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The Impossible Possibility of God – Joseph, a Decent Man
Matt. 1:18-25
In the fulfilling of Ancient Promises, God uses scandalous means to complete
impossible promises through unlikely, but exceptional events. In all of this, we shall
see how God may do as He desires and when He does, He is always right.

Opening Story
“We have tremendously high expectations of Christmas. We want everything to be perfect. We
have pictures in our minds of children playing, church choirs singing, and people smiling and
getting along. But often it is not that way. It is supposed to be, as the song says, "the most
wonderful time of the year" and the "hap-happiest season of all." But for many it will be a very
difficult time because something has interrupted the joy. It may be sickness, or death, or divorce,
or loneliness.
We look to the Christmas season to be a time of perfect peace, harmony, and joy. But the first
Christmas was not that way. It was an interruption.”1
“Tell me the story of when I was born.” My mother tells me I was a 7-month baby and spent 2
months in incubator. She says I looked like a little bird. Nothing to see or hear. Now, when our
son was born, they thought he was a twin so they rushed Kirsten from Iron Mountain Michigan
down to Green Bay Wisconsin in an ambulance and I followed behind in a car. I was clueless.
When she arrived, they took another test and found there was only one child within the womb.
His story is marked by the sensational. I’m sure in NZ where our daughter is, all of her births
were “spectacular” being an hour from a birthing station.
Every child hears the story of their arrival. What would Mary and Joseph say to Jesus?
Introduction:
The gospel is scandalous. To the unbelieving, it is a stumbling block [Gk. Skandalon], and rock
of offence.
 It is a scandal to works righteousness (Rom. 9:33).
 It is a scandal to those who seek salvation outside of Christ crucified (1 Cor. 1:23).
 It is a scandal to those who believe it is Jesus plus (Gal. 5:11).
 It is a scandal to those who would not believe the gospel (1 Peter. 2:8).


Ro 9:33 As it is written, Behold, I lay in Sion a stumblingstone and rock of offence: and whosoever
believeth on him shall not be ashamed.



1Co 1:23 But we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks
foolishness;



Ga 5:11 And I, brethren, if I yet preach circumcision, why do I yet suffer persecution? then is the offence
of the cross ceased.



1Pe 2:8 And a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offence, even to them which stumble at the word, being
disobedient: whereunto also they were appointed.
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Does the gospel offend you? Does it embarrass you among your family, friends, co-workers, and
classmates, or can you believe that what is written is true?
A.I.M.: “This [is] a scandal. But it is not a scandal of immorality. The real scandal is that God is
with us. We thought God was up there, or out there, maybe somewhere in the future. But then
Mary got pregnant. The scandal of that pregnancy is that God is intimately present.”2
Gospel Link: Both Mary and Joseph were above reproach until . . . Both of their lives were ruined
by the gospel and by their obedience. Neither one would ever be able to avoid the shame and
social ostracizing caused by this “bastard” child. Jesus himself became the object of scorn and
ridicule. He was unusual in every way.
Literary Context
“St. Matthew, for some reason or other, omits all mention of what St. Luke relates very fully, as
to the events that preceded the birth of Jesus and brought about the birth at Bethlehem.”3
“An important exegetical perspective that needs to be kept in mind is the Matthean text tells the
story more from the angle of Joseph’s perspective, while the Lukan birth narrative tells the tale
from the perspective of how things affected and were seen by Mary. What the two narratives
have in common is interesting: 1) a birth in Bethlehem, even though the family is from Nazareth
and Jesus would be called Jesus of Nazareth; 2) a virginal conception; 3) a pregnancy during the
engagement period caused through the agency of the Holy Spirit; and 4) Joseph resolves to
accept Jesus into his life and family, as is shown by subsequent events.”4
“Matthew 1-2 serves as a finely wrought prologue for every major theme in the Gospel. We must
therefore understand Matthew to be telling us that if Jesus is physically Mary’s son and legally
Joseph’s son, at an even more fundamental level he is God’s Son; and in this Matthew agrees
with Luke’s statement (Luke 1:35). The dual paternity, one legal and one divine, is
unambiguous.”5
“This chapter consists of two sections: verses 1-17 and verses 18-25. The first contains a record
of ancestry of Jesus Christ. It shows us that Joseph, Jesus’ ‘father’ in a legal sense only, was a
descendant of David and Abraham. Through Joseph, ‘son of David’ (v. 20) the right to the throne
of David was transmitted to Jesus, the far more glorious ‘son of David.’ (v. 1).”6
Parallels between the Exodus and the narrative of the birth of Christ are prominent throughout,
especially in the Matthean account. There is the dreamer Joseph who leads his family into Egypt
(Matthew 2:13-14). There is a new Miriam (Mary), a young woman who protects the new-born
who will deliver his people. There is an infanticidal king. There is the instruction to return to the
land once danger has passed (Matthew 2:19-21; cf. Exodus 4:19-20). There is the divine Son
brought out of Egypt (Matthew 2:15; cf. Exodus 4:22-23).7
Advent is a scandal on at least three fronts.
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Outline:
I.

The Scandal of The Situation (vv. 18, 19)


18 Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph,
before they came together she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. 19 And her husband Joseph,
being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly.

Enough time passed for Joseph to know Mary was pregnant. What did his parents, siblings,
and community think about him marrying a woman already pregnant?
A. His Betrothal
“It will be helpful to deal with the cultural aspect of marriage at this point since it comes up so
quickly in the story line. Joseph and Mary were engaged to be married, betrothed as some
versions translate it. In that culture the betrothal was tantamount to being married, except that
they waited for a period of about a year before they actually consummated the marriage. This
was to show that the couple remained pure until they were united. If there was a violation in
that period--as this appeared at first to be--then it would take a divorce to end the engagementmarriage.”8
“Jewish wedding involved three separate steps. First, there was the engagement. This was often
arranged by the parents or by a professional matchmaker while the couple were still children.
At a later stage came the betrothal, a legally binding relationship lasting for one year. During
this period the couple lived apart and had no sexual relations. Should either party not wish to
go ahead with the marriage, a divorce was required. The penalty for sleeping with a virgin
betrothed to another man was stoning for both (Deut. 22:24). The third step was the marriage
itself.”9
“In a restricted sense this was essentially the marriage. So also here, as is clear from the fact that
from that moment on Joseph is called Mary’s husband (v. 19); Mary is called Joseph’s wife (v.
20).”10
“In the Jewish context, ‘full betrothal was so binding that its breaking required a certificate of
divorce, and/or the death of one party made the other a widow or widower (m. Ketub. 1:2; m.
Sota 1:5; m. Git. passim…)’ (R. H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on his Literary and Theological
Art, 21).”11
v. 19, “The natural way to read vv. 18-19 is that Joseph learned of his betrothed’s condition when
it became unmistakable, not when she told him.”12
B. His Bride
The passage identifies Mary as the mother of Jesus. What this does mean? Jesus grew in her
womb, received from her a human nature, and was birthed through normal or natural means.
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What it does not mean is that she functions as a special intercessor or mediatrix or co-equal coredemptrix with Jesus in redeeming humanity, or was a perpetual virgin, and without sin. We
recognize Mary’s role in God’s story, but we should not nor can we elevate her above any one
or equal to Jesus.
“An unmarried woman. An unplanned pregnancy. An implausible explanation. It’s not hard
to imagine what others were saying and thinking. “Did you hear? Mary’s pregnant. I never
expected this. Mary and Joseph should know better. They aren’t even married yet.” “Well, I
heard that Joseph’s not even the father. How could she do that to him? He’s such a good and
just man.” “Who is the father?” “They say Joseph still intends to take her as his wife. He’s going
to marry her after all this.” “This whole thing is a disgrace. She and her love child should be
stoned. The law requires it.””13
“Or “did not have sexual relations”; Grk “was not knowing her.” The verb “know” (in both
Hebrew and Greek) is a frequent biblical euphemism for sexual relations. However, a translation
like “did not have sexual relations with her” was considered too graphic in light of the
popularity and wide use of Matthew’s infancy narrative. Thus, the somewhat less direct but still
clear “did not have marital relations” was preferred.”14
“One might go so far as to say that if Joseph is important at all, from a Scriptural point of view–
it is not so much because of what he accomplished himself–but because of what he allowed
others to accomplish. Perhaps the true greatness of Joseph, then, lies not so much in the great
things he, himself did, but in his ability to not be an obstacle to great deeds–his talent for getting
out of the way.”15
C. His Decency
“Throughout this episode, Joseph is shown to be a humble, pious, obedient man. He takes
what the angel says without complaint or even reply. Once he is aroused from sleep, Joseph
does just as the angel commands him. The angel's word was enough. The man was convinced.
He would comply.”16
Joseph was . . .
1.
An honorable man (v. 19)
2.
A religious man (vv. 20-23)
3.
An obedient man (v. 24)
4.
A pure man (v. 25)
“And this brings us back to Joseph. In Matthew’s story of Jesus’s birth, Joseph is asked to make
a leap, to take an action that goes beyond how he would normally understand the law, and in
listening to the angel and taking this leap of action, he is doing what some see as quintessentially
Jewish. About this, Rabbi Abraham Heschel once wrote, ‘A Jew is asked to take a leap of action
rather than a leap of thought. He is asked to surpass his deeds, to do more than he understands
in order to understand more than he does.’”17
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Does the conception of Jesus and his humanity through the virgin Mary and righteous Joseph
offend you? Does it embarrass you among your family, friends, co-workers, and classmates, or
can you believe that what is written is true?
II.


The Scandal of The Visitation (v. 20, 21)
20 But

as he considered these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying,
“Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which is conceived in her is from the
Holy Spirit. 21 She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their
sins.”

A. The visit was startling (v. 20 – “An angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream”)
“Behold appears for the first of sixty-two times in Matthew. It often introduces surprising action,
or serves to arouse interest.”18
“This is the first of three occasions in which an angel appears to Joseph in a dream. In each
instance, the angel calls Joseph to action and Joseph obeys. He has no speaking part––Matthew
does not record one word that Joseph says. In this first appearance, the angel commands Joseph
to take Mary as his wife. In 2:13, the angel will tell Joseph to take the mother and child to Egypt
to escape Herod’s wrath. In 2:19, the angel will, at the death of Herod, tell Joseph to return to
Israel. In a fourth obedience, after being warned in a dream (no angel this time), Joseph will go
to Galilee (2:22).”19
B. The visit was comforting (v. 20 – “Do not fear to take Mary as your wife”)
“Do not these words, ‘Do not hesitate / fear’ imply that there was something Joseph in his heart
of hearts really wanted but did not quite dare to do?”20
C. The visit was revealing (v. 21 – “You shall call his name Jesus, for he will save His
people from their sins”)
Two thoughts are notable in this idea.
1. Jesus is the Savior
“Jesus: the name is the Greek form of the Hebrew ‘yesua’ (English ‘Joshua’) which means
‘Yahweh is salvation.’ Jesus’ mission is revealed in the name he is given. His mission is
redemptive and spiritual rather than nationalistic. He is to save his people from their sins.”21
“The Greek form of the name Iēsous, which was translated into Latin as Jesus, is the same as the
Hebrew Yeshua (Joshua), which means “Yahweh saves” (“Yahweh” is typically rendered as
“Lord” in the OT). It was a fairly common name among Jews in 1st century Judea and Galilee,
as references to a number of people by this name in the LXX and Josephus indicate.”22
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2. You are a sinner
“One cannot be saved from something without also being saved for something: true happiness,
the peace of God that transcends all understanding, freedom, joy unspeakable and full of glory,
answered prayers, effective witness bearing, assurance of salvation, etc. [emphasis his]”23
“Matthew tells us two things about Jesus (Yeshua = “Yahweh Saves”): What he does: You shall
call his name Jesus for he shall save his people from their sins. Many people looked forward to
national, political and economic deliverance when the Son of David came in conquering power.
But Matthew shows us a much deeper human need: he comes to save us from our sins—our
spiritual needs far outweigh other needs.”24
Does the visitation of the angel and his message offend you? Does it embarrass you among your
family, friends, co-workers, and classmates, or can you believe that what is written is true?
III.


The Scandal of The Incarnation (vv. 22-25)
22 All

this took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: 23 “Behold, the virgin shall conceive
and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with us). 24 When Joseph woke
from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him: he took his wife, 25 but knew her not until she
had given birth to a son. And he called his name Jesus.

“The mystery of Christ's becoming man is to be adored, not curiously inquired into. It was so
ordered that Christ should partake of our nature, yet that he should be pure from the defilement
of original sin, which has been communicated to all the race of Adam. Observe, it is the
thoughtful, not the unthinking, whom God will guide. God's time to come with instruction to
his people, is when they are at a loss. Divine comforts most delight the soul when under the
pressure of perplexed thoughts.”25
Is believing or accepting the virgin birth and the inspiration of Scripture essential or are they
unessential? Must it be believed in order to be saved? If the virgin birth and the inspiration of
Scripture are rejected than the nature of who Jesus is and the nature of what Jesus did is marred
and incapable of saving sinners from sin and death and restoring them to joy and glory. Without
an inspired Bible, we have no absolute and authoritative record.
A. The scandal of Prophecy [Inspiration (“took place to fulfill”)]
“Five times in the first two chapters (and six more scattered through the Gospel) Matthew uses
what are called ‘formula quotations’ to point out that in the details of Jesus’ life are being
fulfilled many of the promises of the Old Testament.”26
The miracle of prophecy. All that was promised, pictured, and prophesied finds ultimately
fulfillment in JESUS. What are the odds?
D.A. Carson comments on the usage of the Old in the New. In citing the OT, “Matthew is not
simply ripping texts out of OT contexts because he needs to find a prophecy in order to generate
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a fulfillment. Discernible principles govern his choices, the most important being that he finds
in the OT not only isolated predictions regarding the Messiah but also OT history and people as
paradigms that, to those with eyes to see, point forward to the Messiah.”27
The fulfillment of prophecy is important to Matthew. He mentions it eleven times (1:22; 2:15, 17,
23; 4:14; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35; 21:4; 26:56; 27:9).
“This is the first of a long list of prophecies to which Matthew refers in order to show that Jesus
is really the long-expected Messiah.”28 “Matthew contains at least forty formal quotations; that
is, quotations that are immediately evident as such, often being introduced by words such as,
‘that what was spoken . . . might be fulfilled, etc.’”29
“Unique among all books ever written, the Bible accurately foretells specific events-in detailmany years, sometimes centuries, before they occur. Approximately 2,500 prophecies appear in
the pages of the Bible, about 2,000 of which already have been fulfilled to the letter—no errors.
(The remaining 500 or so reach into the future and may be seen unfolding as days go by.) Since
the probability for any one of these prophecies having been fulfilled by chance averages less
than one in ten (figured very conservatively) and since the prophecies are for the most part
independent of one another, the odds for all these prophecies having been fulfilled by chance
without error is less than one in 102000 (that is 1 with 2,000 zeros written after it)!”
“Mathematics & Astronomy Professor Peter W. Stoner has made the statement that the chances
of just 8 prophecies (like these) coming true by sheer chance is 1 in 1017(100,000,000,000,000,000).
That would be equivalent to covering the whole state of Texas with silver dollars two feet deep
and then expecting a blindfolded man to walk across the state and on the very first try find the
ONE coin you marked."30
B. The scandal of Presence [Incarnation (“God with us”)]
The miracle of presence. The very intent of creation and design behind creation is that God
would dwell among his people for their joy.
“The miracle of the Virgin Birth, though wonderful, is really the secondary matter in this
passage, a sign of the far greater miracle and mystery of the Incarnation—the mystery of God
becoming flesh and taking his place amongst us as one of us!”31
“The spelling of the name here (Emmanuel) differs from the spelling of the name in the OT
(Immanuel) because of a different leading vowel in the respective Greek and Hebrew words. In
the original context, this passage pointed to a child who would be born during the time of Ahaz
as proof that the military alliance of Syria and Israel against Judah would fail. Within Isaiah’s
subsequent prophecies this promise was ultimately applied to the future Davidic king who
would one day rule over the nation.”32
“A quotation from Isa 7:14; 8:8, 10. The Hebrew name Emmanuel literally means “God (is) with
us.” This phrase occurs three times in the OT in close proximity, and subsequent uses are likely
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related to preceding ones. Thus, it is very likely the present author had each in mind when he
defined the name in v. 23.”33
“Joseph receives the assurance, therefore, that this child conceived in Mary’s womb is God.
“Veiled in flesh the godhead see.” He is God “manifested in the flesh” (I Tim. 3:16). “In him all
the fulness of the godhead dwells bodily” (Col. 2:9). In Emmanuel God has come to dwell with
us. “And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us as in a tent, and we beheld his glory, a
glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). No one will
ever be able to fathom the riches of this grace whereby God, by means of Emmanuel, has come
to dwell with sinners. In order to say at least something in the way of further explanation it is
probably best to obtain this information from Matthew’s own Gospel. It means that, in Christ,
God came to dwell
with the sick, to heal them (4:23)
with the demon-possessed, to liberate them (4:24)
with the poor in spirit, etc., to bless them (5:1-12)
with the care-ridden, to rid them of care (6:25-34)
with the censorious, to warn them (7:1-5)
with lepers, to cleanse them (8:1-4)
with the diseased, to cure them (8:14-17)
with the hungry, to feed them (14:13-21; 15:32-39)
with the handicapped, to restore them (12:13; 15:31)
and over-arching everything else,
with the lost, to seek and save them (18:11).”34
“It is fitting that the Gospel ends with an ‘Immanuel’ promise – ‘I am with you always, to the
very end of the age’ (Matt. 28:20).”35
“However brief, Matthew's narrative captures the promise and the mystery of God's action in
Jesus and at the same time introduces important and distinctive Matthean themes. The word
genesis ("birth," 1:18) places the whole event within the creative activity of God from the
beginning. God is here doing a new and yet an old thing. The explicit reference to fulfillment of
prophecy for both the conception and the name "Emmanuel" ("God is with us"; 1:23) clearly
marks this event as the intentional action of God. The fact that this theme brackets Matthew's
story in Jesus' "I am" promise to be "with you always" (28:20) confirms its importance. Matthew
takes pains to explain that the name of Jesus also is significant, as the sign that he will be the
agent of God's salvation, and that this salvation will have to do with the forgiveness of sins
(1:21).”36
Does fulfilled prophecy and God in Christ offend you? Does it embarrass you among your
family, friends, co-workers, and classmates, or can you believe that what is written is true?
Next Step?
“So many people are ‘in the dark’ about God and don’t see him clearly. If you want to know
what God is like, look at Jesus. Jesus Christ is the “Word of the Father, now in flesh appearing…”
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That is, he is the revelation of the will, wisdom and person of God. He is God’s communication
to us, both the promise and the command of God. His teaching is the instruction of God. His
death is the death of God-for-us. His resurrection is the victory of God!



The meaning of Christmas is first and foremost a message of amazing grace, of a God
who comes near.
The second meaning of the miracle of the Virgin Birth is a new creation, the beginning
of a whole new world—what we couldn’t do for ourselves, God has and is doing.

Into a world of brokenness and sadness God has come by means of a supernatural birth in the
power of the Holy Spirit. But what was begun there doesn’t end there: the same Spirit who
hovered over Mary and brought about a miracle of new life and transformation in her can also
do the same in us! You must be born again! Regardless of who you are or what you have done—
you!—can be born again, can start a whole new life as part of the new world. Jesus is the answer
to our deepest needs. He is God come among us in order to save us from our sins—rescue us
from the deepest cause of our alienation and brokenness.”37
Does this story offend you?
The gospel is scandalous. To the unbelieving, it is a stumbling block [Gk. Skandalon], and rock
of offence.
 It is a scandal to works righteousness (Rom. 9:33).
 It is a scandal to those who seek salvation outside of Christ crucified (1 Cor. 1:23).
 It is a scandal to those who believe it is Jesus plus (Gal. 5:11).
 It is a scandal to those who would not believe the gospel (1 Peter. 2:8).


Ro 9:33 As it is written, Behold, I lay in Sion a stumblingstone and rock of offence: and whosoever
believeth on him shall not be ashamed.



1Co 1:23 But we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks
foolishness;



Ga 5:11 And I, brethren, if I yet preach circumcision, why do I yet suffer persecution? then is the offence
of the cross ceased.



1Pe 2:8 And a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offence, even to them which stumble at the word, being
disobedient: whereunto also they were appointed.

Share the gospel – do you know you cannot save yourself, but only God can and Jesus did? Do
you believe this scandal or are you offended by the accusation and your only hope lies in an
infant?
Visual – hand out a small piece of paper they check off and keep in their Bibles.
 I have heard the gospel and I believe the gospel.
 I have heard the gospel and I do not believe the gospel.
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