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Voices of Christmas: A Young Father Names His Son 
Matthew 1:18-25 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 
Today’s message is the third in a five-part sermon series on the Voices of 

Christmas.  Each week during Advent and right through to Epiphany Sunday 

on the 5th of January, we’ll be listening to a different voice (or group of 

voices) as they describe the Christmas experience from their perspective. 

And we’ll be looking at our own world for the faces and places where the 

Spirit of God is coming once again into our world, bringing with it the hope, 

love and peace of God that is made real by the Christmas event.  

So far on this journey, we’ve heard the songs of the Jewish pilgrims who 

went up to Jerusalem, praying that some day soon, God would act decisively 

to put an end to the injustice and the oppression that is so much a part of our 

human condition.   

Two weeks ago, we heard the voice of a prophet known as John the 

Baptizer, crying in the wilderness, calling all God’s people to turn back to 

God, and to get ready for the new thing God is doing in the world.  

Then as now, these voices challenge us to look to for God’s coming in the 

world; to watch for the new, dramatic and unexpected ways God’s love is 

being poured out to heal the brokenness of our world. 

This week, we listen for the voice of one character central to the story of 

Jesus’ birth—Joseph, son of Jacob and husband of Mary the mother of Jesus. 

We listen for his voice, but we won’t hear it. 

Because the interesting thing about Joseph is that the writers of the Gospels 

do not record any words spoken by him.  Now we know he must have had 

something to say about all these things that we're happening in his life but in 

Matthew and Luke, no words of his are recorded. 
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Let’s take a moment to contrast Joseph’s part in the divine drama with that 

of Mary: 

- Mary is told by an angel that she will have God’s Son.  Her response: 
“Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to 
your word” (Luke 1:38).  Joseph is told by an angel in a dream to take 
Mary as his wife.  His reply?  Nothing. 

- Mary visits her cousin Elizabeth several months before Elizabeth 
gives birth to John the Baptist.  Mary praises God with a song that has 
become known as the Magnificat: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and 
my spirit rejoices in God my savior…” (Luke 1:47).  Joseph has no 
song recorded about the birth of God’s Son/his son.   

- Years later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem with Mary and Joseph at 
Passover.  When his parents left for home, Jesus stayed behind to 
debate the religious scholars in the Temple.  Three days later, his 
parents found him in the Temple.  Now you would think his father 
would have some strong words for him about sticking close to the 
family.  (I know I would if one of my children had tried a stunt like 
that).  But according to Luke’s gospel, it’s Mary who speaks and asks 
him: “Child, why have you treated us like this?  Look, your father and 
I have been searching for you in great anxiety” (Luke 2:48).  And 
Joseph?  Not a word. 

So we do not hear directly from Joseph.   

He remains silent. 

This seems odd in the biblical world which was dominated by men, and 

where the men got all the good speaking parts: think Moses, Joseph, David. 

Maybe Joseph was left speechless because what God asked him to do was so 

outrageous, so scandalous in his day and time that he was at a loss for 

words.1 

                                                
1 David Lose, “Matthew’s Version of the Incarnation ” Working Preacher, article on internet, internet 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=2961, accessed 19 December 2013. 
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As Matthew tells us, Joseph was engaged to be married to Mary; but Mary 

was pregnant, and Joseph was not the biological father. 

According to the marriage traditions of the times, Joseph and Mary were in 

the stage of betrothal, which meant they were legally considered husband 

and wife but did not yet live together.2 

Under the Law of Moses, Joseph had a couple of options for dealing with 

this situation: 

- He could have her stoned to death, which was the penalty for adultery 

according to the Law.  But it was hard to impose this penalty because 

only the Romans, who were in control, could carry out executions. 

- He could get a bill of divorce and quietly send her on her way. 

Joseph would have been totally within his rights to have the full weight of 

the Law brought against Mary.  For in his eyes, and the eyes of the 

community, Mary deserved to be punished. 

After all, Matthew tells us that Joseph was a righteous man.  That means he 

was a good Jew, one who respected and practiced the traditions of his faith.   

He surely  loved the Law of Moses, like any good observant Jew of his day 

would. 

Give the word and he could seek the death penalty. 

Give the word and he could pursue the letter of the Law; give her what she 

deserves; give her what she’s got coming to her. 

But he didn’t to that.   

Joseph could have followed the letter of the law but chose to follow the 

heart of the Law, which called for mercy instead of death.3 

                                                
2 Dawn Chesser, “Matthew 1:18-25,” Lectionary Planning Helps, General Board of Discipleship, UMC, 
article on internet, http://www.gbod.org/lead-your-church/lectionary-planning-helps/fourth-sunday-of-
advent-year-a2#notes3, accessed 19 December 2013. 
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And so we are told he determined to divorce her quietly, without a public 

display and they would go their separate ways.   

And then God showed up. 

Now I use this phrase carefully because when you stop to think about it, God 

is already present.  God is present with Joseph as he deliberates on what to 

do about Mary, just as God is present with us now as we worship and go 

about our daily lives.  God is everywhere present: from the beauty of a 

morning sunrise to those who suffer at the hands of inhuman, God is there, 

offering us love, compassion and hope. 

But there are times in the Bible, as in life, when God intervenes in decisive 

and unexpected ways, and this clearly is one of them. 

Just when Joseph had reached his final decision—divorce her—God showed 

up with something new, something bold and something outrageous. 

 “Joseph, son of David,” an angel said to him in a dream, “do not be 

afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from 

the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a son and you are to name him Jesus, 

for he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:20-21). 

Here is the central point in the drama of this story: will Joseph do what the 

angel asked of him? 

Would we?   

No matter how outrageous or against the accepted conventions of our day, 

would we follow God’s direction if it meant giving birth to new hope in our 

world?  Would we give love a chance to do its redeeming work?  

I said earlier that Joseph doesn’t have anything to say about these things in 

the birth narrative of Jesus. 

                                                                                                                                            
3 M. Eugene Boring, “Matthew,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, A Commentary in 12 Volumes, Vol. XIII, 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 138. 
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That’s because the importance of Joseph in the story of Jesus’ birth is 

not in what he says but in what he does.4  As we are told… 

“When Joseph awoke from sleep he did as the angel of the Lord commanded 

him…” (Matthew 1:24). 

We’ve all heard the saying “actions speak louder than words.”  This is 

certainly true in Joseph’s case. 

Despite the social conventions of his day, despite what his family and 

friends might have told him, despite what the neighbors might think, despite 

what he first thought was the right thing to do, he took Mary as his wife. 

He named the child.  That made the baby legally his.  It fulfilled the 

prophecy that the Messiah of God would be of the line of David.   

Even though Jesus was not his flesh and blood, he became an adopted child 

of Joseph. 

Ever know someone who was adopted?  I know a man who once told me 
about his adopted daughter.  She was quite a hand full.  He and his wife had 
lots of ups and downs with her.  There was much pain and anxiety in their 
relationship.  But he and his wife loved the child, walked with her through 
he difficult patches.  She had a child out of wedlock and she’s still a 
challenge, even today.  But this man said it was important for him to adopt 
that young girl because he, himself, was adopted by a loving couple.  If it 
weren’t for them, he might not have had a chance to make a decent life for 
himself.  So he gave of himself to see that someone else—his daughter—
would have the same chance he did.  
 
Joseph gave of himself so that the Son of God would have an earthly family 

that loved and cared for him.  A family in which to live, to love, to 

experience the full range of human emotions.   

To laugh and to cry. 

To shout with joy! 
                                                
4 Douglas R. A. Hare, Matthew, Interpretation, A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), 8-9. 
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To mourn in grief. 

But most of all, to be loved. 

If a human parent can do this for a child, how much more does our heavenly 

Father do for us when we accept Christ as our Lord and savior?   

For God gave of God’s self to save us from our sinful human condition.   

In Christ, we are adopted into God’s family as God’s sons and daughters. 

We are loved beyond all human conceptions of the word, because of what 

God has done for us in Christ. 

And because of the mercy and grace God gave us in Christ, we are called to 

be merciful and gracious to others. 

Here’s the bottom line for Joseph’s part in the nativity story: It’s all 

about trusting God.   

Mary and Joseph both trusted God and followed where God led them.  

Even when God’s instructions ran counter to the prevailing religious laws 

and social customs of the day, they trusted God.  

Even though they could not see the path before them, they believed God was 

with them wherever they went.5   

They did not know that Bethlehem lay before them.  But they set out on the 

journey knowing God was with them. 

This is part of the miracle of Christmas: Emmanuel, which means “God with 

us.” 

This is the meaning of the name Jesus: God saves!   

Jesus saves us from our sins, from ourselves, because God loves us.  And 

God has more blessings and more work in store for us. 

                                                
5 Aaron Kline, “Matthew 1:18-25, Pastoral Perspective,” in David L. Aartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, 
Editors, Feasting on the Word, Year A, Volume 1, Advent Through Transfiguration, (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 92-97. 
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As we think about Joseph and his place in the Christmas story, maybe it's a 

good thing that he remains silent to us.  Maybe this serves as a reminder for 

us that sometimes they best response to God's unfathomable love is to 

remain silent ourselves.  

Maybe in the sound of silence, we gain a deeper appreciation for the wonder 

and the mystery of God’s greatest gift; born in a manger; born to live; born 

to die; born to live again; and born in our hearts. 

Amen. 

 


