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Part One - A Hero Fit for Christmas 
 
Hero is a word we hear a lot these days.  It has become fashionable.  Did you know that 
there is a  publication entitled “Hero magazine – a new era in menswear”?  I can't show you 
a copy because it has never made its way into our  house!! 
 
There are, and have long been, the super-heroes of comic fiction, who wear their 
underwear on the outside and have various powers that set them apart from other people, 
powers which they are supposed to use for good. 
 
There is a charity entitled “Help for Heroes” which does good work with army veterans.  But 
these uses of the word hero shows that it is beginning to change its meaning.  A Hero is 
supposed to be someone you look up to for valiance, courage, and self-forgetfulness.  A 
Hero above all acts in some outstanding way for the good of others.   
 
There is a hero in the Christmas story, one who is so heroic that he is often forgotten – true 
heroes don't draw attention to themselves.  His name is Joseph. 
 
At the beginning of the story, Joseph has a dilemma to face.  He is in a difficult situation 
which has no easy answers.   
 
The fact that he finds his situation difficult is a measure of his character.  Men before 
Joseph and since have found that their intended or their wife is going to have a child of 
which they are not the father: from the world's point of view Joseph was just one in a long 
line of men who have faced an embarrassing revelation.  And there were things which 
could be done.  The extreme end of the Jewish law said that Mary, for getting pregnant 
outside of wedlock, could be stoned to death, but in practice this did not often happen.  (It 
nearly happened about 30 years later, when they brought to Jesus a woman caught in 
adultery and asked why they should not stone her.  Maybe Jesus had his own mother in 
mind when he gave his reply.)  But an extremely angry man could have turned Mary over to 
the authorities with the demand that the full letter of the law be implemented. 
 
That was not Joseph's plan.  He and Mary were not yet married, but in those days to be 
betrothed or engaged was as binding as being married.  And there was the option of asking 
for a quiet “divorce,”  a legal ending of the contract to marry, to be asked for and given 
before two witnesses.  This was what Joseph intended to do.  It would be painful for him, 
but he did not think that Mary was true to him, and he did not trust her.  If Mary had told him 
about the angel, he did not believe the story.  Without trust a marriage is very, very difficult.  



Joseph knew that people would think that either he had been unable to wait till marriage, or 
that someone else had usurped his marital rights, and, being a good man, he did not want 
that.  He did not want the finger-pointing and sniggering that would go on.   
 
We are told that Joseph was a good man.  He did not want Mary to be publicly disgraced – 
he was not vengeful and full of anger.  When the angel came to him as well, he had already 
decided what to do, how to make the best of a bad situation.   
 
But he was wrong.  His best was not good enough for God.  God asked him not to think 
about how it would look, what would be said, but what was best for the world.  It would be 
best for the world that God's son be born with two human parents to guide him and care for 
him and protect him.  And so Joseph is asked to be a true hero.  He is asked to put his own 
plans aside, his own pride aside, his own convenience and even his good name aside, and 
to make the hard choice.  And he does it.  No more questions.  Joseph learns that God 
asks us no only to be as good as everyone else, but to be the best and do the best that we 
individually can do and be, and that isn't necessarily easy. 
 
 
 
Part Two - Joseph and his adopted Son 
 
Joseph had already opted for mercy before justice or revenge.  Now he opted for 
obedience to God before personal pride.  The angel was very clear about it all.  Mary's 
pregnancy was the work of the Holy Spirit; she would give birth to a boy, who would be 
called “Jesus”.  Jesus means “The Lord Saves”, and he would save his people from their 
sins.   
 
What sins?  The personal sins of pride and revenge, maybe.  The national pride that looked 
down on other races, maybe.  The communal lack of faith that made them seek military  
revenge on the nations who dared to occupy their land.  Jesus would save them, and us, 
from their sins, not only by forgiving, but by  changing the nature of the world so that some 
of the things we think are givens are no longer relevant. 
 
The angel put his message into a context which the religious Joseph would understand, by 
quoting from Isaiah 7 verse 14.   
 
Joseph had to think again, and think differently.  Oh yes, Jesus' coming was going to save 
people from their sins, beginning with his step-dad! 
 
When he woke up Joseph did as he had been told.  He took Mary home with him as his 
wife.  He called the baby Jesus.  He was father to him as long as he – Joseph – lived.  We 
know he taught him his trade; that he and Mary took him to the temple at the right times in 
his life.  We know that he and Mary had other children whom Jesus considered his brothers 
and sisters.  Jesus knew the Jewish Law, probably because Joseph guided him to know it 
and to worship in the synagogue. 
 
Mercy before revenge, Obedience before pride.  The good of the world before his own 
feelings – what a man Joseph was – a man fit to be the earthly father of Jesus.  A hero for 
Christmas. 
 
 



Part Three - The Message at the Heart of Christmas 
 
Joseph and Mary may have been the first to be misunderstood because of Jesus. They 
even misunderstood each other.   It has happened many times since and the story of Jesus 
had been misunderstood, and Christmas has been misunderstood.  The story of Joseph 
and the angel points to the message at the heart of Christmas – a message of undeserved 
love; of care for the weak and the vulnerable; a message of putting others before self; of 
the victory of humility and boundless generosity over revenge and pride.   
 
The message is Emmanuel – God is with us, the greatest blessing that anyone could ever 
conceive.  The least understood message that there ever has been.  God is with us, not to 
endorse our human decisions and plans, but to lift us to his way of thinking and being and 
loving and caring.  God is with us to challenge and inspire us to be better, to be the best.  
God is with us in the times of dilemma, when there are no easy choices to make, and he 
will help us make the best choices, and then see them through. Amen. 
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