CHARACTERS OF CHRISTMAS
#2 Joseph: Never Underestimate Your Influence

December 6th, 2009 – Matthew 1:18-25

There was a little girl who watched her mother & dad getting ready for Christmas. To her, it seemed that dad was preoccupied with burdens & bundles, & mom was concerned about parties & presents. It seemed to her that she was always being told, Would you please get out of the way?  One night in December she prayed Our Father who art in heaven, please forgive us our Christmases as we forgive those who Christmas against us. Sometimes in the rush of things we just forget to focus on the real meaning of Christmas. For a few moments this morning let’s turn our attention to another character in the Christmas story. Turn in your Bibles to Matthew 1:18-25.

Everybody needs somebody to believe in them. Think with me just for a moment, what does it do for you when you realize that someone believes in you? There is not only encouragement, but strength, and a deep sense of security. 

Today we look at the story of Joseph, who truly had a strong faith in God and in his relationship with Mary. She had someone who really believed in her during a difficult time in her life. Never underestimate your influence!

In Matthew chapter 13, Jesus goes back to His home town, Nazareth, to teach in the synagogue. People were amazed at his teaching. Here we get a window picture of Joseph when it says in verse 54-55: Where did this man get this wisdom and these miraculous powers? Isn’t this the carpenter’s son? They could not believe what was happening in the life of Jesus. Never underestimate your influence! Tuck that away in your mind as we come to Matthew 1:18: This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about. His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. Pledged is also translated betrothed.
There are three steps to a Jewish marriage. Let’s look at those steps:

THREE STEPS IN A JEWISH MARRIAGE

The first stage is the engagement: Usually that was set up by their parents. Two sets of parents would get together & talk things over. One would say to the other, We would like to have your daughter marry our son.  Her parents would reply, That sounds like a good idea. Let’s discuss a contract. And these two sets of parents would arrange the engagement without the young people even being involved. One example of that in the O.T. was when Abraham sent his servant to his home country to find a wife for his son, Isaac. The servant found Rebekah & brought her back. Isaac had never seen her before. Then she became his wife.  Most pastors see a stream of young people in love, wanting to get married, with moonbeams in their eyes. They’re caught up in the emotions of romance, making decisions that will affect them all the rest of their lives. The Jews felt that young people did not possess the wisdom to make that kind of a decision, so the parents made the decision for them. With a teenage daughter, I think this is a marvelous tradition. We should really get back to biblical times and do this again!

The second stage of a Jewish marriage was called betrothal: This was a very serious step. That’s exactly where Joseph and Mary were in their lives.  During this time the young couple agreed to the marriage, signed a legal document, & was considered husband & wife. But they didn’t live together yet. It was a time of building a relationship, of coming to know one another. And this time of betrothal usually lasted about a year. If you wanted to back out of the period you had to get a right of divorce. Now notice that Matthew says, before they came together. There were no sexual relations during this time. Joseph loved Mary so much that he did not take advantage of her. If a male would die during this period they would literally look upon the woman as a widow. The term was a “virgin widow.” In the eyes of the Jewish community, they were already married.

The final step was the marriage itself: At the close of that year they were to be husband and wife in every sense of the word. Michael Card wrote a song entitled Joseph’s Song: Lord I know He’s not my own. Not of my flesh, not of my bone. Still Father, let this baby be The Son of my love. Father show me where I fit into this plan of Yours. How can a man be father to the Son of God? Lord, for all my life I’ve been a simple carpenter. How can I raise a King? How can I raise a King?  Michael Card wrote the song because there is not much said concerning how Joseph felt about the birth of Jesus. Joseph had a strong trust in God and in Mary. What can we appreciate about Joseph in the midst of the circumstances that he faced?

WHAT CAN WE APPRECIATE ABOUT JOSEPH?

His relationship with God the Father: Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly - Matthew 1:19.  Joseph was known as a righteous man. We are made righteous by the blood of Jesus Christ.  Joseph desired to live a moral life in a corrupt culture. He grew up among people who were very religious but not very righteous. Even the religious leaders of the day were corrupt men, more interested in politics, power and possessions than in living for God. Truly righteous people make others uncomfortable. Just by the way they live they make others aware of their shortcomings. People had never treated righteous men very kindly. They killed the prophets. They would later reject Jesus. The righteousness of Joseph basically caused him to do two things:
First, it caused him to treat Mary very well.   We have to understand the culture in which Joseph lived. Women were not equals at all in this society. There is an interesting phrase at the beginning of verse 20: But after he had considered this…Joseph was pondering in his heart what to do. He probably felt hurt, disappointed, confused, and even betrayed. He’s thinking How can I best help this person that I love? He could have disgraced her if he had wanted to. He could have probably been the catalyst of her losing her life by being stoned to death. But Joseph being a righteous man, seeing the condition of Mary, chose the way of mercy. Without having any kind of understanding of her background he says to her, What can I do? What is the best course of action? He chose the quiet route without the angel, without God or any kind of message. 
It’s not our actions but our reactions that show our maturity in God. It’s not the things that we can control in a calculated, step – by – step process under the coolness of life that really shows our Christian maturity. It is what happens to us when all of a sudden, something blows up in our face, something unexpected, something we don’t like, something we don’t understand, something we don’t appreciate. The normal reaction in this type of situation would be How will this affect me? This is how most people think isn’t it? All the people in this little town are going to think I have broken God’s law. Joseph responded How is this going to affect Mary. Chris Spielman did not play middle linebacker for the Buffalo Bills during the 1998 season. He chose to stay home. He cooked, took care of his kids, and cared for his wife Stephanie who was battling cancer. A reporter asked if he would return late in the season to play.  He said, I’d play in a heartbeat, but what kind of man would I be if I backed out on my word to her?
Second, he did not break God’s law.  His righteousness comes forth because he did not live with her. Even though, she had perhaps in his eyes at that point, been unfaithful, he wanted to keep the standard as it should be! He could have at that moment, said, Everyone’s going to think that the baby is mine anyway, so I will just go ahead and have sexual relations with her any way. He could have gone with that scenario. But no he was a righteous person. 
He said, No, God’s law is right. I don’t understand what is happening at this point. I’ll divorce her quietly. 

The closest people to us most often test our relationship with God. Isn’t that true? The people that we love the very most are the ones who sometime test our resolve and our relationship, not only with them but God himself. Think of Abraham. Remember when God spoke to him about offering his only son as a sacrifice. These relationships become testing grounds for our spiritual development. In the movie Cinderella Man, we meet a man who  is a boxer. He has lost everything. His family is starving. His son steals a loaf of bread to help his starving family. The father rebukes his son and makes him apologize to the storekeeper from whom he stole it. The closest people to us most often test our relationship with God. Such was the case with Joseph.
Maybe you’ve never been in a position quite like Joseph’s, but we have all been wronged by another person. We all know what it is like to be hurt or offended. How do you react when you are wronged? Two friends were walking through the desert and got into an argument. One friend slapped the other on the face. The one who got slapped was hurt, but without saying anything, wrote in the sand: Today my best friend slapped me in the face. They kept walking until they found an oasis. Thirsty, they stopped for water. The one who was slapped got stuck in the mire, fell in, and started to drown. His friend saved him. That night, he wrote on a stone: Today my best friend saved my life. The friend who had slapped then saved the other, asked him, After I hurt you, you wrote in the sand and now you write on a stone, why? He replied: When someone hurts us we should write it in the sand where the winds of forgiveness can erase it way. But, when someone does something good for us, we must engrave it in stone where it will be long remembered. There is a good lesson there. Based on our relationship with Jesus we will do right by others, even when they have done wrong by us. We can appreciate Joseph’s relationship with God the Father.
His sensitivity to God’s will: … an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream & said, `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, & you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.’ All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: `The virgin will be with child & will give birth to a son, & they will call him Immanuel’ which means, `God with us.’" Matthew. 1:20-23.  

It’s hard to listen to others once you have forged a plan in your mind. He just gets the plan all worked out and the Lord sends an angel with Plan B. The angel says, Mary is not lying to you. She has been absolutely truthful to you. She has not been unfaithful. In fact, that which has happened in her is the fulfillment of God’s promise to save His people from their sins. All of a sudden, God breaks into his life and says, Joseph, I want to tell you about this situation and I want to turn all of your plans around.  In this dream, God gave Joseph a glimpse of the divine plan. Because Joseph was a descendant of David and a righteous man, God gave him the unique job of raising the Messiah. God told Joseph, that Mary’s Son would, save His people from their sins! 

For over 1,000 years the Jews had been waiting for the Messiah to come. Over 300 times God had directed the prophets to prophesy concerning Him. And the result was that the O.T. prophets had predicted almost every stage of the life of Jesus hundreds of years before it happened. Having just one person fulfilling eight prophesies would be astronomical by mathematical calculations. It would be like placing a person blind folded in the state of Texas. They are knee deep in a state covered with silver dollars. Their job is to find the one that has been marked. Good luck!

What is impossible with man is possible with God. 

Lou Johnson was a 1965 World Series hero for the Los Angeles Dodgers. He tried for 30 years to recover the championship ring he lost to drug dealers in 1971. Drug and alcohol abuse cost him everything from that magical season, including his uniform, glove, and the bat he used to hit the winning home run in the deciding game. When the Dodgers president, Bob Graziano, learned that Johnson’s World Series ring was about to be auctioned on the Internet, he immediately wrote a check for $3,457.00 and bought the ring before any bids were posted. He did for Johnson what the former Dodger outfielder had been unable to do for himself. In the same way, God has done for us what we were unable to do for ourselves. He paid the price for our sins with the blood of His Son. What a gift!
God is asking Joseph to raise the Savior as his own son. Most people would never accept that kind of challenge.  In a peanuts cartoon, Lucy and Marcia are getting ready for the Christmas play.  Lucy tells Marcia that she is sure she will be picked as Mary for the Christmas play. You might pick Lucy to be Herod; but not Mary! Lucy is positive.  Marcia says, Well, I hate to tell you, but the director has already asked me to be Mary.  Not hearing a word, Lucy continues, I’m sure I’ll make a wonderful Mary!  I like the part where the angel Gabriel comes to Mary, I think that will be my favorite part.   Marcia says:  Why would Gabriel bother talking to you… you never listen! Even though the plan was set  Joseph was sensitive to the Lord’s will and leading.  Sensitivity comes as we get a good grip on God’s Word  as we: hear, read, study, memorize and meditate upon it.  How good is your grip today?
His willingness to obey: When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. Matthew 1:24-25.  This is just the first example of Joseph’s obedience.  In the brief verses that describe Joseph’s role in the Christmas Story, we see him obeying over and over – moving to Egypt, then to Israel, then to Nazareth (Matthew 2:13; 19; 22-23). Every time his obedience was immediate and complete. Even though this obedience meant risk, inconvenience because of long trips and separation from loved ones. He obeyed willingly.
A grade school class that was putting on a Christmas play. One little boy wanted so very much to be Joseph. His biggest rival was given that part, & he was assigned to the inn keeper instead. He kept plotting in his mind what he might do the night of performance to get even. The night of the performance, Mary & Joseph came walking across the stage. They knocked on the door of the inn. Joseph answered; We’d like to have a room for the night. Innkeeper: Great, come on in & I’ll give you the best room in the house. Thinking quickly, No wife of mine is going to stay in dump like this. Come on, Mary, let’s go to the barn. There is a price to be paid for obedience. It’s inconvenient.

The Bible defines faith with obedience and obedience with faith. In other words, they are two sides of the same coin. You cannot have one without the other. Obedience is doing what God has said. Obedience is not doing what others say, or doing what other say God has said, or doing what you wish God has said. It is simply doing what God says. 
It’s vital to believe in God, but unless we are ready to obey Him, then our belief is useless.
Have you ever wondered where Joseph was the rest of Jesus life? Many commentators think that he probably died. He wasn’t at the cross when Jesus died. Matthew 1, 2 and 13 is all you have for Joseph. Here is what we need to grasp. I believe Jesus was greatly influenced by Joseph while He was on earth. Did you notice that these three characteristics of Joseph’s life (relationship with God, sensitivity to God’s will, and willingness to obey) are so very strong in Jesus as well.  Relationship with the father – I and the Father are one (John 10:30). Sensitive to God’s will – My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work (John 4:34). Complete obedience no matter the cost – Father if you are willing to take this cup form me; yet not my will but yours be done (Luke 22:42).Where then did this man get these things?  From a  father who likely died when Jesus was 12 years old.  Never underestimate your influence on those who are watching your life.
I like the story of an event that took place a number of years ago. A man named Paul received a new car from his brother as a Christmas present. On Christmas Eve, when Paul came out of his office, a young boy in ragged clothes was walking around the shiny new car admiring and touching it. The little boy looked up and asked, Is this your car, mister? Paul replied, Yes, my brother gave it to me for Christmas. The little boy, You mean your brother gave it to you, and it didn’t cost you anything? Paul nodded. The little boy, I wish, I could be a brother like that. Paul, Would you like to have a ride in my new car? The boy Oh yes, I’d love that. Buy would you mind driving in front of my house?  As he drove he was thinking the body wanted to show off to the neighbors. When he stopped the boy ran up the steps and into the house. Coming back out He was carrying his little brother, who was crippled with polio. He sat him down on the bottom step. There she is Buddy, just like I told you upstairs. Isn’t she beautiful? His brother gave it to him for Christmas and it didn’t cost him anything. You know what, Buddy? Someday I’m going to give you one just like it! Then you can see all the Christmas things in the windows I’ve been telling you about. Paul got out and walked over to the boys. Do you want to ride around and see those things right now? They both nodded eagerly as they drove off.  Influence in our lives sometimes comes from the most unsuspecting sources. 
I want to encourage you today to be a Joseph. To believe for the best in others around you. Everyone needs someone to believe in them. Especially when going through a very difficult time or unusual situation. Look back over your life and remember those folks who believed in you. Its awful easy to be a critic. But when you come along somebody and let them know that you believe in them, they’ll do more out of appreciation and encouragement then all of the criticism you could ever give. The Lord desires to influence that other person through your life to form that one into exactly the person He needs them to be.  Never underestimate your influence for Jesus! AMEN!
