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December 18, 2016 

Romans 1:1-7 

Matthew 1:18-25    Light of Faith 

 

During the season of Advent, we focus on the light. In the darkness of 

December, we think about the light of God’s day dawning on us. We 

think about the light of God’s fiery, cleansing love. We think about the 

light of angels bringing good news to all people. And this Sunday, we 

think about the light of God’s faithfulness. And how persistent it is. And 

how risky it is. And how faith is so much more than having the right 

beliefs or the right religion. It is sticking with someone through the good 

and the bad, the wrong and the right, up and the down. God sticks with 

us. And so, by faith, we stick with God. 

Joseph was a man of great faith. In our reading from Matthew today, we 

learn that Joseph was a righteous man. He led a faithful life, a holy life, 

a life God must have been proud of. The Greek word used here to 

describe Joseph is dikaios. It means faultless and just and synchronized 

with the will of God. In the Greek Old Testament, which Matthew 

probably read, dikaios was a special word. In the Old Testament it was 

used not just for nice people or good people, or people who took out the 



2 
 

garbage every week. It was used for Biblical superstars. For special 

people, virtuous people, people whose hearts belonged to God; people 

like Noah and Abraham and David and Job. They were dikaios people. 

And for Joseph to be one of them, for him to be dikaios, that’s pretty 

important. 

Now being dikaios, being righteous, was not an easy thing. It came with 

great responsibilities and big expectations. A righteous person had to 

live righteously. They had to seek God’s will and obey God’s commands 

carefully. It meant observing the laws of Moses. So Joseph would have 

worn phylacteries, little boxes of scripture bound to the arm and 

forehead as commanded in Deuteronomy 6. He would have worn a 

tasseled prayer shawl to remind him of God’s laws as it says in Numbers 

chapter 15. And according to Leviticus 19, he would have had a long 

beard that he never trimmed. He would have prayed at least three times a 

day. He would have given alms to help the widow and the poor and the 

migrant worker. He would have gone regularly to make his sacrificial 

offerings at the Temple in Jerusalem. Joseph would have done all of that 

as a righteous faithful man. But there were also things Joseph would not 
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have done. He would never have worked on the Sabbath, ever. He would 

not have eaten unclean food like pork or shellfish or animals slaughtered 

unlawfully. As a righteous man, he would not have associated with 

unclean people, like pagans or Gentiles or those with contagious 

diseases or those committing sins. He would have avoided touched 

lepers. Or women who were not in his family. Or anything dead. Joseph 

was righteous as God commanded. He was a man of faith. 

But then along comes Mary. And a great big mess of a problem lands in 

Joseph’s lap. He is engaged to Mary, and she is pregnant. And Joseph 

knows that he is not the father. And he knows what is required of him 

according to God’s law. According to scripture, Joseph knows what he 

has to do. Mary has committed one of the worst kinds of sin; adultery. 

And according to the law, an adulterous woman should be taken to her 

father’s house and exposed publicly for her sin. And then on her father’s 

front porch, the elders of the community would stone her to death. If 

Joseph wants to be righteous, then that is what is required of him.  

If he wants to be faithful to God’s will, he has to expose Mary and her 

sin and have her stoned. The Bible says so. And there are no exceptions. 
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Not for angel visits. Or immaculate conceptions. Or Messiahs coming 

into the world for our salvation. Joseph knows that to be righteous 

before God, he must publicly accuse Mary and make an example of her. 

Joseph knows that. But even so, even so, Joseph is unwilling to do it. In 

verse 19, we learn Joseph is a righteous man, and… AND—notice that 

word--AND. It’s a messy word---AND. It’s a word that complicates 

things. Because AND is not OR. It’s not one thing OR the other. Black 

OR white. Good OR bad. It’s AND. It’s this AND that. It’s black AND 

white. It is justice AND mercy, all at the same time. Joseph is righteous 

AND he is unwilling to publicly disgrace Mary. Because he can’t. 

Because he won’t. Because of AND.  

In that one verse, Joseph does one of the most powerful things in the 

Bible. He gives up his righteousness for another. Even though he feels 

hurt, he does not try to hurt back. Even though he has been betrayed, he 

does not seek restitution. He is righteous AND unwilling to condemn. 

And he makes that choice before he has any dreams. Before any angels 

show up. Before he finds out the incredible thing God is doing; that 

Mary hasn’t been cheating on him and that this baby is God’s very own 
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baby. Joseph is already half-way to the unconventional side of faith. It 

only takes a nudge for Joseph to say OK, to stick with God and to stick 

with Mary. To accept her child as his own and make this family his 

family. He says OK to the complicated AND of faith, the black AND the 

white, the certain AND the uncertain, the good and the bad, the divine 

AND the human all mushed up together. Even if no one ever believes 

the story about his angel dream. And the rumors about Mary never go 

away. And no one thinks of him as a righteous man ever again. It 

doesn’t matter what other people say. Joseph isn’t sticking with the 

world. He is sticking with God. He is sticking with Mary and the unseen 

and the unknown of faith and he will never look back. 

Joseph’s faith in a light in the darkness. It is a light for Mary. And it is a 

light for his adopted son, Jesus. Joseph’s faithfulness will have such an 

impact on Jesus. His faith will kindle Jesus’ faith. We will see it in 

Jesus’ life in story after story. We will see how Jesus grows up and has a 

heart for God just like his father. And one day, he will encounter a group 

of righteous men, like his father once was. And they will have caught a 

woman in adultery. And they will have stones. And they will say, she is 
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guilty and you know the law. But Joseph’s boy will tell them, “Whoever 

is without sin, let him cast the first stone”. And to the woman he will 

say, “I do not condemn you.” Like father, like son. 

And another day, Joseph’s boy will be leaving the synagogue, and a 

leper will approach him and the leper will say, If you choose, you can 

make me clean. And if Joseph’s boy wants to be righteous, he will not 

touch that leper. Because you can’t be clean AND unclean. But Joseph’s 

boy reaches out and touches him and says, I do choose. Like father, like 

son. 

Joseph’s boy will be invited to dinners with tax collectors and sinners. 

He will associate with the sick and the mentally deranged. He will visit 

at wells with immoral women and let them pour perfume on his feet. He 

will say that the Bible teaches an eye for an eye, but I tell you to love 

your enemies. He will preach that righteousness does not come from the 

law. It comes from sticking by one another and loving one another and 

giving up your perfect life for another. Like father, like son. 

This boy who could have been dismissed by Joseph, who could have 

been rejected in sin, who could have been without a home or a family 
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instead had a home and a family because of Joseph and his faithfulness. 

Because Joseph gave up his righteousness for the sake of another. 

Because Joseph could say yes to law AND grace. Because Joseph stuck 

with Mary and committed his life to this uncharted territory with God, so 

could Jesus. Like father, like son. 

Joseph taught Jesus how to be faithful. He showed him how to stick with 

others even when the odds were against him and the whole world 

doubted him. And Jesus needed Joseph to do that. He needed Joseph to 

show him how to live a faithfully. Just like he needed him to teach him 

how to be a carpenter. Jesus needed Joseph to teach him how to pray. 

And how important it is to worship. And to read the scriptures and know 

the stories of the Bible. He needed Joseph to teach him about who God 

is and what God does and how God made us to be and that God sticks 

with us forever and for always. God is with us and for us. So we can be 

with and for one another. Because Joseph taught Jesus about 

faithfulness, Jesus could teach his own disciples. Because Joseph could 

love a family member that wasn’t his own. Because Joseph could trust 

God in the imperfect messiness of life. Because Joseph could give up his 
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perfect righteous life for someone else, because Joseph could, Jesus 

could and would do the same. Joseph apprenticed Jesus in the faith. 

That’s what he needed. And that’s what we need. The light of faith 

passed on and shared from one to another. From one generation to the 

next. Sticking by one another as God has stuck by us. 

Jesus couldn’t know what faith was all by himself, and neither can we. 

We need one another to teach and to learn and to practice faithfulness. 

We need parents. We need friends. We need mentors and role models. 

We need people who will shine the light for us. And illuminate us. And 

live faithfully and self-sacrificially. We need people like Joseph who 

will remind us of the messy, complicated AND of faith. Who will 

remind us that love requires us to go out on a limb. Who will remind us 

to have faith; to be a light in the midst of darkness, to have hope in the 

midst of despair. To adopt and include others in the family of God, as 

we were adopted and included by God in Jesus Christ.  

God is with us. Faithfully, persistently. God is with us. Born to us in this 

messy complicated world. Saying yes to us in our messy, complicated 

lives. God says yes to us being part of God’s very own. God is sticking 
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with us, no matter what the world might think. No matter the risk, no 

matter the cost.1 May the light of that faithfulness be our light in the 

world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 This sermon idea borrowed from Jason Micheli, There’s Something About Joseph, http://tamedcynic.org/ 


