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Christmas is almost here — just two more days. In the minds of children it has taken
forever. For them the last few weeks have moved as slowly as butter in a new Frigidaire.
This morning let's step back from the Christmas presents, the family reunions, the feasting
and the merry-making that’s just two days away long enough to ask a vital question: Who
was this baby Jesus and what was the significance of his birth?

The story of Joseph and his dream encounter with the angel is the start of Joseph’s
involvement in the Christmas event. Just Like Mary, Joseph received a heavenly message.
He, too, needed to be brought up to date on what God was doing in their lives. Our Old
Testament lesson from Deuteronomy may have seemed out of place, but I wanted you to
hear those words because we need to understand the background reality that Joseph was
dealing with. The Law said, and I repeat here: If a man marries a woman and then it
happens that he no longer likes her because he has found something wrong with her, he
may give her divorce papers, put them in her hand, and send her off.

Deut. 24:1 (MSG) That’s what Joseph knew. That’s what he was raised with. And so
that’s what he had to deal with. And that’s why you have probably been taught that Joseph
was a good man. We have here a reality check on Joseph’s character. Matthew tells us:
Joseph, her fiancé, was a good man and did not want to disgrace her publicly, so he
decided to break the engagement quietly. Matthew 1:19 (NLT) And so Joseph was
rebelling against the religious mores of his time. He had to go against the grain in order to
be in God’s will. Let’s ask three question this morning. The first one is:

I. WHAT’S IN A DREAM?

The young people in our current Confirmation Class were talking about some comparative
religion issues, and they were curious about what other people around the world believe.
They were almost persuaded to get off track for a while. But they stayed on track getting
firmly grounded in the basic realities and promises of our faith. But a question I have in
mind this morning is: What is the #1 Middle Eastern Mystic Religion? The answer is
Christianity. We forget that our faith is not European. We neglect to acknowledge that the
very culture that we are at war with is the violent, strange, “earthy” kind of culture from
which our faith springs. And when we attempt to westernize it, we lose it.

So when we read that Joseph has this mystical experience — this encounter with the
message of heaven, we might tend to discount it as weird. But it wasn’t weird at all.
Joseph’s culture was the kind that was sensitive to the Lord working in just this way in
their lives. So let’s realize that as we peruse God’s Word we will run into lots of cultural
“quirks” and we need to acknowledge that God works through the societal expectations of
his people.



So we have this event in Matthew 1:20: As he considered this, an angel of the Lord
appeared to him in a dream. “Joseph, son of David,” the angel said, “do not be afraid to
take Mary as your wife. For the child within her was conceived by the Holy Spirit.
Matthew 1:20 (NLT)

What we need to learn from this event is that the Lord wants you to know what’s
happening. He doesn’t want you to be in the dark. He want’s his great light to shine on
your path as you follow Him. Unfortunately, we live on a darkened and crooked planet, so
sometimes the light is not noticed.

And secondly, the Lord also wants to take away fear and uncertainty. He wants you to
make decisions that are faithful and wise; decisions in life that will glorify the Kingdom of
heaven. There are many times in our lives when we think we know the right thing to do,
but do we do it? Well, sometimes “yes” and sometimes “no.” The Lord wants you to do
the right thing. That’s exactly what was going on with Joseph: Don’t be afraid to take
Mary as your wife.” Don’t back off Joseph. Don’t turn back from you good and wise
decision. Move ahead with what you were planning to do. God wants you to know that
He smiles on you.

I1. What’s in a Name?

We need to think about Jesus’ names. In biblical times names were extremely significant.
They were not just given because parents liked the sound or because grandfather had that
name. To know the name of a person was in a sense to understand that person, to have a
key to his or her identity.

By contrast, names are not nearly so significant today. Babies are named for football
players, movie stars, politicians, and poets. There was a Baptist preacher down in Georgia
with a strange first name. He was the 12th child in the McBride family. By the time he
came along, the parents had exhausted all the biblical names they liked. The baby was
about a week old before he had a name. His mother found his name in a strange way. One
day she received a congratulatory card from a friend. On the back was a beautiful poem.
She was so touched by the words that she decided to name her child after the man who
wrote that poem. So that baby, future Baptist preacher, became Anonymous McBride.

Our scripture lesson for today tells us that the baby Jesus were not named by Mary and
Joseph. His names came straight from God, transmitted by angelic messengers. Those
names were: Jesus and Emmanuel. Let's look at each of them.

First, in verse 21, we read: And she will have a son, and you are to name him Jesus, [b]
Matthew 1:21(NLT)



You can see in your notes what the New Living Translation footnote says NLT text
footnote: b. Matthew 1:21 Jesus means “The Lord saves.”

What this is hinting at is that the name Jesus is the Greek form of a very common Jewish
name “Joshua.” Joshua means literally “Yahweh is salvation” or if you’d rather, “Jehovah
is salvation.” The various languages and their translations are not of paramount
importance. It is important that Jesus' very name highlights the most important mission of
his life: to save us from sin and reconcile us to God. Jesus was the only baby in history
born for the purpose of dying. Across his manger fell the shadow of the cross. And that is
the dark reality of the manger. There is a huge problem associated with Christmas.

The basic problem is not that we are under-educated or malnourished or abused or
discriminated against. Our basic problem is not that our parents loved one of our siblings
more than us or that we were allowed to suck our thumbs. Our basic problem is sin. We
are sinful to the core. We are naturally prone to rebel against God. In our natural state we
are egocentric and self-centered. Unless there is an intervention, an encounter with God
through Jesus Christ, sin will increasingly dominate us and we will spend eternity in hell.
Paul Tournier, the great Swiss psychiatrist, has remarked “Behind all personal problems
there lies sin.”

Washington, D.C. is always caught up in great tax-cut debates, each political party trying
to outdo the other in a search for votes. The 2008 presidential campaign is already well
underway. Have you listened to the debates? Our sin is that we care more about our own
tax bill than we do about setting people on the road to financial independence. We care
more about our own Social Security check than about the fiscal health of the country our
grandchildren will inherit.

We are rearing in America a small percentage of teenagers who are dangerous. Many of
them were born into poverty in single- parent households. Absolutely no one bothered to
teach them about God or values or ethics. And so, they emerge into the teen years, hostile,

street-wise, and conscience-less. What was the sin? Abuse and Neglect. Who will pay for
it? All of us.

Is there a way to cure all that sin? Yes! Jesus is the only way. When he offered his life as
a sacrifice for sin on Calvary's cross, he bore the penalty for our sin. You see, right at the
center of Christmas there is a cross and a word of grace — God's grace. “You are to name

him Jesus,” said the angel, “for he will save his people from their sins.”

There is a second name or title that God gave us for his holy child: Emmanuel. Emmanuel
means “God is with us.” Our Bible declares that “The Word (meaning Christ) became
flesh and dwelt among us.”
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The great writer Max Lucado tells about his neighbor who was trying to teach his six-year-
old son how to shoot a basketball. They were out in the backyard. The father shot a couple
of times, saying, "Do it just like that, son; it's real easy." The little boy tried very hard but
he couldn't get the ball ten feet into the air. The little fellow got more and more frustrated.
Finally, after hearing his father talk about how easy it was for the tenth time, the boy said,
"It's easy for you up there. You don't know how hard it is from down here."

You and I can never say that about God. When Jesus became man and lived among us, he
walked where we walked, he suffered what we suffer, he was tempted as we are tempted.
He was Emmanuel which means “God is with us.”

When our hearts are broken because someone we trusted let us down, our Lord has been
there. When we are tempted so severely that we almost tremble under the force of the Evil
One, our Lord has been there; Jesus spent a terrible forty days continually badgered by the
Devil. When life makes no sense and we can't find God anywhere, our Lord has been
there; Jesus cried out in agony from a cross, “My God, why have you forsaken me?” We
can never say truthfully, “God doesn't understand.” He was and is and always will be
Emmanuel, God with us.

Now, put the two names together and get a more complete understanding of the Christ-
child of Bethlehem. He is Jesus, the bearer of salvation, the one sent to save us from our
sins. And he is also Emmanuel, God with us, that one who comforts us in all distress, who
shares our every burden, who will never fail us or forsake us. He is Jesus! He is
Emmanuel!

Finally this morning, I want us to ask the question:

ITI. What’s in a Choice?
Our scripture reading about Joseph’s angelic dream concludes with these four verses:

21 And she will have a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people
from their sins.”
22 All of this occurred to fulfill the Lord’s message through his prophet:
23 “Look! The virgin will conceive a child!

She will give birth to a son,

and they will call him Immanuel,

which means ‘God is with us.””
24 When Joseph woke up, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded and took Mary as
his wife.

Matt. 1:21-24 (NLT)
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As we consider these closing words of the story it seems as if Joseph is left with some new
realities — new facts from heaven have been imparted to him. And so he is going to have
some decisions to make. Sure he had already decided not to disgrace Mary, but to divorce
her quietly — not like the Levitical Code suggests. But now he’s even got to go a bit
further. He’s go to take into account some new possibilities. And so for him there are
Three choices:

Is Joseph going to live his life Believing the prophets?

Is Joseph going to live his life Believing God at His Word?

Is Joseph going to live his life Believing that Jesus saves? And are you?
The Basic Christmas question: Are you part of “His people?”

“...the child within her was conceived by the Holy Spirit. And she will have a son, and you
are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins. ” Matt. 1:20b-21 (NLT)

20But 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. 21She will give birth to a son, and you are
to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”

Matt. 1:18-24 (NIV)

Wallace Chappell is a prince of preachers in Nashville, Tennessee. One of his favorite
stories is about a small boy who went to a pet shop. “Mister,” he said to the owner, “I want
to buy that puppy.” The owner's eyes followed the boy’s finger to a little crippled puppy
all by himself. The owner replied, “Son, that pup is worthless. We're going to have him put
to sleep in the next few days.” But the boy protested, “I’ve saved my money just to buy
that one puppy. I have been looking at him in the window every day. He's the only one |
want.” Once again the owner explained the problem — the dog was crippled- -- the dog was
worthless -- the dog would be put to sleep. The small boy then reached down with two
little hands and pulled up his trousers. The man observed two little legs enclosed in braces.
He said “Mister, you don’t know what love can do!”

Jesus Emmanuel has worn our braces and died for our sins. Now with grateful hearts let us
enthrone him as Savior and Lord. Merry Christmas!



