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Deuteronomy 22: 22 

 
 If a man is caught lying with the wife of another man, both of them shall die, the man who lay 

with the woman as well as the woman. So you shall purge the evil from Israel. 

 

Deuteronomy 24: 1-4 

 

Suppose a man enters into marriage with a woman, but she does not please him because he finds 

something objectionable about her, and so he writes her a certificate of divorce, puts it in her 

hand, and sends her out of his house; she then leaves his house 2 and goes off to become another 

man’s wife. 3 Then suppose the second man dislikes her, writes her a bill of divorce, puts it in her 

hand, and sends her out of his house (or the second man who married her dies); 4 her first 

husband, who sent her away, is not permitted to take her again to be his wife after she has been 

defiled; for that would be abhorrent to the LORD, and you shall not bring guilt on the land that 

the LORD your God is giving you as a possession. 

 

 

Series Introduction 

 

You know, it would be a drastic understatement for me to say that I am not much of an artist.  In 

an email exchange with someone earlier this week, the person emailed about themselves that, “I 

would have to Google how to draw a stick figure!”  I laughed audibly when I read that because it 

is a perfect description of my utter lack of artistic capacity.  That said – I do enjoy looking at art 

of many forms.  Not because I know anything about it (forms, styles, genres, etc…), but because 

I appreciate the beauty of what true artists can create with their hands.  And, in my astonishingly 

novice relationship with art, one of the things that has come to fascinate me the most is the 

profound difference that distance can make to what you see when you look at a piece. 
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It is remarkable, to me, how the space between me and a piece of art can completely and entirely 

change what it is I see.  There are paintings that, from a distance, look exactly like a scene or a 

portrait, but that, up close look like nothing but random dots on a page.  There are some that look 

like one image from 10 feet away, but that are actually created by thousands of much smaller 

perceivable images as you get closer and closer to the canvas.  And, recently, I’ve seen more and 

more images of work done with sculptures, light and shadows that look pointless from one 

direction but perfect from another.  There are, undoubtedly, people in this room who could put 

names and faces and details behind what I am trying to express, but for me, I find myself 

repeatedly amazed at how different a piece can look depending on how you look at.  And, I think 

the very same is extraordinarily true when it comes to our relationship with the Biblical stories – 

particularly those we’ve heard so many times before. 

 

I think with stories from the Bible, especially Christmas, Easter, and others that we’ve heard 

echoed throughout our lives, we tend to have this very ‘bird’s eye’ view of the narrative.  We 

know how it begins and ends, we know many of the crucial plot-points throughout, and thus we 

end up with this panoramic view of the story as a whole that doesn’t always allow us to really 

see the intricacies of the narrative for what they are, and what they might say to us.  So, all of 

that is to say that we’re going to try a slightly different angle this time around.  Over the course 

of the next month and a half, as we make our way through this Advent and Christmas season, 

we’re going to try to look at the story through the eyes and experience of those who were there.  

We’re going to hone in on different characters of the nativity each week (many of whom are not 

the typical focus of our Nativity Pageants and Christmas Eve sermons), and we are going to see 

what that says to us about faith, discipleship, and what the birth of Messiah might mean to us 

today.  It is our hope and prayer that this journey might open, to us, a slightly new view on that 

nativity that we’ve considered so many times before, and might allow us to see the God’s art 

drawn in the birth of Jesus Christ in a whole new way. 

 

And, today, we start with Joseph – which brings us to our reading from the first chapter of 

Matthew. 

 

 

Matthew 1: 18-25 

 
18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah[i] took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been 

engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy 

Spirit. 19 Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public 

disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. 20 But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of 

the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take 

Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will bear a son, 

and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took place 

to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 
23 “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 

    and they shall name him Emmanuel,” 

which means, “God is with us.” 24 When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the 

Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, 25 but had no marital relations with her until she 

had borne a son;[j] and he named him Jesus. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matt+1&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23163i
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matt+1&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23170j
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Image May Matter, But… 

 

For those of you who may have been caught off guard by a quote from Mark Zuckerberg as our 

call to meditation today, I shared that because it was a stark reminder, to me, of the power of 

image in our society.  Even throughout this most recent presidential race, I’ve heard constant talk 

about the candidates’ ‘brand,’ and everything that carries with it.  And, while it uses the word 

‘brand’ instead of ‘image,’ this quote, when I saw it, jumped out to me as a glaring reminder that 

image matters.  

 

The simple truth is that it matters, to us, what people think.  Whether it’s a world-renowned 

personality trying to uplift their marketability or the Joe Average work-go’er trying to impress 

his boss – image matters.  We make countless decisions, every day, which are based, at least in 

part, on how it will affect the manner in which others view us.  The houses we buy, the lawns we 

keep, the clothes we wear, the cars we drive, the hairstyles we choose, the diets we attempt, the 

shows we watch, the books we read…I could go on and on and on with the things, in our lives, 

that are frequently and significantly guided by our perception of how those things will affect the 

manner in which others look at us.  Image matters to us – we care what people think.  And, that 

brings us to Joseph. 

 

Now, the truth is that we don’t know a lot about Joseph (and, that’s going to be the case for a lot 

of the characters we explore in the coming weeks).  Joseph has a markedly small part in 

Scripture (the most notable part, really, being that he is the ancestral link between Jesus and 

Abraham).  And, the majority of what we do see of Joseph shows up in just these couple of 

chapters of Matthew.  But, there is one moment that he embraces an action of faith that I think 

speaks volumes to those of us who spend our days in the image-driven society in which we live.  

 

Joseph’s presence in the Christmas story begins just as Mary’s pregnancy is discovered.  There 

are, however, a couple of important details about the story that we need to consider.   

 

First, for all intents and purposes, Joseph and Mary were already married at this point.  The fact 

that they were ‘pledged to be married,’ as it is written in our translation, means they were already 

bonded together in a way that the general society would have viewed them as essentially united.  

They had not yet, perhaps, had the wedding celebration, and she hadn’t yet moved in to Joseph’s 

home – but, society would have expected that she owed her fidelity to Joseph just as much at this 

point as any.  For her to have relations with another man (which, remember, would have been the 

view most people, including Joseph, would have had of her pregnancy), would have been 

considered adultery.  The fact that they were pledged to be married meant they were just as good 

as married in every sense of fidelity between the man and the woman. 

 

Second, Joseph knows, for a fact, that he is not the father of this baby.  So, for Joseph, at the 

outset of this story, he knows three things.  1) He knows Mary is pregnant.  2) He knows Mary is 

pledged to him and that relations with any other man would be adultery.  3) And, he knows that 

he is not the father of this baby.  You do the math – he certainly did.   

 

So, that’s the context of the opening verses of this story.  Joseph, not knowing the rest of the 

story, believes that Mary has committed adultery and become pregnant by another man.  I shared 
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those brief readings from Deuteronomy this morning because I wanted us to have a sense of how 

the Jewish law treated this issue.  This would have meant ruin for her.  She would have been 

ridiculed, she would have been ostracized, she would have been cut off from society at best, and 

stoned to death at worst.  Joseph doesn’t want that for her.  Joseph doesn’t want to see her come 

to that end.  So, being a ‘righteous’ man (which is the Bible’s code for saying he was a man who 

devotedly followed the Jewish Law), he decided to dismiss her quietly.  In other words, the 

divorce he had every right to issue (based on her perceived infidelity and the Jewish law that 

applied), he decided to do quietly – behind the scenes, if you will.  At least if she could go to 

another place, another town, perhaps she might be received as a woman in need of help instead 

of a woman disgraced and dishonored.   

 

But, then the dream.  Suddenly, in this dream, Joseph has a revelation of the true story behind 

Mary’s pregnancy.  He’s given instructions, he’s given details, he’s given promises, and he’s 

given the opportunity to be a part of this in a profound way.  He is asked, in this dream, to take 

Mary as his wife despite her pregnancy – despite the fact that the society viewed her as an 

adulterer. 

 

Now, it is important to understand that all of the shame in this situation, at least at this point, 

would have been on Mary.  Some might have felt bad for Joseph, there may have even been a 

few who would denigrate him because of this.  But, generally, Joseph’s image and status in the 

community – his honor (which was central to their identity and their culture) – was not 

significantly harmed in all of this.  The dishonor was Mary’s.  The condemnation was Mary’s.  

The repercussions were Mary’s.  Not his.  All he had to do was dismiss her as the adulteress 

people believed she was, and his image, his place and his honor would be preserved.  Do you see 

what I’m getting at here? 

 

Joseph’s focus on image and honor was no less prominent to him than the importance of image 

we have in our lives today.  In some ways, it may have been even more prevalent in his life.  

What people thought of him mattered.  His honor mattered.  So, this dream was not simply 

asking him to accept Mary for the truth of her situation.  This dream was asking him to bring her 

shame, her dishonor and her disgrace into his house, his family, and his life.  Joseph, in this 

dream, was asked to make a choice – protect your image or be a part of what God is doing.   

 

You know the story, and you know what he chose.  But, I’m taken aback by the manner in which 

Joseph had an easy out in this.  The law was clear.  He had his options and his integrity would 

have been fully and wholly intact.  He was a righteous man, a respected man.  And, in a dream, 

God asked him to embrace the shame placed upon Mary and allow it to cloud his own life.  It 

didn’t matter what the truth was – it didn’t matter what really happened with Mary.  The people 

didn’t know that truth, and the shame and disgrace they heaved upon Mary was very real.  

Joseph had an easy out to make sure none of that affected him.  But, he didn’t take it. 

 

So much of our lives is guided by image – what we do, what we say, what we wear, what we eat.  

But, I wonder how often that concern for our image ends up taking precedence over our concern 

for God’s will and longings for our lives.  I have my examples, but I’m going to let you come up 

with your own.  Still, ask yourself this.  ‘How often, when facing a decision, do you find yourself 

considering what others might think of what you are doing?  How often, facing those same 
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decisions, do you ask yourself what God would think?  And, in those times that you ask both – 

when the answers are different, which one wins out?’ 

 


