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 Joseph is in a bit of a sticky situation. He’s engaged to be married and he finds out his 

bride-to-be is pregnant. The text says she was ‘found to be pregnant.’ I wonder how this finding 

took place. Did he start suspecting when she started showing? Did he hear it through the 

grapevine? Or did Mary tell him herself? And if so, what did she say? Did she tell him the whole 

story? Did he believe her, but was just worried that no one else would believe her? Or did he 

think she was lying to cover up a relationship she had with someone else… Or lying to cover up 

the shame of a rape?  

 I also wonder about Joseph’s emotional state when the finding out of Mary’s pregnancy 

happened. No doubt, there was some embarrassment. The one who was pledged to be married 

to him was not his alone. Fascinatingly, there are two main interpretations of Joseph’s 

emotional state at this time. There is the classical Protestant interpretation and the classical 

Catholic interpretation. The Protestant interpretation is that Joseph is angry. He’s angry with 

Mary for what he believes she has done (or maybe he’s angry with whoever has done 

something onto her?). The Catholic interpretation is that Joseph is afraid. He is afraid of what 
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has come to pass… afraid of this divine experience in the way that Jesus’ disciples would later 

be afraid of him when he told the wind and the waves to be silent. 

 Maybe he was some of all these things. Part afraid. Part angry. Part embarrassed. These 

are things we feel when life doesn’t go according to plan. When things don’t go according to 

plan – perhaps especially for those of us who pride ourselves on our integrity and our dotting i’s 

and crossing t’s – we feel some combination of embarrassment, fear, and anger. Embarrassed 

about looking bad in front of others… Angry at other people for messing up your plan… and a 

little bit afraid… because when things happen out of your control, you begin to realize how 

much of life is really out of your control and it’s not hard to start spinning emotionally or 

mentally. You start asking yourself, what horrible thing is going to happen next? 

 So, we do not know exactly what combination of anger, fear and embarrassment Joseph 

was feeling. We do not know how Mary was found to be pregnant. Nor do we know what 

Joseph really thought went down in order that she became pregnant. What we do know is what 

he intended to do and how he intended to do it, and why he intended to do it in that way. He 

had in mind to divorce her because he was faithful to the law and that was what was required 

of him. But he had in mind to divorce her quietly because he didn’t want to expose her to public 

disgrace. He didn’t want to make a public spectacle or example of her. 

 Now all of this makes really good sense. Joseph was a man of integrity and faithfulness. 

He was doing the best that he could within the parameters of the righteousness that he knew 

how to live. Dale Bruner, Matthew scholar, calls this righteousness of Joseph’s a ‘first-

righteousness’ (Matthew, p. 26). This kind of righteousness is playing life by the rules. “First 

righteousness” is obedience to the law. I get this kind of righteousness. It’s the kind of 

righteousness that follows a very set pattern. This is the rule. I follow the rule. Good things 

happen. That is the rule. You don’t follow the rule. Bad things happen. Maybe I am kind enough 

to make sure that the bad things happen gently (divorcing quietly), but the bad thing (the 

consequence) still has to happen. There is no other way. 

 Anger and fear and embarrassment show up a lot in this first-righteousness kind of 

living. Because we mess up and because other people mess up, there are all sorts of 
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opportunities for these emotions to take centre stage and for you and I to act out from these 

emotions. 

 And it is exactly at this moment, between the plan and the execution of the plan that 

God intervenes in Joseph’s life.  

 

Here is a painting from the same artist that I showed you last week. Not necessarily Joseph, but 

am image titled, Hidden Light… At this moment, while Joseph is sleeping, the lights go on. At 

this moment, when Joseph has collapsed after a long day of stewing in his righteous anger, 

haunting fear, and anticipated public embarrassment, that the Lord comes to him. While he is 

sleeping, the Lord (or the angel of the Lord) comes to Joseph in a dream and tells him not to be 

afraid to take Mary home as his wife because the child that she is carrying has been conceived 

in her by the Holy Spirit.  

 And when Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had told him to do. 

 It struck me this morning – when things happen in another person’s life – how quickly 

we make up stories about what’s going on and what has to happen. We assume we know what 

happened and we assume we know what needs to happen next. This visitation story tells us, 

No! There is a truer story than the stories you make up in your head and there is another option 

for how to respond to this person! 

Hidden 
Light–
James B. 
Janknegt
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 This is what Dale Bruner calls second-righteousness. Not a very sexy term, but I get it. 

This is the righteousness that is a bit scandalous… it doesn’t follow all the rules… it’s surprising. 

(summarize in own words) “Everything Joseph previously understood as righteousness told him 

that divorce was the only honorable solution to this awful situation… Joseph was overcome by a 

divine intervention and was moved to make a new decision. In Jesus a ‘revaluation of values’ 

commences in history, a revaluation that continues wherever the gospel is faithfully preached” 

(p. 26). 

 God didn’t direct Joseph from unrighteousness to righteousness, and God certainly did 

not direct Joseph from righteousness to unrighteousness. God directed Joseph from first-

righteousness to second-righteousness… a deeper righteousness. A righteousness that is not 

about fear and anger and embarrassment, but about keeping our eyes on the Lord and 

following him wherever he leads. 

 It is this second kind of righteousness that we see in Abraham – as he walked up the 

mountain to sacrifice his son, Isaac… that we see in the Hebrew midwives who disobeyed the 

law of the land and spared the lives of the Israelite baby boys… that we see in Jesus when he 

healed on the Sabbath, which was against the law… that we see in Peter when he went into the 

home of a Gentile and was invited by God to eat foods that God himself had said were unclean 

for him. 

This redirection/intervention brought out the absolute best in Joseph. Joseph gets right 

into action… and this is his gift. If you read all through the gospel of Matthew, Joseph never 

says anything, he only does.  
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Here is, later, taking Mary and Jesus to Egypt, because he was told to do so in a dream. He acts 

in accordance with the will of God as he receives it. Bruner: “Thus divine grace does not cancel 

human responsibility, it enables it; it does not render believers comatose, it makes them 

obedient. Grace enables obedience as sleep enables action” (p. 47). 

 Doing God’s will… this is righteousness. In Matthew’s gospel, doing God’s will is a sign 

that you are a mother or a brother or a sister to Jesus (12:50). Doing God’s will is a sign that you 

will enter the kingdom of heaven (7:21). And in John 4, Jesus says that doing God’s will is His 

Food (4:34). 

 Joseph was a doer… but he was also a thinker! Though Joseph doesn’t speak in the 

gospel of Matthew, he does think. It says in verse 20 that Joseph considered things… The Greek 

word (only used a few times in the NT) implies a passionate kind of thinking…  Bruner translates 

it, “… when he had given serious thought to all these things” (26). He was a thinker and a doer, 

and we get the sense that he probably got his emotions lined up as well in the midst of his 

thinking and doing. These were his gifts that he offered to the bringing about of the purposes of 

the kingdom of God. 

The Flight 
into Egypt–
James B. 
Janknegt
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 Joseph is the only character we are going to connect with via the gospel of Matthew and 

so I want to close with a little reflection here on names… Names are important to Matthew, 

certainly here in this first chapter. We read the long genealogy of all the names of people that 

led to the birth of Jesus. And when Joseph learns that Mary is pregnant with a child by the Holy 

Spirit, he is told what his name is to be and that name, Jesus (in Hebrew, Joshua), because he 

would save his people from their sins. And this is associated with the name that the prophets 

gave, Emmanuel, which means, God with us. 

 Last week Saturday afternoon, I went to see a production in Gananoque (Santa Claus, 

the Panto). And in this production there was a character whose name was Eye Sore: 

 
 (He’s on the right, here). He was the servant and lackey for the villain in the play (Dr. Fiendish 

McAwful)… He was generally unpleasant and uncouth… And yes, his name was Eye Sore. And in 

the musical, he is supposed to stand guard over the jail cell of a fairy-like creature, “the Spirit of 

Christmas.” As he stands guard over her, they get to talking, and – to make a long story short – 

the Spirit of Christmas asks him how he got his horrible name. It turns out that Eye Sore is the 

name that Fiendish McAwful had given him… and before that, he hadn’t ever had a name. The 

Spirit of Christmas asked him if there were any names he ever wished he had. He says that he 

had always wanted to be called… Liam, Sagan, or Joshua. And so, the Spirit of Christmas does 
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some fairy-like things and declares that his name shall now no longer be Eye Sore but his name 

shall be Joshua. Or Josh, for short. Josh is startled and joyful about his new name… and he went 

around into the audience and began introducing himself to the audience as Josh. “Hello, my 

name is Josh, nice to meet you.” 

 And I suppose that this connects because of the importance of one’s name and its 

meaning… but it also connects because of the work of transformation that we saw happen on 

stage… How Josh began to live into his new name… And how this happened to Joseph…  

He was open to the transformation of God’s intervention… He went from stewarding the law 

and being faithful to the law and into being a steward of the treasure of the kingdom of God! 

And this happens to you and to me… when we are called by God… how we are called 

away from serving the devil to serving him… or away from serving ourselves to serving him… or 

away from serving him with first-righteousness and to serving him with a deeper 

righteousness… the righteousness that comes from submission to his surprising grace. 

 


