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“Simple Gifts: Love”
Isaiah 7:10-16; Matthew 1:18-25 December 18, 2016

On this fourth Sunday of Advent, we light the candle of 
love. Some of us will be traveling to share Christmas with 
our families; others will be welcoming friends into their 
homes. Yesterday, the church was crammed with activity. 
In spite of the cold, wet and ice, the sanctuary choir and 
orchestra spent the morning rehearsing for today. Hundreds 
of members of all ages worked at the church to organize, 
load and deliver Christmas Benevolence to over 140 
families. Both of these activities were a labor of love. So it 
is fitting that we focus on love. Love is the very heart of the 
Christmas message. John says, “For God so loved the world 
that God sent his only son, that whoever believes in him 
shall not perish but have everlasting life.” Love is the sacred 
cord that binds us to one another and to God. Love is the 
very heart of what we do. In order for our celebration not to 
dissolve into sentimental mush, we need to remember just 
how tough and demanding love can be. We need to know 
what love requires.

The very first story in Matthew’s gospel after the genealogy 
of Jesus is a story about the hard choices that love requires. 
Mary is the central figure in Luke’s story of the birth of 
Jesus, but all eyes are on Joseph in Matthew’s gospel. For 
the sake of love, Joseph breaks the rigid moral code of his 
day. In his wildest dreams, Joseph could not have imagined 
what love would demand of him. He has to decide what to 
do when he finds out that Mary is going to have a baby. This 
ordinary man, faced with a difficult situation, has much to 
teach us about the character of holy love.  

Matthew describes Joseph as a righteous man. Matthew 
chooses the word with care. Joseph is what we might call a 
“good” person who tries to do what is right in the eyes of God 
and be fair to his neighbors. We are so casual about how we 
use the word “good.” To the Jewish people, righteousness 
is the goal of human life. It is not a word to be carelessly 
tossed about like so much green salad. To be righteous is to 
keep the covenant. For the Jews, the guide to righteousness 
is the law of Moses. To be righteous is to keep the law. We 
all know people who follow the letter of the law, but do not 
understand the heart of the law. Such people live in a world 
of right and wrong. They are devoid of compassion and have 

no appreciation for extenuating circumstances. Everything 
is black or white; there is no room for gray. Such people 
miss the deeper purposes of God.  

Let’s admit it. Sometimes, we are such people. We have 
a hard time admitting that we are wrong; we only see 
the faults and failures of others. We use rules to justify 
ourselves and condemn others. Such attitudes only lead us 
to a false self-righteousness, not to the true righteousness 
that comes from God. Jesus was hard on the Pharisees of 
his day because they trusted in their own goodness. At 
bottom, self-righteous people hide behind the cloak of 
goodness because they are afraid that someone will see just 
how small their hearts are. This righteous man finds himself 
in a troublesome and embarrassing situation. Mary, his 
betrothed, is with child.  Since they have not yet made a 
home together, he knows the child is not his. According to 
the law, Mary could be sent back in disgrace to her parents 
or even stoned at the door of her parents’ house. Joseph 
tempers his righteousness with mercy. He resolves to break 
the engagement quietly. He wants to spare her public shame. 
Joseph understands that the heart of the law is mercy. 
Righteousness is not primarily a matter of coloring within 
the lines or not breaking the rules.  True righteousness is a 
matter of love. True righteousness sees beneath the letter of 
the law to the loving purposes of God. 

After Joseph determines what to do, God speaks to Joseph 
in a dream through the voice of an angel. God tells Joseph 
to do something that runs counter to everything Joseph 
thinks is right. God tells Joseph to step outside the letter 
of the law in order to fulfill the deeper purposes of the law. 
The angel tells what God will accomplish by Joseph taking 
Mary to be his wife. The baby Jesus will grow to become the 
one to save the people from their sins. The angel tells Joseph 
to do something new and unconventional; yet, the angel’s 
instructions will fulfill an ancient prophecy of Isaiah that 
a young woman will conceive and bear a son and he will be 
the sign of God’s deliverance of his people. He will be called 
Immanuel, God with us. God will accomplish great things 
if Joseph listens and believes. What appears to go against 
the letter of the law will bring life to God’s people. He does 
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it for love’s sake. Joseph takes Mary to be his wife.  
Joseph teaches us that a righteous person is a courageous 

person who takes risks for the sake of love. A righteous 
person may even be an unconventional person. How can 
it be otherwise, when God is bringing new things into 
being through those who dare to dream? It takes courage 
to go against the tide of public opinion or swim against 
the stream of popular culture. When we listen for God and 
do what God wants, that is precisely where God is going 
to take us. It takes courage to live for God today. I don’t 
mean that it takes any special courage to have your name 
on the membership roll of some church or to say publicly 
that you are a Christian. I mean it takes courage to live 
like a Christian in your family, with your friends, in your 
business and in the community. It takes fortitude to teach 
your children the difference between right and wrong, 
the meaning of service, the practice of compassion, the 
protection of the weak, the life of prayer and kindness to 
kids who are different from them. It takes courage to stand 
up for the poor, the elderly and the immigrants in our 
society. It takes fortitude to give generously to the causes 
of God when our culture is constantly tempting us to buy 
stuff we don’t need so we can mask a spiritual hunger with 
material things.  

Many people spend so much energy trying to fit in the 
“right” crowd – acquiring acquaintances like a commercial 
transaction. God is not interested in the right crowd. 
God is interested in the practice of love. Joseph begins 
a revolution that reverberates through the whole New 
Testament. For the sake of love, Peter enters the home of 
an unclean Roman centurion and welcomes him into the 
church; Philip baptizes the Ethiopian eunuch whom the 
good religious people shunned; and Lydia starts a church. 
Paul hangs out and eats with Gentiles; Philemon forgives 
a runaway slave. Jesus comes to a broken world that is in 
desperate need of the power of reconciling love. Love 
builds a Habitat house for a Nigerian family and a ramp 
for a homebound mother.  Love spends the night with 
homeless families in our church and prays with a Latino 
family in our food pantry. Love stays up through the 
night with a depressed friend who wants to end her life. 
Love refuses to go along with the petty name calling and 
political bickering that characterize our public life. Love 
requires that we do the hard work of forgiveness when we 
would just as soon walk away in anger.  

Joseph teaches us what love requires. So my wish for you 
this season is that you have a lovely Christmas: bury an old 
grudge, forgive a friend, stand up for justice, pray for peace 

in near and distant lands, enlarge your circle of friends and 
practice compassion. This is what love demands.  

 
 


