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Reece Frith 15 – 12 – 24 

 
“Holy Joe” 

Matthew 1:18 – 25 
 

 
So Christmas Day is fast approaching – in fact it’s only 10 days away(!) 
Shopping to be done, Christmas trees and decorations to be put up, presents to 
be bought. 
Most importantly for us though is we carry the story of Christmas with us – the 
true story.  
The story of Jesus – Immanuel – God with us. Of shepherds and angels, wise men, 
Mary his mother and…. Joseph… 
 
We don’t actually know a lot about Joseph.  
After the birth narratives, Joseph is absent presumed deceased.  
We know he was a direct descendant of King David.  
We know he was a carpenter.  
 
We also have a description of his character. 
Joseph is “righteous”, which in Hebrew is ‘tsadiq’.  
 
That word means that Joseph was devout.  
He was the kind of person who learnt and studied and memorised the Torah – the 
Jewish Book of the Law. 
He was someone thoroughly familiar with the ancient text of the Law and the 
Prophets. 
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What that means is that Joseph was someone who carefully observed and 
followed the Jewish Law, the Torah. 
He learned and studied and reflected on the Torah. 
In other words, he was the holy man in his village. 
He was the holy man in town.  
He was a holy Joe.  
 
He was the sort of guy who supported the synagogue, followed the food laws, 
followed the holy days... 
He knew what the law required and he did his utmost to follow it. 
Joseph had a reputation.  
His life revolved around faithfulness to God.  
 
So when it became evident that Mary was pregnant – when signs of the baby 
came to light – Joseph knew what was in store. 
 
He knew that in cases of adultery, divorce was mandatory under Jewish law and 
Roman law agreed. 
 
Joseph knew this was big deal in the Torah culture, in the Old Testament culture. 
Joseph has grounds to believe that Mary was unfaithful; the question for him is 
thus not whether he should divorce Mary, but how he should do so. 
 
Joseph could do this publically and in doing so recoup any money that he had paid 
toward the marriage. 
 

So at best, his marriage would have ended and Mary would have to endure 
the shame and shunning of her entire community.  
She would be an outcast.  
It happens still in many traditional cultures today.  

 
And at worst, in that culture if someone committed the sin of adultery, the 
penalty was what? 
According to Deuteronomy 22 verses 23 and 24 the penalty for adultery is 
death by stoning. (Roman authorities stamped down these kinds of actions 
where they could; if anyone was going to do the killing it was them). 

 
So Joseph realising the demands of the Law and consequences for Mary, decided 
to divorce Mary on the quiet. 
He could do this before two witnesses.  
 
That’s the details but what’s the point? 



3 
 

 
One of the key themes of all the gospels (and the New Testament) is discipleship –
what it means to follow the Lord. 
 
And even early on Joseph is being held up as an example of discipleship.  
Mary in Luke is held up as someone to take note of; here it’s Joseph. 
 
This is not just a simple retelling of events; there’s something about holy Joe that 
we’re to take note of.  
 
So here’s my question,  

“What defining mark of discipleship did Joseph display?” 
 
Have a chat with your neighbour. 
 
Who said kindness? 
Anyone say compassion? 
 
Here what I think: a defining mark of discipleship is obedience – Joseph did what 
he is told.  
When we read the accounts of Mary and Joseph, we’re not actually told of one 
word that Joseph said.  
Have you noticed that? Not one word is recorded.  
We’re not told what Joseph said but are told what he did. 
 
Here, he woke up from his dream and he acted straight away.  
 
And this happened not only once, not twice, but three times in Matthew’s gospel.  
 
I mean you can read about these in Matthew chapter 2 where Joseph has another 
dream telling him to take the infant Jesus and Mary and flee to Egypt. 
And what does it say?  

“So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for 
Egypt...” 1 

 
Then a bit late he has another dream to return to Israel because it was now safe. 
Again we read: 

“So he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of 
Israel.” 2 

                                                
1 Matthew 2:14 
2 Matthew 2:21 
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Joseph was someone who exemplified obedience. 
 
Recently I noted that the verbal proclamation of the good news has fallen on hard 
times in New Zealand. 
You talk about evangelism and people feel uncomfortable.  
Obedience is not far behind. 
 
A few years ago I talked about how people struggle with a God who gives 
commands, with a God who might actually tell us what to do.  
 
We value independence, choice and personal preference, and we bring those into 
our Christian faith.  
We pick and choose what we will and won’t do.  
 
Though to be far, it’s not just Kiwi’s though it has to be said. 
 
But here’s the thing: obedience as a defining mark of discipleship is inescapable in 
the teaching of Jesus. 
I mean Jesus says in Luke’s Gospel, “Why do you call me Lord, Lord, and not do 
what I say?” 3 
 
In John’s Gospel Jesus says, ““If you love me, keep my commands… Whoever 
has my commands and keeps them is the one who loves me… Anyone who 
loves me will obey my teaching.”4 
 
You might say, “But Reece, Joseph had the advantage of a dream! If I had dreams 
from God I would act on it too!” 
 
But you know, that’s no guarantee. 
 

In the world today, which religion in particular values dreams?  
Islam.  
Muslim people pay great attention to their dreams. There is a belief that 
dreams provide a connection between the seen and unseen world.  
It’s a known phenomenon that Muslim people have become followers of 
Jesus through dreams.  
So some years back I read about an outreach to Muslim people in the UK. 

                                                
3 Luke 6:46. 
4 John 14:15; 21; 23.  
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In this article there was one Muslim man in particular and his name Madhi. 
had made friends with a Christian and they often met together for 
conversations about spiritual things.  
And the thing is, Madhi admitted that Jesus had appeared to him in two 
dreams but even so he had refused to give his allegiance to Him.  

 
And you know this too; we don’t need dreams to know what to do. 
Dreams are good. God sourced dreams are great and I wish I had them more. 
 
Yet we have Scripture with its clear articulation what is asked of us.  
Holy Spirit prompts us in other ways too.  
 
Having said that, is obedience a case of simply gritting our teeth and clenching our 
fists and doing what we’re told to do? 
 
I think for one, obedience is something that is learned and cultivated.  
So , 

“How do we learn obedience? How do we cultivate it?” 
 
Well, how did Joseph learn obedience? 
Joseph was a meticulous observer of the Law. 
We talked about this a few weeks ago.  
You know, keeping the Sabbath, avoiding the wrong foods, ensuring that his 
garments weren’t from mixed material, observing the feasts and making the right 
kinds of sacrifice and so on.  
For Joseph, these were everyday things; every day acts of obedience. 
 
So here’s what I think: more than we realise, we learn and cultivate obedience in 
the small things of life, what we often think are inconsequential.  
 

Those times in the supermarket where we have to wait and exhibit 
gracious patience. (Did you know by the way, that over an entire lifetime 
you will spend 3 years waiting in line?) 
 
It may be listening to someone who is boring or irritating or treating a 
fellow sinner with charity or offering advice on a trivial matter that seems 
trivial to everyone else except the person asking for advice.  
 
It’s giving your attention to that person who has terrible B.O. or bad 
breath. (I’m not looking at anyone here but I just thought I needed to bring 
it to your attention). 
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When you think about these areas, what’s the commands we’re obeying? 
Love one another. Love your neighbour as yourself. Forgive. 
 

Think of it like this: when you begin mathematics, where do you 
begin? Do you begin with calculus? How about algebra?  
No. You begin with simple addition.  
And you build on it from there. 

 
C.S. Lewis put it like this: 

One might start with forgiving one’s husband or wife, or parents or 
children… for something they have done or said in the last week. 
That will probably keep us busy for the moment.5 

 
Have you ever wondered why God committed Jesus in Joseph’s care? 
In think that out of his everyday obedience God knew Joseph was someone He 
could trust. 
 

--------------------------- 
I don’t know about you but there times when I look at what’s being asked of me, 
and say to myself I can’t do it.  
Sometimes my best intentions and my best attempts fall flat.  
 
And as good as Joseph’s obedience was, he too knew he fell short. 
I mean, what did the angel say? 

“You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from 
their sins.” 

 
Even with Joseph’s meticulous, thorough going, scrupulous and careful keeping of 
the Law, he needed to be saved, rescued, delivered and freed from his sins.  
 
He wasn’t alone. 
Let’s turn to Philippians 3:3 – 9. 
Here’s someone else like Joseph: 
 

“For it is we who are the circumcision, we who serve God by his Spirit, who 
boast in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh – though I 
myself have reasons for such confidence. 
If others think they have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have 
more:  

                                                
5 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity,  
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circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for 
zeal, persecuting the church; as for righteousness based on the law, 
faultless. 
But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 
What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth 
of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. 
I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not 
having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which 
is through faith in Christ – the righteousness that comes from God on the 
basis of faith.” 

 
It was Jesus who paid the penalty for your sin and my sin– Jesus was the truly 
obedient one, even to a cruel, undeserving death on a Roman cross.  
 
And we receive his righteous and forgiveness by putting our trust in Him and 
making a personal connection with Him. 
 
And having been forgiven we also become enabled to do as God commands. 
Paul talks about “we who serve God by his Spirit”. 
 
Paul wanted the righteousness that came through Jesus, this righteousness that 
goes deep into the heart of who we are.  
 
What did Paul say?  

“I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing 
Christ Jesus my Lord...” 
 

We might put it like this, this morning: your religious background, whatever faith 
tradition you’ve grown up in, your church involvement, whatever religious activity 
you’re involved in, is worthless – is garbage – unless you personally know Jesus 
Christ.  
 
And my great fear is that there may be people here and you do not know Jesus in 
a personal, close way. 
 
And the first step of obedience for you this morning is to admit that that’s true of 
you, and you need to bend the knee and bow the heart and give over your life to 
King Jesus.   
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