Pre:

Today we are continuing our series on family.  My sermon title is Marriage Made in Heaven.  Wouldn’t you like a marriage like that? What does it make you think of, to hear that phrase? Placid walks on the beach, happy children, and no problems. All smiles? But that’s not exactly the right picture. Every time I marry a couple, I challenge them to place God in the center of their marriage and the center of their home.  And that sounds nice, too, doesn’t it? Hang a cross up on the wall and off you go.  
But what would marriage be like, if God were truly in the middle of it? The assumption might be that if God is in the midst, then everything will go smoothly. But consider this: Do you suppose God would have some ideas about how things ought to go in your marriage and family? Schedule-wise, money-wise, kid-wise?  Do you think God would challenge some of your assumptions about marriage and family? The reality of God being in the center of your marriage might actually be somewhat disruptive, because you might have to re-think your plans and priorities.
Just ask Mary and Joseph what it was like to have God at the center of their marriage. 

I suspect that Mary and Joseph had dreams like any young couple.  Get their own home, get Joseph set up in the carpentry business, have kids, and live a peaceful life. 

But God was in the middle of their marriage.  And God had a calling for both of them. In order to follow where God was leading, they both had to make some major adjustments in attitude and in their plans. Today we will see how this looks through Joseph’s eyes.  
Marriage Made in Heaven
Matthew 1:18-25


Try to picture this. The world has come to an end and all the people are lined up, wanting to get into heaven. Men on one side, women on the other. St. Peter has charge of the men, and for reasons known only to him, he asks the men who were the head of their household to stand in one line, and the men who were not, to stand in another. Well the line of the men who were not the head of the house, stretched from the gates of heaven practically to infinity. In the other line, stood one lonely man. St. Peter went up to this man and asked how it came to be that out of all the men in the world, he was the only one who could truly say that he was the head of the house. And the man said, “My wife told me to stand here.” 


Or try this: For several years a woman had been having trouble getting to sleep at night because she was afraid of burglars. One night her husband heard a noise in the house, so he went downstairs to investigate. When he got there, lo and behold, there was a burglar. “Good evening,” said the man of the house. “I am pleased to see you. Come upstairs and meet my wife. She has been waiting 10 years to meet you.” 


One more. A young fellow wanted to be a star journalist but he lived in a small town where not much happened. Well, one day the dam broke upstream and the whole town was flooded. The aspiring journalist got in a rowboat and headed out looking for a story. He found a woman sitting on the roof of her house. He tied up the boat, and sat and talked with the woman for a while. As they were talking, a hat floated by, did a 180 degree turn, went back upstream, did another 180, and came back downstream.  The journalist said, “Now there’s a story!” 


And the woman said, “That’s no story. That’s my husband. He said he was going to mow the lawn come hell or high water.” 


Marriage is an interesting relationship, isn’t it? You find out all kinds of things about your spouse, some things amusing, some startling, and some things sobering. 


Most people are strongly attracted to the idea of getting married—of merging two lives—body, soul and spirit.  Yet the working out of the relationship can be a real challenge. 


In a book called The Mirages of Marriage, the author says, “Marriage is not what I had assumed it would be.  One premarital assumption after another has crashed down on my head. . . .Marriage is like taking an airplane to Florida for a relaxing vacation in January, and when you get off the plane you find you’re in the Swiss Alps.  There’s cold and snow instead of swimming and sunshine. . .it is a surprise when you get off that marital airplane and find that everything is far different from what one had assumed.”  


No doubt Joseph could relate to that comment. And for him, the bombshell was dropped before he and Mary even got married.  They were betrothed, which is like our engagement (only a stronger commitment, in that you couldn’t break off with your betrothed without a divorce). 
Mary was pregnant. 

And the child was not his.


The logical conclusion was that Mary had been with another man. 


For Joseph, this information created a great moral dilemma. Matthew says that Joseph was a righteous man.  What that means in first century Judaism is this:  Joseph lived by the rules of his faith. And by so doing, he did his best to honor God with his life. 


The law was quite clear about what had to be done with an unfaithful spouse.  And that included the betrothed spouse. The person was to be cast off, and possibly even stoned. 


Joseph was a righteous man.  That meant he would obey the law. But he was also a compassionate man, and it would seem, he loved Mary. So, he would divorce her, but quietly. The marriage would end, before it really got started. 


And this is what happens to a lot of marriages, isn’t it? One spouse or the other (or both) break faith, and the marriage fails. And there is either a divorce, or a marriage that just sort of limps along into a dismal future. 


And that leads to today’s trivia question: What is it that will keep a marriage strong?


Many people will answer “love.” But if what you mean by love is romantic love, forget it. Romantic love is a roller coaster.  It’s driven by hormones and emotions, so it will run hot and cold. Don’t get me wrong. Romantic love is a wonderful thing, but it’s not the glue that holds a marriage together. What makes a marriage strong is a combination of trust and respect. Spouses need to be able to trust each other.  And they need to respect each other.  If either is lost, the marriage is in grave danger. 


This is the crisis facing Joseph. One that is often overlooked, because generally we look at this story at Christmas time when our minds are somewhat jumbled with tinsel and candy canes and that warm picture of Joseph and Mary with the baby in the manger. We don’t always see the real human drama here. How close Joseph came to walking away. And how close Mary came to being a single mom. Joseph can neither trust nor respect Mary, because of her out-of-wedlock pregnancy.

Joseph is a righteous man. A good man. He wants to do what is right. And, here’s what I want you to hear: He believes that he already knows what is right. He has been taught what is right his whole life. His religious and cultural background have made that abundantly clear. 


I suspect that we can all relate to Joseph on this score. We come into our relationships with a set of rules. Our perspective on how things should be.  Whether it’s how to fold a towel, or whether the toilet paper goes over or under, or how to manage money, or what is morally right and wrong, we have our opinions. And in ways big and small, our spouses often break those rules. 

Now, granted, the rule that concerned Joseph was a lot more substantial than the nitpicky things that often divide couples.  But you get the idea. 


Now let’s go back to the idea of having God at the center of a marriage, and how that impacts that marriage. 


Joseph is a righteous man. He wants to do what is right. He already thinks that he knows what is right.


But he needs to look deeper, because God is at the center of his marriage. 


And God is calling Joseph to a higher righteousness than he has known before. This will require him to trust God and to respect the calling that has come to Mary. 


When the angel comes to Joseph in his dream, it becomes clear to Joseph that what he thought was “a moral outrage is, in fact, a holy disruption.” (Tom Long) In other words, Mary hasn’t been unfaithful, despite the outward appearance.  God is doing a new and wonderful thing. Mary has been called to be the mother of the messiah. Joseph has been called to enter into that calling. 


For Joseph to take Mary as his wife, means that he is accepting responsibility for this pregnancy, even though biologically he is not the father. He enters into what is, humanly speaking, Mary’s disgrace.  There are a lot of miracles that are recorded in the Bible. This miracle in Joseph and Mary’s marriage is one that is often overlooked.  


You could say that Joseph experienced a conversion in this moment. A conversion that foreshadows the conversion that all of Jesus’ followers will experience.  Tom Long says that Joseph is a “model for the Christian life. He learns that being truly righteous does not mean looking up a rule in a book and then doing the ‘right thing’; it means wrestling with the complexities of a problem, listening for the voice of God and then doing God’s thing. To be a faithful disciple means prayerfully seeking to discover what God is doing in the difficult situations we face. How is God at work here to show mercy and saving power? Being righteous is never simply being pure and good in the abstract; genuine righteousness is always joining with God to do God’s work in the world.” (Tom Long, Matthew, in loc)

The past couple of weeks I have talked about how important it is to go where God is leading you. I talked about Jacob listening to God’s voice to return to his homeland.  And Joseph following God in becoming a great leader in Egypt. Each of them creating an important link in the chain of events for the history of the people of God moves toward the salvation of the world. 

Following God’s plan as an individual person is difficult enough.  But following God in the context of a marriage is even more complex. And generally speaking, in order to actually do that, both parties to the marriage have to change. 
I think Mary and Joseph came to understand this. But not without struggle. 

But here’s where the story of Mary and Joseph is really helpful. Even though Mary was the key person being the mother, they both needed to fully enter into this calling, or it just wouldn’t work.  It was going to be a tough road, and the only way to walk it, was in faith and trust. 

So, to sum up, here are some one-liners that we can glean from the marriage of Mary and Joseph:


1. Every marriage will be tested at one time or another. Expect it. 


2. Don’t take every situation just at face value alone. Look deeper to see where God is.


3. Before acting on what you think is right, listen to God. Perhaps there’s more to know. 


4. Be willing to support your spouse in her or his calling. 


5. Know that it won’t always be easy. It could even be dangerous, following God together.


So, do you still want a marriage made in heaven? I hope you do.
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