Joseph: ‘A New Righteousness’

Matthew 1:18-25 (NRSV)
Hebrews 5:5-13
A lawyer in the United States purchased a box of very rare and expensive

cigars, then insured them against (among other things) ...fire. 

Within a month, having smoked his entire stockpile of these great cigars and

without yet having made even his first premium payment on the

policy, the lawyer filed a claim against the insurance company.

In his claim, the lawyer stated the cigars were lost 'in a series of

small fires'. The insurance company refused to pay, citing the

obvious reason: that the man had consumed the cigars in the

normal fashion.

The lawyer sued,.. and won!

In delivering the ruling the judge agreed with the insurance

company that the claim was frivolous. The judge stated,

nevertheless, that the lawyer held a policy from the company in

which it had warranted that the cigars were insurable and also

guaranteed that it would insure them against fire, without defining

what is considered to be unacceptable fire, and was obligated to pay

the claim.

Rather than endure a lengthy and costly appeal process, the

insurance company accepted the ruling and paid $15,000 to the

lawyer for his loss of the rare cigars in the 'fires'.

But after the lawyer cashed the cheque, the insurance company had

him arrested on 24 counts of arson!

With his own insurance claim and testimony from the previous case being used against him, the lawyer was convicted of intentionally burning his insured property and sentenced to 24 months in jail and a $24,000 fine.

Each of us can be very quick to assert our ‘rights’. If we feel we’ve been hard done by somehow we appeal to what is rightfully ours; what we feel we are entitled to. We can each be quick to clamour for our rights. 
What about clamouring to be ‘righteous’?

In the story of the birth of Jesus that we’ve heard tonight, does the response of Joseph surprise you? 
Joseph was engaged to Mary, but they were not yet married and did not live together. So when Joseph hears that Mary is pregnant, he knows he’s not the father. So what’s going on? Joseph could only have assumed Mary has been unfaithful to him, by sleeping with another man. 
On a personal level, Joseph must have felt betrayed and deeply hurt.

On a social level, Joseph would be keenly aware that Mary has also betrayed the respected customs of the day. The stare from others would fall upon Mary (certainly) but it would also fall upon Joseph. 

This ‘dis-grace’ could well translate into accusations against Mary and Joseph that the recognised traditions have been broken.

We are told in Matthew’s Gospel that Joseph is ‘righteous’. What does that mean?

Joseph decides to call the wedding plans off quietly and avoid exposing Mary to public disgrace. Sounds like a nice guy – a really nice guy. Such incredible mercy and grace in light of the facts Joseph had available to him at the time makes him a really nice guy.

But does it make him ‘righteous’?

For a person to be described as ‘righteous’ (as Joseph is) means that the person keeps the law – the law of the Old Testament. To be ‘righteous’ is not a vague, woolly description of someone’s character, it’s an assessment of a person’s adherence to a framework of strictly codified and recognised religious instructions; the law accepted by Jews as the way to God. 
To keep the laws of God is to be righteous.

Joseph is described as such a person.

In the story we’ve heard, did Joseph keep the law?

In the 22nd chapter of Deuteronomy the law makes it VERY clear that in such a situation, where a person engaged to be married sleeps with another, the requirement is the death penalty; this is the necessary result for Mary’s (supposed) actions under the law at the time.

But Joseph does not adhere to this requirement of the law. There is no indication that Joseph considers for a moment dragging Mary before a crowd to carry out the required sentence of stoning her to death.

Yet Joseph is described precisely as ‘righteous’. If Joseph is righteous – what sort of ‘righteousness’ is this he displays?

Let’s consider for a moment, Abraham, that towering figure of the Old Testament, recognised by the Apostle Paul as THE example of faith, who wrote that Abraham’s ‘faith was reckoned to him as righteousness’ (Romans 4)

There’s that word ‘righteousness’ again!

So how did Abraham go in the ‘righteousness department’?

There’s one particularly memorable event in the life of Abraham that seems to seriously challenge the description of Abraham as righteous.

Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish Philosopher wrote about this in his book Fear and Trembling. Kierkegaard identified that all laws, ancient and modern, say that a father should not kill his son – and yet Abraham fully intended to do just that to his son Isaac, right up to the point of tying him up on a sacrificial altar and lifting his knife above his head to kill his son. How could anyone regard such actions as those of someone righteous and an example of faith?

Kierkegaard observes that such actions are justified only in obedience to God’s explicit instructions. Adherence to accepted law takes second place to what Kierkegaard describes as “An absolute relationship to the absolute”.

What we see with both Abraham and Joseph is a higher standard of righteousness. Maybe not what’s expected, but nonetheless, God’s standard of righteousness. 
Both men are attuned to the expectations of God, and we see in the Christmas story, God is about to reveal to Joseph additional expectations!

What God asks is counter-intuitive for the situation Joseph is faced with. 
God must know that no matter how nice a guy Joseph is, more information is needed for Joseph to do the right thing. So Joseph is let in on the true situation: “the child conceived in Mary is from the Holy Spirit”.

Such a situation is without precedent, and a HUGE ask for Joseph to understand it fully – so the angel of the Lord keeps it simple: just stick with the original plan:  marry Mary, and name the son she will have, as your own.

We have the benefit of hindsight; we can appreciate what was going on, but this was a lot for Joseph to take on board.

Putting it in theological language, Thomas Long  describes the meaning of the story this way:

“An angel appears to Joseph in a dream and reveals to Joseph that what appears to him to be a moral outrage is, in fact, a holy disruption. The child in Mary’s womb is not a violation of God’s will, but an expression of it, a gift from the Holy Spirit.” (Tom Long on Matthew’s Gospel, p13)

Joseph still knows the baby isn’t his, and that people may accuse him of unrighteousness (of guilt), but he is living a new righteousness. 

People around him may not understand, they may ridicule him, even be hostile, but Joseph does know what is the ‘right’ thing to do. “Joseph was a righteous man.”

I am struck by the grace exhibited by Joseph; 

of how he chooses to respond to the situation; 


how he acts in the interests of others, despite the threat and the 

cost to himself. 

And I can’t help but reflect on how the grace exhibited by Joseph echoes the grace of God shown in Jesus Christ.

Joseph reflects God’s generosity, tolerance, and the mystery in dealing with men and women. There is the echo of obedience to serve God and God’s vision for humanity.
 Joseph fully accepts to be the father of the baby he knows he did not ‘father’. 
How does this speak to us today of the way God promises us love and life by adopting us as children? 
In naming us as sons and daughters God shows generosity of love that is not limited by law, or any other seemingly ‘decent’ standard we may prioritise.

So for us this Christmas, Joseph is a figure who models for us what it is to seek righteousness as pursuing God’s truth in ‘an absolute relationship to the absolute.’

Rather than giving Christmas a romanticism, Joseph shows how important it is to wrestle with the complexities life throws at us, and prayerfully seek to be faithful.

This season may we remain attentive to God and, acting in the interests of others, exhibit grace in all we do.  AMEN.

