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Matthew 1:18-25 
 
If you had assumed before today that Jesus’ 
birth made for a sweet family story, maybe you 
are now having second thoughts. Because what 
we just heard from Matthew was high drama 

that, if not for the angelic intervention, could have spelled death for Mary, for the Savior of the 
World, and for the entire hope of the cosmos.  
 
As Matthew tells it, the story of Jesus on earth begins with a pre-marital pregnancy in which 
Mary’s fiancé is not the father. We may imagine how earthshaking this was for the couple if we 
consider who they were: Mary, a young girl from a pious Jewish family, engaged to Joseph, an 
upstanding, hardworking carpenter. This engagement must have delighted both families – for 
Mary’s, a match with a man who promised stability and a future; for Joseph’s, a match with a 
diligent young girl with a faithful upbringing.   
 
Now, unbeknownst to their families, the worst possible scenario is unfolding. Mary is pregnant, 
and not by Joseph, since they were not yet living together. This discovery shook Joseph’s world. 
How could something like this possibly happen? He was a law-abiding man who worked hard as 
a carpenter to build up enough financial stability so that he could support a family. He entered 
into the engagement on good faith that Mary was exactly who she appeared to be. How could 
this happen??  
 
Suddenly, the future they both envisioned shattered into a million pieces.  
 
But Joseph was not only lamenting his own situation. He was also crushed because he knew 
what the penalty was for a woman in Mary’s situation—death by public stoning, as a way of 
deterring other young women from doing what Mary had allegedly done. The law in 
Deuteronomy reads that if a man marries a girl who is claimed to be a virgin, and then finds 
that she is not, “they shall bring the girl to the entrance of her father’s house and there her 
townsmen shall stone her to death.” 
 
Matthew gives us a deeper glimpse into Joseph’s character. He cannot bring himself to do this, 
which was remarkable considering that he, like Mary, was raised in strict obedience to Jewish 
law. We are told that, instead, “Being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public 
disgrace, he planned to dismiss her quietly.” The word in our translation, “quietly,” comes from 
the meaning of the verb in that sentence, “to dismiss,” which carries the connotation not of 
sending someone packing, but of loosening, letting go, setting free, in the sense of releasing 
someone from an obligation -- even to the point of forgiving them. 
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Even with these good intentions, there was little hope that Joseph could accomplish this 
secretly. Because where could Mary go? Since she was pregnant, rumors would follow, and 
eventually people would conclude she was guilty. No matter where she went, she’d face a 
death sentence.   
 
But God’s plan was perfect: Just as Joseph was about to do dismiss her – “just when he had 
resolved to do this,” Matthew tell us -- the angel appears.  
 
Angels tend to show up whenever when humans are terrified and all hope seems lost. Their 
first words are usually, “Do not be afraid.” Think of the angel at the tomb when the women 
arrived. My favorite angel story is in Numbers 22, when a donkey essentially saves the people 
of Israel from destruction. The king of an enemy country sends a man named Balaam to go out 
and curse the Israelites, which would ensure that the king’s army would destroy them. God tells 
Balaam not to go, but he sets out anyway. At some point the donkey inexplicably refuses to go 
any further. Only the donkey can see that an angel with a drawn sword (this had to be Michael, 
right?) has blocked the way. Balaam repeatedly beats the donkey but it refuses to move, and 
finally lies down in the road. Finally God speaks to Balaam through the donkey. He repents and 
goes on to do what God tells him.  
 
Here in Matthew, the angel explains everything to Joseph, including the very reason that Jesus 
is being born into the world. He is obedient to what God tells him, just as Mary is in Luke’s 
Gospel.  
 
In all these angel stories, darkness plays a big role. A sudden turn of events plunges the central 
characters into darkness. The women at the tomb arrived totally confused. In Luke, the angel’s 
announcement that Mary will give birth to the Son of God leaver her perplexed. In Numbers 22, 
Balaam is in the dark about why the donkey won’t go any further. Here in Matthew, Mary finds 
herself in the darkness of uncertainty over everything, pregnant and not by Joseph; Joseph is 
plunged into darkness by discovering that Mary pregnant and not by him.  
 
Yet the fact is that light cannot be discerned except out of surrounding darkness. This tells us 
that God is always at work in the darkness. We might even say that darkness is the wardrobe of 
God. It is in the darkness that we always encounter God, not in blinding light. At least that is my 
experience; if any of you have found God in blinding light, please tell me about it! God’s first 
creative act emerged out of the darkness in Genesis, and God’s next creative act, at Jesus’ birth, 
came to being in the darkness of Joseph’s predicament and was then announced to the 
shepherds out of the dark night sky.  
 
God becomes known to each in the midst of our darkness. We have been walking the path of 
darkness in our Advent pilgrimage, lighting one more candle each week. On Christmas Eve we’ll 
light the fifth candle in our wreath and our journey will be complete. As we count down to that 
great day, treasure the darkness as a place of discovery and hope, where we call with the 
psalmist today: Restore us, O God of hosts! Let your face shine upon us, and we shall be saved.  
  


