
“A Righteous Man”                                                                 December 15, 2019 
Matthew 1:18-25 

SI:  For the remainder of Advent we’re going to read Matthew’s account of the 
Christmas story. 

INTRO:  Back in 1980, President Jimmy Carter came to Tuscumbia, Alabama 
   for a re-election campaign rally.  It was held in downtown Spring Park, a few  
   blocks from my home.  It was a big deal.  Everybody was there. 
   I got there early and was literally on the front row, just 20 feet from the platform. 
Before President Carter spoke, a number of different people spoke to introduce 
   him and praise him and say why he should be reelected. 

Senator Howell Heflin, Congressman Ronnie Flippo, Governor Fob James,  
   and even George Wallace was there. 
   Everything they said focused attention on Carter. 
It would have been off point if they had taken that time to toot someone else’s horn, 
   because their message was Carter, Carter, Carter. 
    
In Matthew 1, the Messiah is introduced to the world. 
It’s hard to overestimate the importance of this chapter of the Bible. 
   The Old Testament has ended with the promise the Messiah is coming. 
   There have been 400 years of silence with no prophets speaking for God. 
   Then the New Testament begins. 
And the Messiah is introduced to the world. 

Matthew begins with a genealogy showing Christ is heir to the throne of David. 
   He says Christ is Immanuel, God with us.  He’s divine.  He’s the God man 
And he is given the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins. 
   The name Jesus means savior.  That’s his mission.  To save sinners. 
This passage is short, it’s focused, it’s intense, it’s all about Jesus Christ and how 
   he has finally come to save the world from the curse of sin. 

So it seems off point for Matthew in this passage focused on Jesus 
   to call another man righteous.  But he does.  He toots someone else’s horn.  
I’m talking, of course, about Joseph. 
   Matthew says that Joseph was a righteous man. 
Wait a minute.  Doesn’t the Bible says there is no one righteous, not even one? 
   Isn’t Jesus the only perfectly righteous person? 
Isn’t that the whole point of why he came, because we aren’t righteous and we need 



   forgiveness and salvation?   
So why clutter up this important introduction of the Savior of the world 
   with a comment about Joseph being a righteous man? 

Here’s why— 
Yes, Jesus came to save us from our sins.  Yes, he had to do that for us.   
   We couldn’t do it ourselves.   
But the reason he saved us from our sins is so that we would be righteous people. 
   Jesus not only came to forgive us, he came to make us righteous. 
   He was perfectly righteous.  He calls us to be righteous after him. 

You can think of it this way: 
Righteousness is not the way to eternal life.   
   We could never be righteous enough to earn God’s favor. 
But righteousness is the way of eternal life. 
   It’s what God wants for our lives.   
   Being righteous is why he saved us through Christ. 

So when Matthew calls attention to Joseph’s righteousness in this very important  
   chapter about Jesus, it’s not off point at all. 
Because Matthew is introducing a vital truth here at the beginning of the NT— 
   Jesus came to save us from our sins so we would be righteous people. 
And the very first New Testament example of a righteous man is Joseph. 
   He shows us what righteousness should look like in a person saved by faith. 

So let’s look at the man God chose to be the earthly father of the Savior of the  
   world and see what we can learn from him about the righteous life God desires. 

Three points for you note-takers.  I’ll give the to you as we go. 



MP#1  First, a righteous life is an obedient life 
We don’t know much about Joseph. 
He apparently died before Jesus turned 30 because he’s not mentioned later in the  
   Gospels.  And Mary herself is treated like a widow. 
The only places Joseph is mentioned is here in Matthew chapter 1 and chapter 2 
   and also in Luke 1 and 2.   
But that’s enough to see he was a man whose life was characterized by obedience. 

In Luke 2 we are told about how Joseph and Mary took baby Jesus to the temple 
   to be dedicated to the Lord and circumcised.   
   When they came to do that, Joseph brought the appropriate sacrificial offering. 
Also in Luke 2 is the only story from Jesus’ boyhood, the time he went to Jerusalem 
   with his family for Passover, and then stayed behind to talk to the teachers of law. 
From these two very short accounts we notice something about Joseph. 
When it came to worship, and God’s requirements for worship, he obeyed God. 
   And he led his family in obedience.   
Luke 2:39 says Joseph did everything required of the law of the Lord. 

But Joseph’s obedience went deeper than keeping religious laws and requirements. 
True obedience is not less than those things, but it’s also certainly more. 
   A true life of obedience is one that comes from the heart. 
And that’s what Matthew shows us about Joseph. 
   He didn’t just obey God outwardly, he obeyed from the heart. 

Joseph was in very difficult position. 
He and Mary were pledged to be married, but they weren’t living together,  
   they weren’t sleeping together.  They were waiting for the wedding. 
And during that time, Mary left town and went to spend three months with her  
   cousin Elizabeth (you can read about that visit in Luke 2).   
   And when she got back, she was pregnant.   
Of course, we know the angel had spoken to her and told her that she would  
   remain a virgin and that the child would be conceived by the Holy Spirit. 

But it’s not too hard to imagine how that conversation went with Joseph. 
   I’m sure she begged him to believe her but of course he didn’t. 
Then an angel appeared to him in a dream and confirmed what Mary had said. 
The angel told Joseph to take her home as his wife. 
   To name this child, to raise him as his own.  And here’s the important line:   
   When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him.   
This is an obedience that goes deeper than following laws for worship.   



When Joseph obeyed God and took Mary as his wife and accepted her son 
   and named him and raised him as his own, that was costly obedience.   
Joseph knew they would face the small town rumor mill. 
   In Mark 6 when the people of Nazareth get offended at Jesus they say:   
   Isn’t this Mary’s son?   
That’s not how you referred to a man.  You referred to him as his father’s son. 
   It’s a dig at Jesus’ parentage.  It’s raising the old rumor.   
She went to visit her cousin and when she came back she was pregnant. 
   Poor old Joseph married her anyway.  My point is, obeying God cost Joseph.  

So why did he do it?  Why this costly obedience? 
Well, here we get down to the deepest heart of the matter. 
   It’s because Joseph believed God.  He trusted God. 
Even though his experience told him what Mary was saying could not be true, 
   and even though his instincts warned him this was going to be costly— 
   he believed God. 

Belief and obedience go hand in hand.   
Over Thanksgiving I read the generosity devotional on the table in the narthex. 
   One of the devotions said God’s kingdom is based on a gift. 
   God’s gift to us of Jesus Christ.  So generosity is woven into kingdom life.  
And if we believe that, it will free us to be generous givers.   
  
I read that and the Holy Spirit immediately brought a person to mind who had a  
   financial need and even an amount I should give—but I love money and don’t like  
   to part with it.  So immediately this battle started in my conscience. 
And then the thought came to me:  Do I really believe this or not? 
   Do I really believe God’s kingdom is based on his gift of Jesus and I am in that  
   kingdom and I will be blessed if I live by the laws of that kingdom? 
Belief and obedience go hand in hand, so do unbelief and disobedience.  

Jesus came at Christmas to save you so that you can life a righteous life for God.  
   This Christmas, what specific matter of obedience has the Holy Spirit put on your  
   heart?  Maybe it’s something he’s been pressing on you for a long time. 
It may have to do with another person, forgiving or reconciling. 
   It may have to do with changes to your speech or something God wants you to do 
   with your money or your time.   
Christ has saved you for obedience.  
MP#2  Second, a righteous life is a tender-hearted, compassionate, merciful life 
Before the angel appeared to Joseph in the dream and told him that Mary was  



   indeed telling the truth about the divine conception, 
   before that happened, look again at how Joseph responded to her. 

He must have been stunned when she told him she was expecting a baby. 
Everything he thought he knew about Mary and her character and her honesty,  
   was turned upside down.   
But it got even worse when he asked her who the father was. 
   And I’m sure he asked her many times.  Tell me.  Be honest with me. 

It would have been insulting and infuriating to hear her continue to insist,  
   over and over that she hadn’t slept with anyone.  The angel, the Holy Spirit. 
The only conclusion he could come to was not only that she had cheated on him,  
   but that she was a pathological liar.   

That’s what makes his response so beautiful. 
   We men are thin-skinned creatures.  We have fragile egos and a lot of pride. 
Most men in this situation would respond with a determination to defend their  
   reputation and make sure everybody knew they were the wronged party. 
That they were justified in breaking the engagement. 

That’s not my baby she’s pregnant with! 
And if you don’t believe me when I say I haven’t slept with her, then just do the  
   math.  She’s been at her cousin’s for the past three months.   
Joseph could have destroyed her and come out smelling like a rose. 

But he didn’t.  He still wanted the best for her.  His plan was to protect her.   
   He had every reason to believe she had betrayed him, but he wouldn’t betray her. 
It says he did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce  
   her quietly.  It’s called divorce because a betrothal was legally binding. 

Just so you understand, what Joseph planned to do was end the engagement 
   without telling anyone why he had ended it and without defending himself— 
   so that would make him the bad guy. 
And let’s just imagine how this might have played out.   
   Mary’s parents hustle her back down south to cousin Elizabeth’s house  
   before her pregnancy starts to show and becomes common knowledge. 

She has the baby down there, her relatives take the child to raise as their own. 
   It’s a family secret.  She comes back to Nazareth. 
And everybody says, isn’t Mary a lovely girl.  Joseph broke her heart when he  



   broke their engagement.  She was so hurt she just had to get out of town. 
   Now she’s back and I hope he’s sorry for what he did. 
I’m speculating of course.  But I want you to see how magnificent Joseph was. 
   What a big, tender, compassionate, merciful heart. 

There’s something wonderful and mysterious here. 
Where did Jesus Christ himself learn to be a kind and gentle friend of sinners? 
   Where did he learn to be such an approachable person? 
   You might say:  Well, he didn’t have to learn.  He was the Son of God. 
   That’s just how God is.   
Ok.  But Jesus was also fully man.  Bible says he learned obedience.  
   So we can assume he also learned how to be a merciful, kind person. 

We know where he learned it.  From being raised by Joseph.   
   From watching his parent’s marriage.  If Joseph was this kind to Mary when he 
   thought she had betrayed him, imagine what a warm and loving husband he was 
   to her all the years of their married life together. 
Jesus saw that as a boy and it shaped his character.   
   The son became like his father and the father became like his son. 

Our Savior Jesus Christ is delighted when husbands and wives and parents and  
   children and sisters and brothers love one another with tenderness and sympathy. 
   He’s delighted when church members love with tenderness and sympathy.  
He’s delighted when he sees us unwilling to hurt each other and willing to take the  
   hurt and insults on ourselves, rather than defend ourselves and inflict pain.   
That’s why he came at Christmas.  To make us righteous people. 

I’m going to read a Bible verse, and I want you to pray that God will help you, 
   this Christmas apply this verse to someone in our life.  Are you ready? 
It’s Ephesians 4:22 and it goes: 
   Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving one another, even as God, for  
   Christ’s sake, as forgiven you. 



A righteous life is an obedient life, it’s a tender-hearted, compassionate, merciful 
life, and third . . .  
MP#3  A righteous life is a humble life 
Joseph is, in a way, the forgotten figure of the Christmas story. 

This week I took two different hymnbooks and went through the lyrics of every  
   Christmas carol in both of them.  One had 40 Christmas carols, one had 48. 
   I read all of them.  Some I knew, some I’ve never sung in my life. 
What I found is that Jesus is mentioned in every one of them.  Of course! 
   The angels and shepherds are mentioned in the majority of them. 
   Mary is mentioned a lot. 
   The Wisemen are mentioned in some of them. 

But Joseph—I couldn’t believe this—in all the Christmas carols I could only find  
   one mention of Joseph.   
It’s in a stanza of Angels We Have Heard On High that isn’t even printed in all  
   hymn books.  In fact, we don’t sing this stanza.   It goes:   
   See within a manger laid, Jesus, Lord of heav’n and earth; 
   Mary, Joseph, lend your aid, With us sing our Savior’s birth. 
That’s it.  That’s the only time Joseph is mentioned in the Christmas carols. 
   Joseph raises his hand:  Um, excuse me.  I was there too.   

Joseph wasn’t told by an angel ahead of time what was going to happen, 
   as Mary was.  He wasn’t given the opportunity to prepare himself. 
   This life altering event was dropped on him after the fact. 
Joseph would never be Jesus’ father in the same way Mary was his mother,  
   he would always be, in a sense, Jesus’ step-father. 
When Joseph and Mary brought baby Jesus to the temple to be dedicated, an elderly  
   man named Simeon approached them and made a prophecy about Jesus and he  
   included Mary in the prophecy, but not Joseph.  There were no words for him. 

Joseph was a man of modest means.   
We know that because on that visit to the temple for Jesus’ circumcision,  
   Luke tells us Joseph’s sacrificial offering was a pair of doves. 
   That was the offering for families who couldn’t afford a lamb. 
You might think that if God thrust this responsibility on Joseph, he would have  
   raised his economic and social standing to make life a little easier.  But he didn’t. 

In spite of all this, Joseph took the place the Lord assigned him without complaint. 
He was a man who understood his sin and God’s grace. 



   Because of that, he didn’t think so highly of himself that it bothered him  
   others were higher and he was lower.  
He was too grateful for God’s mercy to care that other people had more than he did. 

St. Augustine said the three great virtues of the Christian life are humility, humility,  
   and humility.   
And as the old saying goes: 
   It takes more grace than I can tell to play the second fiddle well. 

God the Father chose, as the human father of his beloved and only Son,  
   as the man who would have a formative influence on the boy Jesus 
   a man who played the second fiddle well. 
A humble man, an obedient man, a tender-hearted, compassionate man— 
   which tells you how much our Heavenly Father delights to see those in us.   

What was Joseph’s reward?   
   It wasn’t wealth and fame during his lifetime. 
   It wasn’t lots of songs sung about him after his death. 
There’s a prayer from the middle ages about Joseph that says: 
   O blessed Joseph, happy man, to whom it was given not only too see that God whom many  
   kings longed to see and saw not, but also to carry him in your arms, to embrace him, to clothe  
   him, to guard him and defend him.  
Joseph’s greatest reward was actually a gift of God’s grace— 
   it was the gift of a close relationship with Jesus Christ. 

You and I can’t take the Lord in our arms and embrace him as Joseph did. 
But you can deepen your relationship to him, you can draw near to him 
   by obeying the one who loved you and saved you,  
   by imitating his compassion and tenderness to you in your kindness to others,  
   and by humbly receiving everything from his hand as one who knows his mercy. 

your sense of nearness to him  

   it was a  



He’s the man  


