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“A SPECIAL COUPLE INDEED”
Matthew 1:18-23

This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.  But after he had considered 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 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."…When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.

Luke 1:26-38

In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin's name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, "Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you." 

 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But the angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High…"How will this be," Mary asked the angel, "since I am a virgin?" 

 The angel answered, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God…Remember, nothing is impossible with God."  “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered.  “May it be to me as you have said.”  Then the angel left her.
Today, on this fourth Sunday of Advent, we’re going to focus on Mary and Joseph, the mother and the father of Jesus.  Let me suggest this morning that God has much to teach us through Joseph and God has much to teach us through Mary.  Let’s look, the, at four spiritual insights we gain from Mary and from Joseph.

I.  MARY AND JOSEPH WERE JUST ORDINARY PEOPLE
In many ways the title of this sermon is a misnomer; “A Special Couple Indeed.”  Yes, as we’ll see going through this sermon there were special things about Mary and Joseph, but the truth is they were really quite ordinary.  There was nothing flashy about Joseph and there was nothing flashy about Mary.  Neither Mary nor Joseph was the kind of person who would generally make the headlines.  He was a simple carpenter; she was a 15 years old teenager.   

One theologian describes their situation in these words:

“God didn’t choose Mary and Joseph because of their education; they probably 

had little.  God didn’t use them because they had influence or status; they had none.  God 

didn’t use them because of their wealth; they were both poor.  God didn’t use them 

because they could speak in eloquent fashion; Joseph was a simple carpenter, Mary 

a 15 year old teenager.   God didn’t use them because people would pay attention; there 

was little about Joseph or Mary that would have caused a stir anywhere, anytime.  It’s 

one of God’s peculiar traits that he uses the most ordinary of people to accomplish 

parts of His grand plan.”


You do hear that message, don’t you?  God uses ordinary people to accomplish His plans.  And you do realize what that means, don’t you?  It means that God can use ordinary you and God can use ordinary me.  In fact, I would go so far as to say that God wants you and needs you and God wants me and needs me.  In God’s unique way of doing things he so often does extraordinary things through ordinary people.  As I’ve said before, I would go so far as to say that there is some part of God’s plan that won’t get fulfilled if you don’t let Him do it through you.

My hope for each of you this Advent-Christmas season and as you prepare to enter 2008 is that you understand that God wants to use you and God needs you.  Perhaps you could contemplate as you prepare to leave 2007 and enter 2008 what it is you think God wants to do with you, how it is God wants to use you.

Mary and Joseph teach us that God uses the most ordinary of people and they also teach us to be willing to step up and be used by God when He needs us.

II. MARY AND JOSEPH WERE OPEN TO MYSTERY AND TO MIRACLE
      It’s pretty remarkable what happens to Joseph and Mary.  The angel of God comes to them.  He tells them a miracle is going to happen.  He tells them that they, ordinary as they are, are going to be the parents of the Son of  God.  And Mary and Joseph listen, they pay attention.  You see, Mary and Joseph believed in the miracle-working, wonder-working nature of God.  They believed that God could do wondrous and miraculous things.

     
Back in the 1980s there was a popular television show titled Thirtysomething .  It was about a group of couples in their thirties who were friends.  One of the couples was Michael and Hope.  Michael was a Jew and Hope was a Christian.  There was one episode of the show in which Hope, a Christian, argues with her Jewish husband, Michael, about the holidays.  She asks him, "Why do you even bother with Hanukkah?  Do you really believe a handful of Jews held off a huge army by using a bunch of lamps that miraculously wouldn't run out of oil?"  Michael replied, "Oh, and Christmas makes more sense?  Do you really believe an angel appeared to some teenage girl who then got pregnant without ever having had sex and traveled on horseback to Bethlehem where she spent the night in a barn and had a baby who turned out to the Savior of the World?  Sounds pretty unbelievable to me!”


Well, there is a lot that God does which is incredulous, which is miraculous, which brings serendipitous moments to our lives.  You’re not going to have the angel Gabriel knocking at your door and most likely you’re not going to have a burning bush like Moses, but God is doing some wondrous, incredible things nonetheless in your life and in mine.  For example,

· Doors open and bring opportunity just when everything seemed closed

· People come your way and speak the very words you need just at the very moment you need to hear those exact words

· A thought or idea pops into your mind as you face a tough decision in your life and gives you the insight you need just as you need to make that critical decision

· You find strength for a great adversity that you didn’t know was within you

Don’t minimize those serendipitous moments that seem to be full of miracle and mystery and 

make all the difference in your life.  Realize that God is at work.  Have eyes to see and ears to hear the many times and ways God breaks into the routine of your life, however subtle, to make your life better.

III. THEY TAUGHT JESUS TO BE OBEDIENT TO GOD
Many of you have heard me talk before about the “lost years of Jesus life.”  This is the knowledge that in the end we know very little about Jesus of Nazareth.  Out of his 33 years on this earth the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John – our only real source for Jesus’ life and ministry – we have written reports on only 3 years and  9 days of his life.  That’s not a lot of information.  He lived 33 years and we have recorded information for only 3 years and 9 days of that time.  One could accurately say that there is almost no great world figure for whom we have less written information than we do for Jesus.

What we do know is that from birth to the beginning of his public ministry at age 30 he grew spiritually; he grew in moral character; he grew in kindness and compassion toward other people; and, most importantly, he grew in his love of and devotion to God.

Where did Jesus learn this extraordinary devotion to the ways and the will of God?

He learned it from Joseph.  He learned it from Mary.  He learned it growing up in a deeply religious home where the disciplines of obedience and worship were honored and followed without question.

I think one of the great mistakes which many Christians make is to assume that God just infused into Jesus all his spiritual strength and knowledge.  No; God used the wonderful spiritual models of Mary and Joseph to train and teach Jesus to become the person God meant for him to be.

Jesus wasn’t some spiritual robot whom God had programmed with His will and His ways at birth and who was just moving along life’s journey growing physically until the programming would kick in.  No, Jesus became the Jesus you and I know because of the spiritual and moral foundation laid in his life by Mary and by Joseph.  Before Jesus was your Lord and Savior and my Lord and Savior, before Jesus was your Master and my Master, he was taught by Mary and he was taught by Joseph.


The next time you look at a nativity scene or watch a biblical Christmas play pause for a moment and give thanks for the role Mary and Joseph played in giving to human history the gift of the obedient and loving Son of God.  They were his teacher before he became our Teacher.
IV. MARY AND JOSEPH TRUSTED GOD FOR THE FUTURE
             There are many distinct nuances in the way Matthew and Luke tell the story of the birth of Jesus.  Matthew concentrates, as I’ve indicated, on Joseph and Luke concentrates on Mary.  There is one clear common thread in both narratives…the angel Gabriel speaks to Joseph the words, “Do not be afraid” and he speaks to Mary the words, “Do not be afraid.”
Luke 1:30 But the angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31You will 
be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.

 Matthew 1: 20 But after Joseph had considered 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 home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.”

It would be a daunting announcement wouldn’t it to know that you had been chosen to be the parents of the Messiah?  I would be really scared about the challenges of the future, of knowing that the development of the Son of God was in my hands.  I’m sure Mary and Joseph felt that as well.  There is initial trepidation, but in the end they trust the words of Gabriel, “Do not fear.”  In the end Joseph and Mary trust God for the future.


None of us know what lies ahead for us in 2008.  No one at this point can tell us if we’re going to have job troubles or not, if we’re going to face a serious illness or not, if we’re going to face some tragedy in our life or not, if we’re going to face some economic setback or not; no one can predict that at this point.  We can say, without hesitation, that we’re all going to face some challenges in 2008.


The witness of Mary and Joseph is that we should end 2007 and enter in 2008 knowing two things:  God is with us and God works for good.  God is with us and God works for good!!  Whatever challenges we face in the forthcoming year, we can find confidence and promise in the assurance that we’re not alone; that God is with us; and that God is working for good in our lives amidst all the circumstances we face.
CLOSING


So, on this fourth Sunday in Advent we recognize and give thanks for Mary and Joseph.  We give thanks for the spiritual truths in their life and witness which can enrich our own spiritual lives.
I. GOD USES ORDINARY PEOPLE TO DO EXTRAORDINARY THINGS
This means he wants to use you.  There is some part of His plan in which He needs you and wants you.  Prayerfully seek to know what that is.
II. LIFE IS FULL OF MYSTERY AND MIRACLE
Even though we won’t have the angel Gabriel coming to us and making an earth-shaking announcement, God is doing wonderful, serendipitous things in our lives.  Have eyes to see and ears to hear!
III. WE NEED TO HONOR MARY AND JOSEPH
The Jesus we know and love and follow is a Jesus whose life and commitment was shaped by having Mary and Joseph as his spiritual and moral guides.
IV. WE NEED TO TRUST GOD FOR THE FUTURE

Whatever lies ahead, God is with us and God will work for good in our lives.
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