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The Bible You Should Know
Joseph – The Quiet Man


A church was preparing their annual Christmas pageant which would include the story of Mary and Joseph coming to the inn. One boy wanted so very much to be Joseph, but when the parts were handed out, another boy he didn’t like was given that part, and he was assigned to be the inn-keeper instead. He was pretty upset about this but he didn’t say anything.

During all the rehearsals he thought what he might do the night of performance to get even with this rival who got to be Joseph. Finally, the night of the performance, Mary and Joseph came walking across the stage. They knocked on the door of the inn, and the inn-keeper opened the door and asked them gruffly what they wanted.

Joseph answered, We’d like to have a room for the night. Suddenly the inn-keeper threw the door open wide and said, Great, come on in and I’ll give you the best room in the house!

For a few seconds poor little Joseph didn’t know what to do. Thinking quickly on his feet, he looked inside the door past the inn-keeper then said, No wife of mine is going to stay in dump like this. Come on, Mary, let’s go to the barn.  And once again the play was back on track.


This morning we continue our series The Bible You Should Know as we come to Joseph.  Very little is known of Joseph.  He is mentioned only 16 times in the New Testament, most of those references being in the Christmas passages.  In the Scriptures Joseph never speaks and we know nothing about what happened to him.  The only other appearance of Joseph in the Gospels is the visit to the Temple when Jesus was 12 years old.  It is assumed that he was no longer living at the time of the crucifixion of Jesus, but the death of Joseph is never mentioned.

People often say that our actions speak louder than our words.  I believe this to be true, and the few fragments of the life of Joseph that are recorded in Scripture speak volumes about this man.  His character shines through so plainly that perhaps it is not necessary that we have any of his words.  This morning we will trace what little we know of his life.

The first mention of Joseph is in Matthew 1:16.  The first seventeen verse of Matthew’s first chapter are often seen as a somewhat unusual way of getting the attention of the reader.  Our modern minds are accustomed to an attention-getting introduction to draw us into a story, but Matthew starts with a list of forty-two generations – from Abraham to David and on to Joseph.  It is not the most exciting reading you will ever do in your life, but it was of critical importance to establishing the link between Jesus and David, the great king of Israel.  The Messiah would be one who would be tied to the house and lineage of David and this is accomplished through Joseph, even though Joseph is not the biological father of Jesus.  The early readers of Matthew would have been very interested in this connection.

From there, the story of Joseph must be pieced together from the books of Matthew and Luke.  Joseph is never mentioned in Mark’s gospel and only twice in John (1:45; 6:42), and they are only small references made in passing.  

Matthew begins his telling of the Nativity story with Joseph learning that Mary is expecting a child, and this before they are married.  Joseph, certainly very hurt by this knowledge, wanted to treat Mary justly and decided to divorce her very quietly, so that she would not face any further disgrace.  We must remember that in the context of the story very few people would understand the divine nature of Mary’s expecting a child.  Even Joseph did not understand this at first; his assumption would be that Mary was unfaithful to him before their marriage.

We can never underestimate the impact of how people viewed Mary’s expecting a child.  Not only was it something that carried a sense of disgrace to be pregnant out of wedlock, it was actually classified as a crime that could have very serious repercussions, particularly for Mary.  That was, no doubt, one of the reasons why Joseph decided to keep a divorce very quiet.

My family, on my mother’s side, came to this country for similar reasons.  My great-grandmother – named Mary Duffy – was expelled from her family and forced to leave her homeland of Ireland as a young teenager for being pregnant out of wedlock.  It was a scandal that brought shame upon the family and they simply kicked her out of their lives.


The early opponents of the Christian faith often seized upon this part of the story of Jesus as a way of ridiculing the faith.  Those opponents often pointed to what they called the illegitimacy, the questionable paternity (in their minds) of Jesus.


At any rate, it is a very unusual way for God to enter into the world.  


Matthew goes on to tell us that an angel appears to Joseph in a dream, and tells him do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife; for that which has been conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit (1:20).  An interesting choice of words – do not be afraid.  I can understand telling Joseph not to be hurt, or to not be angry at Mary, but why would Joseph be afraid?  Most likely, Joseph would be afraid of the wagging tongues of other people.  People love to talk, don’t they?  Imagine what a piece of gossip this would be.  Have you heard the latest?  Mary and Joseph aren’t even married yet and guess what?  She’s expecting a child.  And I hear that Joseph is thinking of divorcing her.  I wonder, who is the father?  Joseph knew how people would talk, and he had to have the courage to ignore what people would say.  Some of it may have come from his family and friends.  Joseph, you cannot marry this girl now.  She has brought shame upon us all.

There is certainly a requirement of courage in faith.  We cannot be afraid of what other people think and say, but we are.  Perhaps you have felt the sting of someone at school, or work, or in your family as they have ridiculed your faith.  Why do you go to church?  Why do you believe that stuff?  Why don’t you do what you want to do?  Do you know how much courage it takes to be just like other people?  None.  Absolutely none.  It takes a great deal of courage to dare to be different, and that is what God asks of us – do not be conformed to this world Paul writes in Romans 12:2.


Joseph dares to have that courage.  He rises from his sleep and did exactly as the angel told him and he and Mary did enter into marriage.


From there we jump over to Luke’s gospel, who tells us about the trip to Bethlehem to register for the census that was ordered by the Roman Emperor, Caesar Augustus.  We are told nothing of the trip.  Our usual images of the donkey come from simply imagining what it would have been like for them to journey the roughly eighty miles to Bethlehem.  It would not have been an easy journey.  And then one simple verse about the birth of Jesus – and she gave birth to her first-born son; and she wrapped Him in cloths, and laid Him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn (2:7).

It’s an amazingly simple announcement of the arrival of the God of the universe into this world.  It seems as though more should have been said of this momentous occasion, but it’s summed up in just one very simple statement.


And then the only birth announcement comes, and interestingly it’s to some shepherds out in the fields.  Why to shepherds and why in an out of the way place?  Why not send the angels to Bethlehem, or Nazareth, or even better to Jerusalem?  God does things in interesting ways, doesn’t He?  The shepherds, after the angels calm their fear, hurry to Bethlehem and arrive to find Mary, Joseph, and Jesus.  

Then we go back to Matthew – perhaps.  I say perhaps because we don’t really know the timetable of all these events.  We compress them down to a very narrow timeframe, which may or may not be accurate.  We return to Matthew’s account as the magi arrive in Bethlehem.  Contrary to most of our nativity scenes, the magi do not arrive until after the shepherds have departed; they magi and the shepherds are not present together.  When the magi enter the house they find Mary and Jesus, but Joseph is not mentioned. 

Now back to Luke, where we are told that eight days after His birth, Mary and Joseph present Jesus for His circumcision and for the announcement of the name that had been chosen.  In Matthew 1:21 Joseph is told by the angel to use the name Jesus, and he would then have pronounced this to be His name.  After forty days Joseph and Mary travel to Jerusalem to the Temple where they would present Jesus and also to make a sacrifice in thanks for His birth.

At the Temple a man named Simeon, who had been told that he would see the Messiah before his death, takes Jesus into his arms, pronounces a blessing and declares the child to be the Messiah and the Savior.  Mary and Joseph are amazed at what Simeon has to say about Jesus, as they obviously do not yet fully understand the nature of this child they are holding in their arms.

In spite of everything Mary and Joseph have been told, they don’t really comprehend the magnitude of the events in which they are participating.  They are told the nature of Jesus, but they still don’t understand His divine nature.  And that’s understandable.  Why would they be able to understand that as two very anonymous people they would be the ones who would be raising Jesus – God Himself in human flesh?  Could we understand it in any adequate way?  I don’t think so.

Now back to Matthew’s gospel.  Joseph has another dream, and in that dream an angel again speaks to him, telling him to take Jesus and Mary and to flee the country and settle in Egypt.  He is to remain there with his family until he receives word that it is safe to return.  The reason for fleeing to Egypt is to escape the wrath of Herod, who will go on to slaughter the innocent children in an attempt to destroy Jesus.  Joseph, Mary, and Jesus will remain in Egypt until after the death of Herod.  Eventually, they do return, and they settle in the town of Nazareth, because Joseph fears Herod’s son, who is now ruling in the place of his father.  Nazareth is out of the way of Archelaus, Herod’s son, and Joseph believes they will be safe there.

Joseph then lives with the knowledge that there are those who seek the destruction of Jesus.  Imagine how heavily that must have weighed upon him.  We don’t know when Joseph died, but I imagine that knowledge rested upon him for the remainder of his days.  Will Jesus be safe?  Will Mary and I remain safe?

And then we return to Luke once more.  When we return to Luke’s gospel we fast forward in time twelve years, to the time of the feast of Passover.  Joseph, Mary, and Jesus make the trip to Jerusalem for the Passover and when they leave it is a day before they realize Jesus is not with them.  Jesus is still in Jerusalem, in the Temple, listening to and asking questions of the teachers.  They leave Jerusalem, and Joseph disappears from the pages of history.

I have one question to ask as a conclusion.  We don’t know how long Joseph had with Jesus.  We know it was at least twelve years; how much longer is only a guess.  How did he use his time with Jesus?  How much was Joseph able to understand about Jesus before he passed away?  What did he do with the time?


And here’s our one question – what will you do with the time you are given?  We are given a finite amount of time in this life, a certain number of years to use as we offer our lives back to God.  How will we use that time?  Joseph listened to what God spoke to him and he acted upon it.  Will we?
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