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Merry Christmas! I think we are into the season. We had about 10 Christmas parties this weekend so I feel like I can jump into that.
When I was a little kid, each year our church would have a big kids Christmas musical and our whole church would come together and watch as little kids showcased the story of Jesus.  Well, anticipating the birth of my stardom on the big stage, it was my year and I landed one of the most prominent, primary roles in all of the nativity story. I landed the one and only Joseph, the father of Jesus. They picked me to come out in this role. So I was excited. If you know the story, you know there might be a little bit of let-down! So we got into it and the angels come out and they powerfully proclaim and then the wise men come out and they worship the Lord and the shepherds come and they preach this powerful sermon and then Mary comes out and she has this long drawn out solo that she gives. And then Joseph comes and he stands there silent for the entire play! They ripped me off! They did not see the budding talent in me! It’s like the little kid that they don’t know what to do with in the kids play and they make him a tree. That’s Joseph, no words, you just stand there. I realized quickly my talent level and that was the pinnacle of my success in musicals. But what’s funny is it is actually somewhat accurate of the story that is portrayed in Scripture. We see Joseph and he doesn’t have much to say in the Scriptures. In fact, he doesn’t speak a single word, nothing is recorded throughout all of the gospels. But here’s the deal, his mouth was silent but his life was loud. He had a powerful sermon to preach through his life. And I think we have something to learn from him today so we are going to take some time and give it up for Joseph today.
We are going to jump into Matthew Chapter 1 verses 18-25

18 This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. 19 Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.
20 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. 21 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.”
22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”).
Jewish marriages took place in three stages. There was the contractual stage. There was the espousal stage and then there was the actual consummation. So in the first stage, the contractual stage, the parents would actually choose for their kids who they were going to marry. It is my goal to re-institute this process when my girls hit 40!  Maybe 35! How many daddies with daughter out there, come one let’s stand together! We can bring this thing back!  

The third stage is called consummation. There is a story of the birds and bees and if you don’t know that story, ask your parents about it. I think most of us understand that stage. 

Then the second stage is the espousal stage. This would be similar to what we have as the engagement. So what happens when somebody gets engaged? What is the first question you ask them? Let me see that ring. In this stage, there was actually a contract that was signed and the dowry is agreed upon. So when you ask to see that ring, what are you asking? Wow! Look at that dowry! But in this period of time, the dowry was more like, if you were really good looking, you would get eight chickens. So somebody would get engaged and you would say can I see the chicken coop?  And it lasted about a year. They would get to know each other during this stage and they would learn to love one another during this stage. Now, it is interesting because when you look at the Scriptures, you don’t see anybody falling in love prior to getting married. It is very contrary to what we would know in this culture as engagement. But that’s because they believe that you choose to love someone. It was a choice, not a feeling. You chose to love because you could fall for anyone. This is important because of the decision that Joseph makes in the coming passage. He understood love as a choice. He didn’t understand love as an emotion, he understood it as a conviction. So we find Joseph and Mary in the Scriptures and they are in the second stage of marriage. They are engaged. In fact, they are technically married but they were not allowed to consummate the marriage yet. So we find ourselves right here, they are married but they haven’t consummated the marriage and then Mary sits Joseph down and tells him the news. ‘I know we haven’t consummated yet but I’m pregnant.’ ‘What? Are you kidding?’  ‘It’s not by anybody else.’  What is going through Joseph’s mind at this moment? What comes flying out of his mouth at this moment? Does he throw something? Does he start asking questions about the mailman? Does he believe that babies really do come from a long hug? Maybe his parents didn’t tell him the birds and the bees, I don’t know. What emotions are coming out? Is he hurt? Is he feeling betrayed? Is he feeling confused and angry? This is the season that is supposed to be one of the happiest moments of his life. He is in marital bliss but instead he finds himself in a place of hurt. 

I wonder if some of us can relate to Joseph in this season that we are in right now? At Christmas when everyone around us is so happy, yet all we can think about is the loss of a loved one or about how dysfunctional our family is or the lack of in our lives or the fact that we are lonely. This week I sat with a few friends and we gave updates going into the Christmas season and I thought they would be upbeat but it was tough. It was a tough season, everything from hurt to addiction to somebody dealing every season with the loss of their son and the emotions that come with that. I think for many of us in this season, we enter into a mild state of depression. 

It was the beginning of this year that Rick and Kay Warren had the loss of their son by suicide. I’m sure many of you heard about it. It was a horrible circumstance. They went through so much and took time off and are trying to find a place of healing and just recently they began to talk publicly about it. One of the things they shared, one of the first things Kay said when they heard the news, she blurted out, “I choose joy.” Pastor Rick reacted, “What are you talking about?” It was just a reaction that she had and an understanding and here is what she talked about following that, “We separate the two but suffering and joy often need to go hand in hand. We see life as the mountaintops and the valleys. We think you are either suffering or in complete joy. But I think life is more like a train, like you are on a set of train tracks and you are weaving and there is up and down but on one side of the tracks is suffering and on the other side is joy and as you move through life, if you take away that track of joy, at some point soon, your train is going to derail. You have to choose joy in the midst of all that is going on, all that is happening.” 
I understand that there is a difference between happiness and joy. We don’t ‘Happiness to the world, the Lord is come.’  It is joy to the world. Happiness is circumstantial. Joy is incarnational. Joy comes through the presence of Jesus Immanuel God with us. So in all things, when we have pain, we can still find joy in our circumstances because He has promised to be with us. 
So listen, this Christmas season, don’t be defeated or discouraged by those things in your life. Fight, choose in the midst of, choose joy as one of your tracks because the presence of God is with you. Now, if that is you, don’t feel alone. There are others going through that along with you. And back at the very first Christmas, that is exactly what Joseph was feeling and experiencing. He has to be going through crazy emotions of hurt and anger and not knowing what to say or do. He has to feel a sense of vengeance towards Mary. In that culture, it would have been expected that he would publicly embarrass or disgrace Mary. That was his right to do that according to the law. He would have been right to do that. But somehow, in verse 19, it says that Joseph decided not to expose her to public disgrace. In the English Standard version, it says that Joseph was a righteous man. So he didn’t choose to be right. He didn’t choose to exercise his right. He choose to pursue righteousness in God.

The Westminster Catechism says that man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. We agree with that in theory, right? That sounds good. But in practice, it is a whole nother story isn’t it? Like when your boss comes down on you are your coworker says something out of line, what do you choose in that moment? Is your aim to glorify God or is your aim to find vengeance in that moment? When a family member, in the Christmas season, says something that is hurtful or digs up old memories, in that moment right there, what are you thinking about? Are you thinking about how you are right and how you are going to react or are you thinking about the righteousness and pursuing the righteousness of God in that situation? There is a huge difference in these two tracks. Rightness is justifying yourself to those around you. But righteousness is Jesus justifying us to God. And Joseph chose not to be right. He didn’t choose rightness for himself even though his culture would have validated that. He chose to pursue righteousness of God and it took him a totally different path. Verse 20

20 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. 
The Scriptures say that Joseph was a man of the law, right? So but here’s the deal, the law would have told him to divorce her but he didn’t do that because he didn’t just follow the letter of the law, he followed the spirit of the law. So the Spirit showed up and gave him a dream and when he saw, when he heard, when he received this dream, it sent him down a very different path. He still had a hard decision. Even through this internal struggle, he still had a hard decision because think about what would happen when he made this decision. He would be embarrassed. He would be shamed. He would be disgraced. People would make fun of him. He would lose his reputation. Joseph was most likely Hassid. The Hassidim was a sub sect of the Pharisees. When we think about Pharisees, we think about what we have learned in the Scriptures and we put them in a certain category but the Hassidim was a sub sect, they were very different from what we read about in the Scriptures. They were a very devout people. They were pious and they sought the Lord. The word Hassidim is actually translated into a word that means kindness and it is an outward expression of the love of God and a love toward those around them. And it is thought by many scholars that Joseph was a teacher of the law. So within this very devout people, he is a teacher of the law. Take this moment right here, when he understands that people will begin to understand this situation, where he is coming from, what he has at stake, what he can lose if he chooses righteousness over rightness. I was thinking about it in my situation. If I went back to when Nina and I were engaged and I was a pastor at the time and we sit down and half way through our engagement, Nina tells me she is pregnant. I know that we have not gone to that third stage of marriage, what am I thinking in that moment? Joseph gets the dream so he deals with it internally but we have to understand that there is not just an internal battle that is happening. What happens externally? What happens corporately? If I’m in that moment and Nina tells me that and I buy in because I had a dream, but then all you find this out, what would you think about me? You might think that kid is not going to have the last name Schmidgall. Secondly, you would probably think that I’ve got a screw loose! Buying this story doesn’t make sense. You probably would lose respect for me, or at least, lose trust in me and the kinds of decisions I make. Think about what Joseph has to deal with by making this decision by how people will look at him and what he is losing in all of this. Now, whatever I would feel in my situation, multiply that by 100 because the Hassidim were such a respected and pious people. 

But you know what? Joseph decided that he wasn’t going to seek the approval of men. He was going to seek and pursue the dream that God had given him.
Are you managing expectations in life or are you pursuing a God-given dream? Are you not trying to mess up or are you not trying to come into a place of disrespect with others or are you going after what God has called you to do? Are you seeking his dream and pursuing his righteousness? Pastor Mark would say this, in short term, we tend to regret our actions. In long term, we tend to regret our inaction. In theological terms, that would be this, we have sins of co-mission, those action regrets that catch us in the short term. But in the long term, we have sins of omission, those things that we did not do that will haunt us for the rest of our lives.

Think about Joseph here. If he would have decided to be right and claim his right, think about how he would have been haunted for the rest of his life, knowing that the Son of God was at his fingertips, knowing the influence and the relationship that he would have had with the Son of God. But he doesn’t play to that note, he plays a different song. He goes after the Lord. He goes after the dream that God had put on his heart. He goes after the Spirit of God.

I had an interesting realization this week with one of my kids. You know how your kids will come to you and they will tell you something that they think will give praise to them. So Zeke came to me, and a number of times he did this. He said, ‘Dad, I didn’t do anything wrong today!’  Ok buddy. Or, ‘Dad, I didn’t get in trouble today.’  It happened a couple of times so I started to think, is that what I am promoting? Is that what I am pushing with my kids, just not to do what is wrong? So I asked, ‘What did you do right today?’ ‘Did you raise your hand?’ ‘Did you answer a question in class or did you help somebody out? Tell me what you did right?’ But this realization took me back to my childhood and to what I think somewhat controlled me when I was a kid. I was controlled by fear when I was a kid, a fear of others, a fear of authority, a fear of God, a fear of what people would think, and I played to this idea that I was constantly trying to please other people. I never wanted to let anybody down. Do you know what that does? It puts you in a place of fear and you are never willing to risk anything. You are never willing to pursue anything when you live in that place. It is a bad place to live. I lived a life that was technically right but not practically righteous. So I would live in a place of retreat instead of pursuit. When God got ahold of me, here’s what happened, He gave me freedom. He gave me freedom from my fear and freedom from my failure and freedom from expectations and freedom from trying not to do things wrong. All of a sudden I was set free to go after God, to go after a dream, to go after a calling, to pursue God in who He is and in who He has called me to be. There is a freedom that comes from all these things. God has not called us not to be somebody else. He has called us to be a righteous individual before Him. That is our great calling!
So in the midst of all this, I realized what was happening. What am I reinforcing within my kid? What am I challenging him to be? How am I challenging him to become somebody?

Now, when you go into Christmas this year and you come across that individual or that family member that drives you nuts, how will you deal with them? Is your goal not to do something? Is it not to blow up at them? Is it not to get mad at them? Is it not to respond to them? That is living in retreat. Why don’t you live in pursuit? Let’s charge this year! What if you begin to circle that person in prayer right now? When I pray for somebody, God usually speaks to me about them. When I pray for somebody, God usually challenges me to do something for them or to understand them or to seek to understand them or ask certain questions in a different way or to give a higher level of grace to them. But my relationship, my outlook, my perspective on them and how I treat them totally changes. It is the total difference between living in retreat and living in pursuit. 
What if you begin to pray for them and seek what God has? What is the vision? What is the dream that God has for that relationship? Does He desire to do something in the midst of that? 

When we first moved into our neighborhood, we found out that we had some interesting neighbors. I’m sure all of you have that one interesting neighbor. One of ours stood out a little bit. He would get into arguments. He would cuss people out and he would go after people. The police could show up from time to time for domestic disturbance. It was a mess. At one point when my mother-in-law was over visiting from California, I was telling her it was a safe neighborhood and I go outside and this huge guy is out front waving a machete around! I’m not joking! He was yelling saying some guy had ripped him off. I went back in and said, ‘Everything is good, just stay inside, no problems.’  I’ve got all kinds of stories from this individual.  When we first moved into the neighborhood, my reaction was to respond to that. Because in some of our interactions, guess what? I was right! He was acting crazy. So I responded with the mindset that I was right and we had some higher volume discussions in those moments. But I realized quickly that when you are right and you act out of rightness, it usually doesn’t bring positive fruit to the situation. So we started to pray for this guy and as we began to pray for him, God started giving me ideas and challenges and convictions. So I would take the kids over and we would ask to walk his dog. The same dog that at 2:00 a.m. he would let out for an hour to bark out in the front yard and we could hear it. That same dog, we would go ask him if we could walk that dog. And at holidays, Nina always makes some treats and so he is first on our list. We go to his house and we give him treats at holidays and we started to get to know the guy. We would give him updates on our kids and it is amazing what began to transpire over time and how that relationship began to turn. I felt like God said something into me in this issue, in this problem, as I began to pursue righteousness over our neighborhood. God said this to me, ‘Charge!’ ‘Here is a vision Joel, let’s do this thing! And as I began to pursue righteousness, not rightness, not validation, I was validated. As I began to pursue righteousness, everything began to turn and change within that relationship. It didn’t happen right away. The first five time we went and knocked on that door, nobody answered event though we could hear movement. But after a while, defenses started to break down and then we began to get to know him. He is one of our better friends on the block now, after about almost 10 years! So it might take a little while. For eight years, we’ve had this tree problem in the alley behind and he is the one who got the city to come out and take care of it. He is our advocate. We have great faith conversations. He bought candy for the kids. I’m amazed to look back when I think back to the initiation of this relationship to where we are now. That is because we had to do something different! We had to change up the equation. We had to pursue God and pursue his vision and pursue his dream over that situation.
I wonder what God is calling you to do in your relationships. Don’t retreat behind the cowardice of being right. Rightness could be the greatest enemy to our obedience to God and to his vision. When we are right, we feel justified in our actions and we don’t need God and we don’t look to God. But when we can set our rightness aside, where is your rightness stopping you from the righteousness, from the dream that God desires to lay in your heart, in your life, in your family.  Start praying for your brother, your sister, your dad when God gives you a vision over that. You have to be obedient to that. Courage for the now is never produced with a vision to the future. That’s what God gives us when we seek Him and his Spirit. If you go through the same routines seeking the same goal, you will get the same results. We have to attack it differently and attack it in the Spirit.
Now, here’s the thing, anytime God gives you a dream, it will cost you something. For Joseph, it cost him a lot. We already talked about his reputation that he lost. But it is more than that. It cost him. He was this successful carpenter. Actually, a master builder if you will, like a general contractor. He had a successful business. When the king found out about Jesus, he began to try to fix the problem by killing children. So Joseph has to flee to a foreign land. He had to flee all the way to Egypt. So he left everything. He lost his reputation. He lost his home. He lost his work. He lost everything in his life. When we think about obedience, we think about God’s dream as something that will give us a life of comfort and coziness and ease. But no! It is the opposite. When we pursue God’s dream, we are often called to sacrifice. When the tough got going, Joseph got sacrificial.  We look at the disciples and every one of them had a story. Peter and John left their nets and their identity. Matthew left his means, his income. Every one of them had to leave something behind to pursue Christ, to pursue the dream of being with Christ.

You can’t get a breakthrough by doing the same old thing. A breakthrough comes by leaving, by letting go of everything in your life and completely going after God.

Verse 24 says Joseph did what the angel commanded and he obeyed.
24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 25 But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.
The obedience is usually harder than the dream, isn’t it. If obedience was a place, it would be like Ben’s Chili Bowl. It is a great idea and when you are sitting right here, obedience to a dream sounds like a great idea. Then you go there and it is like, I don’t know, and then the farther away you get from it, after it’s been a while, that was so awesome! We’ve got to go back there. It is the same with obedience. We are sitting here and obedience sounds like a great idea but when you get into it, it hurts! You sacrifice. But then after you go through that experience, you get beyond it. Have you had an experience in your life where you have obeyed the Lord and you’ve gotten beyond that and aren’t you so appreciative of the decision you made and of what God did in the midst of your obedience. You have to not just hear and see and receive a dream, but the rubber meets the road when you come into this place of obedience.
Here is the key, in verse 23, and they will call Him Immanuel, which means God with us.  
At the end of the day, Joseph took a big step of obedience. He took a big step of faith. But he does so knowing that the presence of God will be with him. Immanuel. God is with us and this is where the joy of the Lord starts right here. When we know that it is not based on our circumstances, it is not based on what is around us or what will be given to us, it is based on the presence of God, the promise of Jesus who will bring salvation into our lives, and his presence in our family and in our hearts and in our minds and in our personal lives.

A couple of weeks ago right when the holidays started, I got a call from Dick Foth, who comes and shares here with us often, and he told me that a friend of mine had passed away back in Chicago. A 32 year old girl who was wife of one of my best friends, young, vibrant, beautiful suddenly passed away in the night. It was a horrible circumstance. So I got on a plane and I flew back and was there and some other friends were there with our good friend. And I’ll never forget that Monday night. Going into that home, I had nothing to say. I’ve been in the midst of death before and most of them have been very different situations, and walking into this, I felt like, God, I don’t even know what to pray and I don’t know what to say. We sat together for four hours and we talked and we cried and it was painful to see my friend like that. I’ve never seen him so devastated and hurting. I had never seen him like that and I felt powerless as a friend and powerless as a pastor and powerless as someone who just wants to make the situation better. What can you do? What can you say? You can’t do anything. There are a lot of things you can say that will make it worse but there is nothing you can say to make it better. There is no magic bullet. There is nothing that will bring that person back. I just kept praying in the Spirit. I’ll never forget at the end of that Monday night, we got up and we were leaving and Pastor Dave and I were there with our friend and we hugged and we just stood there hugging and moaning and praying in the Spirit and just being there. It was horrible but it was great at the same time that we could be there. And the only thing that I had to offer was presence at that moment. That’s all I had to give, my presence to be there. The only thing I could pray was to pray in the Spirit was to pray Immanuel, God is with us. 

Wherever you are at, if you have pain in your life, if you are going through a rough situation, I’m not going to give you a temporal answer because that doesn’t suffice. My faith is not in a temporal state. My faith is not in a superficial state. I have gone away from the level of superficiality in my state of faith and I am in a place of eternity. I don’t think about eternity that often, you guys. As much as we talk about faith, I don’t go there. But at the end of the day, our days are measured. We only have so much time here and we only have so much time together. Understand what God has given to you. 

Dick Foth said to me, ‘Joel, I hope you understand how blessed you are.’  That could last until the end of today, I don’t know, but I understand eternity and I understand that there is no blessing or promise that supersedes the blessing of what Joseph finds at the end of this story. It comes to this last verse, verse 23, and at the end of the day, the promises about Jesus who is Savior and God Immanuel, God with us.
Whatever you are going through, his presence is promised to you and that’s all we have. That is all we can count one. That is all that will get us through the moments that feel like we cannot get through. So we rejoice and we find joy in a God who comes into our hearts and resides with us and brings his joy within us.

God, we worship You today. Lord in the midst of all that is going on, God we give You thanks for a story that can encourage us today. Joseph who went through so much, we don’t often talk about him, we don’t often look at his life but he went through so much. He had hard decisions to make but he stood up as a man of courage. So Lord I pray today that boys would turn into men because they understand that their life is not about their own but their life is about the kingdom of God. And when we make decisions of obedience, the joy of the Lord comes. Sometimes it comes immediately, sometimes it comes later. Sometimes our step of obedience results in the joy of the Lord in other people around us and that is exactly what we see in Joseph’s decision and in Jesus’ decision. In their decisions, they brought joy into our lives as we listen to this. So Father I pray right now, for those of us who are here who need to be set free from fear and from failure, I pray that You would set us free right now Lord in your presence. Lord I pray for those of us who are living in hurt today or living in pain. I pray God that we would not indulge that temptation but that we would take cue from people like Kay Warren and Joseph and from others around us God that have decided that they will choose joy in the midst of all that is going on. I pray for those of us who are just reacting to life and problems that are given to us. I pray that we would not just react, that we would not live in a state where we seek to be right or we live in our right but that we would pursue righteous and a dream that is given from Almighty God today. And I pray for those of us who look at our situations and look at your dream and it just doesn’t make sense. I pray that they would find courage today to pursue You with their whole hearts. Right now, I pray that You would drop a blanket, a cloud of joy of Immanuel over us. God with us. The presence of the Lord with us. We pray these things in the powerful name of Jesus, Amen. 
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