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When I looked up the readings for today and saw that the Gospel reading was about Joseph the 

father of Jesus, I was really quite excited. I was excited because I’ve given Joseph almost no 

thought! I suspect that I’m not alone in this. I think in most of our imaginations the Holy Family 

consists of Jesus, Mary, and a shadowy figure off to their left. So this morning represents an 

opportunity for us to actually think about Joseph! So, what about Joseph? What is he like? 

 

As I read the Matthew text, I was struck by the way Joseph is depicted. Here, God speaks to 

Joseph in a dream. God instructs him to marry Mary even though she is already pregnant, and 

not with his child. Joseph is given no speaking lines in this passage--or anywhere in the Gospels, 

actually. Instead, he simply responds with his actions. He does as God instructs and marries 

Mary and calls the child Jesus.  

 

This pattern (God instructing Joseph in a dream and Joseph responding with actions, not 

words) is repeated 3 more times in Matthew--once when Joseph has a dream that his family 

should flee to Egypt after Jesus’ birth, and twice when, in dreams, Joseph is given instructions 

about when and where it is safe to return. Throughout, Joseph speaks no words, but simply 

obeys. And after these 4 occasions, Joseph fades away in this Gospel, without note.  

 

The Gospel of Luke, the only other Gospel that includes stories of Jesus’ birth, depicts Joseph 

surprisingly similarly. He’s given no lines to speak in Luke, and the two actions he does take 

(traveling to Jerusalem at Jesus’ birth and bringing baby Jesus up to the temple) are actions he 

takes in response to what he is commanded to do--by the emperor in the first example and by 

the law of Moses in the other.  

 

What strikes me in all of this is how passively Joseph is depicted. He does not speak. He does 

not act independently. Instead, he does as God instructs. This is not to say that Joseph is not a 

godly and impressive figure. Indeed, he is portrayed as reliably, consistently fulfilling his duty to 

God and others. Again and again, Joseph’s story goes something like this: in a dream, the angel 

of the Lord says to him, do thus and such. And then the next line starts: and Joseph got up and 

did what he was told. I wish I could say that I responded to God with the same consistency and 

immediacy.  

 

However, contrast Joseph’s depiction for a moment with Mary’s. Mary is a much more 

well-rounded character in the Gospels. She speaks for herself, multiple times. She even 

questions God’s words and actions--she asks of the Angel Gabriel, “How can this be?--You can 

hear her incredulity. Not only does Mary speak, she acts for herself--working in unison with the 

Holy Spirit at times (saying in Luke, “let it be with me according to your word.”) At other times, 

she seems to try to override the will of Jesus--for example, at the wedding at Cana where Mary 

seems to pester Jesus into performing the miracle of turning water into wine. Mary receives the 

revelation of Jesus’ birth directly from the Angel Gabriel, not indirectly, in a dream, as Joseph 

 



does. Mary is also depicted as a sort of prophet in the beginning of Luke when she sings her 

song, which we call the Magnificat. The very language the gospels use for Mary is just so rich: 

after the arrival of the shepherds, we’re told that “Mary treasured up all these things and 

pondered them in her heart,“ and later Simeon prophecies to her: “A sword will pierce your own 

soul too.” This is rich, descriptive language, and it encourages us as Christians to imagine and 

empathize with her inner life.  

 

Compared to Mary, Joseph feels like a very flat character, sketched very simply, given little 

agency and no words. This seems particularly odd to me given his important role--the father of 

Jesus! It’s no wonder Christians have long been fascinated with Mary, and likewise, it’s no 

wonder that Joseph has gotten such little attention. Why is Joseph depicted so thinly?  

 

I went looking to try to find out more about Joseph--I was dissatisfied with what I knew of him 

and wanted a richer, fuller depiction.  

 

And I did find a little something: I turned to the Joseph in the Old Testament--you know, the 

Joseph of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. If you happen to know your OT 

patriarchs, you’ll remember that Joseph is Jacob’s favorite son, who is sold into slavery in Egypt 

by his jealous brothers. Once in Egypt, this older Joseph, on account of his good character and 

ability to interpret dreams, rises to a position of prominence, which allows him to save his 

estranged family and resettle them safely in Egypt.  

 

As I compared these two Josephs, I quickly discovered that they have a suspiciously large 

number of things in common:  

● both are true descendents of Abraham;  

● both are spoken to by God in dreams;  

● both travel to Egypt to save the people of God from death;  

● both take a passive role in their stories, with things happening to them more often than 

they initiate action;  

● both find themselves in compromising situations even though they are upstanding men;  

● both are forgiving of those who have wronged them;  

● and through it all, both are portrayed as faithful servants of God--people that God uses to 

further God’s own plans and purposes for the world.  

  

These many commonalities are no coincidence. The author of Matthew is using the Old 

Testament Joseph as a type with which to understand the New Testament Joseph. That is, he 

depicts Mary’s Joseph, on purpose, in these terms so that we can infer that everything that was 

true of the first Joseph is true of the second one --he’s another Joseph, a new Joseph.  

 

So what do we learn about this second Joseph from the first Joseph? First, we learn a lot about 

Joseph’s character: he is an obedient, faithful, and forgiving. Second, and most importantly, we 

learn that this Joseph, like the other Joseph, is a vehicle for God’s salvation. Through Joseph, 

 



God’s plan of salvation is made possible. He enables God’s plan to unfold for the good of the 

whole earth. 

 

So what can we learn from Joseph? How might he help us as contemporary Christians?  

 

Surprisingly, the more I think about Joseph, the more I am drawn to him. He’s a good man, 

doing the right thing, even when it’s hard. And God uses his actions, his obedience, to further 

the story of what God is doing in the world.  

 

However, he isn’t a hero. He isn’t the focus on the story. Instead, Joseph is a sort of support 

player for the Lord, and his significance in God’s story comes from his willingness to operate in a 

secondary role. Moreover, he plays this support role, not only in relation to God, but also to 

Mary, and to Jesus. He is a good parent, a loyal spouse, a dutiful servant of God.  

 

I say all of this because I want to do something a little surprising and put Joseph, this support 

player for the Lord, forward as a role model for us. What if we were like Joseph? What if we 

dutifully, obediently, loyally met our responsibilities? What if in so doing we were furthering 

God’s work in the world?  

 

Thinking of Joseph as a role model like this feels very countercultural to me. American culture is 

a culture that values the self-promoters, the hustlers, the schmoozers, the self-made men. People 

like Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Edison, and Steve Jobs make up our American pantheon. They 

resonate with our values of success, freedom, and independence. This set of values and way of 

assigning value is deeply American, and certainly characterize this particular cultural moment. 

 

But Joseph is not that guy. He isn’t a hero like Moses or David or Paul, or even Jesus. He’s not 

independent, a self-starter, an innovator.  

 

Frankly, I think that’s good news for us. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to measure up to Moses 

or David or Paul, but if you’re like me you come far short every time. In fact, if you’re like me, 

you come up far short in your self-assessment pretty regularly. Which makes me wonder if we’re 

using the wrong role models. What if we tried to be like Joseph? Or the other background 

characters in God’s story? Like Tabitha who was called a “disciple” for taking care of women in 

need. Like the healed leper who returned home to tell his family and community what God has 

done. Like Joanna and Susanna who bankrolled Jesus’ ministry. Like the Apostles Andronicus 

and Junia who were imprisoned with St. Paul. All background characters in the NT who were 

essential, if overlooked, characters in God’s story. People who worked hard and worked 

faithfully to make God’s kingdom possible. This is God’s usual way of working in the world. This 

is how the people of God become part of God’s story. When I ask myself if I could be like Joseph, 

or these other support players, I think: I could do that! I could be that person! 

 

What if we strove to be a support person to God, like Joseph, not the hero of the story? What if 

we tried to readily obey God like Joseph did? What if we fulfilled our responsibilities to God and 

 



others? Would it change how we value our lives and our stories? Might we come to see our lives 

woven into the background of God’s story?  

 


