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Sermon for December 20, 2020—“The Forgotten Man of Christmas” 

Fourth Sunday of Advent, Year B—Texts: Matthew 1:18-25 

A woman went into a post office to buy stamps for her Christmas cards. “What 

denomination do you want?” asked the lady at the counter. “Oh, good heavens!” she 

replied, “has it come to this? I suppose you’d better give me twenty Catholic and twenty 

Presbyterian.”  

Okay—it’s less than a week before Christmas and I have a question. If you were given 

the opportunity to meet any person in the first Christmas story, besides Jesus, who 

would you choose? I’ve been thinking about that this week and it’s not easy to decide. 

There are so many fascinating people. There’s Herod. The Magi—that is—the Three 

Wise men. There’s the innkeeper. The shepherds. And then—of course—there’s Mary.  

Luke wrote much of his Christmas story about her. Wouldn’t you like to meet the 

mother of Jesus? I would. But there’s someone else I think I’d like to meet even more. 

He’s what I call the “Forgotten Man of Christmas. Matthew wrote his story about him. 

His name is Joseph. He’s Mary’s husband and—of course—Jesus’ adoptive father. I 

think he’s the person in the story that I’d most like to meet—probably because I’m 

adopted. I was thinking that calling Joseph the “Forgotten Man of Christmas,” wouldn’t 

be an exaggeration. Not much is said about him in the Bible. Not many sermons are 

preached about him. Actually—there’s not much known about him at all.  

Here’s what we know about him: 

His father’s name was Jacob. 

His family’s hometown was Bethlehem, but he lived in Nazareth, which are about 95 

miles apart. 

He’s from the royal line of David—as Matthew’s genealogy makes clear. 

He was a carpenter by trade. Actually the Greek word is “tekton,” which was a common 

term for an artisan/craftsman—in particular, a carpenter, wood-worker, or a mason or 

builder.  

He was a poor man. We know that because when presenting Jesus in the Temple, he 

brought a turtledove to sacrifice. Jews only did that when they couldn’t afford a lamb. 

(Which is kind of ironic when you think about it, because Jesus was the Lamb of God. 

But I digress.) 

Anyway, Joseph was a religious man—a devout keeper of the Law—as we’ll see in a 

moment. What we don’t know is how old he was. Most scholars agree that he was a 

young man, probably a teenager. So—if we said 17 years old, we’d probably be about 

right.  

Matthew tells Joseph’s story this way: “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.”  
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What our translation calls “pledged to be married,” other, older, versions call 

“betrothed.” It refers to an ancient Jewish marriage custom. In those days, most 

marriages were arranged by the parents, with or without the children’s approval. The 

two sets of parents would meet and draw up a formal marriage contract. When the 

contract was signed the man and woman were legally “pledged” to each other. This 

period of betrothal would last up to a year, at the end of which they were formally 

married in a public ceremony. 

Now that sounds a bit like our practice of engagement, but there were some major 

differences. For one, the “pledge” was considered as sacred as marriage itself and the 

only way to break the betrothal was through a legal divorce. In essence, it was just like 

being married, except you couldn’t live together—or consummate the marriage—until 

after the wedding. The one-year waiting period was a time for testing commitment and 

faithfulness. 

Here’s where the story gets interesting.  

According to Deuteronomy 22:20-21, “If...evidence of the young woman’s virginity 

was not found...then they shall bring the young woman out of her father’s house and 

stone her to death, because she committed a disgraceful act in Israel. So you shall purge 

the evil from your midst.” Wow! 

So, now Mary turns up pregnant. Joseph only knows one thing for sure: He’s not the 

father. What words describe a man’s feelings at a time like this? Anger? Confusion? 

Frustration? Embarrassment? Shame? Rage? Disappointment? All of the above? What 

did he say to her? What did she say to him? Did she tell him about the angel Gabriel?  

If she did could you blame him for not believing her? Did he say to her, “Mary, how 

could you? You were pledged to me. We were going to get married. I was going to 

build a place for us in Nazareth. Mary, Mary, how could you do this? Why, Mary, why? 

I kept myself for you. Why couldn’t you keep yourself for me?” 

Put yourself in Joseph’s shoes. You’re a teenager in a committed relationship. 

Suddenly, your girlfriend turns up pregnant. You aren’t the father, but you don’t know 

who is. What do you do? Joseph had quite a dilemma on his hands. He was an observant 

Jew and under the Law he had the right to divorce Mary for unfaithfulness or have her 

stoned! In fact—the Law forbade him to marry her under those circumstances.  

Herein lies the greatness of Joseph. He loved her even though he thought she’d been 

unfaithful to him. His love covered her shame. This is how verse 19 puts it: “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.” 

Now, in those days a man could get a divorce in two ways: First, he could get a public 

divorce by going before a judge. That would mean that the whole town would know 

about Mary’s shame. Second, he could get a private divorce by giving her the papers 

in the presence of two witnesses. It’s entirely to Joseph’s credit that he chose to do it 

privately and thus spare Mary the humiliation of a public divorce. But, having made 

his decision—he didn’t do it.  
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He had every legal/moral right to divorce her, but he just couldn’t do it. I think this 

speaks to his love for her. As one writer put it, there was a “short, but tragic struggle 

between his legal conscience and his love.”  

He hesitated. He waited—and prayed long and hard. But time was running out. Every 

day it was becoming more obvious that Mary was pregnant. Late at night he lay in bed, 

staring into the blackness, wondering what to do. Joseph couldn’t marry Mary until he 

was sure it was all right. He needed assurance. He needed to know the truth. He got—

in a dream. And in the dream—through an angel—God spoke to him: “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.”  

God met him at the point of his need—at exactly the right moment. But God wasn’t 

finished. The angel said to Joseph, “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.” The angel 

explains just enough—and nothing more. The baby is “from the Holy Spirit...” and 

thus not of man. Nothing more is said. We’re not told exactly how Jesus’ conception 

took place. It remains one of the great mysteries of our faith. And after 2,000 years, we 

still know nothing more about it than Joseph did. The angel did add a detail, about who 

this baby will be. His name would be Jesus, which means “Savior.” He would save 

God’s people from their sins. 

That’s it. It’s not a long message, but it’s enough. What happens next isn’t celebrated 

enough, but it reveals Joseph’s finest qualities: “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 had given birth to a son. And he named him 

Jesus.” Every step he takes, every move he makes, testifies to his righteousness. 

By marrying her quickly, he broke all Jewish custom, but he protected Mary’s 

reputation. By keeping her a virgin until Jesus was born, he protected the miracle of 

Jesus’ conception by the Holy Spirit against slander by unbelievers. By naming the 

baby, he exercised a father’s prerogative and thus officially took him into his family as 

his own legal son. 

So, you have to love Joseph. Does he strike you as he does me as a really good man? 

Lots of attention is given to Mary and rightly so. But Joseph deserves his credit, too. 

He’s a model of the man of faith: a righteous man, a man of integrity. Struggling with 

his doubts, having faith in what God has said, and ultimately acting upon his faith.  

Joseph’s a great example of a godly man. He was tough when he could’ve been weak. 

Tender when he could’ve been harsh. Thoughtful when he could’ve been hasty. 

Trusting when he could’ve doubted. Temperate when he could’ve indulged himself. 

None of this should be surprising. After all, he was a descendent of King David, whom 

God called a man after God’s own heart. 

So here’s a question for everyone listening to me right now, but perhaps especially to 

all the guys out there. Could we use those same words to describe you? 

 



4 
 

Are you tough-minded, determined to do what’s right no matter the cost? Are you 

tender with your significant other? With your spouse? With your children? With your 

grandchildren? Are you thoughtful, taking your time when making important 

decisions? Or do you jump to conclusions and maybe do or say something you later 

regret? Are you trusting, even when you think there’s a better way to do things? Are 

you temperate and considerate of your family and friend’s wants and needs or do you 

indulge your own at their expense? Just something to think about.  

By the way, if anyone needed any additional proof about the kind of man Joseph was 

consider this: When Jesus grew up and began his ministry, he chose one word above 

all others to describe what God is like. The word? Father. Jesus called God, “Father.” 

“Abba.” The nearest word in English? “Dad” or “Daddy.” And where do you suppose 

Jesus learned about fathers? From Joseph.  

Though the descendant of a king, Joseph was an ordinary guy, from an ordinary family, 

living in an ordinary town, with an ordinary job. And God chose Joseph to be the earthly 

father to his Son. God chose Joseph to be provider and protector, teacher and guide for 

Jesus as he was growing up. God chose Joseph for a supporting role that was 

tremendously important. 

Again, I want to address this to the guys: The way children respond to God depends 

largely on what kind of men their fathers and/or grandfathers are. And if you’re 

thinking, hey, not me, I’m just an ordinary guy, there’s no way God can’t possibly use 

me in any particularly important way, my response would be: Really? Does anyone 

here really doubt the influence they have on their children, their families, or even their 

friends?  

Like it or not, believe it or not, you teach them something about God every day, simply 

by the way you live. You may not realize that they’re watching you, but they are. You 

may not think that you’ve anything to teach them. But you do. 

And here brothers and sisters—is the thing: You never know—one conversation, one 

encounter, one experience—might just turn out to be a turning point in that person’s 

personal journey. Or maybe—just maybe—the turning point in yours. 

Joseph didn’t expect anything particularly extraordinary to happen in his life. Why 

would he? He’d come to terms with himself—with his life. It was perfectly reasonable 

for him to expect to get married, settle down and have children, work hard and grow 

old in the town in which he grew. That’s probably what his father did and his father 

before him. Perfectly reasonable. 

But God had other plans. Plans which were utterly unimaginable. Plans that were 

beyond any reasonable expectation. Plans that were downright impossible! Plans that 

called for a small-town carpenter to leave everything he’d ever known to care for and 

protect a newborn baby with an earth-shattering mission. 

Praise to the God who is able to do far more than we can ask or imagine. 

Come, Lord Jesus. 

Amen and amen. 

 


