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  What are you afraid of? What really scares you? If you’re terrified of butterflies, you can relate to Nicole Kidman 

(picture). As a native Australian, coming from a land of poisonous snakes, deadly spiders and vicious crocodiles, you’d 

think that she’d have plenty to fear…but she’s just scared of butterflies. She can’t stand being anywhere near winged 

insects. 

  Billy Bob Thornton (picture) is phobic (and no, I’m not making this up) of old furniture. He has quite a number of 

phobias. His biggest one seems to be antique furniture. When asked about his irrational fear, he explained: “I don’t mind 

a chair. I can go as far back as you want with Asia or Mexico. It’s that French/English/Scottish old mildewy stuff. Old 

dusty heavy drapes and big tables with lions’ heads carved in it. Stuff that kings were around. That’s the stuff I can’t be 

around. It was too big to be functional. It creeps me out.”  

  Some of you will have compassion for Jennifer Aniston (picture) who’s afraid of flying. Ever since she was caught in 

an electrical storm on a flight to New York, she’s been terrified of boarding a plane.  

  But it’s not just Hollywood. There are plenty of professional athletes with phobias. Eric Berry (picture) of the Kansas 

City Chiefs has equinaphobia – fear of horses. And what’s the Chiefs’ mascot? Every time a touchdown is scored by the 

Chiefs on their home turf, a horse named Warpaint (picture) does a victory lap around the field. If you watch, you’ll see 

Eric Berry moving as far away as possible as the horse makes its way onto the field. As a child, he was at a petting zoo 

when a pony suddenly bit him.  

  What are you afraid of? Let’s turn in our Bibles to Matthew’s Gospel, chapter 1. We’re beginning a new series for the 

Christmas Season that we’re calling “No Fear.” Over the next few weeks, we’ll be looking at the “fear not” phrases of 

the Nativity. There are four of them found in Matthew and Luke. This morning we’re looking at the “fear not” which 

was spoken to Joseph, Joseph: No Fear of Shame. If you have your copy of God’s Word open to Matthew 1 (p. 807), 

we’re looking at verses 18-25.  

  Joseph is mentioned 17 times in the Bible and only in the gospels. Most of the time it’s in a passing sort of way. For 

example, his name is in both genealogies and six times here in Matthew. There are more than a dozen references to 

Joseph in the narrative of Jesus’ childhood. Luke 2 – “And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, 

into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem.” “And (the shepherds) came with haste, and found Mary, 

and Joseph, and the babe lying in a manger.” In His adult life some referred to Jesus as “the son of Joseph.” Joseph was 

His adopted Dad. 

  An amazing fact about this key person in the Nativity narrative is that there isn’t a record of a single word Joseph 

uttered. You won’t hear many sermons about Joseph. He’s the overlooked Christmas character. He’s an everyday, blue 

collar guy who’s engaged to the mother of the Savior. He’s just average. But when he gets the news Mary is pregnant, 

he’s terrified. The angel says to him, “Joseph, son of David, do not fear.” In Matthew 1 we uncover some great lessons 

for us found in Joseph's reaction to what’s taken place in his life. If you’re taking notes… 

 

1. Joseph had good reasons to be afraid. Before we go any further, I want you to see that Matthew’s account of the 

nativity is not simply an account of Jesus’ birth so we can re-enact it for church Christmas programs. It’s instead a series 

of scenes designed to show how God’s purpose that had been declared in the Old Testament was coming to literal, 

specific, 100% perfect fulfilment in the birth of Jesus Christ.  

  That's why each of the subsequent quotations we find here from the Old Testament are given with a formula – the Old 

Testament verse is quoted: “He shall be born of a virgin,” from Isaiah, then we have the fulfilment. Mary is told, 

without knowing a man in the sexual sense, she’s with child of the Holy Spirit. “The virgin conceived,” is found in 

Isaiah 7. It was prophesied He would be called Immanuel. That Old Testament verse is quoted here and now have the 

fulfilment. Matthew is showing us that all that the Old Testament prophets said is now fulfilled in the Incarnation of 

Christ!  

  Many other themes run under the surface of Matthew’s gospel in the Nativity narrative, but the overwhelming theme is 

this: God always fulfils His Word. Did you catch that? God always fulfils His Word.  

  But there’s a personal, human side here of the individuals involved. Scripture gives us biographical details of Joseph, 

Mary, of the Christ Child, the shepherds, the wise men and others. Remember, we’re on the inside track. We know what 

Joseph doesn’t know. As far as Joseph is concerned, this child that’s been conceived is not of the Holy Spirit. He didn't 

know anything about the Immaculate Conception or that this was the fulfilment of Isaiah 7. He didn’t get the memo. He 

just knows that the girl he loves is pregnant and he knows that he’s not the father. To top it off, she doesn’t even come 

clean with him. She tells him some crazy story that this is all from God and what’s been conceived in her womb is from 

the Holy Spirit. He doesn’t know what to do and he’s scared. Joseph was in what we’d consider an impossible situation. 



He’s a man with a pit in his stomach and a broken heart. Put yourself in his shoes. What are some of the things he’s 

afraid of?  

  He’s afraid she’s been unfaithful to him. Personally, I can’t fathom what some couples go through. If your spouse is 

late coming home, what goes through your mind? If Jane is late and hasn’t let me know she’s going to be late, I’m 

worried something happened to her. What a heartbreak it would be though that if your spouse was late, you’d wonder if 

there was someone else?  

  After Mary tells Joseph she’s pregnant, what’s the first thought that came into his mind? “She has been unfaithful to 

me.” Let's be real. I know we respect the Scriptures, but it’s about human beings. This story isn’t fiction. It’s historical. 

What would you think if you heard that your engaged partner was with child and you know you’d never been intimate? 

What would you do? How would you feel? How would you cope with a situation like this? 

  Verse 18 tells us Joseph was “betrothed.” Betrothal or “kiddushin,” as the Jews called it, was far more formal and 

binding than engagement today. Romance and courtship didn’t play a large role back then. Most marriages were 

arranged by the parents. However, bride and groom weren’t simply thrown at each other in some loveless match. 

Directly or indirectly, their comments and conduct often alerted their parents as to which family to contact. So love was a 

factor in many of the arranged marriages of the day.  

  Here’s what may have happened. One day, Joseph asked his parents if he could marry that village girl he’d noticed, 

Mary. They discussed it among themselves before giving him an answer—carefully appraising Mary’s parentage, 

ancestry, and resources. Then, Joseph’s father paid a call on Mary’s parents, who’d act duly surprised as the purpose of 

the visit grew plain. Mary’s own random comments about the young carpenter had all but shouted her interest in him, so 

the discussion began in earnest. 

  Finally, the fathers agreed to a marriage contract between their children. Joseph was then brought before Mary. With 

family and friends looking on, their parents uttered a formal benediction over them as they tasted a cup of wine together. 

After this they were considered officially “betrothed.” This betrothal period lasted a year. 

  The scene here took place during this time Joseph and Mary were betrothed, during kiddushin. No doubt they were a 

happy couple, excited about the future. They’re making plans, ready to face the world together. They were spending a 

great deal of time together—talking about where they’d live and how they’d manage on his small income. They talked 

about the wedding, what they’d wear, who’d be in the wedding party, which guests to invite—all the things couples talk 

about even today as they plan for their marriage. 

  One day during this betrothal period, Mary tells him she’s going to visit her elderly cousin, Elizabeth, up in the hill 

country near Jerusalem. Her visit stretched into a three-month stay. Joseph must have missed her terribly. But finally, she 

comes home and he’s so happy to see her. Remember what it’s like to be separated from the love of your life? So the 

separation is over. They’re together again. But, then came a terrible shock, a devastating discovery. As Matthew puts it, 

Mary, “was found to be with child” but it’s not his. Instantly their dreams turned into his nightmares.  

  He’s hurt. He’s afraid. He’s angry. What kind of fool did Mary take Him for? To claim that she’s pregnant but still a 

virgin!?! Let’s pause here to acknowledge the fact that the Bible clearly teaches Mary was a virgin at the time of Jesus’ 

birth. Matthew is careful to point out that. Although they lived together after their marriage, they didn’t enter into sexual 

union until after Jesus’ birth. Luke also affirms Mary was a virgin at the time of Jesus’ birth, echoing the prophecy of 

Isaiah, “Behold a virgin shall conceive.” Three times in Luke 1, Mary herself says she was a virgin.  

  There is no lack of clarity on this issue, nor are there any alternative translations of the Greek word used in this passage. 

Mary was pure and chaste, having never known any man sexually. The Bible is definite about that. Remember, too, Luke 

was a doctor. Everything in his training would lead him to doubt such a story. To record it would subject him to criticism 

by his medical colleagues. Yet, having traced all things accurately, Luke was so convinced of its truth—that he boldly 

and beautifully penned a complete account of the virgin birth both historically and scientifically.  

  By the way, have you ever wondered where Luke got his information? It could only have come from Mary. To whom 

would a woman speak more frankly and in greater detail about the birth of her child than to a physician like Luke! But 

back to Joseph, He’s afraid she’s been unfaithful to him. 

  He’s afraid she’s either lying or crazy. They weren’t cave men. People back then knew where babies came from. 

Humanly speaking, with Mary’s story – there are only two options. She’s lying or she’s loony.  

  The foundation of a healthy marriage is trust. Nothing destroys a relationship like dishonesty. It’s hard and takes lots of 

time to rebuild, once trust has been lost.  

  Many of us have dealt with someone who’s not quite right in the head. It’s okay to visit them in the psych ward but who 

wants to marry them? Just a sidebar. Young people, there are lots of unbalanced individuals out there. Be wise. Go slow. 

Get to really know someone before making a commitment. If they’re odd before marriage, it’s not going to improve after 

you say, “I do.”   



  He’s afraid of living without her. Even though he believes the relationship is over and that he doesn’t have any 

options, he doesn’t want to live without her. They’re in love. They had plans. Now none of that was going to happen. 

Many times you do the “right thing,” but there’s still a sense of anxiety. Most of us have had buyer’s regret. We may 

have loved our old job, but what seems like a better opportunity comes up. Then, there’s fear that maybe we made the 

wrong decision. I can see Joseph, even in the midst of his hurt, mulling over and trying to find a way to make it work.   

  He’s afraid of what would happen to Mary and her fatherless child. Ancient Israel was not a place where people 

flaunted their sexual escapades. Simon Cowell and Jack Nicholson brag that they’ve had sex with some 2000 partners. 

It’s estimated the average American has 6 or 7 sexual partners. No wonder we have so many emotional issues and so 

many struggle with guilt. It’s one reason why there’s so much addiction. You have to anesthetize your conscience. 

Innately, we know and desire love, acceptance and commitment.  

  In America, the options Joseph faced are as foreign to us as Mandarin Chinese. Ancient Israel make the Amish look like 

left-wing liberals. 

  Joseph is hurt and deeply embarrassed by the whole incident. He alone knows that he’s not the father. He concludes that 

Mary, who as a betrothed woman and legally his wife, has had an affair. Unless she’d been raped, but she had said 

nothing of the sort! The only conclusion he can reach is that she’s been unfaithful. His betrothed is an adulteress! Mary's 

pregnancy placed her at considerable risk in that society.  

  There were four potential options. One, her betrothed husband would reject her. Her pregnancy would embarrass him 

and reflect on his character. She couldn’t expect him to understand or accept her condition. There was also the penalty. 

At worst she could be executed, stoned. The Law provided in cases like this for possible stoning (Deut. 22:13-30). 

Stoning for adultery still took place in 1st century Palestine. If they’d been living in Moses’ day that decision would have 

been taken from him and wouldn’t have been an option. But the laxness of the Jewish theocracy in Joseph’s day and the 

infiltration of Roman law gave him other options. He could make her a public example—charge her with adultery in a 

public court. She’d be shamed, brought to trial, convicted in front of everyone, ruined forever in terms of her reputation.  

  Two, he could quietly, before two or three witnesses, write out a bill of divorce and terminate their relationship. No 

fanfare, nobody would need know. It would not become a judicial matter of public record. Mary could simply go away 

and secretly bear and raise the child. 

  Three, she’d be shunned. At best, her family would allow her to live at home, though her supposed adultery would hurt 

their standing in the community. She and her illegitimate child would be shunned.  

  Finally, she’d be sentenced to a life of poverty. No upstanding man would marry her, since the stigma of her supposed 

adultery would remain with her and taint the reputation of any husband. She had no place to go. She couldn’t move to 

some new city and be lost in anonymity. Single women didn't live alone. This was a family-centered culture. A woman’s 

work centered around home and family. There was no work for single women, except perhaps as a housekeeper in a 

wealthy home – or prostitution. Mary’s prospects and that of her unborn child were very grim…and Joseph knew it.  

  He’s afraid of public shame. Matthew writes that he was “a just man.” The word is dikaios. It means "pertaining to 

being in accordance with high standards of rectitude, upright, just, fair.” In this context, “interested in doing the right 

thing, honorable, just, good.” Being “just” meant Joseph carefully observed the Law and valued his own reputation. 

According to the customs of that time, adultery made her unmarriageable to either her betrothed husband or a lover, if 

one had been discovered. By marrying her, Joseph compromised himself in the eyes of the Law. But his righteousness 

went deeper than a mere external righteousness before Jewish law. He was honorable and wanted to do the right thing. 

He and he alone knew he was innocent. He didn’t want to face public shame…and who can blame him.  

  God has designed a man so that he innately needs respect. It’s why wives are never directly commanded to love their 

husbands but Scripture clearly commands a wife to “respect her husband” (Ephesians 5:33).  

  Do you want to hurt a man? Destroy him? Then, humiliate him. Make him look stupid, the butt of every joke. Treat him 

like an overgrown child. Talk to him and about him like he’s an imbecile.  

  Do you see what our evil culture has done to us, to God’s plan? Women are portrayed as slabs of sexual meat and men 

are treated like Neanderthals. Joseph is afraid of public shame. Every man is. It’s why old guys talk about what they 

used to do – they don’t want to lose respect. We can’t get around it. Joseph had good reasons to be afraid. 

 

2. Joseph was a man of character. If God decided to send His Son to earth again to be born as a baby, if He was 

looking for a suitable home where the child would be properly raised, would yours be in the running? Consider only the 

spiritual, moral, and relational qualities God would look for so that, from the human side, a couple could prepare the 

Savior for His ministry. Would your home qualify? 

  So why do you suppose that of all the people God could have chosen, He picked Joseph and Mary? We’d have chosen 

someone of wealth or prominence. Perhaps a priest or a ruler. Wouldn’t He want His Son to be well-cared for? Shouldn’t 



He have picked a family that was comfortable financially? Since His Son would need a 1st rate education, God should 

probably pick a well-educated couple.  

  But that’s not what God did. God picked an obscure couple, unknown in the religious and social circles of Jerusalem. 

We know they were poor. They offered the poor-man’s sacrifice at Jesus’ birth, a pair of turtledoves. As far as we know, 

they weren’t well-educated. They were common, working people, living in the small, obscure village of Nazareth.  

  Why Joseph? Why did God choose him out of all the other men in Israel for the awesome responsibility of being the 

earthly father to His incarnate Son? Though not much is written about Joseph in Scripture, enough is said to piece 

together a portrait of the man that provides helpful instruction to us.  

  a. Joseph was a man of godliness. He followed God’s moral law. He didn’t believe in situation ethics, bending God’s 

law to fit his circumstances. Even though it was sometimes very painful to obey, he obeyed God’s Word. It’s easy to 

have moral convictions until a situation comes up that causes you a lot of pain or grief. Then, it’s easy to bend those 

convictions to fit what you want rather than what God wants and what’s right. To be godly like Joseph, we need to hold 

strongly to the moral standards of God’s Word. 

  After the angel explained to Joseph the unique circumstances of Mary’s conception, Joseph went immediately ahead 

and took Mary as his wife. It took tremendous courage in that culture. Jewish culture had no tolerance for having a baby 

out of wedlock. Mary’s pregnancy before marriage would trigger a lot of condemning stares and vicious gossip. For 

Joseph to stand with Mary, he had to fear God more than he feared opinions of others. God picked a man who feared 

God enough to stand with God against public scorn. We still need those kind of men. Your wife needs that kind of 

husband. Your kids need that kind of Dad.  

  Every time God commanded something, Joseph responded with instant, unquestioning obedience. It was the pattern of 

his life to obey God, even when it wasn’t particularly convenient, like fleeing to Egypt. The kind of man God chose to 

raise His Son was an obedient man to God’s commands.   

  That godliness came because he was plugged in spiritually. In Luke 2:22-24 we read of Joseph and Mary dedicating 

their baby at the Temple. Later, we learn that their custom was to go to Jerusalem each year for the Feast of the Passover. 

Every family has certain habits and customs. Joseph worshiped God faithfully as Scripture commands. In modern 

parlance, he was the spiritual leader who had the habit of regular church attendance. It wasn’t up for grabs, or when there 

was nothing better to do, or if they weren’t too tired. It was his custom. Why? It reflected the priority of God in his life.  

  b. Joseph was a man of compassion. Compassionate men are considerate of others. Our English translations tone down 

the original of Matthew 1:20: Joseph “considered” or “thought about” these things. The original word has the nuance of 

emotional reasoning. Joseph didn’t sit down, calmly weighing his options. He was in great turmoil, trying to figure out 

what to do, because he loved Mary deeply, but wanted to follow God fully. Leonard Griffith imagines Joseph as saying, 

“Oh, the agony, the tortured days and sleepless nights! My life was finished. I could never love anyone else but Mary. 

Nazareth was empty and my heart was empty without her. ‘Why, O God, did you let this happen?’ I prayed over and over 

again.” 

  Joseph was a considerate man, with deep feelings for the one he loved. While biblical love is primarily a commitment, 

not feelings, it’s not devoid of feelings. Think of how love is described in 1 Corinthians 13 – patient and kind. God not 

only gave us heads to understand, but hearts to feel. 

  c. Joseph was a man of faith and obedience. Have you ever been in an impossible situation? Joseph was in one. But all 

of a sudden, God broke through! God declared Himself as the God of the impossible, and Joseph trusted God and took 

Him at His Word.  

  God told him to fear not. My friend, that’s God’s word for us today - Fear not! Someone wrote that there are 366 “fear 

nots” in the Bible, one for every day of the year and one for a leap year when you need it. What are the fears that you’re 

struggling with? God has a “fear not” for you in His Word.  

  Joseph doesn’t question or argue with God. He just had faith - an angel gave him one command to marry Mary, and he 

obeyed. That's faith. While Joseph’s response didn’t involve articulation, it did include action. In response to God’s will 

for his wedding, Scripture says, “When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him: he 

took his wife.” Any hesitation and fear that may have found residence in his heart was dispelled when the angel informed 

him that the child’s name would be Jesus.  

  As John MacArthur (picture) writes, “We know nothing of Joseph’s reaction, except that he immediately obeyed, doing 

as the angel of the Lord commanded him. We can imagine how great his feelings of amazement, relief, and gratitude 

must have been. Not only would he be able to take his beloved Mary as his wife with honor and righteousness, but he 

would be given care of God’s own Son while He was growing up. That fact alone would indicate the depth of Joseph’s 

godliness. It is inconceivable that God would entrust His Son into a family where the father was not totally committed 

and faithful to Him.” Joseph was a man of faith and obedience. 

 



Conclusion: A few hours before a church’s annual Children’s Christmas Pageant was to begin, a worried mother called 

the church office. She reported that her little son, who was to play the part of Joseph that night, was sick with the flu, and 

couldn’t be there for the performance. Well, something had to be done. It was too late to find another Joseph and the 

pageant could not be postponed—so the directors came up with an interesting solution. They decided to just write Joseph 

out of the script altogether—and believe it or not, their plan worked. That night, only a few who saw the play realized 

that the cast was incomplete. Most of the hundreds of people in the audience never missed poor Joseph.  

  But Joseph is very important. May God use Joseph’s life to teach us to trust our Heavenly Father, even when it seems 

impossible. What’s your impossible today? What are you afraid of? For some it’s trusting Christ as your personal Savior. 

For others it’s trusting God’s Word. Do you know why we struggle with fear? Like that church pageant, we write God 

out of the script of our lives. Dr. D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones (picture) wisely said, “Faith is the refusal to panic.”  

  The only cure for fear is know the One who said, “Fear not” personally. We shouldn’t be surprised when those who 

don’t have a personal relationship with Christ live in fear. They don’t have assurance that they’re forgiven, or how to 

handle the pressures and difficulties of life. They have no assurance of how to face death…but my friend, you can. 

Remember what the angel said to Joseph, “you shall call His name Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins.” 

That’s why Jesus came. He didn’t come to be a cute baby in a manger. He came to die and pay the penalty for our sins. 

Salvation is a free gift. But you must personally accept it. Have you? If not, why accept Jesus Christ as your personal 

Savior today?  

  One of the names of Jesus is the Prince of Peace. I’ll never forget the fall of 2008 when the market and banks began to 

crash. I was at a luncheon and had been asked to pray. I remember praying something like this, “Lord, I’m so thankful 

that our hope is not in banks or the market but in You.” Afterwards a financial person talked to me, saying, “I wish I had 

what you have.” Every Christ-follower has it. Our hope and confidence is not in this world. It’s in our Heavenly Father. 

We know Who’s in control. And we know that no matter how bad it gets, we’re all going to get Home before dark.  

  Christian friend, Jesus died so we could have freedom from fear, so we could have peace. Do you have His peace 

today? If not, cast your burden on Him and let His peace flood your soul. God wants us to live in the world of the “fear 

not.” But we must trust Him. Will you trust Him and know what it is to be like Joseph, free from fear? Is your faith in 

God and in His Word? You can put your full weight down on Him, and He will bear you up and give you His 

indescribable peace. He took care of Joseph and He’ll take care of you. Trust Him – it makes life so free and so much 

more enjoyable! 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


