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December 22, 2013 

Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19 

Matthew 1:18-25   Like Father, like Son 

 

Last week, we got to re-live the Christmas story with our Christmas 

pageant. Fantastic job everyone, by the way. I always have fun watching 

you all having fun with it. Well, today, we get to hear the Christmas 

story again. But this time, we get the story as it’s told in the gospel of 

Matthew. This is just his story. It’s much shorter than we are used to and 

it doesn’t include a lot of the drama we expect.  We are much more 

familiar with Christmas story in the gospel of Luke. In Luke’s version, 

we get to hear about Mary and her visit with Gabriel. And there’s the 

trip to Bethlehem, and then there’s no room at the inn and there’s a 

stable with a manger. And there are shepherds and a heavenly host of 

angels. Luke’s story is a big production. But Matthew’s story, well, it’s 

not. Matthew’s story is much less grand. It’s much less cosmic and 

much more down to earth. It’s about a moral, responsible man named 

Joseph trying to deal with the problem of his seemingly immoral, 

irresponsible fiancée, Mary. And what’s a man to do? What is a moral, 

righteous man like him to do? 
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Matthew tells us that Joseph is a man who wants to do what is right. 

That’s the first thing we learn about him, that he is a righteous man. The 

word applied to him is tsadiq. The word, tsadiq or righteous, is an 

adjective but it’s not just an adjective. Joseph isn’t just a righteous 

person. He isn’t just upstanding and moral. He is tsadiq. It’s more like a 

title. A tsadiq man, a righteous man, is one who follows every law and 

every commandment in the Torah. When Matthew tells us that Joseph is 

tsadiq, he is telling us that he was scrupulous in his obedience to the 

Law. Joseph wore phylacteries, little boxes of scripture bound to the arm 

and forehead as commanded in Deuteronomy 6. Joseph wore a prayer 

shawl at all times with tassels on the corners to remind him to keep 

God’s commandments and as commanded in Numbers chapter 15. And 

according to Leviticus 19, he would have a long beard that he never 

trimmed. Joseph was very devout in his worship. He would have 

traveled regularly to Jerusalem to make his offerings at the temple. He 

would have prayed at least three times a day. He would have regularly 

given alms to help the widow and the poor and the migrant worker. As a 

righteous man, as a tsadiq, Joseph did it all and he did it all faithfully. 
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But there were also things that Joseph did not do. As a religious observer 

of Torah, he did not work on the Sabbath, no matter what. He did not eat 

unclean food like pork or shellfish or food prepared in an unlawful way. 

He stayed away from unclean people, like Gentiles, sinners, and 

outcasts. He did not touch lepers. All of that was in the law and Joseph 

obeyed the law. He was righteous. He was tsadiq, and there was no 

greater honor than having that title.  

But here is the great big mess of a problem that has landed in Joseph’s 

lap. This tsadiq, this righteous man, is engaged to a woman named 

Mary. And she is pregnant. And Joseph is not the father. Now as a 

tsadiq, Joseph knew what was required of him. According to the law, he 

knew what he had to do. According to the law, Mary had sinned. She 

had committed adultery. And as much as Joseph might have loved her, 

he had to respond in a tsadiq-like way. The law required it.  And the law 

said that an adulterous woman should be taken to her to her father’s 

house and exposed publicly for her sin. Then on her father’s front porch, 

the elders of the community would stone her. If Joseph wanted to be 

tsadiq, if Joseph wanted to be righteous, it was what he must do.  
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Joseph is helpless to do anything less. The law makes no exceptions for 

unusual circumstances. There are no exceptions for angelic visits. No 

exceptions for pregnancies brought on by the Holy Spirit. He must 

publicly charge her and never associate with her again or he will no 

longer be righteous. Joseph knows that. He knows what he should do. 

He knows the law. He knows that his God is a holy God and God 

demands holiness from God’s people. But even so, Joseph decides not to 

do what the law requires. In verse 19, we learn in one sentence that 

Joseph is a righteous man, but he is unwilling to expose Mary to public 

disgrace. He is unwilling to condemn her. He is unwilling to have her 

stoned. He is unwilling to follow the letter of the law because it doesn’t 

feel right. Instead, he decides to forfeit his perfect status as a tsadiq. For 

Mary, for the sake of a sinner, that’s what Joseph is willing to do. 

In just that one sentence, Joseph does one of the most powerful, self-

sacrifical things in the Bible. He doesn’t choose punishment or payback 

or an eye for an eye. He chooses mercy. He chooses compassion. He 

chooses to sacrifice his own good name for the sake of someone who 

does not deserve it. And get this, he chooses that before the angel shows. 
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Before he finds out that Mary isn’t the trollop everyone thinks. Before 

he learns that the baby is from the Holy Spirit. Before he finds out that 

God can and does do brand new things. When the Angel of the Lord 

does appear to Joseph, Joseph is already half-way to the unconventional 

side of salvation. If this is what God requires, if this is what God wills, 

that he take Mary as his wife and that he accept the child as his own, 

then so be it. Because this God is more wonderful than one caged inside 

the law. He will make this family his family. Even if no one believes the 

angel story. Even if the rumors about Mary never go away. Even if he is 

an outcast and called unclean because of her. Even if he is never a 

righteous man again. He will take Mary as his wife. He will take her 

child as his own. And he will never look back.  That’s the kind of thing 

that a man of God should do. 

Thirty years later, Joseph’s boy will be a man. And if we look we can 

see the influence of his father. In his call to righteousness. In his 

proclamation that the Kingdom of God has come near. And the weak 

will be strong and the last will be first and the outcast and the sinner will 

be restored. One day, Joseph’s boy will encounter a group of righteous 
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men, men who were tsadiq, 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 guilty. You know the law, they will say. 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.” It’s what a man of 

God does. Like father, like son. 

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

leper will approach him and say, If you choose, you can make me clean. 

And if Joseph’s boy wants to be clean himself, if he wants to follow the 

Torah, he will put as much distance between himself and that leper as 

possible. Because a leper is very, very unclean. And any righteous 

person would never even get near him. But Joseph’s boy reaches out and 

touches him, and he will say, I do choose. He will touch him before he 

heals him which will make him unclean as well. But that’s what a man 

of God does. Like father, like son. 

Joseph’s boy will invite himself to dinner with tax collectors and 

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

will visit at wells with sordid women. And let them pour perfume on his 
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feet. He will reach out to people that the Torah says he should reject. He 

will teach people, you have heard it said in the Torah, but I tell you 

something new. Righteousness does not come from following the law. It 

comes from mercy and compassion and self-sacrifice. It comes from 

giving up that perfect righteousness for the sake of another. That’s what 

a child of God does. Like father, like son. 

Joseph’s boy will do exactly what his earthly father did. He will give up 

his own perfect righteousness for the sake of others. This one who 

arrived as Emmanuel, Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting 

Father, Prince of Peace. Who was greeted by angels and celebrated by 

heaven. And worshipped and adored by creation. This boy who could 

have been rejected and cast out, was adopted by a man who gave up his 

own life to claim him as his own.  And Jesus will grow up to do the 

same. He will love us and save us and sacrifice himself for us. Like 

Father, like son. 

Joseph showed Jesus what kind of man he needed to be. And Jesus 

needed him to do that. He needed someone to teach him. Just as he 

needed someone show him how to be a carpenter, he needed someone to 
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train him in how to live faithfully. Jesus needed Joseph. Because Jesus 

was as human as you and me. He didn’t automatically know the mind of 

God and didn’t get direct heavenly transmissions straight to his brain. 

Jesus needed someone to teach him. He needed someone to teach him to 

pray. He needed someone to teach him the importance of worship. He 

needed someone to teach him how to read the scriptures. He needed 

someone to teach him about who God is and what God does and how 

God made us to live. Jesus needed someone to teach him the disciplines 

of faith before he could ever have disciples of his own. Jesus was taught 

how to love God.  He was taught how to seek God’s Kingdom. He was 

taught those lessons by his parents. Because Joseph could love a family 

member that wasn’t his, so could Jesus. Because Joseph could trust God 

and God’s mercy, so could Jesus. Because Joseph could give up his life 

for another, so could Jesus. Joseph apprenticed Jesus in the faith. That’s 

what he needed. That what all of our kids need. That’s what I need. 

That’s what you need. 

Because if Jesus couldn’t do it all by himself, then neither can we. We 

need one another to teach and to learn how to love God. We need 
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parents. We need friends. We need mentors and role models, who will 

help us practice the faith. We need the Josephs who remind us of the 

grace we have received and the grace we can give. We need the ones 

who remind us of that little baby, that gift from God, that entered our 

world and found us wherever we were and loved us. And set aside his 

own righteousness to make us his very own. Because that’s what God 

does. Like Father, like Son. 

May the world see Joseph’s boy in us. May the world around us say, 

look at the grace among them. Look at how they bless and welcome 

outsiders. Look at how they receive those whom others reject and how 

they embrace the unclean. Look at how they turn the other cheek. Look 

at how they love their enemies. Look at how they sacrifice and serve 

others. Look at how unafraid they are. And how full of life and 

resurrection they are. Just like Jesus. Just like Joseph’s son. It must run 

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


