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Matthew 1:18-25





Midweek 2 ~ December 7, 2005

God Builds Our Family


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Matthew 1:18-25, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


Was Joseph about to make the biggest mistake of His life?  Surely, he must have thought so when he discovered that Mary, his fiancée was pregnant.  Imagine the thoughts and feelings Joseph had that could have led to the facts given in our text.  How could he have been so wrong about Mary?  He was so sure that she was an honest and religious woman of strong character, so pure, chaste, and humble.  He was convinced she would make a wonderful and faithful wife.  But she was pregnant!


Apparently, Mary wasn’t the woman he thought she was—carrying a child Joseph knew wasn’t his.  But whose child was it?  (Pause) There had to be someone else.  Someone Mary wanted enough to compromise her virginity and integrity, and to jeopardize their marriage.  Who was the other man?  Were there others?  Could it be that Mary’s character was like a chameleon, constantly changing and camouflaging itself to blend into the needs of the moment?


Joseph must have believed she had totally fooled him!  Never in his wildest dreams could he have imagined Mary would do this to him.  He thought she cared.  But then, how could she hurt him, abuse his love, and humiliate him this way?  She must have never really loved him.  She had broken his heart, abused his trust, and shattered his plans for the future.  Oh, the scandal and the shame!  The rumors would soon start in Nazareth and everyone would be laughing at Joseph and his son that came too soon.  What could he do?


It was a little late for Joseph to break their engagement.  Their engagement, to be more exact, their betrothal, was legally binding.  According to the customs and standards of their day.  Joseph and Mary were legally considered man and wife by law.  The only step left was for Joseph to bring Mary to his home and consummate the marriage.  Still perhaps, it wasn’t too late!  But if he was going to do something, he had to do it fast!


Two possible courses of action come to mind.  The first one—following through and marrying Mary and trying to make the best of the situation—sounded insane.  How could he ever trust her again?  After this, Joseph would be afraid to ever trust her again!  And marriages built without trust just never work.  

On the other hand, Joseph could publicly divorce her and make her face the legal consequences.  She would be judged guilty of adultery and according to the Law, could be stoned to death!  But even though Joseph was undoubtedly deeply hurt and a part of him must have wanted Mary to suffer for the pain she had caused him, he obviously still loved her.  He certainly didn’t want to see Mary hurt and publicly disgraced, either.  Her life would be hard enough being a single parent in a society that would ostracize her and treat her and her child with great indifference.  

So, after much soul searching, Joseph decided on what seemed to be the lesser of two evils.  Not wanting to expose her to public disgrace, Joseph had decided to divorce her quietly, without fanfare.  He would sign the necessary legal papers and have their engagement legally nullified.  Mary would have to face the cruel consequences of her actions alone.


It’s hard to trust someone who has abused our love.  It’s hard to trust an alcoholic parent who let us down, a workaholic parent who has neglected us, or a troubled parent who has abused us physically, sexually, or pschologically.  It’s hard to trust an “imperfect” spouse who’s not as caring or romantic as we would like, one that takes us for granted.  It’s hard to trust a best friend who has found another friend so that we’re not number one anymore.  It’s hard to trust a child who has abandoned our values and seems headed down a path fraught with trouble and danger.  But there is no greater pain in life than having someone we deeply love treat us with disrespect, dishonor, or disappointment by being unfaithful.


When we love, we are vulnerable.  Abused love can cripple our self-confidence, shatter our self-worth, and assassinate our feelings of love for the other person.  Abused love can rob us of the courage to ever trust again.  It can even make us so bitter that we might look for ways to strike back and hurt them the way they’ve hurt us.  The effects of abused love are long lasting.  It can hurt us so much we are frightened to ever risk loving again.

Soon we realize that we can’t get even.  There’s nothing we can do to compensate for our pain.  There’s no way we can undo the heartache.  There’s no way we can hide from the fear that we may never, ever be able to trust them or anyone else again.  And, if you can’t trust, how will you be able to make a commitment to anyone ever again?


Joseph decided the best course of action was to divorce Mary quietly and eliminate her from his life.  Perhaps he could forget her in time and try to find the courage to trust and love again.  As much as it hurt to do so, Joseph was ready to give up on Mary and withdraw his commitment to her.


But God sent His angel with His message, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will give birth to a Son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus, because He will save His people from their sins” (vs. 20b, 21).


Joseph was afraid to trust again, but God’s powerful message came to him and wiped away his fear.  No longer would Joseph worry about being hurt or made to look like a fool.  This was not a result of any sin committed by Mary, but was, in fact, part of God’s plan of salvation planned and fore-ordained before creation.  

Now Joseph had God’s personal assurance that the child Mary was carrying was God’s own Son!  The baby she carried in her womb was not the fruit of an illicit affair, but a child conceived of the Holy Spirit.  Joseph was to accept God’s Incarnate Son as his own, give Him the name Jesus, and look forward with anticipation to the salvation this special Son would one day bring.


That same message comes to us now as we anticipate Christmas.  We’re excited about Christmas coming because it’s the anniversary of Christ’s coming!  Christ’s coming was God’s gift of His Son to die on the cross for the sins of the world.  Because Jesus was nailed to the cross for us, we won’t be nailed for our sins.  Christ’s coming was God’s answer to remove the brokenness and fear that sin brought into our lives, our homes and our families.  Because Jesus let Himself be nailed to the cross for our sinful neglect, we don’t have to worry about nailing others for the way they have hurt us.


That’s the merry, merry message of Advent!  Advent reminds us that no matter what we, or our family, have been through, Christ’s coming means our salvation has come, and when salvation comes into our lives, we experience peace and joy in our lives and in our families.


When our hearts are filled with anger, resentment, and mistrust, Christ comes to bring us joy.  When we want to strike back at the one who has abused our love and shattered our plans, Christ comes to bring us peace.  When our hearts and home have been wrecked by unfaithfulness, Christ comes to bring us forgiveness, reconciliation, and faith.  When the one we love is gone and we have been abandoned, and doubt if we’ll ever be able to trust again, Christ comes to reassure us that we’re never alone.


Jesus, the Son of God, comes into our lives and makes us part of God’s Family.  He comes to us in Word and Sacrament, and He comes to us in the loving consolation and fellowship of our fellow member.  When we as members of God’s Family, the Church, reach out to each other with loving care and concern—when our family is God’s Family—we don’t have to be afraid for our future.  Heartache and fear are transformed into trust and commitment.


Imagine how Joseph felt when he woke up with the Lord’s message—everything was different now because Christ was coming!  God had sent Jesus to heal his hurts and build his family.  Joseph could love again because Christ was coming.  Joseph could trust again because Christ was coming.  Joseph could have a family because Christ was coming.


“When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife” (v. 24).  This is what Christmas is all about—waking up to Christ’s coming and discovering the family He made for us through His perfect obedient life, His sacrificial death on the cross for our sins, His victorious resurrection from the grace, and His triumphant ascension to the right hand of His Father, from whence He shall come to judge the living and the dead.


This Advent, take a page out of Joseph’s playbook as you deal with the trials and troubles of everyday life in this fallen world.  Let God’s message of love and comfort bring you peace in the midst of tribulation.  Let God’s Holy Spirit build your faith and trust in the promises of His Word.  Let Christ’s coming transform the stressed and broken relationships in your family into new and stronger ones.  Christ comes to build our family.  His arrival gives us the strength to forget our fears and make a new beginning, with commitment!


God builds our families through Christ so we’ll be able to face the challenges of the future—together.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.
