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Sermon by Rev. Diana Hodges-Batzka 

Sunday, December 10, 2017 

Matthew 1:18-25 

The Journey Continues . . . Joseph of Bethlehemi 

Introduction 

On Friday night, the Discover Zone preschool children presented their Christmas program. It 

was such a joy to see the 3, 4 and 5-year-olds retell the birth of Jesus with a lot of enthusiasm! 

Hearing and seeing the Christmas story told and retold year after year is one of the delights of 

this Advent season. 

However, sometimes, because we are retelling it . . . we begin to forget to focus on the specifics 

of the story told by our gospel writers. One of the most common things we do with the 

Christmas story is to combine the different birth narratives from the Bible . . . along with 

tradition . . . and imagination and we fill in the gaps to create the Christmas narrative that is 

told again and again.  

And so, we begin to come to the story with expectations about what will happen or what has to 

happen. In fact, we do the same thing with the whole Advent and Christmas Seasons. We have 

check lists about what we have to do each season and understandings about how things should 

go.  

And yet . . . part of Advent is getting ready to celebrate the mystery of Jesus’ birth . . . which 

means we need to wonder and be open to surprises. 

Rev. Scott Stoner of Living Compass wrote in his weekly devotional blog this week about how 

we can have a “beginner’s mind” where we are open to possibilities, free from preconceived 

notions, and eager to learn. He stated: “One possible way to think about this is to realize that 

while we have experienced many previous holiday seasons with our families, we have never 

experienced this holiday season.”ii 

Or as Betty Smith, in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, may have said it best, "Look at everything 

always as though you were seeing it either for the first or last time: Thus is your time on earth 

filled with glory." 

This approach of openness not only applies to relationships and our attitudes this holiday 

season, but can also apply to our reading of scripture.  

So rather than reading our scripture today with a preconceived idea about the complete details 

of the story, we can try to come to it with a blank slate . . . and fill in the details of the picture 

using geography, historical context, and theology.  

Will you pray with me as we begin?  



2 
 

Prayer 

God of surprises, you often show up expectedly, especially when we need your presence. Help us 

to open our hearts, minds, and spirits to your work in our lives and in the world today. Let us 

prepare ourselves to hear with new ears and see with fresh eyes the wonder of the birth of Jesus 

Christ. And most of all, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts, be 

acceptable in your sight, O God, for you are the one who is with us always. AMEN.  

Layer 1 – Geography 

So, a question for you –  

According to Matthew, where is Joseph from? [Wait for replies] 

Answer: Bethlehem 

These little details is one of those things that happens because we combine Matthew and 
Luke’s accounts of the birth of Jesus. If we had to tell the story from memory, we might say that 
both Mary and Joseph lived in Nazareth, became engaged in Nazareth, and then Mary learned 
that she would be with child, and then they got married in Nazareth and went down to 
Bethlehem only when the census requires them to go there, just before Jesus is born. 

However, if we read Matthew’s account, Nazareth isn’t mentioned until chapter two – after the 

Holy family are refugees to Egypt when they return to Israel, they go to Nazareth.  

In fact, according to Matthew, Bethlehem was Joseph’s hometown, which most scholars today 

corroborate.  

Now, as we learned last week according to Luke’s account that Mary’s hometown is certainly 
Nazareth.  

So what’s going on? How did Mary and Joseph become engaged? Who went where when?  

This is where geography helps us some.  

Last week we talked about how Nazareth was a little no-name village out of the way like Rabbit 
Hash. To continue that comparison, if Nazareth was Rabbit Hash Kentucky, Bethlehem was like 
Dayton, OH, located about 80 miles away. Like Dayton, Bethlehem was big enough to be known 
with a population of about 1,000 people and being the birthplace of King David. Like Dayton, it 
was near a bigger city – located about 6 miles from Jerusalem. Now, Bethlehem’s name means 
“House of Bread.”  It was known for farmers, millers, and bakers whose main occupation was 
providing bread for the residents of Jerusalem.  

So by adding in geography, we are able to create the setting for our picture of the Nativity.   

Layer 2 – Historical Context 

We’ve established that Bethlehem was Joseph’s home town and what it was like . . . but what 

about Joseph and Mary relationship and Jesus’ irregular conception.  
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For this we can look to historical context to fill in some details. Luke focuses on Mary as the 

main character. But, Matthew focuses on Joseph.   

As you will remember from last week, in the 1st century Palestine, typical custom was that as 
soon as girl entered into puberty—around the age of 13-14 - she would get engaged for about 
one year to her future husband. Now, at that time, the bridegroom would have been 14-15-
16—whenever he was old enough to support a family by his trade—usually taught to him by his 
father – when he entered into an engagement. 

Mary’s and Joseph’s families would have been the ones to arrange the engagement. During that 
year there would have been a formal ceremony of engagement, where they were considered 
husband and wife, but they didn’t live together until the official wedding ceremony. 

Given the distance between Bethlehem and Nazareth, we don’t know how Joseph and Mary’s 
families knew each other . . . We can only let our imaginations fill in the gaps.  

SIDE NOTE – Layer of Church Tradition  

Speaking of imaginations . . . I’m going on a tangent for a moment and add a layer of tradition. 
Perhaps you are wondering how old Joseph was when he married Mary.  

Now Protestants, who typically take the Bible as their primary source of information, say that, in 
the absence of any other information, it’s probable that Joseph was 14-16 years old because 
that is what historical context tells us and makes reasonable sense.    

However—in the second century, around 150, you find that Christians are starting to try to fill in 
the details that are not filled in the New Testament—so they use their imaginations and begin 
to think about how old Joseph might have been. And by this time they’re thinking about Mary as 
the mother of Jesus…and that she’s holy…which means that she would never have been intimate 
with another man—including her husband, Joseph.  (You know—kinda like you figured your 
parents were never intimate…you just, kind of, appeared!)  Cause it just bothers you to think 
about your parents being intimate, right?  And so—that’s the way the church was with Mary.  

And so—as the church began to think about that—they imagined—and they read that Jesus had 
brothers and sisters—so the way you solved that was that Joseph was a widower.  And he had 
children by a previous wife…and he was an older man…and when he married Mary, he married 
her not in any way anticipating being intimate with her, but as a grandfather-like figure who 
would care for a young girl. 

And so—by the second century, the thought was that Joseph was 93 years old when he married 
Mary.  And the truth is…we don’t know.  But, when you go home and look at your Nativity set 
today and see how old Joseph is. You can tell whether it is a Protestant or Catholic tradition! 

Back to Our Story – Layer 2 – Historical Context Continued 

So here we have Joseph and Mary following custom spending the year of their engagement 
preparing to be fully married . . .  
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And then, as Matthew says: “And Mary was found to be of child from the Holy Spirit.  And 
Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to 
dismiss her quietly.” 

Mary is pregnant. And Joseph knows he is not the father.  

So, what is going on here? According to Deuteronomy 22:23-27, Mary could have been stoned 
to death for adultery.  And yet, according to our text, Joseph “being a righteous man” doesn’t 
want Mary to be killed. So he decides to annul their engagement quietly.  

This is a very merciful decision which puts himself at risk in some ways. Because once Mary was 
found to be pregnant, since they were engaged, he would have been suspected to be the father 
who slept with Mary . . . and then dumped her. The shame would have been his. In fact, Mary 
would have then been able to keep the dowry his family would have given her family and he 
would have had to provide for the baby.iii  

So Joseph decides to dismiss her quietly which means he is willing to take on these rumors for 
the sake of Mary’s life. However, he wasn’t quite willing to go the next step further – to believe 
a young woman tale about her body and become personally involved.  

And so after making this decision, Matthew tells us that Joseph went to sleep one night, and 
when he went to sleep, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream.  And the angel said to 
him, “Joseph, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife.”  And then the angel says this about 
the child to be born.  “The child conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a son, and 
you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” 

Joseph wakes up and he takes Mary as his wife shortly after that.  He believes the God who 

appears to him in his dream and takes a risk to fully enter into marriage with Mary.  

Layer 3 – Theology 

However, Matthew doesn’t end our story by simply saying the Joseph took Mary as his wife. He 
Matthew continues his commentary by saying, “All of this took place to fulfill what had been 
spoken by the Lord through the prophets: 

 “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call him Emmanuel, which 
means, God is with us.” 

You’ve heard this prophecy before.  But I want you to understand something about this 
prophecy.  Isaiah was a prophet 735 years before Jesus was born…and he wasn’t talking about 
Jesus. He was talking about what was going on in his own day and time. The political situation 
was this.  

In Jerusalem, King Ahaz and the people have holed themselves up in the city—and there are 
two kings who are attacking them:  the king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the king of 
Syria, and they’ve come down with their forces to destroy Jerusalem, and to conquer the 
Southern Kingdom of Judah. 
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And the people of Jerusalem and King Ahaz are terrified.  But Isaiah, as a prophet, who lived in 
the city of Jerusalem is prompted by God to go speak to the king. 

And Isaiah says, “Ahaz—God has sent me with a message for you.  And here’s the message:  you 
don’t have to be afraid.  You don’t have to be afraid of these two kings…because God is with 
you….and God is going to take care of this.  And these two kings, in short order, will be 
defeated.  So don’t be afraid.  And God will give you a sign. 

And this will be the sign:  a young woman will conceive and bear a son, and his name will be 
Emmanuel, which means God is with us.  And before this child is old enough to know right from 
wrong, the two kings that you fear will be destroyed. 

In Jewish understanding, knowing right from wrong, is around 12 or 13 years old.  It was 735 
BCE when this prophecy was given, and in 722 both of those kings were destroyed by the 
Assyrians. 

This prophecy was not only a foretelling of the future about Jesus. It was about what was 
happening in 735 BCE. 

Here is where the layer of theology comes in. The Gospel writer called Matthew knows this.   

Matthew’s read this prophecy and he knows the historical context of it.  But when Matthew 
reads it, he says, “Look—there was a child who was assigned by God—and that baby, when he 
was born was a sign to all the people in Jerusalem that God was with them and that they didn’t 
have to be afraid…and listen…this is exactly what Jesus did too!   

That’s what Matthew is saying:  “What happened in the days of Isaiah is exactly what has 
happened again…and this child—Jesus—is a sign from God that we are not alone.” 

Layer 4 – Interpretation 

The final layer we add to our is thinking about what this story means to us. For us this week, it is 

answering the three questions that Pastor Susan told us to!  

1. What does the story tell us about the nature and character of God? 

Matthew’s account of Jesus’ birth reminds us of one of the fundamental claims of our faith -  

that God is with us – in the deepest, darkest, most troubling times in our lives. This is the 

promise of Jesus – that God is Emmanuel- God-with-us.  God has wrapped Godself in human 

flesh and was born in a manger so that we might know that we’re not alone…so that the God 

that is invisible…who rules over the entire universe…has become visible and taken on flesh in 

this baby.  And this is so that you might know that no matter how dark your circumstances…no 

matter what is happening in your life or in the world around you…God is always with you.  

2. What does this part of the story tell us about Jesus? 

So if God is always with us, what does this story tell us about Jesus? Well, when we think about 

Jesus we can think about Joseph being his father and Joseph’s impact on his life. On the one 

hand, Jesus never really talks about Joseph.  
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And yet, when Jesus prayed to God, do you remember what he called God?  He called him 

“Papa,” “Daddy,” “Abba.”  Does this tell us anything about the relationship he had with his 

earthly father? 

When he was teaching sinners and the tax collectors, he said, “Let me tell you what God is like.  
God is like a father who had two sons…and one of them goofed off and did stupid stuff, but 
when he came back his father ran out to meet him and wrapped his arms around him.  Do you 
think that tells you anything about Joseph as well as about God? 

And when the disciples came to Jesus and said, “Lord, teach us how to pray,” you remember 
what Jesus said?  He said, when you pray, say, “Our father.”   

All of these details about Jesus’ relationship with God as Father tell us something about the 
relationship Joseph had with Jesus and Jesus had with Joseph. Joseph must have poured himself 
into his son’s life and cared for him and taught him and discipled him and disciplined him and 
painted a picture for him of the love of God. 

As I think about Joseph as a father, I can’t help but think of my own father. Like Joseph who was 
a carpenter, my dad loved to build things. One of my favorite memories of how even though he 
was busy with a full-time job, volunteering at church, household chores, and more, he still took 
time to help me build a table and chairs for my American Girl Doll when I was about 10 years 
old.  And this important relationship has helped me understand the relationship that Jesus is 
talking about when he calls God “Daddy.”  

So Joseph as Jesus’ earthly father perhaps impacted him as our parents always do and 
influenced how Jesus helped his disciples and us grow in our knowledge and understanding 
about God.  

3. Finally, what does this part of the story tell us about God’s will for our lives today? 

There’s one last piece that I want us to think about Joseph and how this might relate to our 

lives.  Let’s go back to our story. Joseph received one of the hardest pieces of news of his life – 

his fiancée was pregnant, and it wasn’t his child. And yet, by dismissing Mary quietly, he was 

trying to be merciful . . . without getting too involved. After he made that decision, God was 

there with him . . . in the middle of the night . . . in his dreams and God called Joseph to take 

another step of faith. To go on one of the greatest journeys of his life.  

To believe Mary and in God and become personally involved by accepting the call to be her 

husband and the earthly father of Jesus.  

Joseph doesn’t get recognition after he accepts this call. He is always kind of in the background 
of our nativity picture. There but not really playing a huge role. Silent. He has no lines in the 
New Testament. But he must have spent his life quietly protecting and teaching Jesus . . . all 
because he was willing to take a step out in faith and become personally involved.  

Joseph took Mary as his wife. He journeyed with her to Bethlehem. He was there as Jesus was 
born and claimed him as his own. He named him as the one who saves, bringing him to the 



7 
 

temple to presented to God. He protected Jesus as he grew, teaching and nurturing him into 
adult. I can only imagine the joy and challenge that Jesus brought into Joseph’s life . . . all 
because he took that step in faith and grew in his relationship with God. 

And so we can learn from Joseph to continue growing in our relationship with God. We learn 
from Joseph to say “Here I am, God, use me” and be willing to take the next step on our 
journey.   

And while we don’t know what that journey may hold, we know that the God who Jesus calls 
“Daddy” and who is Emmanuel will be right by our side, each step of the way.  

Amen.  

i Much is drawn from The Journey by Adam Hamilton and a sermon based on this work by Rev. Susan Diamond 
from December 2, 2011.  
ii From “Seeing Someone We Know for the First Time” by Scott Stoner. Found at 
https://www.livingcompass.org/wwow/seeing-someone-know-first-time/ 
iii The Journey, Location 551. 

                                                           


