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Well, here it is just two days before Christmas and as much as we'd like to have it all be “Joy to 
the World,” and “Angels We have Heard on High,”  the story just won't clean up that nicely. 
Apparently, even thirty or forty years after the crucifixion and resurrection, when Matthew was 
writing his Gospel, there were still rumors about Mary... about who Jesus' father was. We know 
of some anti-Christian propaganda that was about alleging that Jesus was the product of Mary 
having been raped by a Roman soldier.Whether there were other similar type rumors involving 
sexual impropriety, we don't know. 
 
But, we do know that Matthew from the very beginning of his Gospel, knew that the Christian 
claim that God included a woman of questionable reputation in the purposes of redemption was 
completely in line with the God of Israel. You remember that Matthew's Gospel begins with a 
section that's often considered one of the most boring in the Bible, second only perhaps to the 
genealogies that take up the first ten chapters of 1 Chronicles. It's Matthew's genealogy for 
Jesus. It wasn't a part of today's reading, and chances are you probably haven't heard it read too 
often in church. But, today's lesson should be read in light of it. 
 
See, too often it's been looked at as just this historical piece, where we recognize that 
genealogies were important in the Jewish culture of the time. Or, at best we recognize that 
Matthew has traced Jesus back through the Davidic line, and indeed all the way back to 
Abraham. But, the fact is, there's a lot more that Matthew has going on there. First of all, 
Jewish genealogies were traced through the men, which of course Matthew does, but what's 
significant is that he selectively throws in four women throughout all those 41 generations  he 
recounts. They are Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and Bathsheba (or as Matthew pointedly reminds his 
hearers, “the wife of Uriah.”) See, all four of them have somewhat scandalous sexual histories, 
and two of them were also gentiles. And, of course, by saying the “wife of Uriah,” Matthew 
reminds his hearers of David's own scandalous and murderous history. 
 
So, from the very beginning Matthew reminds his hearers that God's grace and God's purposes 
of redemption break through our scandals, our rules and our senses of right and wrong. Then he 
proceeds directly from that to tell the story of Jesus' birth. And friends, try as we might, that 
story just won't clean up! It's a scandalous story, isn't it? Joseph was scandalized. Says 
Matthew: “When (Jesus') mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived 
together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit.” But, of course, that last part 
about the Holy Spirit was a statement of faith. Matthew knew who Jesus was, 40 years later, 
but Joseph wasn't there yet. As far as Joseph was concerned, he knew he hadn't had sex with 
Mary. So, if Mary was pregnant, it wasn't his child, it was someone else's. 
 
And, you know, the law is the law and rules are rules, and that was scandalous. And the law 
that applied to this situation said that when you think a woman you're engaged to is pregnant 
with someone else's child, both she and the suspected father can be publicly stoned to death. 
But, says Matthew, Joseph was “a righteous man,” meaning he had more compassion than that. 
And so, he had decided instead just to divorce Mary quietly. But, rules are rules and morals are 
morals and Joseph was scandalized! He wasn't about to marry a woman who was pregnant with 
someone else's child. You can't really blame him. I think for most of us the marriage would be 
off at that point, wouldn't it? There's only so far we will go. And in marriages there are things 
that are acceptable and things that aren't.  And, even today infidelity remains pretty much at the 
top of everyone's list as something nacceptable in marriage. 
 
I guess that's what rules and laws are. They, of course, get changed and amended over time, but 
they are the consensus of the people of the time of just how far we will go in one direction or 



another. And so, of course, there are those other kinds of rules. Like the fact that the very 
phrase “illegal immigrants,” means they have no right and aren't supposed to be here. They 
didn't go by the rules, like others did. And rules are rules. 
 
And that goes to yet another kind of rule, one of the kind we just assume. That “rule” is, “you 
reap what you sow.” We pretty much all believe that in one sense or another. You reap what 
you sow. And it's when we look around us and see some reaping a whole lot better than they've 
sown that really sets us off, isn't it? Whether it be illegal immigrants or steroid use in baseball. 
I'm sure you can probably name off some other examples. Like Joseph before us, good people 
as we are, we are scandalized by rule breakers. 
 
So, the fact is, if we're honest and haven't just turned Christmas completely into tinsel and 
lights, we are hard-pressed to know what to do with the story at the center of our celebration. 
Because, says Matthew, from the very beginning God comes as a “rule breaker.” God's grace 
scandalizes us. It breaks rules and destroys all of our illusions that we can live strictly by the 
rules,  keeping everyone and every issue in life in nice, neat black and white, right and wrong 
boxes. There they are: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Bathsheba and now Mary.. not to mention Jacob, 
David, and other kings of Israel like Ahab who was a mass murderer. There they are. 
 
So, as the story goes apparently, it was a good thing Joseph was into remembering his dreams. I 
guess maybe he was like that other Joseph who was a big dreamer, and liked to remember 
them. Except that if this Joseph had give some serious thought to what happened to that other 
Joseph because of remembering his dreams, he might have thought it would be better to go hide 
in a cave for awhile! But, as it was he'd taken to keeping a pen and some paper on his bedside 
table, you know so he could wake up and write down his dreams before they slipped away. 
Boy, he must have thought this one was a doozy. 
 
You remember, there was an angel in his dream and this dream angel tells him not to be afraid 
to take Mary as his wife. And then, of course, it gets even wilder when this dream angel tells 
him that the child she's carrying was conceived from the Holy Spirit! And of all things, Joseph 
listened to that dream. Of all things, Joseph decided that this breaking of all the rules that he'd 
held to and that his society said were the parameters of right and wrong, this breaking of all of 
that was of God. He decided that somehow this dream was God's direction for him. 
 
Well, Matthew, of course, does a little theologizing in there when after recounting Joseph's 
dream he says to his readers, this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by Isaiah: “Look 
the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which means 
'God is with us.'” And the angel in Joseph's dream had told him to name the child Jesus, which 
means “he saves,”this God who is among us, “for he will save his people from their sins.” 
Now, just think about that. Think about that in terms of rules and rule-breakers. 
 
As Sarah Dylan Breuer has said, “think about what sin is and where it leaves the world -- about 
everything that speaks and enacts brokenness, despair, dehumanizing people made in the image 
of God, despising God's good gifts. Think about it.  Think about the solutions people have 
proposed for those things -- a war on poverty, a war on terrorism, eugenics as a "final solution" 
to make sure that humanity's weaknesses become extinct. Those are from the optimists. The 
pessimists among us say that there is no salvation from our sins: the poor get poorer, the sick 
stay poor and (no insurance? sorry -- can't help you!) thus get sicker, violence begets violence, 
and there is no out -- just doing the best that you can to keep what you've got and protect those 
who are yours in a world that is steadily going to hell,” in or out of a handbasket. 
 
Think about that. For says Matthew, this one born in scandal and disgrace, dying in scandal and 
disgrace is God with us, is the one to save us from all that brokenness and despair. Of all 
things, we will not reap what we sow, or what our parents sowed. In him we are set free, 



because in him God comes in the darkness of human scandal and dies in the same darkness, and 
so once and for all exposes how  when we are scandalized we make victims out of the “rule-
breakers.” So, in him we have the chance to break that cycle. We have he chance to be like 
Joseph and step beyond our “righteous” indignation. You remember, between that birth and 
death Jesus taught, “blessed is anyone who is not scandalized by me.” We have the chance to 
learn from Jesus to love our enemies. 
 
Friends, I invite you in the days ahead to celebrate the real meaning of Christmas. Ours in this 
season and always is not a cheap joy, where the music is always happy, and everyone is always 
smiling. In Christ, God is one of us. Christ comes from and goes to and invites us to follow him 
to the deepest, darkness of our lives and our world. And that's where and when resurrection 
happens, that's where and when joy happens, that's where the blind see and the lame walk. 
That's where a baby born in poverty brings light. If we insist in living on the tinsel covered 
surface of denial unwilling to acknowledge our own darkness and need, Christ can't come to us, 
and we can't follow him. It's just that simple. 
 
Because Christ comes in the darkness, our darkness, and Christ calls us to take up our cross and 
follow him back into the world's and others' darkness, because that's where His light can shine. 
That's the good news of this season: God is a rule-breaker! Especially when it comes to rules 
about who's righteous and who's not, and what parts of town you don't want to go to. In the 
birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus, God says: “forget those rules, life is grace!” You 
don't reap what you sow! And God comes extending divine healing to all of us! 
 
Merry Christmas. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


