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Righteous Joseph * Matthew 1:18-25 

December 16, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I see the hands of Joseph.  

Back and forth along bare wood they move. 

There is worry in those working hands,  

sorting out confusing thoughts with every stroke. 

“How can this be, my beautiful Mary now with child?”   

Rough with deep splinters, these hands,  

small, painful splinters like tiny crosses  

embedded deeply in this choice to stay with her.  

He could have closed his hands to her,  

said, “No” and let her go to stoning. 

But, dear Joseph opened both his heart and hands 

to this mother and her child. 

Preparing in these days before  

with working hands  

and wood pressed tight between them. 

It is these rough hands that will open 

and be the first to hold the Child. 

Catherine Alder, Advent Hands 

 

I really like that poem.  I like how it captures the things that must have been going on in Joseph’s head.  I 

like how it gives voice to someone who is otherwise pretty silent through the whole Christmas story.  

And I like that it helps us to see not just what Joseph DID but who he WAS.   

 

Often times, Mary and Joseph are just ‘characters’ in the Christmas story.  We know what they did – he 

took Mary as his wife but knew her not until the baby was born; she wrapped the child in swaddling 

clothes and laid Him in a manger.  That’s what they DID but who WERE they?  How did they live as they 

played their parts in God’s larger story?   

 

Those are the questions that I want us to consider this week and next, as we look closely at Mary and 

Joseph to learn lessons from their CHARACTER.  They certainly show us what it looks like to be ‘Jesus’ 

parents,’ but they also show us what it looks like to be ‘Jesus’s people’ – that is people of faith, living in 

obedience to God.  And while we are not Jesus’ parents, we are certainly His people and Mary and 

Joseph show us what it looks like to live for Him.   

 

So that’s the plan for this week and next – to look at the character of the Christmas characters and today 

we’re going to get started with Joseph.   

 

If you’re not already there, turn with me in your Bibles to Matthew 1, starting in verse 18.  Matthew 1, 

verse 18.   
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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. 

 19 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. 

 

 20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and 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. 

 21 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." 

 22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 

 23 "The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel"--which 

means, "God with us." 

 

 24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home 

as his wife. 

 25 But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus  

(Mat 1:18-25 NIV). 

 

Now what does all that tell us about Joseph’s character?  He did what was right in a merciful way.  He 

did the right thing in a merciful way. 

 

Let me show what I mean. 

 

When the Bible says that Joseph was a ‘righteous man,’ it means that he was the kind of person who 

could be counted on to do the right thing.  In every situation, he could tell right from wrong and you 

could be reasonably sure that he would always DO what was right. 

 

Now here’s the question – who defines what’s right?  Because if the book of Judges tells us anything, it 

tells us that what’s right in OUR eyes is not always ‘the right thing to do.’  There’s no shortage of 

moments in the book of Judges when people do right in their own eyes and end up in a heap of trouble.   

 

Well Joseph, it turns out, learned the lesson of that sermon series well, because he was quick to do right 

in God’s eyes.  He knew God’s Word; He understand that God had laid out boundaries within which His 

people would thrive and he made every effort to live within those boundaries.  You know, it’s fascinating 

to track with Joseph through Luke’s Christmas story because – remember when Jesus is presented at the 

temple and Simeon and Anna make a big deal about Him?  It’s because Joseph and Mary were following 

God’s prescriptions to dedicate their child.  Remember the time Jesus stayed back at the temple and His 

parents thought He’d gotten lost?  It’s because Joseph was taking his family in for Passover worship the 

way that God had asked.  If God said something was right, Joseph did it.  It God said something was not, 

Joseph avoided it.   

 

Which must have torn him up inside when the woman he was set to marry showed up pregnant at his 

doorstep.  Here was his beloved Mary, pregnant – and he was NOT the dad.   
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And he knew what God said about this sort of thing – he knew that sexual relations outside of marriage 

was wrong and that one part of the Law said that adulterers were to be stoned.  That was what Mary 

appeared to deserve. 

 

But Joseph also knew that another part of the Law allowed for divorce in the case of infidelity and so 

after some serious thought, that’s what Joseph decided to do - to divorce her quietly and start anew. 

 

Joseph decided to do the right thing – that is, to acknowledge that adultery is wrong – but to do it in a 

way that showed mercy – by ensuring that she would live.  He found another way.  He did the right 

thing, in a merciful manner. 

 

But then God Himself intervened.  The angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and explained what 

was going on from God’s point of view.  He explained that Mary wasn’t in fact guilty of sin, that this child 

WAS in fact the son of God, and that He the Messiah that Joseph himself had been waiting for.   

 

And when Joseph understood that this is what God had decided was right, well, right away, he did the 

right thing.  Verse 20 – When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded and 

took Mary home as his wife. 

 

And not only that, once Jesus was born, Joseph kept at it.  When God said – you need to flee with the 

baby to Egypt, he went.  When God send, get them out of Egypt, they returned.  When God said ‘He will 

be called a Nazarene,’ Joseph moved Him to Nazareth.   

 

I like how Dale Bruner puts it – “In the NT, Joseph never speaks (GG:but his actions speak volumes).  In 

every scene [what to do about Mary, the flight to Egypt, the return home], Joseph simply acts without 

speaking.  His speech is to do the will of God.  His hallmark is obedience – prompt, simple and 

unspectacular obedience” (Bruner, 47).   

 

He does the right thing, every time, in a merciful way.   

 

And as I got thinking about it, I realized that Jesus was like that too.  He Himself did the right thing, with 

mercy, every time.   

 

Just think about the woman caught in adultery and dragged before Him by angry Pharisees – they 

wanted to stone her but Jesus found another way.  He acknowledged that adultery was wrong, but He 

sent her away to live.   

 

Just think of the man whose friends lowered him through the roof – Jesus acknowledged that this man 

had sinned, but He forgave his sin and healed him anyways. 

 

Same with the paralytic by the pool of Bethesda – Jesus knew all that man had done, but still healed him 

and then said – go and sin no more.   
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Jesus called a spade a spade – sin is sin – but He dealt with people in a merciful way. 

 

Jesus Himself always did the right thing in a merciful manner.   

 

And you know where He got it from?  He learned it from His father.   

 

Just think about it – Joseph wasn’t just righteous in Matthew 1 and 2 – this was his character – to do the 

right thing mercifully.  I’m sure that Jesus didn’t just see his father carefully cutting and sanding and 

crafting his woodwork; I’m sure Jesus saw Joseph interacting with his customers with honesty and 

integrity and good faith every time.  I’m sure Jesus saw people try to rip Joseph off; I’m sure Jesus saw 

Joseph have to deal with people who placed orders and couldn’t pay – and I’m sure that every time, 

Joseph did the right thing in God’s eyes, in a merciful way.   

 

And you know where HE learned it from?  He learned it from His Heavenly Father.  God Himself.   

 

Because if you think about it, Joseph is simply doing what God would do.  By doing right in God’s eyes, 

with mercy, Joseph was acting like God.  Because God consistently does right in a merciful way. 

 

And if you think about it, Joseph and Mary at the beginning of this story is a miniature version of God 

and us. 

 

Joseph had to decide what to do about Mary’s [apparent] sin. 

God had to decide what to do about our [very real] sin. 

 

The ‘right thing to do’ would be to make sure that justice was done.  We told God that we knew better 

than Him; we’ve all crossed the boundaries that He’s set out for us, and so ‘the right thing to do’ was to 

make sure that those sin were paid for.   

 

And like Joseph would have been legally right to abandon Mary to stoning, God would have been legally 

right to abandon us to eternal punishment.   

 

But in His great mercy, God found another way.  He didn’t just do ‘the right thing;’ - He did the right 

thing in a merciful way.  He did the right thing in a way that allowed us to live.   

 

He sent His sinless Son into the world to bear the punishment that our sins deserved.  He sent His son to 

die in our place.  That’s what the angel meant when he said that “Jesus would save His people from their 

sins.”  He would come in and to die the death our sin deserved, so that we could be reconciled to God 

and live forever.  That’s ‘doing the right thing, in a merciful way.’   

 

See, in this way - justice was done – sin was paid for – every offense against God paid back – but God did 

it in a merciful way.  Instead of pouring out His wrath on us, He sent His only Son Jesus to bear the cost 

of our sin on the Cross, so that He could forgive us and give us life.  That’s ‘the right thing, done 

mercifully.’ 
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And when we receive His forgiveness, when we turn from sin and give ourselves to trusting Him, we 

become His children.  That’s 1 John 3:1 – See what love the Father has lavished upon us – that we should 

be called children of God.  And that is what we really are! 

 

And if we really are God’s children, then we should really make an effort to live like our Father, making 

every effort to ‘do the right thing, with mercy.’  In a lot of ways, that’s what Christian faith boils down to 

– doing ‘the right thing – from God’s point of view – in a merciful way.’  If you’re doing that, it’s hard to 

go wrong.   

 

And there are no shortage of opportunities and obstacles for this kind of action.  I mean, on one hand, 

there are all sorts of people who will say ‘there’s no single ‘right way’ – what’s right for you is right for 

you’ but that’s just not true.  From God’s point of view, right and wrong exist and we are called to do 

what is right.  We need to call a spade a spade; we need to call sin sin… 

 

But we need to do it in a merciful way.  We have to do it in a way that ensures that justice is done, even 

while we value and uphold the other person.   

 

In our relationships at school and work and neighbourhood, we need to ‘do the right thing’ in a merciful 

way.  Especially in our families – we need to be able to hold each other accountable and if someone is 

wronging you, then you have every reason to call it what it is, but we need to do it in a merciful manner.  

Do it in a way that shows them that you really care about them.   

 

That’s certainly what God did when He gave His one and only Son for us.  I love the words that we used 

for the call to worship because they tell you everything you need to know about Christmas – 9 This is 

how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live 

through him. 10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning 

sacrifice for our sins. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 

 

Doing the right thing, in a merciful way.   

 

You know, through the years, Joseph has sometimes been called ‘Quiet Joseph’ because he doesn’t say a 

word in the whole of the Bible.  But I would argue that his actions speak way louder than words and I 

like that.  And I like that there are so many Josephs here – people who are not flashy or spectacular but 

steadfastly committed to doing justice, loving mercy and walking humbly with our God.  Keep it up and 

let’s pray that God would help us to do the right thing, in His eyes, in a merciful way.   

 

 

 

 

 

Benediction 

15. 1 Th. 3:12-13 - May the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, as 

we do for you, so that he may establish your hearts blameless in holiness before our God and Father, at 

the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. 


