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I. Introduction 
A.      Let me begin tonight by asking you a question: Have you ever been disappointed before? 
Have you ever been let down? I know that I have.  

B.      I remember one experience in particular, which happened back during my senior year of 
college. It was during spring break that year, and I had driven down with a group of friends to 
Florida for a week of vacation. 

C.      Overall we had a great time that week. We got to go to the beach everyday, we went 
water-skiing. We even tried surfing, which I quickly learned is not one of my God-given talents. 
So, you might think it was the perfect week. 

D.     But there was one big problem.  And that was the fact that my birthday fell smack dab in the 
middle of spring break.  And have you ever celebrated your birthday apart from your family? The 
whole time you are worried that no one is going to  remember your big day.  But you also feel 
kind of silly telling people about it as well.  So, you are left kind of hoping that your friends will 
just figure it out.  And that’s why I didn’t say a thing. 

E.      But of course, when the day of my birthday came and no one seemed to notice, I was kind of 
sad. I remember it was perfect day, sunny and warm, and everyone seemed to be having a great 
time, everyone that is, except for me.  

F.      Because the whole morning, I was waiting for someone to say something to me about my 
birthday. But no one said a word. And I was trying really hard not to feel sorry for myself, but it 
got harder and harder as the day rolled on, and no one said anything. 

G.      Finally it was supper time, and we went back to where we were staying.  As we were grilling 
out that night, I began to get quieter and quieter, which if you know me, is not a good sign. 

H.     After we got done eating, some of the guys left to go get something at the store. But I stayed 
behind, because by this point, I was having a full-blown pity party for myself. And I was starting 
to getting mad at my friends too. After all I had known them for almost 4 years, and I was 
thinking to myself, “Can’t they at least remember my birthday?” Is that so difficult? 



I.       And so when they finally came back from store, I was moping around the living room feeling 
very sorry for myself, and they went in the kitchen to drop off the groceries, and then all of 
sudden people begin to sing, “Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to You” and one of my best 
friends came around the corner with a birthday cake.  

J.       And all my friends started to laugh at me, saying, “Man, you looked so bummed out.  I bet you 
thought we completely forgot your birthday.” And they razzed me to no end that night. 

K.     But, you know what?  I didn’t care.  Because in that moment, I realized something important. I 
realized they had remembered my birthday after all. And so now all my disappointment was 
transformed into joy.  

L.      Now, the reason why I tell that story is because I would think that we see a very similar 
transformation in our gospel lesson today. As the deep disappointment that Joseph felt at the 
beginning of the account is transformed into an experience of great hope and joy as the angel 
arrives to explain what is going on.  

M.    So, let me invite you to turn to Matthew 1 as we look at this story of how deep disappointment 
can be transformed into great hope and joy. 

II. Retell the Story – Verses 18-19 

A.      Let’s start by looking at what Matthew tells us in verse 18. He writes, “Now the birth of Jesus 

Christ took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came 

together she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit.” 

B.      Now, in order to to make sense of what Matthew is telling us here, it helps to know a little bit 
about the Jewish wedding customs of the time.  In those days, there were 3 steps to getting 
married.  First, a couple would get engaged, a step that would often take place while the bride and 
groom were still very young.  

C.      That engagement would be followed by period of “betrothal”, which usually lasted about a 
year. A betrothal period is somewhat similar to what we call engagement today, but it was taken 
much more seriously.  

D.     And that’s because when a couple became betrothed, their relationship was absolutely 
binding, and the only way to terminate a betrothal was through an act of divorce.  In fact, during 
this period of betrothal, the couple was actually referred to as husband and wife. 

E.      And yet, at the same time, they did not enjoy the full rights of marriage.  For example, they did 
not live together, or have a sexual relationship with each other.  That wouldn’t take place until the 
bethroal period was complete, when they would enter into the third and final stage of the 
process, which was the marriage itself.  It was only at that point that the couple would begin to 
live together, and actually consummate their relationship.  

F.      So, with all that in mind, it is understandable why Joseph must have been so painfully 
disappointed when he learns that Mary is pregnant. Because he knew for a fact that he wasn’t the 



father, and so the news of her pregnancy must felt like a slap in the face, because it appeared as 
though Mary had been cheating on him.  

G.      Now, certainly, Mary must have tried to explain the circumstances that surrounded her 
pregnancy to Joseph, but these explanations must’ve seemed very far-fetched to him. You can just 
imagine Joseph saying to Mary, “So, you are saying you’re pregnant because God made you 
pregnant. And you expect me to believe that? How dumb do you think I am?” He was probably 
pretty angry. 

H.     And I’d bet that Joseph also felt pretty wounded by this news. After all, He’d been looking 
forward to his new life with Mary, and anticipating the joy of being a newlywed. But now all of 
that was over, and all his hopes seem to be shattered.  

I.       Not only that, but we also have to remember that these circumstances must brought a great 
deal shame upon Joseph as well.  Because to other people, He looked like a fool, didn’t he? 

J.       Here he was betrothed to a woman, who seemed to be sleeping around.  And the shame of that 
experience must have been almost overwhelming for Joseph. 

K.     But Matthew goes on in verse 19 to tell us something pretty important about Joseph’s 
character.  He says, “Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce 

her quietly.” 

L.      Now undoubtedly, Joseph had considered all of his options, and he ended up deciding that the 
best one available to him was to get a divorce. And yet, even in this, we see Joseph’s compassion 
towards Mary.  Because even though he sincerely believes that Mary had betrayed him, the text 
tells us that Joseph choose “to divorce her quietly”.  

M.    In other words, he wasn’t going to demand a public trial to prove his innocence in front of all 
his peers. Instead, he would simply provide Mary with a legal certificate in front of 2 or 3 
witnesses, and that would be the end of it.  

N.     They would be no need for a public hearing. Instead, he could simply break things off with 
heer neatly and discretetly. And that’s what Joseph chose to do. He made up his mind not to inflict 
any further disgrace upon Mary. 

O.     And yet, as you might imagine, even this decision had to be agonizing for him. Almost 
certainly, Joseph lay awake night after night, asking the Lord, “God, why did this happen to me? 
What in the world are you doing?” 

III. Retell the Story – Verses 20-25 

A.      But then the story takes a very interesting twist.  Look at verse 20.  Matthew tells us that as 
“Joseph considered these things, behold an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, 

‘Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which is conceived in her is from 

the Holy Spirit.” 

  



B.      Now, that had to be totally shocking for Joseph, right?  I’d bet that he was dumbfounded to 
learn that Mary had actually been telling him the truth. She hadn’t been making up this crazy 
story about the Holy Spirit causing her to become pregnant.  In fact, that’s what had actually 
taken place. 

C.      Which, by the way, undercuts one of the main objections people often have about this story in 
our own day.  Many modern scholars have argued that this idea of a virgin conceiving a child 
makes for great literature, but it can’t possibly be true. 

D.     They claim this might have been plausible for people back in the first century, who had a 
much more primitive understanding of the world.  But, now we have the benefit of modern 
scientific knowledge, and we know for a fact that babies can’t be conceived this way.  

E.      Which sounds somewhat compelling, doesn’t it? But, if you think about it carefully, this 
argument doesn’t bear the weight of evidence.  After all, the text clearly demonstrates that Joseph 
himself was initially very skeptical about the idea of a virgin conceiving a child, wasn’t he?  

F.      And if you were to look in the Gospel of Luke, you would see that Mary’s initial reaction was 
exactly the same.  And why were they so skeptical at first?  Why didn’t they just believe when 
they first heard the news? Because, even though Mary and Joseph lived way back in the 1 st 
century, they still understood how babies are normally conceived.  They understood the facts of 
life.  

G.      So, you see, the real issue isn’t whether you happen to live in the 1st  century or the 21st 
century.  No, the real issue is whether you believe in an all-powerful God, or you don’t.  Because if 
you believe in an all-powerful God, then doesn’t it make sense that He would be capable of 
enabling one of his creatures to conceive a child in a sort of way that is admittedly quite 
extraordinary?  

H.     Is this Rare? Yes. Is it Unusual? Certainly. But, is it out of the range of possiblities for a divine, 
transcendent being? No, not at all. And clearly this is what Matthew is claiming took place. And he 
goes on in verse 21 to show us why God was performing this miracle. Here the Angel tells Joseph, 
“She (meaning Mary) will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus.”  

I.       Now, we need to know that the name “Jesus” was a very common first name in 1st  century 
Israel.  There were lots of other kids named Jesus. But God had a very specific reason for naming 
this child “Jesus”. Because Jesus is the Greek form of the Hebrew name ‘Joshua’ or ‘Yeshua’. And it 
literally means, “Yahweh saves”.  

J.       That’s why the angel goes on to tell Joseph that this child “will save his people from their sins.” 

Which interestingly enough alludes to Psalm 130, which says, “(The Lord) himself will redeem 

Israel from all their sins.”  

K.     And so you see the angel is revealing something important to Joseph. He’s telling Joseph that 
in Jesus, the Lord himself is coming to earth to rescue his people.. 



L.      And Matthews hammers this point home even further in verses 22-23, where he says, “All this 

took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: Behold, the virgin shall conceive and 

bear a son, and they shall call his name ‘Immanuel’ – (which means, ‘God with us.’)” 

M.    Matthew’s citing Isaiah 7:14. But when he does this, he isn’t just trying to prove his point by 
selecting a random verse from Isaiah. Instead, Matthew is deliberately alluding to Isaiah 7 
because he wants to draw our attention to the wider context of Isaiah, in which the Lord 
repeatedly told his people that he would send them a Messiah, a Savior, a King, who will come 
and rescue them.  

N.     And so what Matthew is doing here in verses 22-23 is alerting us to the fact that all of these 
promises, which are found in Isaiah are now being fulfilled in this little child, who was growing in 
Mary’s womb. 

O.     And Matthew goes on to explain how this revelation made an impact on Joseph.  In verse 24, 
he says that “When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him: he took 

his wife and knew her not,  until she had given birth to a son. And he called his name Jesus.”  

P.      Now, just think about what this must have felt like for Joseph. Because when he wakes up the 
next morning, he suddenly realizes that all of his weeks of restless sleep are now over.  All of his 
disappointments are turned upside down, as he now knows that Mary had indeed been faithful to 
him. She had not cheated on him at all. 

Q.     Not only that, but Joseph is suddenly aware that Mary’s unexpected child is going to be the 
promised Messiah. He is going to be the one, who would rescue God’s people again. 

R.      So, that morning, Joseph realizes that this child, who was growing in Mary’s womb, did not 
signify the end of his life. Instead, this child signified its’ very beginning.  Because, you see, the 
light was beginning to dawn upon Joseph. It was dawning not only literally, but also figuratively. 

S.      Which leads Joseph to respond with acts of costly obedience.  Because Matthew tells us that 
Joseph not only took Mary back as his wife, but he also accepted Jesus as his son. So, even though 
many people probably thought he was a fool for the rest of life, Joseph welcomed both of them 
into his family. 

IV. Application Point #1 – Jesus has come to rescue 
us. 
A.      And that’s where the story ends. It’s a story that I am sure many of you have heard before. 
But you know the reason why Matthew wrote us this story was to do more than simply just 
provide us with an interesting anecdote about the circumstances around Jesus’ birth. 

B.      No, Matthew wrote us this story in order to encourage us, and in order to help us move from 
our own places of personal disappointments and move into a place of hope and joy ourselves. 
And he does that by giving us two main reasons to be encouraged today. 



C.      And the first one is this. The first reason we can be encouraged is because “Jesus has come to 
rescue us.” Matthew states this explicitly in verse 21, where the Angel tells Joseph that Jesus “ will 

save his people from their sins.”  

D.     Did you catch that?  The angel didn’t say, “You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will 
teach people how to live a godly life”, even though Jesus surely was a great teacher.  And the angel 
also didn’t say, “You shall call him Jesus, because he will give humanity an incredible example of 
how to live”, even though Jesus’ life is certainly a great model for us. 

E.      No, the angel didn’t say either of those things, did he?  And why is that?  Well, I think it’s 
because God wants us to know that Jesus didn’t come to earth merely to teach us how to live, or 
to just give us a great example to follow.  Instead, Jesus came to earth was to rescue us from 
ourselves, and to save us from our sin.  

F.      And in a weird sort of way, that should be deeply encouraging. Because frankly, our deepest 
problem is not ignorance, or a lack of understanding.  

G.      No, our deepest problem is that we have a broken will. Our core dilemma is that we crave all 
the wrong things. Our hearts are inclined toward evil. And so, our deepest need isn’t so much to 
be taught. No, our deepest need is to be rescued. 

H.     This may sound a bit shocking to us as Americans, because we live in a culture that 
by-and-large thinks it is doing just fine.  

I.       In fact, the psychologist Mark McMinn observes that studies prove that “most people think they 

are better than other (people) – (they believe they are) more ethical, considerate, industrious, 

cooperative, fair, and loyal.” 

J.       And McMinn cites one polling expert, who says, “It is a great contradiction: the average person 

believes he is a better person than the average person.”   Which leads McMinn to observe, “Part of 

our mess is not knowing we are a mess.”  

K.     And the reason McMinn says we do this is because when we are confronted with things we 
don’t like about ourselves, we have basically 2 options. First, he says, we can choose to “deny our 

complicity & blame others for messing up the world.”  

L.      And he says, “we are solely tempted to take the first option.”   He even admits, “I do sometimes.  I 

am usually nice to my students, treat my colleagues fairly, deeply love my family… I don’t steal, or 

commit adultery, or use illegal drugs…  And I (even) floss regularly.” 

M.    “But when I look at myself honestly, I see my sin.  I micromanage, I harbor bitterness from past 

losses.  I hoard my time and resent others for intruding on it.  I am vain and consumed with how 

others perceive me…   I have learned how to pretend to listen without really listening.  I think more 

about being great than being good… I am a mess-broken in every way.” 

N.     And that honesty leads McMinn to commend the only other option that is available to us, 
which is to “dare to believe that God is gracious and to admit our sin (to him).” 



O.     And you see that is what God wants to do today.  He is inviting us to stop playing the “blame 
game”, and to lay down all of our defense mechanisms, and instead, own up to the fact that we 
need to be rescued. We need to be saved from ourselves. We need to be delivered from our sin. 

P.      And you know what is so encouraging about this invitation? The truth is when we come clean, 
when we own up to our sin, and admit the truth, do you know what we discover?  We discover 
Grace!  We discover the mercy of God, which is being expressed to us in Jesus.  

Q.     We discover that we are not trapped in a cycle of karma any more, doomed to try and work 
things off, as many Eastern philosophies would suggest.  Instead, we get to discover the amazing 
truth that Jesus has come to free us from all that.  Jesus has come to save us from our sins.  

V. Main Point #2 – Jesus came to be with us. 

A.      Which that brings us to the second reason we can be encouraged today. Because not only did 
Jesus come to rescue us, but he also come to be with us . Because He is “Immanuel.” He is “God 
with us”.  And isn’t that a great description of Jesus’ identity? This very name reminds us that God 
is with us through each and every circumstance of our lives.  

B.      Which is encouraging, isn’t it? Because maybe you’re going through a time of grief today. Or 
maybe you are experiencing some deep financial insecurity. Or perhaps you feel weighed down 
by feelings of discouragement, or guilt, or even judgment. The good news is that no matter what 
you are going through today, God is with you in Jesus. He is Immanuel. He is the substance of our 
hope. 

C.      And so, how do we need to respond to this good news? How should we live in light of this 
hope we have in Jesus?  Well, I think we need to respond just like Joseph did.  We need to respond 
to the Lord with the same type of joyful, hopeful trust that we see in Joseph. 

D.     And really, that’s what the Lord is inviting us to do today. No matter where we are right now, 
and no matter what we are going through in our lives, the Lord is inviting us to trust him with our 
whole lives, and to follow him wherever he might lead us.  

E.      This may not always be easy, or convenient, or popular.  But God promises that if we trust him 
like Joseph did, this will lead to joy, and freedom, and yes even to eternal life.  

F.      Let’s pray. “Father, we thank you for sending Jesus to be our hope, to rescue us from our sin,  and 

to be with us no matter what. Please help us to respond like Joseph did, and to trust you with our 

whole lives. We ask all this in Jesus name. Amen.” 

 


