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We have sung about the angel coming to Mary and giving her the startling news of the coming birth of God's
Son.  We know that story so well, how Mary was willing and how that was all-important.  Last week we ended
the service by singing a version of the prophetic song which Luke tells us Mary sang.  But this week we are
looking at someone who also had to be willing, and at what Matthew made of prophecy.  Today we read
Joseph's story.

If you take two people who have shared and experience: seen a film, maybe, or a play, or read a book, or had
a day at the zoo, and ask them about it, you will not get the same account from each.  They will each tell you
about the way the day or the story made sense to them, what was most important or memorable to them will
come through.  One may focus on the lead actor, while the other on the special effects.  One might talk most
about the camels while the other thinks that the food in the restaurant was the best thing and begins the story
there.  They are telling you the same story, but their telling is not the same.  It is very much that way with
Matthew and Luke.  The story of Jesus' birth is just one story, of course, it only happened once, but Matthew
and Luke, who record it, do so from two different perspectives.  And so to each of them different things are
important.

Most often we seem to focus on Luke's version of events, because he tells of Mary, and she was the mother,
and without her there would be no story.  Anyway she has the best lines!  And Luke also tells about the
shepherds, and they are the ones who are actually able to go to the stable and who see things first.  Being the
first witnesses is important.

But Matthew has a different point of view.  He begins with Joseph's genealogy (Luke doesn't put in a
genealogy until the end of chapter three).  He is making a point about Jesus' position in Jewish history. And
then we meet Joseph.  And when we meet him we are told that he is engaged to be married to Mary, that she
is pregnant with a child not his, and that he is doing his best to get out of this disgraceful position, but  in a
way that will not hurt Mary more than need be.  He doesn't want to make things public (and have her disgraced,
possibly stoned), but he is a righteous man, according to the Law, and he feels that he should not make this
alliance with someone who has seemingly not remained righteous herself.

But he meets with an angel, this time in a dream, and accepts the version of events that is given him.  So he
changes his mind, and quietly accepts the situation, and, no doubt, all that would go with it: the assumption
that the child was his, that he and Mary had had premarital sex (which was far more frowned on then than it
is now).  Just as Mary is willing to obey God, so is Joseph.  We should remember that.  God's purposes require
willingness from us, even the willingness to be misunderstood and lose face or maybe status.

Matthew claims that Jesus' birth happened this way to fulfil prophecy.  But there is more than simple prophetic
fulfilment going on in the verse from Isaiah which he chooses to quote.  We read that verse in its original
setting this morning, and it is quite clear there that Isaiah had not intended this part of his prophecy to be
referring to the coming Messiah.  The sign of the young woman being with child (Hebrew doesn't say a virgin,
though some of the Greek versions, written before the time of Christ, do) was not to be a sign of hope but a
sign of doom and despair.

What has happened in this part of the prophecy is that King Ahaz, king of the southern kingdom of Judah, had
tried to hedge his bets by both trusting God and striking a pact with Tiglath-Peleser (the third, King of Assyria),
to avoid being attacked and stripped of power.  This is why the comment made to him immediately before



where we started to read was:"If you do not stand firm in faith, you shall not stand at all."  His faith was not
very firm.

We see that in what happened.  The Lord spoke to him (presumably through the Isaiah) giving him carte
blanche to ask for a sign that will confirm and strengthen his faith, so that he won't have to make the damaging
pact.  But he won't ask for one.  He hasn't enough faith to ask for a sign, although he justifies his refusal with
religious language, trying to make his lack of faith sound like piety.  So God gives him a sign - of a different
sort.  The sign of the pregnant young woman is a sign that in a relatively short time, nine months or a little
more - before a child now in the womb is weaned and can make choices, the armies of the kingdoms Ahaz
fears will empty their own lands and overrun his.

So in all the prophecies which scholars had looked at to discover what they could about this coming Messiah,
Isaiah chapter seven would not have been high on the list.  It wouldn't even have featured.  It was a prophecy
of coming disaster, which had indeed come.  But Matthew, familiar with the Greek version, sees things
differently.  He knew the story of Jesus' birth and thinking about it, this unlikely prophecy came to mind.  "The
virgin will conceive and bear an child and they shall name him Emmanuel: God is with us."   Joseph's
willingness to believe God - how different from Ahaz - is transformative.  It transforms the prophecy of doom
into a word, an omen of hope.

And so we arrive at the point that both Luke and Matthew want to make, just in different ways.  Willingness
is necessary and willingness transforms.  Mary's willingness transforms the history of the world.  Joseph's
willingness transforms what it means that God is with us.  It no longer means that we will have to hang on to
this belief with all our might and main as the forces of doom are unleashed against us.  Emmanuel -
Emmanu-el, with us God, God with us - becomes Jesus, JA-shua, God saves.  God is with us to save, not to
punish, to save, not to test, to rescue us and redeem us and walk by our side.  If we are willing to have him.

Willingness is a quiet quality, not one that draws attention to itself.  But willingness to work with God on what
is real, just as Joseph was prepared to settle into married life with Mary and her mysterious child, is
transformative to so much of life.

In relationships, like Joseph's relationship with Mary, it is willingness to try, despite difficulties, despite
circumstances which transforms family life - not easily, not quickly.  Willingness to work with God, to trust
with God, to risk with God does not come without its cost.  Ask Joseph what his friends said to him about his
baby, born too soon; or what any who knew that he had been planning to put Mary aside and why said to him
about the cuckoo in his nest.   God asked him to be willing, and because he was willing, our final Advent reading
is one of hope for the future: even in the face of fragility, confusion and innuendo there is faithfulness, obedience and
the promise of God’s wholeness for humanity.  Because people were willing to trust God and each other, this is a story
worth hanging on to!

Willingness to trust God and work with his priorities of looking out for those in need is what transforms so
much of our society. Think of the willingness of people prepared to put themselves out for others.  It comes
in so many forms: those who are willing to foster or adopt damaged, neglected children, with all of the
personal trauma it can bring, and so transform young lives.  Those who are willing to give time and money to
work for the poor, doing all they can to give and to gain for them a better deal, and better provision.  Think
locally of those who are willing to organise and volunteer in the community car scheme: if no one were willing,
more people would be stuck at home.

This quality of willingness is the opposite of selfishness.  The Christmas story is about God's utter lack of
selfishness as he emptied himself of the glory of heaven and became the most vulnerable of all: and all for our
sakes.  The willingness of Mary and Joseph to be a part of God's selflessness took selflessness of their own.
And our participation in the story means that we too have to be prepared to spell our faith as RISK, and to put
ourselves out so that all may know of God's love in ways that can touch and transform their lives.

This Christmas, may we not rest, not fall back into selfish celebration, but continually put ourselves out to
ensure that all who look for it find transformation in their lives.

Amen


