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“Set Up for Disappointment”

Matthew 1:18-25
December 23, 2007

We just read Matthew’s account of the birth story of Jesus, and you might be wondering how we skipped some important parts, like the Angel Gabriel coming to Mary or the reason for the trip to Bethlehem. We didn’t skip them, Matthew didn’t include them.

Of the four gospels only Matthew and Luke include birth stories. Mark and John jump right into Jesus’ adult life and ministry. Someone has ventured that Matthew and Luke could have gotten together to write their gospels, but obviously did not. If they had then we would have two very similar accounts. In fact they only coincide on a few points: Mary & Joseph were betrothed (promised in marriage); Mary was a virgin; Mary became pregnant through the Holy Spirit, and the baby was born in Bethlehem.


If you study the two gospel’s stories you will quickly see Mary is the focus of Luke’s story and Matthew focuses on Joseph’s story. Nobody knows where Matthew and Luke got their information. Matthew was one of the apostles so he had plenty of opportunity to talk with both Jesus and Mary about those early days. Luke was not an apostle and never actually met Jesus. But he tells us in the very first line of his gospel that he is using first hand information from eyewitnesses. Many believe that Luke could have spent hours talking to Mary about her life with Jesus. There is little doubt that Luke had spent time with some of the apostles and many of the disciples of Jesus. His gospel is filled with firsthand information, eye-witness accounts. Each man wrote from what he knew and each decided where the most important focus of his story should be placed. It may be that Matthew didn’t feel the details of the announcement and birth were as important as the events that took place immediately after the birth. Matthew, a Jew by birth, includes in his story the visit of the Magi and the prophesy of Micah, Hosea, Isaiah and Jeremiah, Luke, a Gentile, doesn’t.

Every year I look over the birth story and try to see in it something fresh, if not new. This year it struck me that Matthew’s birth story doesn’t look at all like our Christmas celebration. In fact, it seems to me that the only bright spot in Matthew’s birth narrative is the new born baby boy. (Not in a manger, by the way, that’s Luke.) Every Christmas I struggle with the things I feel I must do to celebrate the birth of our Lord. I wrestle with the pressure to spend money on a gift that will put pressure on the receiver to spend money on a gift for me. That shouldn’t be but it is. Every Christmas I hope for a wonderful jolly day with the family but remember with concern the normal interpersonal struggles that go on the rest of the year. I pray they won’t surface on this day but also know that the emotional pressures of Christmas can easily trigger conflict in the family. All the traditions of our Christmases are good, all intended to express our love for our Lord and each other. But all too often they backfire.

Could it be that our traditions serve to take our minds off the Christ child? Could it be that our Christmas traditions are setting us up for disappointments on the very day when we should be thrilled with God’s gift? Think about it. Everything about the way we celebrate the birth of Jesus gives the impression of a wonderful time filled with joy, fun, excitement and happiness. The Christmas tree is beautiful, the houses all decked out with festive lights, Santa is a jolly old fellow with a bottomless gift bag, and people are supposed to be going around being nice and friendly and filled with love for each other. Presents under a beautifully decorated tree, extended families gathering together to exchange gifts and enjoy good food and loving fellowship.

Not a one of those things is bad! They are all intended to bring us joy and share the love inherent in the birth of the Savior. But none of them has anything to do with Matthew’s narrative of the first Christmas. The only lights were the stars and probably an oil lamp to help Mary give birth. There were no gifts except the newborn. The familiar faces of family were days away. And we expect that Joseph either had food leftover from the long journey or was able to purchase something there in Bethlehem. (But Matthew doesn’t even tell us that meager information. He says nothing about the journey or the birth, except that the baby was born in Bethlehem in Judea.)

How many of you have discovered that your past Christmases have not lived up to your expectations? Or that at least a part of those Christmas days were uncomfortable? Maybe you gave a gift that cost you more than you really had and in exchange you received a Big Lots special. Or maybe the reverse. You gave a simple gift you thought was nice but you received an expensive gift, and you felt guilty that you didn’t spend more. Maybe the obligatory visit to family turned out bitter instead of sweet as old family struggles resurfaced. Maybe for you a visit you had looked forward to did not happen, they didn’t come or call. Maybe the intended joy of Christmas was tarnished by the absence of a loved one who was now with his or her Lord. In some ways we allow Christmas to set us up for disappointments. I guess what I am suggesting is that we shouldn’t expect too much of Christmas. There are so many potential disappointments that can enter our lives at Christmas. And, if you carefully read the gospels of Matthew and Luke one of the things that will strike you is that Mary and Joseph and their families went through some really rough times around that first Christmas, and some major disappointments. There had to have been a great deal of joy for Joseph and Mary at the birth of Jesus, but that joy was tempered by the situation. 

But God would never leave us disappointed without encouragement. The Christmas story also tells us how to deal with our own Christmas disappointments. Matthew says, before they could be married Joseph found out Mary was pregnant. How do you think he must have felt? This beautiful girl he loved with all his heart, this women promised to be his faithful wife and bear his children, was pregnant and he didn’t do it. You have experienced a disappointment similar to this. Someone you trusted, someone you loved broke your heart. Maybe it was something they said. Maybe something they did, but it broke your heart. What did you do? What would you do?

Look at what Joseph did and maybe when the next person disappoints, you will know how God wants you to respond. We don’t know what Joseph said to Mary when he found out about the baby in her womb. We don’t know what that bitter moment was like, but we can imagine. But notice what Matthew says: Joseph didn’t storm out and share his bitter disappointment with his friends and neighbors. Joseph dealt with this terrible disappointment in a way that he felt God would say “You did the right thing.”  He decided to call off the wedding as privately as possible, he didn’t want to disgrace his Mary.
When someone disappoints you the first person you should go to is God. Talk to Him about your heartbreak. Share with Him your disappointment. He will understands as no other person can because He understands all sides of the situation. And he will always give you the right response to the disappointment. He might even direct you to another trusted person who will help you do the Godly thing. 
And another thing we should learn from Joseph is this, even when we feel we have the righteous upper hand we should be kind and compassionate to the one who has hurt us. We should seek to understand why they have hurt us. If we are all guilty of anything it could be that we throw away people and relationships too quickly, too easily. We react in anger and hurt and don’t take the time to try to understand the other person’s pain. Relationships are the most precious gift God has given us. We should do everything in our power to preserve and nurture and protect those relationships.

But Joseph wasn’t the only one disappointed, Mary had her disappointments too. According to Luke Mary had a visit from the angel Gabriel, and putting her complete trust in God, she had agreed to be the mother of His child. And now, three months later and showing, she stands before Joseph, tells her story, and he doesn’t believe her. Where is God now? She said “yes” to God and the man she loves thinks she is a liar and a cheat. Why didn’t God send the angel to tell Mary and Joseph at the same time?  Mary must have been filled with “Whys?” There will be times when our actions will be misinterpreted and we will find ourselves accused and shunned by people we trusted. What should we do? Wait for an angel to explain for us? I doubt that most of us would believe a dream even if it included an angel.

What did Mary do? Mary did not allow her disappointment in Joseph to keep her from forgiving him. She knew she was doing what God asked her to do and she knew Joseph was wrong about her. She also understood how it might look to Joseph, after all, he had not seen the angel and heard the offer. And when the angel did appear to Joseph, and he came back hat in hand, she didn’t strike out at him in retribution. She didn’t say, “You didn’t trust me before, what makes you trust me now?” She didn’t say, “You didn’t believe in my angel, why should I believe in yours?” She didn’t try to hurt him back.
You see, forgiveness is critical to healing a breach in a relationship. To hold a grudge, to punish, does no good whatsoever. To allow a disappointment in someone to keep you apart is not something God will look down on in favor, and that kind of response will have no good ending. It might feel righteous to get the upper hand, but ultimately it will erode or even destroy love.
This Christmas we will experience some disappointments. But now we know how to handle them. And maybe this year we will make a resolution to do everything in our power to help our families to see that Christmas is really about sacrifice and love and understanding. In Christ, Pastor Barney.
