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12 December 2021 

St George’s Zoom 

 

Joseph – The Other Father of Jesus (Matthew 1: 18 – 21,24) 

 

Introduction 

 

Reading 

 

Seriously! Do you really think Joseph quietly and dispassionately 

considered the situation Mary had put him in.  She’d broken his 

heart. She’d betrayed him.  She had humiliated him and all along he 

thought they cared for each other and were going to get married.  

Well here is a more contemporary take on Joseph’s reaction: 

 

Play Video clip: Joseph II Spoken Word (first two minutes). 

 

“How could this happen 

I am speechless 

I feel so betrayed 

I feel so alone 

She has broken my heart.” 

 

Over the next two weeks, Mary is going to get a lot of attention from 

us –this is her story, but for just a few minutes I want to introduce 

you to a secondary character in the narrative, usually dismissed as an 

accessory after the fact, to bring him centre stage and out of the 

shadows.  I want to introduce you to Joseph, the step father of Jesus, 

and truly one of the greatest heroes in Scripture who faced up to a 

unique personal and moral challenge and came through this 

excruciating test with courage, integrity and humility.  His response 

would not only save the life of his wife and stepson, his example 

would profoundly shape Jesus’ own character, foreshadowing many 

of the tests that Jesus himself would subsequently face. 
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But first some context.  We know so little about Joseph except that 

he was a good and honourable man.  A carpenter by trade, his 

whakapapa was especially noble stretching all the way back to King 

David.   He was betrothed to Mary in a marriage probably arranged 

by the parents.  In small town Nazareth it is quite likely Mary and 

Joseph knew each other, but it is unlikely this was a love match.  

Instead after careful consideration a binding contract would have 

been entered into between the families on payment of a bride price.  

Joseph and Mary were immediately considered married, although 

marriage itself was not celebrated or consummated until up to year 

later.  Until then they would have continued to live apart. So it is 

during the time of betrothal ahead of the wedding ceremony that 

Mary is visited by none other than the angel Gabriel. 

 

We know because she tells us in Scripture that despite an initial fear 

her response is yes to God: 

 

‘My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour 

For he has been mindful of me … and from now on generations will 
call me blessed’ (Luke 1: 46- 48) 

 

But she must have dreaded the task of telling Joseph: 

 knowing at the very least he would be devastated, angry and 

broken hearted 

 knowing highly unlikely he would believe the ‘God got me 

pregnant’ line, especially as God had not spoken through his 

prophets for over 500 years  

 knowing that Joseph held the power in his hands to condemn 

her to the elders for infidelity, the punishment for which was 

stoning and that probably he would be wise to do so. 

 

For Joseph the sense of betrayal, confusion, anger, disbelief must 

have been overwhelming.  This is not the Mary he knew.  Her 
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pregnancy and her fast swelling tummy meant this would quickly 

become very public news: 

 most would assume he was the father, and if not,  

 even more humiliating, that he had been cuckold by another 

man.   

Humiliated and ridiculed, he would have known that any prospect of 

a future marriage to anyone else was now highly unlikely, unless, he 

acted immediately, took matters into his own hands and  got ahead 

of the story.  And Jewish law was on his side. It provided that the 

honourable and right thing to do was to press charges and place 

Mary before the elders for judgement knowing the punishment was 

stoning to death. 

 

And it is at this point we get the first hint that God chose Joseph 

just as much as he chose Mary.  While Mary had seemingly behaved 

atrociously, he would act with dignity.  So with a heavy heart he 

plans to call it off, divorcing Mary in private, rather than pressing 

charges.  He knew he was consigning Mary to shame and poverty for 

the rest of her life but it avoided the only other alternative – the 

public humiliation and death by stoning of Mary and her baby.  

 

Significantly having decided what he would do then the angel 

appears to Joseph in  a dream and tells him Mary’s far-fetched story 

is true!   He is no accessory after the fact, he too has a role to play in 

this deeply personal yet cosmic story, the fulfilment of OT prophesy 

that a virgin would bear a child (Isaiah 7:14).  God was coming to the 

rescue, and Joseph and Mary are part of that rescue plan – 

Emmanuel,  God with us.   Joseph had been chosen by God to 

stepfather God’s own son. 

 

We can be relatively confident we know what happens next, 

remember only Joseph and Mary received visits from the angels: 

 To everyone else this was the kind of story that small towns 

revel in – a hint of scandal, of sex and betrayal 

 The devastated parents 
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 The humiliation, the whispers, the sniggers and name calling 

 Their child forever the bastard son of Joseph and Mary 

 Joseph’s own reputation forever tainted by scandal 

 Small towns, as many of us know, are especially hard on their 

own 

 

Perhaps this explains why Joseph will later decide to take a heavily 

pregnant Mary with him on an arduous trip to Bethlehem even 

though the law only required the presence of the man.  I suspect 

Joseph was deeply fearful of what would happen to Mary, and 

indeed the baby, if she was left alone at home.  It might also explain 

why it would appear there was no room in the family home when 

Joseph and the heavily pregnant Mary turned up in Bethlehem and 

they were forced to find accommodation elsewhere. 

 

We leave the story there for today, but we have more than enough 

to work with. 

 

This is a story about family – at its best 

 

We know so little of Jesus early life, apart from the birth narrative, 

his flight to Egypt and his apprenticeship as a carpenter.  But 

throughout his early years he was surrounded by two exceptional 

role models who profoundly shaped his own character: 

 Joseph – a godly man who saw a higher justice and was willing 

to stand above societal and religious expectations, to do the 

right thing, yet would carry the reputational scars for the rest 

of his life; and 

 Mary who risked everything, including the likelihood she and 

the baby would be killed, to say yes to God 

 

God knew what he was doing – he chose to entrust his only son into 

the care of two teenage parents knowing their character would 

inspire and shape the young Jesus.  Of course years later Jesus 

himself would encounter the same things and much worse that 
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Joseph faced – public excoriation, humiliation, ridicule, slander and 

lies and like Joseph, he too, would respond with a costly love, saying 

yes to God, except that this time he would not be spared a very 

public and humiliating death.  

 

Parents we don’ t need to be reminded – our posture, our 

steadfastness, our courage under fire, will shape our children far 

more than any hard won opportunities we seek for our children.  

 

Choosing to say yes to God 

 

Whenever God does something new he typically involves the most 

unlikely people.  They all react alike - inevitably, surprised, 

incredulous, alarmed and often very fearful.  He asks us to trust him 

in a new way, to put aside our natural reactions, not knowing how 

exactly it will work out.  Sometimes it will mean defying the 

conventions and expectations of society, family, and indeed 

sometimes even the church, to say “yes” to God.   

 

I experienced this in a small way in my own life.  I had just finished 

up as the CEO of the Hawkes Bay District Health Board and we were 

considering career pinnacle roles in Canada and the UK when Chris 

Grantham rang up one day and said “I think you should apply to be 

the next CEO of World Vision”.  I was not pleased.  I loved healthcare, 

I had no standing in the world of international development, we had 

promised the kids we would never move to Auckland and I had 

already committed to going to Oxford. Our carefully curated lives 

were about to be completely discombobulated … and to this day I 

thank Chris for planting the seeds of discombobulation. 

 

The Protection of God? 

 

Joseph and Mary would experience both great pain and great joy as 

a consequence of their decisions to say ‘yes’ to God. 
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It doesn’t sit easily.  I guess most of us hope that if we do the right 

thing, make the right decision, behave in the right way, then 

everything will turn out OK.    

 

Well it appears that God does not spare us from the messiness of 

life, even when we do the right thing, even when we are obedient to 

his call. 

 

Both Mary and Joseph were soon to discover the consequences of 

saying “yes” to God: 

- Reputational stain would have stayed with Joseph for the rest 

of his life 

- Many would have wished to have seen Mary stoned, so the law 

was upheld and an example set 

- How many times did both Mary and Joseph second guess their 

encounter with angels – just a dream 

Even God’s own son was not spared the messiness of life: 

 Forever known as the bastard child of Joseph and Mary 

 Refugee from a young age fleeing with his parents to Egypt  

 Hated by the religious authorities 

 Many times escaped beatings and death 

 

The only promise we are given, even when we do the right thing is 

simply this: I am God Emmanuel – I will be with you and I will 

remember you.    

 

Stop trying to contain God 

 

I trained as a lawyer and got introduced to the reasonable man test 

which lies at the heart of civil law to this day – ie would this action be 

seen as reasonable to he man on the Clapham omnibus.  Somewhat 

dated metaphor but you get the idea – reasonableness, rationality 

and a certain degree of detachment matter. 
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Well you don’t need to spend too much time in Joseph and Mary’s 

story to see that God is anything but reasonable.  Instead we see 

something of the wildness,  the breath taking freedom, risk taking, 

passionate nature of God. 

 

If you are not convinced yet, consider, for just a moment, that God’s 

entire redemptive project turns on the response of two teenagers at 

prayer choosing to do the right thing  - and as any parent of 

teenagers will attest – that is a high risk, probably foolhardy plan. 

 

And there is no hint that God had a plan  B. 

 

I am not sure I fully understand the implications of such risk taking, 

other than I think it suggests God has a much higher understanding 

of the potential of human beings to be heroes in their own stories 

and thus a far stronger belief in us than we do in ourselves. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Today we have shone a light on a secondary character in the nativity 

narrative, an accessory after the fact.  The reasons I wanted us to do 

this was in part to highlight the example of one of the most unsung 

heroes of Scripture but above all to remind us of the wild, 

unpredictable, passionate risk taking nature of God, who is always 

Emmanuel God with us. 

 

 


