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Home for Christmas: 3. Unwanted Gifts 
Matthew 1:18-25 
December 11, 2016 
Pastor Steve Richards 
 
Some of you are already home for Christmas. Others will be traveling in the next week or so. 
Some of you are trying to figure out how to send your family to someone else’s home for 
Christmas. It’s a complicated time of the year. So many expectations. So many longings.  
 
When I was a child, every Christmas Eve my sisters and I would take one last look at the 
Christmas tree before heading upstairs to bed. On Christmas Eve, the only things under the tree 
were the four gifts that my three sisters and me had made for our parents – usually some art 
project that we made at school. We went to sleep that night knowing that before we woke up the 
tree would be surrounded by gifts. It wasn’t magic. We knew that when our Dad got home from 
the final Christmas Eve service, he would begin working on those items where some assembly 
was required and he and mom would start wrapping. And on Christmas morning, I wanted to be 
the first to wake up and run downstairs and read the tags attached to each gift. After breakfast, 
our family would gather around the tree and dad would select one gift at a time, and we would 
watch as each of us from oldest to youngest had our turn unwrapping a gift. I’ll never forget the 
year when we came to final package which was meant for my youngest sister. She had been 
waiting for one special gift, the one thing we all knew she wanted more than anything else. And 
as dad held out the gift, even she knew for certain what it was. This would be her best 
Christmas ever. But as she peeled back the wrapping paper, she suddenly burst into tears. It 
seemed that somehow in the early morning hours of wrapping presents, dad had mistakenly 
wrapped one of her old toys – and a broken one at that. And no amount of apologizing or 
explaining what had happened. Not even a promise to purchase what she wanted the next day 
could console her. Her Christmas had been ruined by this unwanted gift. 
 
Today, the way we get around unwanted gifts is gift receipts. If you are disappointed, you can 
take it back and get something you really want. In fact, it’s now the unwritten rule, always 
enclose a gift receipt.  
 
Christmas is a time when the highs feel higher and the lows seem lower. Your high this year 
might be a new child or seeing that new grandchild or someone will be with you who hasn’t 
been able to be home in the past. Maybe it’s a new job or a new home or a new relationship and 
as you approach this Christmas your circumstances are better than ever. You can hardly wait to 
celebrate. But others of us are focused on what’s missing this year or what’s broken, and you 
don’t even want to put up a tree. You are experiencing what you don’t want: someone has died, 
a relationship is over, your job is at risk, your health is uncertain. Or maybe this season feels as 
depressing as every other year. Can we just skip it? We all face situations we don’t want, and 
they don’t come with gift receipts. There’s no quick and easy “do over” before we get to 
Christmas.  
 
And that’s what we find in this morning’s scripture. It is the story of an unwanted gift. It’s 
Joseph’s story. There is almost no information about Joseph in the Bible. There is no record of 
anything that he said. He’s easy to overlook. I remember our childhood nativity scene did not 
even have a Joseph – only Mary to sit beside Jesus. But Joseph faced an unwanted gift and 
how he responded changed his life and what we can learn from him could change yours as well. 
 
How did the birth of Jesus come about? Here’s what Matthew tells us: His mother Mary was 
pledged to be married to Joseph… It wasn’t like today’s engagements. They didn’t meet each 
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other at school or some party or eHarmony. They didn’t become friends and then more than 
friends. They lived 80 miles from each other and had probably never met until their families 
arranged their marriage. Before they could marry there was a period of engagement or betrothal 
during which they were considered husband and wife. The betrothal would last a year or more in 
which they didn’t live with each other. They didn’t consummate the relationship and only a 
certificate of divorce by the husband could end the engagement. The one thing that wasn’t 
supposed to happen was a pregnancy which presented a dilemma for Joseph. 
 
Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man… We read that and think he must have 
been a good guy who tried to do the right thing. But in the first century a righteous man was 
what was known as a TSADIQ. It’s the Hebrew word for a man who was zealous about keeping 
the Law of Moses. He wouldn’t eat unclean foods. He wouldn’t associate with disreputable 
people. He wouldn’t violate the Sabbath laws or the holy days. And a tsadiq definitely would not 
enter into marriage with a woman who was pregnant – and was certainly the subject of all kinds 
of rumor about how she became pregnant. To be a tsadiq was the highest honor Joseph could 
achieve in life. He worked hard to establish this reputation. He was known and respected. He 
had a vision for the kind of marriage and family he would have. He was righteous! So imagine 
how he must have received this unsettling and unwanted news. Matthew doesn’t tell us he got 
the news from Mary. Everybody seemed to know but Joseph. Maybe he overheard the whispers 
in the marketplace. So he goes to Mary to ask if what he’s heard is true. And Mary explains 
what happened. “Joe, I’m pregnant, but there’s no other man. You must believe me. I’ve never 
been with a man. I’m pregnant by the Holy Spirit.” Yeah…”No really! I’m giving birth to the 
miracle of miracles. Joe, aren’t you as excited as I am?” No. I don’t think so. This is not how it 
was supposed to be. This is not going to work. 
 
Everything about his future changed in that moment. Even if it was true that the baby was 
conceived by the Holy Spirit, who would believe it? No, the only plausible explanation was Mary 
had been with another man. And there were consequences for that. The Law of Moses stated: 
She shall be brought to the door of her father’s house and there the men of her town 
shall stone her to death. That’s the law, and even if this wasn’t always the consequence, she 
would be subject to public shame and disgrace. Have you ever wondered why Joseph traveled 
to Bethlehem with Mary who was 9 months pregnant when there was no legal requirement that 
a wife travel with her husband for the census. I think Joseph feared for Mary’s safety. The 
rumors were so pervasive that her life was at risk. Joseph was a tsadiq, but what did he do? he 
did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.  
 
He decides to offer a bit of grace. But make no mistake, this was not an easy path that he would 
choose. He wanted a do-over, a gift receipt. He had anxious moments and sleepless nights and 
he settled on a quiet divorce. Because his hopes and dreams, his plan for the future were 
shattered. The bottom had fallen out of his life. Have you ever been in a place like that? The 
moment when the news came and changed everything – the worst thing became the real thing? 
You lost the job. You lost your freedom. You lost the relationship. Maybe you heard me describe 
that moment last February when I sat next to Amanda in the examination room. We were there 
to hear the results of the biopsy. I’ve sat with people many times as they received the worst 
news imaginable offering words of comfort, but that day when Amanda was told what they 
found, she looked to me and I was stunned into silence. I had no words, and 10 months later, 
there are still moments when I have no words. Have you ever faced something that brought 
your life to a screeching halt? That’s Joseph. You can’t send it back. There’s no gift receipt. 
There’s no do-over. And it’s easy to slip into bitterness until you find every Christmas song a 
reminder of how you are not feeling the joy.  
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So what’s Joseph do? He listens. He hears from God. When he least expects it, God shows up. 
When the bottom falls out of life, at that moment of pain and anguish and fear, that’s when God 
is closest. Are you willing to listen? God is ready to speak. And we have the Christmas story 
today only because Joseph would listen. What does God say? Joseph, son of David, do not 
be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the 
Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because 
he will save his people from their sins. In other words: Don’t be afraid. Take Mary as your 
wife. Name Jesus as your son.  
 
Don’t be afraid. This will be the most difficult decision of your life. No more tsadiq. You will be 
taking a woman who people see as an adulteress and a child who is illegitimate. No one would 
come to the wedding. Your family might reject you. Later on Jesus will be preaching in Nazareth 
and the people say: Isn’t this the carpenter? Isn’t this Mary’s son… The custom was to be 
referred to as the son of the father, but they won’t even mention Joseph and his disgrace. Didn’t 
he used to be a tsadiq? Joseph would give up his reputation. But his son never forgot what his 
father did – a father who went beyond the letter of the law – a father who honored his 
commitment to a woman that no one else would believe. His son saw how his father took on the 
shame that would never restore his reputation. Later on when Jesus said: The Son can do 
nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing… Maybe Joseph’s life 
was not so silent after all. His decision in that moment: Don’t be afraid. Take Mary as your wife. 
Name Jesus as your son. It is cost him, but it opened him up to new possibilities – and it 
changed the course of history. 
 
So what’s this mean for us when life brings unwanted gifts and unexpected circumstances? 1. 
Don’t be afraid. No matter how hard it gets. Even if it seems the future is over, don’t be afraid. 
God is closer than you think. One summer night when I was 12 years old, I was taking a gun 
safety class when the tornado siren began to sound. The radio reported a tornado had 
destroyed much of Tracy, MN and was headed in our direction. While others huddled in a 
hallway, I ran outside and the two blocks to our house where my mother and sisters were 
huddled in the basement – because in my fear, I wanted to be in the room with the one person I 
knew loved me most. God never promises life will be fair or easy, but God is Immanuel – with 
us.  
 
2. Take a risk. When the angel says, take Mary as your wife, the angel is saying this will be 
risky. The only way you can grow is to step outside your comfort zone. You may have to risk all 
your hopes and dream. Are you willing to risk that God could redeem your situation? I was in a 
restaurant recently talking with someone about a challenge that I was address and as I stood up 
to leave, a woman at the next table said, “I didn’t mean to listen in, but I did – and I want to help. 
My husband and I don’t have much but we can help.” And she gave me her name and phone 
number. A week later, I called to suggest how they could help. Don’t underestimate how God 
could be at work. Keep praying even if you are beginning to wonder if it’s pointless. Take a risk 
and step into the unknown even if it seems easier to say no than yes. Take a risk. The story of 
your life has not been written yet. Courage matters. Perseverance matters. Don’t be afraid. 
Take a risk. 
 
And finally, 3. commit to Jesus – or recommit to Jesus. When the angel says, name him Jesus. 
When the nurse says, we need a name for the birth certificate, that’s commitment time. It is the 
binding act. Joseph binds himself to this child and forever the two will be connected. There’s no 
return; no gift receipt. Do you think Joseph regretted the decision – seeing Jesus grow up, all 
the conversations, all the days together in the carpenter shop, how Jesus saw his father’s 
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courage. Whatever you face, even when it’s unwanted or unexpected, don’t be afraid. take a 
risk. Commit to Jesus, because God is closer than you think.  
 
Grow, Pray, Study for Week of December 11, 2016 
 
Weekly Prayer: Dear God: Thank you for your son, Jesus. Thank you for the joy that 
remembering Jesus' birth brings to us today. Help us live in such a way that our words and our 
actions help others know of the joy you give. Amen. 
 
Monday, December 12 
 
Scripture: Matthew 1:18-19, Psalm 18:28-30, Isaiah 43:1-4 
This is how the birth of Jesus Christ took place. When Mary his mother was engaged to Joseph, 
before they were married, she became pregnant by the Holy Spirit. Joseph her husband was a 
righteous man. Because he didn't want to humiliate her, he decided to call off their engagement 
quietly. 
 
You are the one who lights my lamp— the LORD my God illumines my darkness. With you I can 
charge into battle; with my God I can leap over a wall. God! His way is perfect; the LORD's word 
is tried and true. He is a shield for all who take refuge in him. 
 
But now, says the LORD— the one who created you, Jacob, the one who formed you, Israel: 
Don't fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name; you are mine. When you pass 
through the waters, I will be with you; when through the rivers, they won't sweep over you. 
When you walk through the fire, you won't be scorched and flame won't burn you. I am the 
LORD your God, the holy one of Israel, your savior. I have given Egypt as your ransom, Cush 
and Seba in your place. Because you are precious in my eyes, you are honored, and I love you. 
I give people in your place, and nations in exchange for your life. 
 
Observation: In Matthew, the story of Jesus’ birth began with Joseph engaged to Mary. He 
learned she was pregnant, and knew he had not done anything to father a child. (It seems he 
lived in Bethlehem and she in Nazareth, so their families may have arranged the engagement.) 
No divine messenger had visited Joseph to tell him what was happening. As a devout man, 
feeling pain and disappointment as his dreams fell apart, he likely sought comfort in Scriptures 
like today’s. 
 
Application: Have you ever faced a situation that, even if not as severe as Joseph’s, involved 
some of the same feelings? A time when someone you trusted let you down, and you had to 
face pain, disappointment, perhaps anger, perhaps tears, certainly shock? How can passages 
like Psalm 18 and Isaiah 43 give you a spiritual foundation from which to move ahead in putting 
your life back together at times like that? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, from the start of the story, your miraculous conception pointed to the fact 
that your life would upend business as usual in our broken world. Fill me with the courage to let 
you reshape all the parts of my life that need it. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, December 13 
 
Scripture: Matthew 1:18-20, Deuteronomy 22:20-24 
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This is how the birth of Jesus Christ took place. When Mary his mother was engaged to Joseph, 
before they were married, she became pregnant by the Holy Spirit. Joseph her husband was a 
righteous man. Because he didn't want to humiliate her, he decided to call off their engagement 
quietly. As he was thinking about this, an angel from the Lord appeared to him in a dream and 
said, "Joseph son of David, don't be afraid to take Mary as your wife, because the child she 
carries was conceived by the Holy Spirit. 
 
However, if the claim is true and proof of the young woman's virginity can't be produced, then 
the city's elders will bring the young woman to the door of her father's house. The citizens of 
that city must stone her until she dies because she acted so sinfully in Israel by having 
extramarital sex while still in her father's house. Remove such evil from your community! 
If a man is found having sex with a woman who is married to someone else, both of them must 
die—the man who was having sex with the woman and the woman herself. Remove such evil 
from Israel! If a young woman who is a virgin is engaged to one man and another man meets up 
with her in a town and has sex with her, you must bring both of them to the city gates there and 
stone them until they die—the young woman because she didn't call for help in the city, and the 
man because of the fact that he humiliated his neighbor's wife. Remove such evil from your 
community! 
 
Observation: In first century Jewish culture, a betrothal was as binding as marriage. When 
Mary, betrothed to Joseph, became pregnant, it led Joseph at first to the obvious that she had 
been intimate with some other man. Personally painful as that was, Joseph quickly began to 
realize that the situation might cost Mary’s life. If he denounced her publicly, she might be 
stoned to death (John 8:3-5), as the law in Deuteronomy said. He sought a different solution, 
even though it might let some people blame him for her pregnancy. 
 
Application: Matthew reported: “Joseph her husband was a righteous man… he didn’t want to 
humiliate her.” What do you learn about Joseph’s inner qualities from his measured response 
(“he decided to call off their engagement quietly”)? What are the inner qualities that define you? 
Like Joseph, do you choose not to humiliate others? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, your earthly father showed his righteous character, not in demanding that 
people follow the law to the letter, but in showing mercy to Mary. Help my righteousness, too, to 
always lean in the direction of mercy. Amen. 
 
Wednesday, December 14 
 
Scripture: Matthew 1:1-17 
A record of the ancestors of Jesus Christ, son of David, son of Abraham: Abraham was the 
father of Isaac. Isaac was the father of Jacob. Jacob was the father of Judah and his brothers. 
Judah was the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar. Perez was the father of 
Hezron. Hezron was the father of Aram. Aram was the father of Amminadab. Amminadab was 
the father of Nahshon. Nahshon was the father of Salmon. Salmon was the father of Boaz, 
whose mother was Rahab. Boaz was the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth. Obed was 
the father of Jesse. Jesse was the father of David the king. David was the father of Solomon, 
whose mother had been the wife of Uriah. Solomon was the father of Rehoboam. Rehoboam 
was the father of Abijah. Abijah was the father of Asaph. Asaph was the father of Jehoshaphat. 
Jehoshaphat was the father of Joram. Joram was the father of Uzziah. Uzziah was the father of 
Jotham. Jotham was the father of Ahaz. Ahaz was the father of Hezekiah. Hezekiah was the 
father of Manasseh. Manasseh was the father of Amos. Amos was the father of Josiah. Josiah 
was the father of Jechoniah and his brothers. This was at the time of the exile to Babylon. After 
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the exile to Babylon: Jechoniah was the father of Shealtiel. Shealtiel was the father of 
Zerubbabel. Zerubbabel was the father of Abiud. Abiud was the father of Eliakim. Eliakim was 
the father of Azor. Azor was the father of Zadok. Zadok was the father of Achim. Achim was the 
father of Eliud. Eliud was the father of Eleazar. Eleazar was the father of Matthan. Matthan was 
the father of Jacob. Jacob was the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary—of whom Jesus was 
born, who is called the Christ. So there were fourteen generations from Abraham to David, 
fourteen generations from David to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen generations from the exile 
to Babylon to the Christ. 
 
Observation: Matthew started Jesus’ story with his genealogy. Family records were a key 
source of identity in Jesus’ day. King Herod the Great, despised by most Jews because he was 
half Edomite, actually destroyed official registers so that no one else could prove a purer 
ancestry than his own! In verse 1, Matthew said three significant things about Jesus: he called 
him “Christ,” the “son of David,” and the “son of Abraham.” 
 
Application: In an unusual move for his time, Matthew named five women (including Mary) in 
Jesus’ genealogy. The other four (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and “the wife of Uriah”—i.e. Bathsheba) 
had all, like Mary, faced obstacles, even scandal, in their lives. Yet God had worked through 
each of them to advance the story of God’s redeeming mission in the world. Does God still work 
through unlikely people? In what ways is God at work through you? 
 
Prayer: O God, you have always been willing to work with anyone who is willing to work with 
you, no matter what their past contains. I want to be a part of your great redeeming purpose in 
the world. Please work through me. Amen. 
 
Thursday, December 15 
 
Scripture: Genesis 39:2-10, 41:39-43 
The LORD was with Joseph, and he became a successful man and served in his Egyptian 
master's household. His master saw that the LORD was with him and that the LORD made 
everything he did successful. Potiphar thought highly of Joseph, and Joseph became his 
assistant; he appointed Joseph head of his household and put everything he had under 
Joseph's supervision. From the time he appointed Joseph head of his household and of 
everything he had, the LORD blessed the Egyptian's household because of Joseph. The LORD 
blessed everything he had, both in the household and in the field. So he handed over everything 
he had to Joseph and didn't pay attention to anything except the food he ate. Now Joseph was 
well-built and handsome. Some time later, his master's wife became attracted to Joseph and 
said, "Sleep with me." He refused and said to his master's wife, "With me here, my master 
doesn't pay attention to anything in his household; he's put everything he has under my 
supervision. No one is greater than I am in this household, and he hasn't denied me anything 
except you, since you are his wife. How could I do this terrible thing and sin against God?" 
Every single day she tried to convince him, but he wouldn't agree to sleep with her or even to be 
with her. 
 
Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, "Since God has made all this known to you, no one is as 
intelligent and wise as you are. You will be in charge of my kingdom, and all my people will obey 
your command. Only as the enthroned king will I be greater than you." Pharaoh said to Joseph, 
"Know this: I've given you authority over the entire land of Egypt." Pharaoh took his signet ring 
from his hand and put it on Joseph's hand, he dressed him in linen clothes, and he put a gold 
necklace around his neck. He put Joseph on the chariot of his second-in-command, and 
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everyone in front of him cried out, "Attention!" So Pharaoh installed him over the entire land of 
Egypt. 
 
Observation: Jesus’ earthly father Joseph was named for a great man in Israel’s history. The 
first Joseph was the patriarch Jacob’s favorite son (born to Jacob’s favorite wife, Rachel). 
Genesis devoted chapters 37-50 to his story. Known for his integrity and reliability, he eventually 
reached a position from which he saved Egypt (and Jacob’s family) from a great famine. 
 
Application: In Bible times, as often happens today, parents would choose names that 
captured the character they hoped and prayed their child would develop. Do you bear a name 
associated with any admirable person, either in your own family or from history? If so, what 
qualities does that name suggest to you? What qualities is God working into your character 
through the challenges and opportunities you face in life? In what ways do you hope your 
“name” will be remembered? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, my parents got to choose what I was named at birth. But I get to choose 
what kind of person that name identifies. Help me, like Joseph, to be a person noted for the kind 
of character you offer to all people. Amen. 
 
Friday, December 16 
 
Scripture: Luke 11:11-13, Mark 14:36 
"Which father among you would give a snake to your child if the child asked for a fish? If a child 
asked for an egg, what father would give the child a scorpion? If you who are evil know how to 
give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to 
those who ask him?" 
 
He said, "Abba, Father, for you all things are possible. Take this cup of suffering away from me. 
However—not what I want but what you want." 
 
Observation: We gain a sense of how Joseph went about being a father figure to young Jesus 
by looking at how Jesus spoke about fathers in his teaching. Today’s failure of many human 
fathers leads us to be cautious in using words like “father” to identify God. Many do not have a 
positive image of “father”. But Jesus’ parable after teaching the Lord’s Prayer showed fathers as 
giving. When Jesus prayed, he used the term “abba” (Aramaic for “dad”).  
 
Application: Jesus’ words in Luke 11 assumed that it was unthinkable that a father would 
respond to a child’s needs with anything other than an effort to give the best possible gifts. Was 
that a realistic assumption for you to make about your father or other father figures in your life? 
If so, how has that shaped the ways you relate to others? If not, how have other people (and 
God) helped to fill in the gaps left by your father’s failures? 
 
Prayer: O God, sometimes in church we say, “God is good—all the time, All the time—God is 
good.” Help my relationship with you to keep growing, so that my trust in you is not just 
something I hear about in church, but a living reality. Amen. 
 
Saturday, December 17 
 
Scripture: Matthew 1:20-21, Acts 5:27-32 
As he was thinking about this, an angel from the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, 
"Joseph son of David, don't be afraid to take Mary as your wife, because the child she carries 
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was conceived by the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you will call him Jesus, 
because he will save his people from their sins." 
 
The apostles were brought before the council where the high priest confronted them: "In no 
uncertain terms, we demanded that you not teach in this name. And look at you! You have filled 
Jerusalem with your teaching. And you are determined to hold us responsible for this man's 
death." Peter and the apostles replied, "We must obey God rather than humans! The God of our 
ancestors raised Jesus from the dead—whom you killed by hanging him on a tree. God has 
exalted Jesus to his right side as leader and savior so that he could enable Israel to change its 
heart and life and to find forgiveness for sins. We are witnesses of such things, as is the Holy 
Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him." 
 
Observation: We return to Joseph’s story, engaged to Mary, doubting her story that she was 
pregnant by the Holy Spirit, and planning to break the engagement quietly. But in a dream, an 
angel told him to believe Mary, to proceed with the marriage plans. Joseph found himself in a 
story much bigger than just one wedding. The angel said to name the child “Jesus” (the Greek 
form of the Hebrew “Joshua,” which meant “Yahweh is salvation”). Many Hebrews wanted 
salvation from the occupying Roman army. But the angel didn’t talk about the Romans. This 
child, he said, would save people from humanity’s greatest enemy: sin. The angel’s 
announcement became central to how Christians from the earliest days expressed their faith. 
 
Application: Matthew sees Jesus as the one who will complete what the Law of Moses pointed 
to but could not of itself produce. He will rescue his people, not from slavery in Egypt, but from 
the slavery of sin and the exile they have suffered in their own hearts and lives. How confident 
are you that Jesus can in fact save you from any life missteps that he is the savior from sin that 
we all need? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, though I sometimes forget it, I need a savior. Thank you for coming to be 
that savior. Redeem my inner and outer way of life from sin that I may walk daily in your light. 
Amen. 
 


