
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The First Sunday after Christmas


psalter:
Psalm 145
1st lesson:
Isaiah 9:2-7
2nd lesson:
Matthew 1:18-25
Emmanuel
As someone has noted, the relationships described in the passage from the first chapter of Matthew are confusing. Saint Joseph and Saint Mary are said to be betrothed; then Joseph is said to be planning to divorce her; and she is called his wife. But these facts represent normal Jewish law and custom concerning marriage.
The first step in entering into marriage was the engagement. The parents usually made this, or it was done through a professional matchmaker. It was often made when the couple were only children, and without the two being engaged ever having seen each other. Of matrimony at the time among the Jews, it has been said that it was "far too serious a step to be left to the dictates of the human heart."

The next step was betrothal. This could be called the "ratification" of the engagement which had been previously made. It could be broken at this point if the girl was unwilling to go on with it; but if the betrothal was agreed upon, it was binding. It lasted for a year, and during that time the couple was known as husband and wife, although they did not have the conjugal rights of a married couple. The betrothal could be broken only by divorce; hence the reference to Joseph's plan to divorce Mary when he heard of her being pregnant before they were married.

The third step was the marriage itself, which came at the end of the year of betrothal. It took place when the groom took the bride to his home. Thus Mary and Joseph were considered to be legally married when she went with him to Bethlehem, some- time after he learned the circumstances of her pregnancy.

Saint Matthew tells us that Joseph was a "just man." As such, he could not rightfully marry a woman who had become pregnant 

out of wedlock. But being a charitable as well as a just man, he resolved to spare Mary the shame and embarrassment of taking her before the court in Nazareth to divorce her. Instead, he decided to "put her away privily," that is, to divorce her quietly by handing her the appropriate writ in the presence of two witnesses. It's been suggested that Joseph had been told of the Annunciation, the visit of the angel Gabriel to Mary to tell her of the miraculous conception of the Son of God in her womb; but that he might not have fully believed or understood the report until the angelic appearance to him in a dream, which corroborated the story of the appearance to Mary. For the angel said to him, in what was his own Annunciation, "Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost."

It must have been a painful and unhappy time for Joseph, Mary, and their families and friends until the misunderstanding was ended by the angel's visit to Joseph. The statement that "he thought on these things" suggests his deep concern, and perhaps hesitation to end the relationship, even quietly, though he certainly could think of nothing else to do until the revelation, or perhaps confirmation, by the angel, of the true circumstances.

So Joseph did not end the betrothal, and he went on to take Mary to be his wife, as the angel told him to do, and in spite of slanderous reports which were circulating. These malicious rumors were still being told during our Lord's earthly ministry, and afterwards; they surface in the eighth chapter of the Gospel according to Saint John, in a controversy between Christ and some of his opponents. The discussion recorded there concerned the question of who was a true descendant of their common ancestor, Abraham. Christ acknowledged that they were Abraham's descendants, but said that they were not acting in his spirit; because if they were, they would have recognized and accepted Him as being from God.

They replied, "We were not born of fornication; we have one Father, even God." (John 8:41) They were children of God, they asserted. But if they truly were, Christ again told them, they would love Him and recognize that He had come from God.

Their statement that "We" – and we can see the implied contrast with Christ – "We were not born of fornication" is both an assertion of their supposed spiritual purity, and a repetition of rumors about the Lord's own birth. Someone has well stated that these slanders "were the almost inevitable by-product of the actual fact; the Mother of the Lord did not escape the calumny that she foresaw when she accepted the highest honour ever given to human being." It was a report that took very specific form. As someone has summed it up, it was rumored "that Mary had been unfaithful to Joseph; that her paramour had been a Roman soldier . . .; and that Jesus was the child of that adulterous union."

The pressure of these false and hateful rumors did not force Joseph and Mary to give up their high and holy calling. They obeyed God, and went ahead to do His will. They rejoiced that "Emmanuel . . . God with us" was to be born; that, as the author of Psalm 145 proclaimed, God's "power . . . glory, and mightiness of (His) kingdom, might be known unto men." Opposition which came even at this crucial and glorious time in the history of the world did not deter them. May we, like them, be faithful to God in all circumstances, and rejoice with them at this happy season that Emmanuel has come.
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