AN UNDERSTANDING MAN – Matt. 1:18-25

Christmas Surprises #3


Ida Sterling couldn’t believe her eyes.  As she looked out of the big picture window in the front of her house, she saw an elephant in her yard.  This full grown elephant was scratching its back on her pear tree.  Well, Ida was just the type of person who wouldn’t take this lying down.  So she grabbed her broom and marched out the front door with it.  In short order, Ida was defending her fruit tree by swatting that elephant on its behind.  It really must have been quite a humorous sight – 90 pound Ida Sterling hitting that enormous elephant on its backside.  Eventually, the elephant began to notice Ida and it slowly ambered back down Asbury Ave. to the fair grounds from which it had strayed.  


But Ida wasn’t through yet.  She grabbed the phone and dialed the mayor’s office.  This is exactly the type of thing that happens when you allow circus’ to come to town, she protested.  The mayor knew Ida.  He knew that she would never be satisfied unless he at least checked up on the situation.  So after promising her that he would, the mayor called the owner of the circus to inquire about how they had allowed an elephant to escape the circus grounds.  That call began an investigation that eventually got a young Navy pilot in training an unofficial grounding for a period of time.  The circus owner told the mayor that some crazy pilot had swooped down over the fairgrounds spooking the animals.  While they were trying to regain control, one of the elephants had meandered off.  


Well, now the mayor had to find this pilot.  It didn’t take him long.  It was a man named George.  The story quickly came out.  George had a girl friend named Jackie.  Jackie had become enamored with a singer named Bob Everley, one of the Everley brothers.  Now Jackie had never met Bob Everley personally, but he was all that she could talk about.  And George was jealous – pure and simple.  So George decided to perform a feat so daring and spectacular that Jackie would be so impressed that she would quit talking about that popular singer.  George would buzz Jackie’s house with an airplane.  Jackie lived right next to the fairgrounds.  What George didn’t realize was the havoc that he would cause among all of the circus animals in the fairground.


Impetuous George would eventually mature to become a man who would act only after careful thought and wise council.  And the romance between George and Jackie didn’t work out in the long run.  But we can be thankful for that.  Because if George wouldn’t have eventually found Barbara and asked her to marry him, we wouldn’t have the President that we have today in our country.  For that young, impetuous Navy pilot in training who buzzed the fairgrounds in Christfield, Maryland became the 41st President of the United States, George Herbert Walker Bush.  And one of the sons of George and Barbara Bush is our President today, George W. Bush.

It is amazing what men will do when they are jealous because of some woman, isn’t it?  Men who are otherwise perfectly sane and rational sometimes lose all sense of reason when they are blinded by jealousy.  It’s just part of the male makeup, I guess.  God has given to men both the responsibility and desire to protect and provide for their mates.  When a man senses that his territory is being invaded by another, all kinds of feelings of jealousy and irrational behavior can suddenly surface.


This natural male tendency makes the response of Joseph to the news that his fiancé, Mary, was pregnant even more remarkable.  In Biblical times, the engagement period was very important in the Jewish culture.  There were more vows of commitment made in order to become engaged than there even were during the wedding ceremony itself.  When a couple became engaged, they were considered to already be married in the eyes of their family and friends and neighbors.  In order to break off the engagement, actual divorce proceedings needed to be followed.  The engagement time was mainly for the purpose of taking care of the details of getting a place to live and ensuring the moral purity of the couple’s relationship.  It was this last purpose that would have made Mary’s circumstances so disturbing to Joseph.  Mary’s pregnancy would have been a sign to everyone that Joseph and Mary had not remained morally pure before their actual marriage.  Because Joseph would have known that he had remained pure, he would have naturally jumped to the conclusion that there was another man in Mary’s life.  It would have only been natural for Joseph to have experienced all kinds of feelings that would have leapt to the surface of his emotions.


Yet despite all of these intense emotions, Joseph was able to maintain his composure and act in a very rational, reasonable manner.  His sympathetic and understanding nature is certainly on of the surprises of the Christmas story.  Let’s read the account from the gospel of Matthew and then draw some lessons from Joseph’s example.  READ Matthew 1:18-25 (responsively):

MT 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. 
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.

MT 1:20 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."

MT 1:22 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."

MT 1:24 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.


What lessons can Joseph teach us about acting rationally during a time of emotional turbulence in our lives?  I would like to look at 3 of these lessons with you this morning.


The first lesson is to not jump to conclusions too rapidly.
The reason why we shouldn’t jump to conclusions is that situations are not always as they appear to be.  We all have a tendency to take a first impression, but that first impression isn’t always accurate.  The problem with many people is their seeming inability to alter that first impression even if it is wrong.  The first impression is the lasting impression for many.  But the first impression is rarely made with all of the facts known.  If we cling to that first impression even after contrary facts are found out, then we will never become the sympathetic and understanding people that we should be.  This is a lesson that is difficult for all of us to learn.


We can understand why Joseph would jump to the first impression that Mary had been unfaithful to him.  We can understand why his initial thought was that he would need to file for a writ of divorce.  It was to Joseph’s credit that he was thinking of putting her away privately rather than making a public example out of her.  This shows Joseph to be a caring, reasonable person.


But the simple fact was that this situation was not what it at first appeared to be.  Mary had not been unfaithful to her fiancé.  This was a once in a human history event where the Son of God was going to enter the world through a virgin birth.  Joseph needed to know all of the facts before he could make a final decision.  Happily, Joseph was the kind of man who was willing to alter his plans when more facts were presented that allowed the situation to be seen in a different light.


Some people just can’t seem to alter their first impression of a situation.  They forget that circumstances are not always as they first appear.  So they continue to hold on tenaciously to that first impression and this hinders them from acting rationally in an emotionally charged situation.


I was reading just this past week about how many people were inconvenienced because a Greyhound Bus driver acted on his first impression without taking time to get all of the facts.  It all started when one of the passengers near the rear of the bus commented to another that there was a bum in the bathroom.  Greyhound buses have restrooms in the rear of their coaches.  Evidently, an apparent vagrant had bought a ticket and boarded the bus for a trip.  He had slipped out of his seat to use the restroom in the rear of the bus.  Word quickly spread up from seat to seat that there was a bum in the restroom.  But by the time it got to the front of the bus, the driver was told that there was a bomb in the bathroom.  Without taking the time to at least pull the bus off the side of the road, empty all the passengers off of the bus and then go back and visually check the situation out for himself, the bus driver acted instinctively on his first impression.  He called on his radio and told his dispatcher that he had a bomb in the restroom of his vehicle.  It was just a few minutes before there were police cars and bomb squads all around the bus.  The interstate highway was closed for 15 miles in both directions.  All of the passengers were herded off the bus while police dogs tried to sniff out a bomb at the back of the bus.  Imagine the bus driver’s chagrin when there was no bomb detected because there was none there and when the passenger near the back of the bus who had started this whole mess asked the policeman why there was such a commotion about his using the restroom of the bus.


First impressions are not always accurate ones.  Wise people wait to form lasting opinions until all of the facts are in.  Many people form lasting prejudices against another group of people based upon first impressions that they learned as a child or that they learned through contact with just a person or two and they never change that bias their whole life even though as an adult they learn many other facts.  Many people jump to a conclusion about another person and form a lasting impression of that individual without ever taking the time to actually get to know that person and understand why he or she might act in their way that they appear to.


If anybody ever had reason to jump to a faulty conclusion, it was Joseph when his fiancé told him that she was pregnant.  It is to Joseph’s credit that he was willing to correct that first impression when he received more facts.  And this brings us to our 2nd lesson. 


The second lesson is to be sure that we listen to God especially during times of emotional turmoil.

When we jump to a faulty conclusion, we usually close off our minds to further considerations.  We have a saying that describes this process.  I have my mind made up; don’t bother me with the facts.  If we have our mind made up already, we don’t even need to inquire of the Lord.  So we don’t tend to pray as much about a matter or study God’s word for relevant principles.  But this response hinders us from going to the source of the One who knows all things.  God knows everything about everything.  He knows what caused any situation.  He knows why people act and think the way they do.  He knows the causes and effects of everything that has ever occurred.  If we keep an open mind and inquire diligently for His wisdom, God will lead us and guide us into the truth that we need.  James encouraged any of his readers who felt a lack of wisdom in their lives to just ask of God with the promise that God would give them His wisdom liberally.

Now Joseph had the advantage of an angel appearing to him. That would have certainly got his attention.  This is an advantage that none of us has probably experienced, but the Bible makes it clear that Joseph was attentive to God’s revelation to him.  The angel told Joseph that the situation was not as it first appeared to be.  Mary had not been unfaithful to him.  The angel then went on to explain that the baby that had been conceived in Mary was by the Holy Spirit – God Himself had fertilized that egg in Mary so that a living being could be conceived.  The angel then went on to instruct Joseph not to be afraid to take Mary to be his wife.  And when the child was born, Joseph was to name the baby, Jesus – Jehovah is Salvation – because this child was destined to save his people from their sins.


Now this angelic revelation certainly put a different slant on the situation that Joseph faced, didn’t it?  Even though Joseph couldn’t have understood how all of this could have occurred – we still can’t understand how it happened even to this day – Joseph had much more input than he had before the angel appeared to him.  When Joseph weighed the angelic message with what he knew of the character of Mary and his trust for her, Joseph began to look at this situation in a much different manner.  He stopped thinking about that writ of divorce and began making hurried plans for a wedding.  He was able to change this direction in his life because he was willing to listen to the Lord in an emotionally charged situation.

1 Kings 19 presents one of the most forlorn pictures in all of the Bible.  Here was Elijah, one of the great prophets of God, sitting under a tree contemplating suicide.  Elijah had just experienced one of the greatest victories recorded in the Bible on Mt. Carmel the chapter before.  But now he was an emotional wreck.  One message from Queen Jezebel had caused Elijah to jump to a conclusion that everything was hopeless, that all had been lost.


What turned that situation around for Elijah?  Listen to the account found in 1 Kings 19:9-13:

And the word of the LORD came to him: "What are you doing here, Elijah?"

    1KI 19:10 He replied, "I have been very zealous for the LORD God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too."

    1KI 19:11 The LORD said, "Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by."

    Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake. 12 After the earthquake came a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. 13 When Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face and went out and stood at the mouth of the cave. 


Elijah began to listen to the Lord.  As he did, he found that the conclusions that he had originally jumped to were not accurate.  This gave him courage to get up and continue his ministry as a great prophet for God.  And this brings us to our 3rd lesson.  


Finally, we need to be careful to obey God even if it is a difficult thing to do.


Joseph’s difficulties were not over when the angel told him that Mary had not been unfaithful to him.  In some ways, the angelic message put Joseph in an even more difficult position.  Divorcing Mary would have been the easy way out. Mary would have been recognized to be the bad person; Joseph could have come out looking like the righteous man that he was.  Divorcing Mary would have been the way to save his reputation.  But God’s word now put Joseph in a real bind.  Who was going to believe a virgin birth?  Joseph must have known right from the beginning that the accepted assumption about them would be that they had become intimate in their relationship too soon.  And this assumption would follow Joseph all the rest of his life.  Joseph would have to live with this.  The Jewish leaders would bring it up again and again during Christ’s public ministry.  “Isn’t this the illegitimate son of the carpenter?”  This would have been a difficult road for a righteous man like Joseph to travel.  But to his credit, Joseph was willing to live with the personal embarrassment and disgrace because he was submissive to the will of God, willing to obey the Lord even at great personal cost.  Once Joseph found out what God’s will for him was, he was willing to obey whatever the cost.

(And how important Joseph’s obedience was to the ministry of the Lord Jesus Christ:

*Both Mary and Joseph were of the lineage of David.

*Matthew gives Joseph’s genealogy; Luke gives Mary’s genealogy

*Joseph came through David’s son, Solomon (Matt. 1:6) while Mary came through David’s son, Nathan (Luke 3:31)

*Joseph was the one who carried with him the right to rule over Israel as King.  Jesus needed this in order to be the legitimate King of the Jews.  By adopting Jesus into his family, Joseph could give this legal right to rule to Jesus as the King of the Jews.  This allowed Jesus the legal authority to be the Messiah.  Of course, we recognize that he had all of the moral right that he needed as the Son of God.  But Joseph’s part in this Christmas scene allowed Jesus the human legal right that he needed to be the King of the Jews.

Do you want to be cool in an emotionally charged situation?  Now I know the answer to this dilemma is not as easy as 1,2,3 – it is difficult to act rationally in emotionally charged situations.  But if we follow the example of Joseph, it sure will help.

*Don’t jump to conclusions immediately – first impressions aren’t always accurate.  Find out all of the facts.
*Listen to the Word of the Lord.  God knows the ins and outs of every situation.  Study the Scriptures diligently.  Pray fervently.  Listen to God’s leading in your life. 
*Be willing to obey God’s direction regardless of the personal cost.  When you have the confidence of what God wants you to do, be willing to do it, regardless of the personal cost.

 As we conclude our time together this morning, we should remind ourselves of the true meaning of the Christmas season.  The true meaning of the Christmas season can really be summed up in one word – the name that the angel gave to the child that Mary was carrying that would become Joseph’s adopted son.  “Jesus”.  Jesus, the Greek equivalent to the Hebrew Joshua, literally means “Jehovah is Salvation”.  The angel said that the babe would be called “Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”


Jesus was born in that Bethlehem stable so that he could become the Lamb of God who would take upon himself the sins of the world.  God became a son of man so that we as men could become Sons of God.  During this Christmas season, we must never forget the purpose of why He came.  And we must all realize that we will never truly understand the Christmas season or be able to celebrate it with complete joy until we first have experienced the purpose of His coming.  For Jesus came to this earth to fulfill the meaning of his name – to save his people from their sins.
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