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Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts always be acceptable in 
your sight, O Lord my strength and my redeemer (Ps 19:14) 
 
Just now we lit the fourth and final coloured candle of our 
Advent wreath, the pink, or rose coloured candle, which 
celebrates, on the one hand, a peasant girl from a tiny village 
in a Middle Eastern backwater: St. Mary the Virgin, the 
mother of Jesus our Lord; and on the other, the feeling of joy. 
Much of what we’re trying to say and do today reflects how 
the work of the Holy Spirit can shift us from a negative 
response to a positive one, but only if we are willing. 
 
 

Mary’s place is dramatically demonstrated in Luke’s gospel, 
where she is visited by the angel and where she becomes a 
willing, co-operative participant in what he tells her will take 
place. Our Collect prayer today celebrates this Lucan tradition 
– “as she looked for his coming as our Saviour”. In contrast, 
Matthew’s gospel gives little insight into Mary’s part, and 
certainly not that elegant turn from the Magnificat to the 
notion of Christ’s return in judgement.  
 
 

Bridget Nichols thinks this is because ‘Matthew awards the 
active part in the drama to Joseph” – who no doubt must have 
started out by being quite shocked at Mary’s untimely 
pregnancy. This is a catalyst, but it’s Joseph who must react. 
He begins by adhering to the letter of the law by planning to 
‘dismiss her quietly’ (1.19) but ends up making a decision on the 
basis of a dream encounter with an angel, who somehow turns 
his initial shocked yet kindly reaction, to one where he could 
be more positive and perhaps take joy, even if not at first. 

There’s nothing in Matthew’s terse description of Joseph to 
suggest that this was an impetuous man. In agreeing to marry 
Mary he appears to believe that her son would indeed be the 
Saviour promised across generations. In obeying the angel’s 
instructions and naming the child Jesus, normally the right of 
the father, adoptive or otherwise, he too becomes a willing co-
operative participant in the events that follow. Or maybe he 
just loved her. Either way, he decides to fulfil his calling (1:24). 
 
 

We could imagine Joseph applying Isaiah’s prophecy to his 
own circumstances: ‘…the Lord himself will give you a sign’ 
(7.14), and Matthew makes this thought possible, but it is to us 
as readers that Matthew directs his emphatic reminder that this 
is prophecy fulfilled, even as Joseph awakes from his dream. 
In this context, Isaiah’s words resonate with hope and 
confidence, but it wasn’t like this in the context of the times 
they were written. The political scene was precarious to say 
the least, and Isaiah says that any restoration will only come 
after much hardship and humiliation. The prophet advises 
King Ahaz (c.744-728 BC) as he panics in the face of invasion by a 
coalition of neighbouring rulers. 
 
 
 

Ahaz wasn’t noted for scrupulous obedience to the Lord - his 
show of not wanting to put God to the test doesn’t deceive 
Isaiah. If Ahaz refuses to request a sign then God will send one 
anyway, one that will appeal to a culture that attached great 
significance to the symbolic meaning of names. The ‘young 
woman’s’ child, whose very name signifies the Lord’s 
renewed presence among his people, would also be a child 
born of devastation following military campaigns & alliances. 
Delightful as “curds & honey” might sound, this is the food of 
people inhabiting a barren land ravaged by war. It’s all there is 
left, not a pleasant dessert after a good meal.  



You know, and this is a sobering thought, I’m sometimes 
asked, ‘where and when do you think Christ will come again?’ 
and of course I don’t know, but right now, I wouldn’t be 
surprised if it was Aleppo. 
 
If Joseph did reflect on the prophecy, he’d have understood the 
darkness from which it came, that there was no guarantee of a 
protected future - what remains of Matthew’s infancy narrative 
concerns danger and exile. What is remarkable about Joseph is 
his willingness to remain obedient in the face of all the horrors 
to come. Across two further dreams he accepts God’s 
instructions for the care of Mary & Jesus – surely a sign of 
someone in close & prayerful communication with God  
(Mt. 2:13,19-20).  
 
So in closing, let’s remember that the times we revisit through 
scripture are only glimpses of what occurred, and never as 
clear cut as many would like to think. The journey, from shock 
& horror to acceptance & even joy, is never easy.  
 
We think of the Mary who questioned God, who turned things 
over in her mind; who, as she wearily travelled the endless 
dusty roads of Palestine & Egypt, no doubt tussled with 
feelings of faith and hope. And we think of Joseph, the 
righteous man, striving to do the right thing, agreeing to marry 
this pregnant girl carrying someone else’s child; travelling 
with her at most inauspicious times, fleeing from persecution, 
and getting help from God along the way.  
 
We celebrate Mary today; spare a thought for Joseph too. 
   
Spoken in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.     
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Isaiah 7.10-16   Isaiah Gives Ahaz the Sign of Immanuel 
 
10 Again the Lord spoke to Ahaz, saying, 11Ask a sign of 
the Lord your God; let it be deep as Sheol or high as 
heaven. 12But Ahaz said, I will not ask, and I will not put 
the Lord to the test. 13Then Isaiah said: ‘Hear then, 
O house of David! Is it too little for you to weary mortals, 
that you weary my God also? 14Therefore the Lord himself 
will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child 
and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel. 15He 
shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows how to 
refuse the evil and choose the good. 16For before the child 
knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good, the 
land before whose two kings you are in dread will be 
deserted. 

Romans 1.1-7            Salutation 

Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, 
set apart for the gospel of God, 2which he promised 
beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures, 
3the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from 
David according to the flesh 4and was declared to be Son 
of God with power according to the spirit of holiness by 
resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, 
5through whom we have received grace and apostleship 
to bring about the obedience of faith among all the 
Gentiles for the sake of his name, 6including yourselves 
who are called to belong to Jesus Christ, 

7 To all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be 
saints: 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ.  

Matthew 1.18-25        
 
The Birth of Jesus the Messiah 
 
18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this 
way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, 
but before they lived together, she was found to be with 
child from the Holy Spirit. 19Her husband Joseph, being a 
righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public 
disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. 20But just when 
he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared 
to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not 
be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child 
conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21She will bear a 
son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins.’ 22All this took place to fulfil what 
had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:  23 
‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son,    and 
they shall name him Emmanuel’, which means, ‘God is 
with us.’ 24When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the 
angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his 
wife, 25but had no marital relations with her until she had 
borne a son; and he named him Jesus. 

 
The New Revised Standard Version (Anglicized Edition), copyright 1989, 1995 by the 
Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the 
United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 

 
 
 


