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What Does Joseph Say to us?
Matthew 1:18-25
Reverend Yongchoel Woo
The Michigan firearm deer hunting season that began on November 15th, continues until the end of
this month. Sun and I have decided to wear neon safety vests during our daily walking routine along
Beebe Road and some wide gravel roads in the woods. We have often encountered hunters and said
hello to one another. When we have heard gun shots in the nearby woods, I have felt a little
nervous, though I was not sure how Sun has felt about it. Hunting can be successful when a hunter
accurately targets deer and other animals. In a sense, it is interesting to say that we can relate faith
to the act of hunting. In some scriptures in the New Testament, (slide 1)the word sin refers to
hamartia (the Greek ἁμαρτία), meaning "missing the mark" or "off the mark." If we can't adjust our
hearts and minds to God's will, purpose, and expectations for our lives and ministries, it is likely
that we can ‘miss the mark’, falling short of God's expectation, failing in our faith journey, or
committing sin against God. It is essential to focus on and live up to God’s plan and purpose for our
lives at any cost.
Advent season starts today and continues until Christmas. During this season, we have a spiritual
target that we need to hit accurately. (slide 2) We should realize what our Savior means to us and
what Christmas is about for our lives. As we meditate on the four spiritual themes of hope, love,
joy, and peace, I pray that we all can have precious encounters with our Lord and experience His
presence and power in our lives.
We lit the first advent candle of hope this morning. Today, I would like all of us to know how we
can have hope in Christ, as we examine today’s scripture from the viewpoint of Joseph.
Let's first put ourselves into Joseph's shoes. (slide 3) If you had been Joseph, how would you have
responded to the unexpected and unacceptable situation when you heard from Mary that she had
been made pregnant with the Holy Spirit?
To the Jewish people in that day, betrothal (engagement) was the same as being married—except
that the man and woman did not live together. They were called “husband and wife,” and, at the end
of the engagement period, they were considered to be married. If a betrothed woman became
pregnant, it was considered adultery (see Deut. 22:13–21).
Knowing this, I think Joseph indeed had serious difficulties in dealing with the problematic
situation he faced.
(slide 4) 1) First of all, we need to acknowledge that Joseph was human and that he must have felt
shocked, confused, and messed up with the unexpected situation he had to face. Since he had been
excited about a happy marriage in a few months and dreamed of a happy family life, he must have
been shocked by Mary’s marital betrayal and devastated with his loss of what he had laid out for his
future marriage and family life. He could have exploded with anger as he thought Mary was making
up an excuse that she had conceived a child by the Holy Spirit, without even asking for his merciful
forgiveness. He would have had difficulties in understanding her behavior and the situation that
made absolutely no sense to him.
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(slide 5) 2) Another concern was about how other people would think about their marriage and
family life. People would surely assume that Mary had conceived a baby with another man, because
they knew that Joseph and Mary were not allowed to live together during their engagement period.
Knowing this, he would have felt afraid to take Mary home as his wife. (v.20)
(slide 6) 3) The final concern he had in accepting Mary as his wife was about his faithfulness to the
law. Regarding verse 19, the King James Version says that he was a 'just' man and the New
Revised Standard Version says he was a 'righteous' man. The New International Version says it this
way, "because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law and yet did not want to expose her to
public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly."
(slide 7) Joseph surely knew about the strict teachings of the law regarding adultery, one of which is
shown in Deuteronomy chapter 22. "If a damsel that is a virgin be betrothed unto a husband, and a
man find her in the city, and lie with her. Then ye shall bring them both out unto the gate of that
city, and ye shall stone them with stones that they die." (Deut.22:23-24). However, he did not want
to divorce Mary publicly, which would cause Mary to be exposed to community disgrace and being
stoned to death.
(slide 8) There is another option, a private divorce. Mishnah, which was the rabbinic tradition of
interpreting the law, "allowed for the divorce of a suspected adulteress before just two witnesses,
though it is hard to see how this could long be kept secret from a society aware of the original
engagement." Joseph chose this option for Mary.
We can see that Joseph’s faithfulness to the law was tempered with his mercy for Mary as he
proceeded to quietly divorce her.
It was at that time that an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, (slide 9)
"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, and you are to give him the name of Jesus
because he will save his people from their sins" (v.20-21)
God stepped into Joseph’s dilemma and persuaded him to take a bold step, ‘do not be afraid to take
Mary home as your wife,’ assuring him that Mary’s pregnancy has a divine purpose, and is not the
result of infidelity. And God revealed His new plan of salvation through the soon-to-be-born baby,
commanding Joseph to name him Jesus, which means "God saves." Though Joseph might not be
aware that all those things had been predicted through the prophecy of Isaiah, Matthew wanted all
Christians to know that all those things happened to fulfill what the Lord had said through the
prophet.(slide 10) "The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him
Immanuel" (which means "God with us", Isaiah 7:14)
In the end, Joseph was persuaded to accept Mary as his wife and boldly face all of the possible trials
and difficulties that would come throughout his married life with Mary. He did not fully understand
what plan and purpose God had for his wife and family, but he could respond to God with his trust
and obedience.
(slide 11) What if Joseph had chosen to follow the law and publicly divorce Mary, instead of
embracing God's salvation plan? What if he had been stuck in feeling the shame of Mary's betrayal
and infidelity? What if he had chosen to maintain his socio and religious reputation and dignity by
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divorcing Mary? What if he had not taken Mary to his home, fearing possible blame and curses
from others? Then, he could have missed the mark, which was God's new salvation through Jesus
Christ, and the salvation story through Jesus Christ could have been totally different from what we
have now.
Today's scripture describes how Joseph moved beyond his weaknesses and limitations and became
a part of God’s new plan of salvation. From the scripture today, we can get spiritual wisdom about
how we can focus on God’s plan, will, and purpose for us, including our relationships, family, local
church, and denomination.
First of all, (slide 12) we need to have strong faith that with His unique plan and purpose for each of
us, God wants to come into our lives to complete His salvation. Through our relationships and faith
communities (family and church), God mysteriously works through us to complete His salvation.
We need to discern the way God is working through us and adjust our lives to His salvation plan.
(slide 13) We need to hit His target of salvation with our total faithfulness and obedience.
However, it is not that easy for us to figure out God's purpose and plan for our relationships and
faith communities which include our family, church, and denomination. Joseph faced the obstacles
of strong legalistic views, self-interest, prejudice, misunderstanding, and the fear of social and
religious blame, all of which prevented him from knowing God's hidden plan of salvation through
Jesus Christ. (slide 14) We can face the same kinds of obstacles in our lives.
In our relationships and faith communities, we can be stuck in our own biblical knowledge and
theology, which function to us as the law. We may be accustomed to feeling comfortable practicing
judgmental thinking and behavior. We may pursue securing our self-esteem and dignity in our
relationships and faith communities. We may pay too much attention to others' evaluations of our
faith and lives. Or we may harbor prejudice and stereotypes against those around us. Without
knowing about what plan God has for our relationships and faith communities and how God will
work through us to complete His salvation, we may stick to our way of thinking and behavior and
think we are on the right path in our faith journey.
Joseph failed to recognize God’s hidden plans at work in Mary’s pregnancy, but God helped Joseph
hit the mark, revealing His new plan of salvation and allowing him to be a part of His salvation.
God will do the same thing for us.
In our relationships and faith communities, we should continuously focus on figuring out how our
Lord comes into our lives and works through us to complete His salvation. We can't do that on our
own but can with the help of the Holy Spirit. (slide 15)The Holy Spirit will help us to open our
eyes, hearts, and minds to focus on His mysterious presence and power among us, making us get
over our spiritual weaknesses and limitations, including our legalistic stances, prejudices towards
others, and selfishness.
During this first week of Advent, let's accurately shoot at the spiritual target God has set up for our
relationships and faith communities. Let’s look at our many relationships with others, our families,
and our faith community and see where Our Lord has already come and is mysteriously at work in
us for His plan of salvation. And let’s seek to ‘hit the mark’ by participating in God’s gracious
works.

