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On this third Sunday of Advent, the Sunday of Joy, those of us preachers who habitually follow 
the Lectionary often find ourselves preaching about Mary.  It seems quite fitting to do so, 

recognizing the joy that many mothers feel both when they find that they are expecting and again 
when they deliver their child.  But as those of you who were here last week know, I chose this 

year to tell the story of Mary on the Sunday of Advent associated with peace, linking Mary’s 
prediction of God’s restorative justice with the wholeness of shalom.  So, what’s left for me on 

Gaudete Sunday or Joyful Sunday? 
 

Well, ladies, I’ll let you in on a little secret: Fathers feel great joy over their children, too.  
Whether we are like Zechariah and Abraham, finally welcoming a child to our family after long 

waiting, or like the patriarch Jacob with his twelve sons and at least one daughter, or even like 
the New Testament Joseph, loving a son whose arrival had set tongues wagging, we dads also 

feel the rush of joy that comes from holding a newborn child who is, one way or another, a part 
of us.  So I find it absolutely appropriate to focus this morning’s joyful study on Joseph, husband 

of Mary and father of Jesus.  We’ll consider how Joseph was motivated in what he did by both 
justice and love and I’ll present you with some poorly understood facts that show that Joseph 

was not as dumb as he looked. 
 

One of the first things we read about Joseph in the Bible is Matthew’s description of him as “a 
righteous man” or, as it reads in the King James Version, “a just man.”  If we use the NRSV 

wording, “a righteous man,” we almost immediately experience a bit of cognitive dissonance 
because Matthew’s description comes immediately after the revelation that Mary, Joseph’s 

fiancée who had not yet lived with him as his wife, has been found to be with child.  Now, in that 
society, Mary being Joseph’s fiancée was legally the same in many ways as being his wife and 

the Law of Moses is very specific about women who engage in sexual activity outside of 
marriage.  If Joseph’s righteousness had consisted, as we usually think it should, of being 

absolutely faithful to Torah, he should have turned her over to be stoned.  But Matthew couples 
his description of Joseph as righteous with a reaction to Mary’s apparent sin that flew in the face 

of the law: “Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public 
disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly.”  What’s going on here? 

 
I’ve previously speculated that it was Joseph’s great love for his fiancée that prompted this very 

un-legalistic reaction.  Once divorced, he must have thought, she could have gone to her lover 
and become that man’s wife and lived, under a bit of a cloud, perhaps, but ultimately still a part 

of the community.  Joseph would rather see his intended bride become another man’s wife than 
for her to suffer harm.  It is the very opposite of the jealous attitude that has given rise to such 

popular songs as The Beatles’ “Run for Your Life” (“I'd rather see you dead, little girl, than to be 
with another man”) or the old blues tune, “Sleeping in the Ground.” 

 
I am indebted to Kenneth E. Bailey’s book, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, however, for 

another viewpoint on Joseph’s justness and its unforeseen consequence.  Bailey writes, “Joseph 
clearly applied an extraordinary and unexpected definition of justice to this crisis with Mary.  

Justice for him was more than ‘the equal application of the law.’”  Joseph was clearly more 
interested in the model of equity I shared with the children last week – people need different 

treatment to find true justice.  Where would Joseph have learned such a definition of justice?  
Bailey points to the teachings of the prophet Isaiah.  In that longest of the books of the Old 
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Testament prophets, there are several sections in which Isaiah describes the proper attributes and 
actions of a special servant of God. One of these comes in the first six verses of chapter 42.  

Verse three reads, “a bruised reed he will not break, and a dimly burning wick he will not 
quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice.”  The metaphorical meaning here is that God’s truly 

just servant will show mercy to the damaged and the weak.  It is very possible that such an 
attitude could have led Joseph to have mercy on the girl he thought had fallen from 

righteousness, her reputation damaged, her position vis-à-vis the Law and the community 
impossibly weak.  In fulfilling Isaiah’s vision of God’s Servant, Joseph would have been living 

up to old family expectations.  As Matthew and Luke tell us, Joseph was of the house and family 
of David, Israel’s greatest king and model for all leaders of God’s people.  

 
There are a couple of other quiet pointers in the Gospels that lead me to believe that Bailey is 

correct to link Joseph to the picture Isaiah draws of God’s Servant.  First, these particular 
prophecies may have been of especial interest to Joseph and his family.  Recent scholarly 

speculation links Isaiah’s Suffering Servant passages with the grandson of Jehoiachin, or 
Jechoniah.  Jechoniah, as Matthew calls him, was King of Judah in Jerusalem at the time of the 

Babylonian conquest and was among those led off into exile in Babylon.  The Book of Ezra 
records that his grandson, Zerubbabel, was one of the leaders of the group of Jewish exiles who 

returned to the Promised Land under the decree of Cyrus of Persia, after the Persians defeated 
Babylon.  Zerubbabel disappears abruptly from the record of Ezra and John Watts, author of a 

commentary on Isaiah we have used in “Soup, Salad & Soul,” links this disappearance with the 
torture and assassination he believes inspired Isaiah’s Suffering Servant description.  If Watts is 

correct and this connection was known by the descendants of Zerubbabel, the family would have 
treasured those verses.  Joseph, Matthew tells us, was one of those descendants of Zerubbabel 

and so may have learned from an early age to take as his model Isaiah’s description of the 
Servant of God.  In turn, Joseph would have passed the love for Isaiah’s words on to the child he 

raised as his son, Jesus.  We know that Jesus knew the Book of Isaiah well, making it the text for 
his first sermon in his hometown: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me…”  And this possible 

scenario of Isaiah’s linkage with old family tradition simply makes it all the more appropriate 
that we followers of Jesus have come to recognize in Isaiah’s words about the Suffering Servant 

the portrait of our Lord. 
 

From this description by Matthew of Joseph, then, we are left with the picture of a loving, 
merciful and thoughtful man.  This makes some questions raised by Luke’s story of Jesus’ birth 

all the more pointed.  Why on earth would Joseph load the hugely pregnant Mary on a donkey 
and subject her to a long journey to Bethlehem with no motel reservations?  What was he 

thinking?  Again, I’m grateful to Kenneth Bailey for some insights that show that Joseph was by 
no means as dumb as we make him out to be.  Let’s consider some important points.  First, 

Joseph may have been reluctant to leave Mary without his protection in Nazareth.  Just because 
he was willing to be guided by mercy rather than by a rigid adherence to the Law didn’t mean 

that all his neighbors felt the same.  Did hardline Pharisees dominate the synagogue at Nazareth?  
Or was Joseph simply wary of the jealousies and mob-mentality that can occasionally sweep 

otherwise decent people into violence.  Certainly the experience of Jesus after that famous first 
sermon illustrates that Joseph was wise to be cautious with his bride.  Jesus’ former neighbors, as 

you may recall, attempted to stone him after that sermon for suggesting that God could show 
mercy to Gentiles as well as to Jews. 
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We also need to consider the nature of small-town hospitality and extended families.  In going to 

Bethlehem for the census, Joseph was returning to his hometown.  Not only would the folks in 
Bethlehem have remembered his family, his family was the most important in town.  Joseph, of 

the house and family of David, is returning to the City of David, Bethlehem.  Any home in that 
town would have been open to him.  If he had any doubt of his reception, he could have easily 

gone to the home of Mary’s cousins, Zechariah and Elizabeth.  Luke tells us that they lived in the 
hill country of Judaea, which is the region in which Bethlehem is located.  He could have easily 

put Mary up there, gone to Bethlehem for the census, and returned quickly. 
 

If it’s likely that Joseph and Mary had lodging in Bethlehem, how is it that she gave birth in a 
stable?  Bailey gives us the benefit of his own years in the Middle East, his knowledge of Greek 

and Arabic, and some good common sense to separate Gospel from legend.  First, he calls us to 
re-read Luke’s account carefully.  There is no hint of the panicked father arriving at midnight 

with his wife in labor.  “While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child.”  Not 
“as they arrived” but “while they were there.”  Joseph got Mary to a safe place, in a town where 

he had family and friends, in a town where his heritage was honored, in plenty of time for her to 
bear her child safely.  OK, then where were they staying?  Luke says “there was no place for 

them in the inn.”  Or does he? 
 

The word for inn in the Greek which Luke used is πανδοχεῖον.  Luke uses that word in the 

story of the Good Samaritan, when he says that the Samaritan took the wounded man to an inn.  

But he doesn’t use it in the story of Jesus’ birth.  The word translated in our English versions as 

“inn” in Luke 2:7 is .  Luke uses this word again in the story of Jesus’ last Passover: 

“say to the owner of the house, ‘The teacher asks you, “Where is the guest room, where I may 

eat the Passover with my disciples?”’”  Guest room is .  Mary and Joseph were never 
in an inn in Bethlehem, much less turned away from one.  They were in someone’s home but 

there was no room for them in the guest room. 
 

So, where did they sleep and where was Jesus born?  In peasant homes in the Middle East, right 
up to the present time, there is only one room.  Everyone eats, sleeps and lives, when they need 

to be indoors, in that room.  If you were traveling and were taken in by friends, or as is more 
likely in Joseph and Mary’s case, by relatives, you all slept in that one room together.  So far, so 

good.  So, did they send Mary out to the stable to have her baby?  Of course not!  Look at the 
diagrams of this style of home on your bulletin insert, taken from Bailey’s book.  That main 

room in most houses was built slightly raised from ground level.  There was another section at 
ground level, open to the main room, which served as a stable.  A peasant family would have had 

a cow, a few sheep, and they were too valuable to leave out for bandits or predators.  They came 
into the house at night, where their body heat would have also helped keep things cozy for 

sleeping.  In the morning, they would be driven back outside and their sleeping quarters cleaned.  
In case the animals grew hungry at night, feeding troughs were scooped into the floor of the 

elevated main room for the cows and low wooden mangers were brought in for the sheep.  When 
Mary went into labor, the men and the animals would have been shooed outside and the clean 

hay for the cow’s supper would have been Jesus’ first bed, likely right next to the pallet in the 
family room where Joseph and Mary had been sleeping for the past several nights.  Joseph and 
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his family gave Mary and her baby all of the care and love that would have been customary in 
that little village. 

 
The Gospel according to Matthew links Joseph with his famous namesake, the son of Jacob, by 

making Joseph of Nazareth a dreamer, just like Joseph of the amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.  
First an angel of the Lord comes to him to encourage him to take Mary as his wife and to let him 

know that the child she is bearing will be the promised savior.  Later, an angel again appears to 
him in a dream and warns him to flee to Egypt after the visit of the wise men from the east.  I 

doubt that Joseph really needed divine intervention to beat a hasty retreat after his family was put 
in the spotlight by those strange visitors.  He, like all of his countrymen, would have known that 

Herod the Great did not take well to prophecies of successors to his kingdom.  The historian 
Josephus documents dreadful massacres ordered by Herod, who did not hesitate to have his own 

sons or wives executed if he felt they threatened him.  Later, upon the family’s return home, 
another angel urges Joseph to settle in Nazareth.  Again, Joseph would not have needed much 

encouragement there, especially since there was a major building project at this time in the new 
city of Sepphoris, where there would have been plenty of work for a carpenter.  Joseph shows 

again and again that he is far from the rather buffoonish character of the common Nativity Play, 
given to wringing his hands over the “No Vacancy” signs in windows of Bethlehem motels while 

his wife groans in labor. 
 

After the return to Nazareth, Joseph disappears from the Biblical record except for the brief 
episode in Luke 2, when a family trip to the Temple in Jerusalem ended with the kind of 

confusion that Jesus sowed among many later in his life.  But as we read the rest of the story of 
Jesus, I think the influence of Joseph continues to shine through his son – and let there be no 

mistake, in the ways that mattered to people then, Jesus was the son of Joseph.  By marrying the 
boy’s mother and acting as a father to Jesus, Joseph said to their world, this boy is my son and 

heir.  Like Joseph, Jesus was a carpenter.  Like Joseph, Jesus turned again and again to the 
prophecies of Isaiah to help explain the nature of the God of Israel.  Like Joseph, Jesus had a 

heart for the weak and the fallen.  Like Joseph, he understood the true nature of justice and 
righteousness.  I imagine that throughout their time on earth together as father and son, Jesus 

brought Joseph great joy.  That’s what fathers feel when their children exhibit the best of their 
teaching, when they turn out to be the kind of people we hope and dream they can be.  That’s 

how Jesus’ other Father, our Heavenly Father, too, feels when we follow the teachings of the 
Son, Jesus, who came and who comes again and again to save us from our sins.  To the Father 

and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit may we give glory and praise forever more.  Amen. 
 


