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Vol. 1 #2 Lesson 4 TEd 

Characters of Christmas – Joseph 
Matthew 1:18-25; 2:13-23 

 

Joseph was a simple, God-fearing man who was described as “__just__” in the New Testament. From the start, 

he took his responsibility as Mary’s husband, protector, and provider very seriously. God honored Joseph by 

__directing__ him through every difficult situation and __giving__ him a family that became leaders in the 

early church. Joseph was a wonderful man whose foundational core was obedience to God, followed by family 

obligation. 
 

Matthew gives us these events and ties them to Old Testament prophecy. This is in line with Matthew’s purpose 

of teaching the Jewish readers that Jesus of Nazareth was the prophesied Messiah!  We will see two different 

types of prophecies highlighted by Matthew.  “type” prophecy – taking an event in Israel’s history and making 

it a type or likeness to that of Christ; “direct” prophecy – prophecies that are distinct to the Messiah  Don’t 

forget Jesus spent much time in His post-resurrected state on earth, teaching the disciples this line of truth. 

(Luke 24:27; 44-48) 
 

“Now the birth of Jesus Christ was on this wise (__Lit. – “is as follows”__): When as his mother Mary was 

espoused to Joseph, before they came together, she was found with child of the Holy Ghost.19 Then Joseph 

her husband, being a just (__righteous, observer of the law, blameless__) man, and not willing to make her 

a public example, was minded to put her away privily.” Matthew 1:18-19 
 

I. Joseph’s Setting –   

   “carpenter” – Matthew 13:55 - honest work, very likely stone smith, mason, builder of some kind, more of a  

   construction worker then a fine wood carpenter.  Joseph could get a job anywhere all he needed was some  

   tools! (Jesus would also be knows as a carpenter – Mark 6:3).  

 

   “espoused” - “betrothed” – legal engagement; as binding as marriage; all vows were made at the betrothal  

    ceremony.  They would be known to all as “husband and wife” v. 19, 20 
 

 

II. Joseph’s Character – Just, God-fearing man who faithfully carried out God’s commands. His kindness and   

     mercy toward Mary in the early days shows a sincere desire to protect her even as he struggled with the  

     reality, as he saw it, of her unfaithfulness to him! Later, Joseph will take the protection of Mary and the  

     young Christ very seriously. He feared for their life, and God lead him supernaturally throughout those early  

     days.  He was not reactionary but cautious.  v. 20, 22 
 

 

III. Joseph’s Situations – It doesn’t seem that Mary had told him the events surrounding her pregnancy.  

     Whether she thought Joseph would never marry her now, we do not know, but doubtless, these days were     

     very sad, uncertain, and stressful for many people. We will see that Joseph will always be instructed by God  

     in dreams delivered by an angel! 
 

A. “she (Mary) was found with child of the Holy Ghost” Matt. 1:18-20  “found” –This was Matthew’s  

     explanation of the miracle of Christ’s conception but to Joseph it caused shame.  He did not know the  

     circumstances.  He obviously felt he only had two options---divorce or stoning.   
 

1. “not willing to make her a public example” - She could have been stoned. This would have been 

a public example to others for such an act of immorality.   
 

 

2. “minded to put her away privily.” – Joseph was considering a quiet, legal divorce allowed to 

him by law in this circumstance.  This would be merciful toward Mary.  She and her child could 

live and he could walk out of his obligation.  
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3. “thought on these things,” – Joseph was not making a hasty decision; many believed this 

hesitation probably would be based on his love for her. I feel this might be somewhat so, but I 

wonder if his confusion didn’t play much in his hesitation too.  Doubtless, he knew this young 

woman, had admired her character and love for God.  Appreciated her purity of heart and 

humble innocence.  Her adultery would not have made any sense to him.  How could it?  

Something just didn’t add up!  So, he thought on these things.  What should he do? 

 

 

            God had a 3rd option, something he hadn’t even considered. 
 

“20But while he __thought__ on these things, behold, the (Lit - an) angel of the LORD appeared unto him in 

a ___dream___, saying, Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for that 

which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost. 21And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his 

name JESUS: for he shall save his people from their __sins__. 22Now all this was done, that it might be 

__fulfilled__ which was spoken of the Lord by the prophet, saying, 23Behold, a virgin shall be with child, 

and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted is, God 

__with__ us.” Matthew 1:20-23 
 

B. “the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a dream,” Matt. 1:20-23 - this was God’s mode of telling  

      Joseph – there was no interaction between Joseph and the angel 
 

1. “thou son of David,” – This lowly carpenter was actually of a high birth – 28 generations; 1000  

     years 
 

 

2. “fear not to _take__ unto thee Mary __thy__ wife:” – This was his fear, to take Mary as his  

     wife. What should I do?  Mary’s pregnancy was very confusing and hurtful. Legally, she was  

     already considered his wife. The angel’s message from God was “that which is conceived in her  

     is of th Holy Ghost.” There was no adultery!  Here is the plain statement of God-given direction:  

     “Take unto thee Mary thy wife!” 

 

 

3. “conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost.” – Joseph is told that this child is God’s Son!  He awoke  

    from this dream knowing the Messiah was coming, his wife Mary was the Messiah’s mother, and  

    he was just given the responsibility to protect, provide for, and raise the Messiah!   

 

 

       4. “bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name JESUS:” – Joseph is told exactly what would  

                         happen and given instructions concerning naming the child—that would be his responsibility in  

                         their culture.  Mary was also given the child’s name. Luke 1:31 There would be no mistake in  

                         the naming!  Jesus means Savior!   Don’t miss this, God anticipated Joseph’s obedience, “thou  

                         shalt call his name Jesus:” Though Joseph had the choice to obey God or not, God knew this  

                         man’s heart, one that desired God’s guidance and his obedience to it! 
 

“Jesus” – “Jehovah saves” – Jesus’ name tells why Jesus came! By name and nature He is 

Savior----Luke 1:31; 2:11,21; John 1:29; Acts 4:12; 5:31; 13:23, 38; Rom. 5:18-19; Col. 1:20-

23; Heb. 7:25; Rev. 1:5   

 
 

5.  “for he shall save his people from their _sins__.” – Before His birth Jesus’ task was clear!   

     He did not come to save people from their enemies but from their sins! Titus 2:14; Heb. 9:22;  

     Rev. 1:5; 14:4 
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6.  “Behold, a virgin shall be with child,” – In verse 22 we see again Matthew’s priority; revealing  

      the Old Testament prophecies fulfilled in Christ.  The virgin birth fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy.     

      Is. 7:14   Jesus was God’s son – not “shapen in iniquity” Ps 51:5. 
 

     “they shall call his name Emmanuel, ….God with us.” – this is more of a description.  He could  

      not have this title unless He was virgin birth. 
                          
                   Names given to the Son of God: 

                         Jesus – human name 

                         Christ – official title “anointed” – Gk equivalent of Messiah 

                         Emmanuel – description – “God with us” 

 

 

“24Then Joseph being raised from sleep __did__ as the angel of the Lord had bidden (commanded) him, 

and took unto him (took Mary to his home) his wife: 25And knew her not (Mary remained a virgin) till she 

had brought forth her firstborn son: and he called his name JESUS.” Matthew 1:24-25 
 

C. “Joseph...did as the angel of the Lord had bidden him,” Matt. 1:24-25 – When Joseph awoke from the     

      dream, he obeyed. He accepted the words sent from God and was the first to obey a message from the  

      angel without further need of explanation or question.  All was answered enough, between the dream,     

      and the prophecy of Isaiah.   
 

      1. “took unto him his wife:” – So contrary to his former thoughts and plans Joseph obeyed the  

           dream. Joseph would be known as Jesus’ legal father and because of this the Gospel of Matthew  

           would give Joseph’s genealogy.  Also, Joseph helped bear the reproach of Mary’s pregnancy.   

           Mary had probably expected Joseph to divorce her.  Whatever she might have thought, God  

           moved on her behalf.  She obeyed God, put her life in His care, and God provided exactly what  

           she needed.  Her child was born with a father in place; she had a husband to support and provide  

           for her and her son.   

 

 

2. “And knew her not __till__ she had brought forth her __first__  __born__ son:” – Joseph had  

     no sexual relationship with his wife until the virgin birth was completed.  They would later go on  

     and have children together.  Mary was a virgin at Christ’s conception and a virgin at His birth!   

 

 

3. “And call his name __Jesus__.” – Mary and Joseph obeyed God’s command  

 

 

Now we move forward in time. Most believe this incident happened over a year after the birth of Jesus. Joseph, 

Mary, and baby Jesus seemed to have settled in Bethlehem. Remember, his livelihood was not dependent on 

land, but on his skill and tools. He could live and work in any location and away from Nazareth was probably 

easier for Mary and her young son.  The Wisemen from the east had just visited. They had made quite a stir in 

Jerusalem and probably also in Bethlehem.  Unfortunately, now the wicked, jealous King Herod was looking 

for the King of the Jews the Wisemen had sought.  There is fast paced action here. 
 

“13And when they were departed, behold, the angel of the Lord appeareth to Joseph in a __dream___, 

saying, Arise, and take the young child and his mother, (Jesus, a small child, is the center character of this 

text.) and flee into Egypt, and be thou there until I bring thee word: for Herod will seek (lit. – “is about to 

seek”/”is on the verge of seeking”) the young child to destroy him. 14When he arose, he __took__ the young 

child and his mother by night, and departed into Egypt: 15And was there until the death of Herod: that it 
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might be __fulfilled___ which was spoken of the Lord by the prophet, saying, Out of Egypt have I called 

my son. 16Then Herod, when he saw that he was mocked (lit - “deceived”)of the wise men, was exceeding 

wroth (lit. – violent fit of temper), and sent forth, and slew all the (Gk – “male”) children that were in 

Bethlehem, and in all the coasts (Gk – “districts”) thereof, from two years old and under, according to the 

time which he had diligently inquired of the wise men. 17Then was __fulfilled__ that which was spoken by 

Jeremiah the prophet, saying, 18In Rama was there a voice heard, lamentation, and weeping, and great 

mourning, Rachel weeping for her children, and would not be comforted, because they are not (Lit. -

“children are dead”). 19But when Herod was dead, behold, an angel of the Lord appeareth in a __dream___ 

to Joseph in Egypt, 20Saying, Arise, and take the young child and his mother, and go into the land of 

Israel: for they (Gk – this is a plural pronoun – more than just Herod sought Jesus’ life) are dead which 

sought the young child's life. 21And he arose, and __took__ the young child and his mother, and came into 

the land of Israel. 22But when he heard that Archelaus did reign in Judaea in the room of his father 

Herod, he was afraid to go thither: notwithstanding, being warned (Gk – instructed) of God in a 

__dream__, he turned aside into the parts (Gk - region) of Galilee: 23And he came and dwelt in a city 

called Nazareth: that it might be __fulfilled__ which was spoken by the prophets, He shall be called a 

Nazarene.” Matthew 2:13-23 
 

       D. “flee into Egypt,” Matt. 2:13-23 – After the Wise Men, Joseph would not have known the danger baby  

              Jesus was in.  Again, God uses a dream to instruct Joseph of his next move.  He was the head of the             

              home and God’s ordained protector of Mary and the infant Jesus.  God chose to direct Joseph by four  

              different dreams.  Here in his second dream, Joseph is given God’s escape plan, return plan, and why  

              they must go---in that order!   
 

1.“...be thou there __till__ I bring thee word:” – God promised protection and that He would give  

     Joseph further instructions when needed.   

 
 

2. “When he arose, he took the young _child__, and his mother by night,” – Joseph left immediately,  

     no preparation, no finishing up some carpenter jobs, the urgency of the situation was understood  

     and he obeyed!   
 

     Egypt was about 75-100 miles from Bethlehem.  At this time, it had a large Jewish population of  

     about a million people. They were respectable and influential in the country. It would have been  

     comfortable to live among their own people and yet they would blend into the community and be  

     safe.  
 

 

3. “Out of Egypt have I called my son.” – Hos. 11:1 – This is another type prophecy. This was a  

     event in Israel’s history that was a type of their Messiah. Matthew skillfully, under inspiration of  

     the Holy Spirit, points this out to his Jewish readers.   

 
 

4. “Rachel weeping for her children,” – Here Matthew highlights another prophecy that has Jesus as  

     a type of Israel. This is found in Jer. 31:15 and was an event of Israel’s mourning at the time of  

     exile. Josephus made no mention of a large number of young boys being murdered by King  

     Herod. Most Bible scholars believe only about 20 children were slaughtered at this time.   
     

      E.  “go into the land of Israel:” – Again, as He promised, God instructed Joseph to leave Egypt. He was not        

           told where to go exactly at first—just told Israel! We do not know exactly how long Mary and Joseph  

           had to stay in Egypt, but we do know that Herod died in 4 BC.  Most believe the family was not in Egypt  

           that long, perhaps 6 months to 1 year.   
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1. “Archelaus did reign in Judaea…,he was afraid to go thither:” – When Joseph arrived in Israel he  

    seemed to have desired to go back to the Judea (Bethlehem??) but because wicked Archelaus was  

    reigning there he was fearful and not sure where to go.  This man was even worse than his father.   

    Rome actually removed him from his position.   

 

 

2. “dwelt in a city called Nazareth:” – A fourth dream from God instructed him to go back to  

     Galilee and settled in Nazareth.   

 

 

                  3. “He shall be called a Nazarene.” – This would be a fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy  

                       concerning being from Nazareth a place despised by the Jews.  But a careful look at verse 23  

                       reveals that Matthew was referring to more than one passage.  Ps. 22:6, Is. 53; John 7:41-42, 52 

 

 

IV. Joseph’s Reaction - Matt.1:24-25; 2:14-15; 21; 22 – Joseph always obeyed God as instructed without     

      question or discussion.  He seemed to desire God’s will and when he knew it was quick to follow through  

      with the commands.  He seemed to be fearful of the unknown, but God honored his obeyed heart with the  

      knowledge he needed to make the right decision.  

 

 

V.  Joseph disappears from the Gospels after the ___childhood_______ of Christ. – Joseph was never  

       mentioned when Mary and her children were referred to during Jesus’ ministry. He seemed to have died  

       before the ministry of Christ had begun. If this was true, Jesus would have become the head of the home  

       being the oldest son of the family.    Matt. 12:46; Luke 8:19; John 19:26-27 
 

       We must add that this faithful, godly man was the father of some of the most distinguished of the early  

       church leaders.  Two of his sons, James and Jude, wrote New Testament books.  He, along with Mary,  

       obviously influenced his family for God. 

 

 

Believer’s Application: 
 

We see God choosing Joseph, a “just” and faithful person to do His work. Joseph’s quick and complete 

obedience to God’s instructions in the light of difficulty and uncertainty should encourage us to be quick to 

obey God’s Words today.    Is our heart’s desire to know God’s Word and then follow it?  

Joseph was always careful and took his role as protector very seriously.  He was a strong man of character and 

love for God. 
 

                               Character Strengths of Joseph 

1. Principled man – Matt. 1:19   Joseph saw adultery as sin.  The immorality of Mary could not be 

overlooked.  Don’t forget they also lived in an immoral and corrupt society! Ps. 37:23-31 

 

2. Discretion & sensitivity – Matt. 1:19 Joseph was compassionate and merciful enough to spare Mary 

death or a public shaming.  Prov. 2:11-12, 16; 3:5-7 

 

3. Responsiveness to God – Matt. 1:24 Even though completing the marriage and bring Mary into his 

home wasn’t even part of Joseph’s consideration, when God commanded it, he immediately acted in 

obedience!  Deut. 6:5-6; John 14:15, 21; James 4:7 

 



6 

 

4. Self-disciple – Matt. 1:25 Joseph realized the magnitude of the responsibility set before him.  He 

respected Mary, the child she carried, God’s plan, and set aside all desires during those months before 

Jesus was born. I Cor. 9:24-27 

 

Joseph concentrated on his job as the earthly provider and protector of Jesus and Mary. In reality, God led 

Joseph in His Son’s protection.  The description of every dream was plain, it either said “angel of the Lord” or 

“God in a dream”.  God led Joseph in His Son’s protection!   

 

In the years ahead we will see Joseph act as Jesus’ father. He took Jesus to Jerusalem for Passover and we know 

he taught Jesus his trade of carpentry. Joseph believed, acted, and God blessed him with a wonderful 

responsibility! 

 

Each of us must be committed to follow God in each of these areas:  Principles of the Word of God; 

Discretion/Sensitivity; Responsive to God; and Self-discipline.  God desires to use us, but we must follow His 

word and directions.   

 

 


