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A YOUNG MAN’S PREDICAMENT 
Matthew 1:18-25 

 
Matthew 1:18-25 (NKJV) 18  Now the birth of Jesus 
Christ was as follows: After His mother Mary was 
betrothed to Joseph, before they came together, 
she was found with child of the Holy Spirit.  
19  Then Joseph her husband, being a just man, 
and not wanting to make her a public example, 
was minded to put her away secretly.  
20  But while he thought about these things, 
behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 
dream, saying, "Joseph, son of David, do not be 
afraid to take to you Mary your wife, for that which 
is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.  
21  And she will bring forth a Son, and you shall call 
His name JESUS, for He will save His people from 
their sins."  
22  So all this was done that it might be fulfilled 
which was spoken by the Lord through the 
prophet, saying:  
23  "Behold, the virgin shall be with child, and bear 
a Son, and they shall call His name Immanuel," 
which is translated, "God with us."  
24  Then Joseph, being aroused from sleep, did as 
the angel of the Lord commanded him and took to 
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him his wife,  
25  and did not know her till she had brought forth 
her firstborn Son. And he called His name JESUS. 
 
I. Introduction 

A. If you were given the opportunity to meet 
any person in the first Christmas story, who 
would you choose?  

• I’ve been thinking about that this week, and 
it’s not easy to decide. 

• There are so many fascinating people: 

• For instance, Herod – that wicked ruler sitting 
on the throne of Israel, insanely jealous lest a 
baby steal his glory. 

• How about the Magi –The Wise Men from the 
East.  

• Who were they?  

• Where did they come from?  

• Were they astrologers?  

• How did they know about the Star? 

• Then there’s the Innkeeper – I can see him in 
my mind’s eye.  

• A good man probably, a bit harried, frustrated 
to have to turn away business. 
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• Probably like many retail businesses today, 
they either make it or break it during the 
holiday season and during times like this 
when large groups of people of forced to 
travel to their home towns, in this case, for a 
census. 

• You’ve got to wonder if he ever discovered 
who he turned away? 

• How about the Shepherds – Here’s 
something you probably didn’t know.  

• Nearly all the shepherds in modern Israel are 
teenagers – many of them girls.  

• There is every reason to think that the 
shepherds were not the old men of tradition 
but teenagers who were 15 or 16 years old. 

• Maybe not all of them during that time, but 
perhaps some of them, like King David, 
before he was anointed king. 

• He was just a young lad, the youngest of his 
brothers. 

• And he was the one who took care of the 
sheep. 

• There are so many others.  

• Anna the prophetess. 
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• Here was an old woman who basically lived 
in and around the temple. 

• Doing what, we do not know. 

• What about her family?  

• What did they think of her? 

• Who supported her, if anyone.  

• Then there was Simeon who took the baby 
Jesus in his arms and blessed his parents.  

• What’s his story? 

• Why was he allowed to take the baby and 
bless him as he did. 

• In our day and age we would find such things 
odd for sure. 

• And then there is Mary.  

• Luke wrote his story about her.  

• Wouldn’t you like to meet the mother of 
Jesus?  

• I would. 

• But there’s someone else I’d like to meet 
even more.  

B. He is, who some have called, The forgotten 
man of Christmas.  

• Matthew wrote this portion of his story about 
him.  

• His name is Joseph.  
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• He’s the husband of Mary and the foster 
father of Jesus.  

• He’s the person from the first Christmas story 
I would most like to meet. 

• When we call Joseph “the forgotten man of 
Christmas,” that’s not an exaggeration.  

• Not much is said about him in the Bible.  

• Not many sermons are preached about him.  

• As a matter of fact, there’s just not much 
written about Joseph at all. 

• If you go through the Christmas hymnals, 
you’ll find Mary mentioned several times. 

• But not Joseph.  

• In one hymn, the great hymn “Angels We 
Have Heard on High,” there is a verse that 
mentions him –  

• "See Him in a manger laid,  
Whom the choirs of angels praise;  
Mary, Joseph, lend your aid,  
While our hearts in love we raise.”  

• Another version of that says, 

• “See within in a manger laid 
Jesus Lord of heav'n and earth 
Mary, Joseph lend your aid 
With us sing our Savior's birth.” 
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• Any many hymnals omit that verse, which 
means that Joseph is left out completely.  

• Let me briefly list for you the things we know 
about Joseph: 

• His father was a man named Jacob -  a 
common name, probably because the original 
Jacob in the Bible was a very important 
figure. 

• His family hometown was Bethlehem in 
Judea, but he lived in Nazareth in Galilee.  

• That meant that Joseph and Mary had to 
travel about 95 miles in the dead of winter in 
order to register for the census.  

• He is from the royal line of David.  

• The genealogy in Matthew 1 makes that 
clear. 

• He was a carpenter by trade.  

• He was a poor man.  

• We know that because when he and Mary 
presented Jesus in the Temple, they brought 
a turtledove to sacrifice.  

• Jews only did that when they couldn’t afford a 
lamb.  
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• He was a religious man, a devout keeper of 
the Law, a fact we will see more closely in 
just a moment.  

• How old was Joseph?  

• We don’t know the answer for sure, but most 
writers agree that he was a young man and 
probably a teenager.  

• If we said 17-20 years old, we would probably 
be about right.  

II. The first thing we see in our story is that 
Joseph and Mary were betrothed. 18  READ IT 
A. What our version calls “betrothed,” the 

newer versions call, “pledged to be married,” or 
“engaged.”  

• It refers to an ancient Jewish marriage 
custom.  

• In those days most marriages were arranged 
by the parents–with or without the children’s 
approval.  

• The two sets of parents would meet and draw 
up a formal marriage contract.  

• When the contract was signed, the man and 
woman were legally “pledged” to each other.  
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• This period of betrothal would last up to a 
year, and at the end they were formally 
married in a public wedding ceremony. 

B. Betrothal sounds like our practice of 
engagement, but there were some major 
differences.  

• In the first place, The “pledge” was 
considered as sacred as marriage itself.  

• During that year, the couple were called 
husband and wife, but they didn’t live 
together.  

• If the man died during that year, the woman 
would be considered a widow even though 
the wedding ceremony had never taken 
place. 

• The only way to break the betrothal was 
through a legal divorce. 

• In essence, to be “pledged” to each other 
was the same thing as being married, except 
that you couldn’t live together until the 
wedding ceremony took place and the 
marriage would not be consumated.  

• The whole idea was that the one-year waiting 
period was meant to be a time for testing 
commitment and faithfulness. 
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• This is where the story gets interesting. 
C. What would happen if the betrothed wife 

became pregnant before the wedding day?  

• If a woman was found to be pregnant during 
the betrothal, assuming the couple 
themselves had not had sexual relations, that 
could only mean she had been unfaithful to 
her husband, in which case the Law 
commanded that she be stoned to death. 

• Deuteronomy 22:20-21 speaks of the 
husband finding out his wife was not a virgin 
on their wedding night. 

• She could be brought out and stoned unless 
evidence could be produced that she was a 
virgin. 

• So, if she becomes pregnant, not by her 
husband, before the wedding day, then the 
same would apply.  

•  

• Now Mary turns up pregnant.  

• Joseph only knows one thing for sure.  

• He’s not the father.  

• What words describe a man at a time like 
this?  
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• Anger … Confusion … Frustration … 
Embarrassment … Shame … Rage … 
Disappointment. 

• What did he say to her?  

• What did she say to him?  

• Did she tell him about the angel Gabriel?  

• If she did, can you blame him for not 
believing her? 

• Did he say to her, “Mary, how could you? You 
were pledged to me. We were going to get 
married. I was going to build a little house for 
us in Nazareth. Mary, Mary, how could you 
do this? Why, Mary, why? I kept myself for 
you. Why couldn’t you keep yourself for me?” 

• I think, perhaps, Joseph cried harder that day 
than he had ever cried in his life. 

III. This brings us to Joseph’s predicament. 19-23  
READ 19  
A. Joseph was in a real predicament. 

• Put yourself in Joseph’s shoes.  

• You’re a teenager in love and suddenly your 
girlfriend turns up pregnant.  

• You aren’t the father, but you don’t know who 
is.  

• What do you do?  
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• Well if you’re a typical unbelieving American 
teenager, you may tell her to go get an 
abortion.  

• It’s easy, it’s quick, it’s cheap, and just like 
that, you can make the problem go away.  

• A half-million teenage girls take that option 
every year.  

• It’s the preferred solution for what people call 
an “unwanted pregnancy.”  

• Thankfully, Joseph and Mary didn’t have that 
option.  

• Abortion was very rare in ancient Israel and 
thankfully groups like Planned Parenthood 
weren’t around yet.  

• Joseph’s dilemma was of a different variety.  

• Joseph was an observant Jew and under the 
Law he had the right to divorce Mary for 
unfaithfulness.  

• In fact, the Law forbade him to marry her 
under those circumstances.  

B. This is The greatness of Joseph.  

• Joseph loved Mary even though he thought 
she had been unfaithful to him. 

• His love covered her shame.  

• Again, this is how verse 19 puts it:  
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• “Then Joseph her husband, being a just man, 
and not wanting to make her a public 
example, was minded to put her away 
secretly.” 

• In those days, a man could get a divorce in 
two ways:  

• First, he could get a public divorce by going 
before a judge at the gate of the city.  

• That would mean that the whole town would 
know about Mary’s shame and she could also 
be subject to the death penalty.  

• Second, he could get a private divorce by 
giving her the papers in the presence of two 
witnesses.  

• It’s entirely to Joseph’s credit that he chose to 
do it privately and spare Mary the humiliation 
of a public divorce and the legal penalty that 
could come along with it.  

• But then, having made his decision … he 
didn’t go through with it.  

• He had every legal and moral right to divorce 
Mary, but he just couldn’t do it.  

• As one writer put it, there was a “short but 
tragic struggle between his legal conscience 
and his love.”  
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• He hesitated, waited, thought long and hard.  

• Day after day he pondered the matter.  

• Time was running out.  

• With each passing day, it became more 
obvious that Mary was pregnant.  

• Late at night he lay in bed staring into the 
blackness, wondering what to do, probably 
praying the whole time, seeking the wisdom 
of God.  

• Then one night, it happened.  

• He had a dream, and in the dream, God 
spoke to him. 

• An angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 
dream saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not 
be afraid to take to you Mary your wife, for 
that which is conceived in her is of the Holy 
Spirit.” 20 

• To us, this seems strange – God speaking in 
a dream? 

• How many of us can say God has spoken to 
us in a dream?  

• And it was unusual, even for that time. 

• God was known for communicating through 
dreams, but like today, it was far and few 
between. 
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• But it was one way he used in those ancient 
days of communicating to his people.  

• And in this case, it worked.  

• Joseph needed assurance.  

• He couldn’t marry Mary until he was sure it 
was all right.  

• He had to know the truth.  

• God met him at the point of his need at 
exactly the right moment. 

• This was the most important birth to have 
ever taken place in the history of mankind 
and the most important birth to have ever 
taken place. 

• It needed to happen according to the plan 
and purpose of God and so God had to 
intervene.  

• And so God sent this angel who spoke to 
Joseph in a dream and He told Joseph the 
one thing he most wanted to hear: “Joseph, 
son of David, do not be afraid to take to you 
Mary your wife.” 20a 

C. The final message of the angel to Joseph. 
20b-21  READ IT 

• Notice, the angel explains just enough and 
nothing more.  
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• The baby is “from the Holy Spirit” and thus 
not of man.  

• Nothing more is said.  

• We are not told precisely how the virginal 
conception of Jesus in the womb of Mary 
took place.  

• It remains one of the great mysteries and, no 
doubt, the greatest miracle of the Christian 
faith.  

• And after 2000 years of debate, with men and 
women speculating and postulating and 
supposing and debating, we know nothing 
more about it than Joseph did.  

• The angel added a detail about who this baby 
will be.  

• His name is Jesus, which means “Savior,” or 
as some have suggested, “Jehovah is 
salvation.” 

• “Jesus” is the Greek translation of the 
Hebrew “Joshua,” which does mean 
“Jehovah is salvation.” 

• And the angel reveals that His mission is to 
save his people from their sins. 

• That’s all.  

• It’s not a long message.  
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• But it is enough. 
D. And then we have Matthew’s explanation 

from the prophetic viewpoint. 22-23  READ IT 

• Matthew tells us under the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit, that this was a fulfillment of Isaiah 
7:14. 

• Now some critics argue that the word for 
virgin in Isaiah 7:14 could be translated 
“young maiden”.  

• And it’s true that it could. 

• But the context is what determines the 
translation. 

• And Matthew is very clear here, that he 
viewed the prophecy as being fulfilled in what 
happened to Mary, and so he must have 
thought the correct translation in Isaiah 7:14 
was virgin and not young maiden. 

• Mary was a young maiden to be sure, but she 
was also a virgin and that’s what makes this 
so spectacular. 

• Young maidens may end up pregnant for 
various reasons, but a virgin could never 
become pregnant as long as she was still a 
virgin. 
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IV. Now we come to Joseph’s finest hour. 24-25  
READ IT 

• Now I believe these two verses are 
insufficiently celebrated as great Christmas 
verses.  

A. These verses reveal Joseph’s finest 
qualities: 

• Notice, by marrying her quickly he broke all 
Jewish custom, but he protected Mary’s 
reputation as much as it was possible to do 
so under the circumstances.  

• She was pregnant, and he wasn’t the father, 
but he married her anyway. 

• And by keeping her a virgin until Jesus was 
born, he protected the miracle of Jesus’ 
conception by the Holy Spirit against slander 
by unbelievers. 

• He had no union with her, so no one could 
say that the baby was actually his, born 
prematurely. 

• And By naming the baby he exercised a 
father’s prerogative and thus officially took 
him into his family as his own legal son. 
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• The only other comment I would make is that 
the story is told exactly as a man would tell it 
– no frills – just the facts. 

• No doubt he told it to Mary who then passed 
it on to the gospel writers as they did their 
research before writing their gospels.  

•  

• I like Joseph. 

• I really like him.  

• I wish I could meet him.  

• He strikes me as a very good and 
courageous man. 

B. Joseph seems like a good combination of 
tough and tender. 

• We give more attention to Mary and rightly 
so.  

• But Joseph deserves his credit, too.  

• Joseph is a model of the man of faith, 
struggling with his doubts, persuaded to 
believe what God has said, and ultimately 
acting upon his persuasion.  

• In these days of confusion, Joseph is a 
wonderful model of what a godly man looks 
like: 
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• He was tough when he could have been 
weak. 

• He was tender when he could have been 
harsh. 

• He was thoughtful and prayerful when he 
could have been hasty. 

• He was trusting when he could have doubted. 

• He was restrained when he could have 
indulged himself. 

• I pause to ask this question.  

• Men, could we use those same words to 
describe our lives? 

• Are you and I tough-minded, determined to 
do what is right no matter what it costs? 

• Are we tender with our wives and with our 
children or with our girlfriends or our sisters? 

• Are we thoughtful and prayerful, taking our 
time to make important decisions, or are we 
quick to jump to conclusions and quick to say 
things we later regret? 

• Are we trusting God even when we think we 
could figure out a better way to do things? 

• Are we temperate and considerate of our 
spouse and his or her special needs, or do 
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we pressure our spouse and our children to 
perform up to our standard of perfection? 

• There is, perhaps, one other indication here 
about the kind of man Joseph was.  

• When Jesus grew up and began his ministry, 
he chose one word above all others to 
describe what God is like.  

• He called him Father. 

• Now the concept of God as Father exists in 
the OT, for sure. 

• We see it in various places such as Exodus 
4:22, Deuteronomy 32:6, Isaiah 64:8 and 
several others.  

• But where did Jesus learn about earthly 
fathers in a very direct sort of way?  

• From Joseph.  

• I speak again to the men.  

• The way our children respond to God 
sometimes depends largely on the kind of 
father we are.  

• We teach them something about God every 
day–just by the way we live in front of them. 

V. Conclusion 

• As we wrap up this morning, let’s go back to 
verses 21 and 23. 
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• In verse 21, the angel said, “You shall call his 
name ‘Jesus,’ for he will save his people from 
their sins.”  

• Then in verse 23 it says that he will be called 
“Immanuel,” which means “God With Us.”  

• Jesus means “Jehovah is salvation.” 

• Immanuel means “God With Us.” 

• We need both.  

• We need a Savior because we are sinners.  

• But the only way God could save us was to 
leave heaven and to live among us.  

• That’s what Christmas is all about.  

• It’s about the truth that God actually came 
down to earth in the person of a little baby.  

• It’s about the truth that Jesus was born of a 
virgin named Mary in a village called 
Bethlehem.  

• It’s about the truth that Jesus was fully God 
and fully man, the God-man.  

• As the familiar carol Angels We Have Heard 
On High puts it in the fourth stanza,  
See within a manger laid 
Jesus, Lord of heaven and earth! 
Mary, Joseph, lend your aid, 
Sing with us our Savior’s birth. 
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• May that be our experience during this 
Christmas season! 

• Certainly Joseph was in a predicament in the 
months prior to the birth of Jesus. 

• In order for him to know what to do and how 
to respond to this very inconvenient 
development in his relationship with his 
betrothed, he had to really pray and seek the 
Lord. 

• And, certainly, we all face a similar 
predicament in our lives as we come face to 
face with the Savior and His invitation that we 
surrender our wills to Him and follow Him with 
our lives. 

• Those who are Christians faced it initially 
when we made that first decision to follow 
Jesus. 

• And then each day we have to make 
repeated decisions to surrender to Him and 
follow Him as we walk through life. 

• Those who are not yet Christians face it when 
they come to a place like this at a time like 
this and realize that Jesus is asking them to 
make a decision to follow him rather than 
continue on the path they’re currently on. 
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• Or when a faithful and courageous believer 
shares the gospel with them and asks them 
to make a decision to follow Jesus. 

• Every day we face this predicament. 

• Are we going to trust the Lord or are we 
going to trust ourselves or give in to our 
fears? 

• I pray that today, each one of us will make 
the decision to trust the Lord and go ahead 
with what He’s asking us to do. 

• Joseph did and he was able to participate in 
the blessing of being the earthly father to the 
Messiah and a role model for us. 

• My hope and prayer, and I know his hope 
and prayer, would be that we do the same. 

 


