
1 
 

Isaiah 7:10-16               “Embarrassing Intrusion”                             R.P.C. 
Matthew 1:18-25                                                                       December 22, 2013 
                                           Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
     Well, we always said that we wanted God to come down and save us. Down 
through the ages we human beings claimed that our souls’ greatest desire was for 
deliverance and salvation. But when God finally, decisively shows up as a baby, 
born to a befuddled father and an UNWED mother… Well, that was a rather 
unexpected and embarrassing form of intrusion. 
    Yet, that’s how Matthew prepares us for the advent of Christ the Savior – as a 
kind of social embarrassment. Luke offers us a charming account of the angel’s 
announcement to Mary, and Mary’s moving song in response to the annunciation. 
But not Matthew …. With Matthew the introduction to the nativity is concisely 
presented as “the birth of Jesus took place in this way”: Then we are introduced 
to Joseph – a man horribly confused by a fiance who is with child, but not by him. 
    Joseph is said to be a “righteous man,” which surely means that throughout his 
life Joseph had played by the rules – he’s walked the straight and narrow. He is 
apparently a man with impeccable morals; he’s law-abiding and careful. Yet, now 
he is dealing in one horrible, unexpected, unwanted event that his beloved fiancé 
is pregnant, and not by him. Surely, his world has been disrupted. Then an angel 
appears to Joseph one night in the midst of his torment. And the angel has the 
nerve to say to Joseph, “Don’t be afraid!” 
    What? Don’t be afraid? One can only imagine the reasonable things Joseph 
might have a right to fear: How about public censure for a failed engagement – 
condemnation for not playing by the rules - whispers of constant suspicion as to 
his morals….. He is facing a horribly embarrassing situation…. Don’t be afraid 
indeed! 
    Joseph resolved to quietly break off his engagement to Mary. It had likely been 
an arranged marriage as was customary of that day, so there was not likely any 
romantic love involved; but Joseph wanted to show some compassion for Mary by 
wanting to handle things quietly. But the angel tells Joseph not to do that because 
the child provided here is by the work of the Holy Spirit. 
    Now what is that supposed to mean? Later we are told that Joseph is a 
carpenter by trade. While he may have been faithful in his attendance at the 
synagogue on the Sabbath, he is probably no expert in discerning obscure 
passages from scripture, like the one that the angel quotes to him. It was 
Matthew’s interpretation of the passage that we read today from the prophet 



2 
 

Isaiah which says: “Look, the young woman is with child, and shall bear a son, and 
shall name him Immanuel.” Matthew kind of paraphrases Isaiah by saying, “Look, 
the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and THEY shall call him Emmanuel.”  
There is a difference or two within these passages as translated from Hebrew to 
Greek. 
    Still, I am sure there are people here who are able to identify with Mary. You 
personally know or can imagine the joy – the great joy of having a child born into 
your world, - that great blessing of new life. You can identify with the way that 
Luke begins his gospel - a mother’s moving song – a sweet lullaby for the new 
baby who is to come. 
    There are others who know firsthand the joy of “the word became flesh and 
lived among us” - the way John begins his gospel. It is that whole idea of the Word 
– the incarnate word that existed from the very beginning of creation, but now 
becoming Incarnate with us…. 
    But I expect in this congregation there may be even more of us who are able to 
identify closely with Joseph – a person whose world is rocked at its very 
foundation by an action of God. Matthew tells us about Joseph in a candid 
manner – here’s a man embarrassed by the incursion of God. But then there is 
something about a living God being present here, as God with us, which seems to 
be inherently disruptive. 
    You have likely observed them too – those billboards that say something like, 
“Are You Looking for More Peace in Your Life?  The billboard then offers a website 
of a nearby church. Don’t get me wrong - I do believe that Jesus brings peace and 
peacefulness in life – despite what Jesus said about not giving “peace” as the 
world thinks of that term. But embarrassed Joseph just might tell us that 
sometimes God’s incursions among us are anything BUT peaceful. 
    I admit that we preachers often overstress the stabilizing, peace-bringing 
qualities of the gospel. But Matthew begins his account of the life of Jesus with a 
disruptive, destabilizing story of Joseph. The angel tells Joseph that this odd, 
embarrassing event that has taken place in the life of his fiancé is from God and is 
the work of the Holy Spirit. 
    I doubt that made Joseph feel all that much better about his situation. How 
does one explain all of this to those in the family and community who will 
certainly question as what has transpired? “Ah … Mary is pregnant…” explained 
Joseph,” but would you believe it is by the work of the Holy Spirit?” Sure, Joseph… 
sure… 



3 
 

     Joseph didn’t ask to be brought into the middle of the Nativity (of course, 
neither did his fiancé, Mary.) Joseph wasn’t searching for more adventure in his 
life; he had no need to be taking a heroic, courageous stand.  Perhaps Joseph had 
previously thought of the Holy Spirit as being a calming presence in a disordered 
world and life. Was it a shock for him to learn that the Holy Spirit is also a 
disruptive, demanding presence? Could God actually be the Great Intruder who 
intentionally comes at times and in ways that prove to be … embarrassing? 
    Down through the ages, the world had dreamed, and prayed, and waited for a 
day when God show up. The faithful longed for that day when God would be 
present in all of God’s power and glory. And what the world dreamed about, we 
think, became a reality on a star-lit night in Bethlehem. Of course, what we did 
not dream – namely, a God who would show up amid rather embarrassing 
circumstances – is the God who DID show up, and who rocked the world of 
Joseph. In fact, God rocked the world in general. 
    One reason why the church defeated Rome in only a couple of hundred years 
without ever using a sword, is the disruptive, active and near presence of God in 
Jesus Christ.  Rome as a nation worshipped and used power and force. But early 
on the church was noted, even among its pagan critics, for the way it drew no 
distinction between rich and poor – for the way it worked among victims of the 
plague – for the openhanded generosity it showed toward the needs of others, 
even others who weren’t Christians.  
    By the year 200, it had been fairly well documented that the Christians of Rome 
were feeding as many as 20,000 of that city’s inhabitants, most of whom were not 
Christians. Why did they do that? They did this not out of some humanitarian 
drive to do good - for a United Way Campaign. No, they did it as those who knew 
that story of God’s modus operandi – mode of operation. They themselves, 
whatever their social class or material position, had been lifted up. They had been 
lifted up by a God who stoops low. 
     Thus, Mary’s song became a promise fulfilled in the lives of those early 
Christians: “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up 
the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away 
empty. Likewise, Joseph’s startled dream in the middle of the night proved 
something about the nature of God: We have a God who doesn’t hesitate to 
intrude into the settled lives of ordinary people and ask them to accomplish 
extraordinary things. We have a God who works even through some rather 
embarrassing situations for the sole purpose of working out His plan of salvation. 
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    Surely, what happened to Mary and Joseph has some implications for our lives. 
If we find ourselves in a situation of barrenness – a situation in which we are 
brought low – then we are to look up because our salvation is at hand. We have 
the sort of God who loves to make beautiful the barren, and loves to lift up the 
lowly. 
    On the other hand, if we find ourselves well-fixed, up high, sitting pretty – then 
perhaps if we want to be where God is, and where God needs us, then we need to 
be brought low. Perhaps we will be called upon to give until it hurts, or, we will 
have to go into the places where there is real human need - for that is where our 
great God is stooping, serving and saving without embarrassment. 
    To be a Christian is to know the salvation story about who God is, about where 
God is and what God is doing.  And, if we want to worship this God, we must align 
our lives in accord with His salvation story. 
    In order to do something about the human problem, Jesus had to become 
human and had to be present in this world. As the Letter to the Hebrews puts it, 
‘if Jesus was God with us – God doing something decisive about the problem 
between God and us – then “he had to become like his brothers and sisters in 
every respect” (Hebrews 2:17). For only a fully human Savior can save us in our 
full humanity and redeem us. 
     At the same time, in order to do something about the human problem, Jesus 
was more than human. The gospel writers strain to speak of this strange human-
and-more-than-human quality: an embarrassing pregnancy, inexplicable signs and 
wonders? Something is afoot among is that is bigger than us. And what’s afoot 
may be an embarrassment to our accustomed way of thinking about things. 
    Believers affirm that this story, for all of its strangeness, is true. Here we have a 
truthful account of how our God wrote us back into His salvation story. This is a 
truthful depiction not only of who God is, but also of who we are as those who 
were once lost are now found – how we who were enslaved got redeemed; how 
we the dead are restored. God is with us in Emmanuel, in order to be God FOR us. 
    The great theologian Karl Barth said the gospel involves the world’s dreams 
becoming history.  Joseph’s life was disrupted by an unsought dream. The idea 
that God Almighty, the one who hung the whirling planets and flung the stars in 
their courses, should be the same One who comes to us and is present with us as 
Emmanuel, seems to the rest of the world to be a dream. But Christian believers 
are the ones who have experienced this dream as a present reality. And that is 
the great mystery that we are preparing to celebrate again. 
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    Our anticipation has been growing during these past Sundays of Advent as we 
move at last to our joyful celebration of the Nativity. Mixed with our eager 
anticipation is more than a touch of nostalgia for Christmases past. We dearly 
love the traditions of Christmas. We like to sing the old, familiar songs of our 
childhood memories. 
    So therefore it is good to have Joseph remind us that to have Emmanuel - God 
with us  - really with us – is to have the living, sometimes disruptive God with us 
as well. Here is a Savior who doesn’t mind intruding into the settled lives of 
ordinary people and ask them to accomplish some extraordinary things. 
    Today we begin to think of God’s incursions among us – like Christmas – as 
those grand, though often unsought moments when God enters our world as 
Emmanuel – God with us. Those incursions serve to make our lives so much more 
interesting than if simply left to ourselves. Speechlessness is a typical, rather 
normal reaction to such and event. Joseph was almost speechless when his 
settled world came crashing down on his head and he had to suffer public 
embarrassment at the hand of God. But then when the living God shows up, 
God’s appearances among us are invariably disruptive to our status quo. 
     Yet, Joseph would likely tell us, that he knows NOW that God is working his 
salvation story out, even through such unlikely characters as he and Mary - that 
God’s Gift of Love in human form is to be received with exceeding JOY –  in spite 
of any embarrassment.                            Amen. 
 
  
   
 
 
 
 
  
  


