives have not gone the way we wanted them to, God can still use us?  Can we take a chance on the idea that even though our hearts have been broken and nothing has turned out right that God can still do something with us?  That is what it means to believe in Christmas.  I pray that this year we will all, like Joseph, will have the courage to believe in a God who does miracles in the most unlikely and unexpected places.  Amen.               
