28th December 2008
JOSEPH AND FATHERHOOD

Reading: Matthew 2:13-18  
When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. "Get up," he said, "take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him."  (14)  So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt,  (15)  where he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: "Out of Egypt I called my son."  (16)  When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi.  (17)  Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled:  (18)  "A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more."

We’ve had a pleasant flow of family through the house over the last few days.  Part of that was when our son Alex and his girlfriend joined us with my mum and my brother in law for lunch on Boxing Day.  Alex lives over in Luton and it had been some time since we last got together.

As we ate and nattered it struck me just how many of his mannerisms seemed to be my own.

And I also recognised how a lot of me seemed to be based on my late father. They do say like father like son don’t they?  My late dad often used to enjoy the corny jokes in the Christmas crackers.  He’d laugh and go quite red in the face.  I try to pretend that they aren’t any good, but some do make me laugh as he did, despite myself.
Dad would probably have enjoyed some that I found this year: 
What do you get when you cross a snowman with a vampire?
 - Frostbite. 

What did Adam say on the day before Christmas? 
- It's Christmas, Eve. 

Why was Santa's little helper depressed? 
- Because he had low elf esteem. 

And: 
Three phrases that sum up Christmas are: 

Peace on Earth, 

Goodwill to Men, and 

Batteries not included. 
The Christmas story gives us more about Mary’s life than Joseph’s.  He seems to be a ‘batteries not included’ sort of character.  Something of a bit player in the bigger drama.  But, only last Sunday, Jo helped us all to think about what it might have been like for Joseph, to be raising Jesus and wondering whose face it was looking back at him.  
As I’ve prepared for this morning I’ve found that there are other things we can learn from Joseph and in particular that we can learn a lot about fatherhood from him.  After all, he was Jesus’ dad in almost every respect and that phrase ‘like father like son’ often holds a lot of  truth.  So that’s what we’ll be looking at — Fatherhood and Joseph.

Joseph’s part in the nativity story has been unfolded over the last week and today’s Gospel reading tells us that Joseph listened to an angel in a dream and escaped with his wife and child to Egypt. 

We can get a feel for something of who Joseph is from the first chapter of Matthew’s Gospel. 
It takes us through the generations of Joseph’s forefathers, back to King David, who was the son of Jesse – remember that name because it comes up again in a moment - and so on, all the way back to Abraham.

In pointing out that Jesus was born into Joseph’s household, Matthew reminds us of what Isaiah prophesied (11:1-2):

A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.  The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him— the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord.
Now, Joseph chose to accept Jesus as his firstborn son, with all the legal privileges that carried.

And to the Jew of that time it was this legal recognition as a son which carried the weight when looking at someone’s line of descent.  So the early Christians from a Jewish background will have recognised that Isaiah’s prophecy was indeed fulfilled in Jesus.

But what do prophesy and lineage tell us about Joseph the father?
Well, first they tell us that not only is he born of a royal line, but, also, that he is a descendant of the great patriarch Abraham and therefore one of God’s chosen people. 

Second, they remind us that Joseph received a dream that this pregnancy was conceived by the Holy Spirit and that it was in obedience to God that Joseph married Mary and did not consummate their marriage until after Jesus was born..  That is pretty extraordinary and shows us that Joseph is a man who is obedient to God even in the most extreme circumstances.

And third, they show us that God did not choose Joseph at random, but very deliberately and from the very beginning.  A chosen man from among the chosen people. 

Yet, we know that, like many who can trace their roots back to great and wealthy characters, Joseph had to work for his living.  And we know that, like many young couples today, he and Mary had a pretty challenging start to their marriage.
But Joseph had a character advantage.  He was in Matthew’s words ‘a righteous man’ - someone who not only seeks to be obedient to God but who also does so while showing God’s love to others, someone who acts justly but shows love and mercy -  justice, love and mercy - a righteous man.
So what picture can we build up?
Joseph is of royal descent and of God’s chosen people.  He is chosen by God for what he is to do.  He is a righteous man, acting with justice, love and mercy. And he is obedient to God, even in the most exceptionally demanding circumstances.

So when God spoke to him again, through an angel in a dream as before, it was time to get on the road - this time to escape from Herod’s murderous plans. And Joseph, a man who would seek to be obedient to God and to do so while showing God’s love to others, simply gets on with it:
A husband caring for Mary.

A father caring for Jesus.

Joseph, of royal descent.

Chosen by God.

A righteous man, acting with justice, love and mercy. 

Obedient to God, even in the most exceptionally demanding circumstances.

Now, as I said earlier, Joseph was to all intents and purposes Jesus’ dad.  They spent time together at the table, in the workshop, on the road.  And, like father like son, Jesus grew up with a lot of his dad’s characteristics, and he refined them to perfection:
Jesus, of royal descent and of God’s chosen people.

Jesus, chosen by God.

Jesus, a righteous man, acting with justice, love and mercy. 

Jesus, obedient to God, even in the most exceptionally demanding circumstances.

Joseph the Father. 

Protecting and providing. 

Dependable.

Joseph, showing us how to be good fathers.

God the Father. 

Protecting, by sending the dream to Joseph warning of the danger from Herod. 

Providing, by sending the valuable gifts of the wise men just when those resources would be needed to sustain the escape journey to Egypt. 

Dependable, guiding his son and all those who love him.

Like father like son, 
Jesus, son of Joseph,

Jesus Son of God the Father, 

Jesus who grew and taught us to protect and to provide. 

Jesus on whom we can depend.

But, as God knows well, being a father today is not always easy.  Many men get it badly wrong.

And many children emerge into the world hurt or ill equipped.  Sometime ‘like father like son’ is a curse instead of a blessing.  And that is a great sadness.

But most men try.

And, in a time when human role models for fathers seem difficult to identify, Joseph provides us with a pretty good one.  He wasn’t just a bit player in the drama of the Christmas story after all.

He was flesh and blood and feelings just like any man.  But he was a very special man - a man who knew his rights, but did not stand on them, a man with compassion, who sought to live in a way pleasing to God, who wanted to show God’s love to others, who listened when God spoke, who did what God required of him, a man who protected and provided for his family, a an to be depended on.

We can be certain that we will never have to face quite the same challenges that Joseph had to contend with!!  But there are plenty of other challenges in this world, plenty of things that make life difficult, plenty of things to test us.

Believe me, I know - being a man and a Christian carries with a whole skip-full of challenges.  

Yet, dads, Joseph offers us a good example to aim at:
A role model when things get tough.

A man who did what God required of him. 

A man who protected and provided for his family.

A man to be depended on.

Someone to seek to emulate in our lives. 

And, whether you are a dad or not, Joseph is someone for us to contemplate in his own right and someone to think of if we want to help someone else who may be struggling with being a father.
There are a couple of challenges for us as children as well:
How might we help a father to be more like Joseph? 

And how would we respond if his becoming more obedient to God meant that we had to change too?

And, finally, there is a challenge here for women.

It would not be unreasonable for you to want dads to be more like Joseph, but dads need your help.

We might not talk to you about it much, but it can be tough to be a man. 
Perhaps Mary found that Joseph didn’t talk about this sort of thing too much either.

Yet, you know that Mary got to grips with what God was doing rather more quickly than Joseph did and, rather often, I notice that you still do the same today.

Joseph got there though, so if you want a dad to be more like him, the challenge is to start with listening to God and then to find a way to offer the right encouragement at the right time. 
To conclude then, whatever our situation, if we want this world to change, and we surely should want that, we would do well to start by seeking to help children grow in Christian households, households inspired by Jesus and by Joseph’s model of fatherhood.   As we seek that we should keep on praying to God that we will hear his Son’s voice better because Jesus says:
(John 14:7): If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him." …. (John 14:9) ….Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father…. 
If we always remember that we all share in being children of the same, one, eternal Father God we will find that the phrase ‘Like father like son’ is one that offers hope for us all.
Amen

AJW

