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Teaching Text

‘This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: his mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 
‘But after he had considered 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 home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”
‘All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”). 
‘When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.’ (Matthew 1:18-25 NIV)

Sermon Summary

Love stands with Joseph as he stands with Mary. In the third week of Advent, we witness how God’s love stands with us – not in isolation, but in community. We see how our human relationships can reflect Jesus being ‘God with us’ (Matthew 1:23). God’s love challenges us to intentionally stand with others, especially those whom society would rather cast out.

Preaching Goal

God always stands with us, through all the storms of life. Who is he calling us to stand with in this season?

Introduction

We have spent the last two weeks looking at love that reaches out and then love that wraps around. Today we explore what it means when love stands with.
What does it look like to stand with someone? Maybe in their time of need, we just come alongside. Or perhaps it means to stand in solidarity with someone to help them with their cause.
It could be helpful to think of an example to illustrate this, or refer to The Lord of the Rings where Samwise Gamgee accompanies and supports Frodo throughout his quest.
Sometimes we stand with someone, even if we don’t understand their situation or have no knowledge or insight to give them. We simply offer a presence that says ‘I’m here for you’.

Development

You might like to invite two people to read the passage (Matthew 1:18-25), with one reading the narration and one reading what the angel says.
How must Joseph have felt when he found out Mary’s situation? The girl he had promised to marry was suddenly caught up in what everyone would see as a huge scandal.
What a rollercoaster of emotions he must have been going through!
And then God spoke: ‘Do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit’ (Matthew 1:20).
You might like to put the question to people – how much comfort would this have given Joseph?
It was such an intense situation, and God’s explanation was mind-blowing! However, Joseph took comfort in what God said through his dream, and he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him to do – he stood with Mary.
This wouldn’t have been an end to the gossip and speculation. Perhaps Joseph was ostracised in his community. Who could really understand that Mary was carrying the Son of God?
But Joseph now had the conviction that God was in all of this. Somewhere in the depths of his being, Joseph just knew that this was the right thing to do: to stand with the woman he loved.
And God’s love stood with Joseph, as he stood by Mary.

Who Are We Standing With?

What does this mean for us?
Who are the people that God is calling us to stand by, despite the cost? Where are we seeing injustice, unfair accusations and intolerance? Where are those situations that God is calling us to be a different voice? Who are the people that others are casting out?
Perhaps think about examples that bring this home, such as:
· Asylum seekers and refugees
· Those experiencing homelessness
· Those struggling with addictions
It takes intention to stand with others, especially those who are cast out by society.
What about people in our own families or close communities? What does it look like to stand with those that others shun?
When communities surround those who are in need, they are demonstrating the presence of God in community (Trinity) and the love that came down to be with us.
Why does God even call us to stand alongside them? Why do they need us, when we don’t have any solutions or answers?
Sometimes we must lay aside our ‘Mr Fix-it’ mentality and recognise we don’t have all the answers; we can’t fix it, and we have no power to solve the situation. But what we do have is the ministry of presence.

Ministry of Presence

When Joseph stood with Mary, he didn’t have all the answers (if any)! He simply knew he had to be present with her and stand by her in love.
What does it look like to stand by someone whose situation you don’t fully understand, but you just know you need to stand with them, show love and mercy, and make sure they know they are not alone?
When we stand in solidarity, we don’t judge or correct. We also don’t ignore or avoid. We simply come alongside and show love and mercy as we stand with them.
At this point, you could draw attention to what we should watch out for, as we stand with others:
· We shouldn’t be tempted to say something meaningful or to have the perfect Bible verse as a solution
· It doesn’t matter if we don’t even know what words to pray – God knows all and sees all
· We shouldn’t try to make people feel better in that moment – we need to allow them to remain in the moment and hold that space with them so that there is room for God to work
· Any other ideas you have, from personal experience
A ministry of presence is where we just stop and be. We stand alongside, not knowing answers and not even knowing what to say. 
In just being present in love, we show and share God’s love and presence to the one we are called to stand with.

Gentle Action

Joseph stood with Mary. But this didn’t mean being stationary. There were practical things to be done, journeys to be taken, and experiences to be shared.
Since he was a carpenter, I’m sure Joseph was a practical man, and so would have made some plans to help Mary. He went with her on the long, arduous journey to Bethlehem. He stood close as she gave birth to the Son of God. He shared in the strange and wonderful visits of angels, shepherds and wise men. And he took care of her when they had to flee as refugees.
Sometimes when we stand with another, we do this in gentle, practical ways as well: 
· Cooking a meal
· Filling in a form
· Driving to an appointment
· Accompanying to a difficult meeting
Here you could invite people to think of an example when they have helped someone in this way. Or perhaps when they themselves have been helped in this way and what that felt like.
Standing with someone through the menial tasks shows great love. When someone feel overwhelmed, we can help to ease the burden with gentle action. Just knowing that someone is there to help with some of the everyday tasks is an amazing blessing during a difficult situation.



Challenge

· As Joseph stood with Mary, he was witness to the amazing presence of God in her life, and he, too, was able to experience God’s love standing with him
· As communities, we can demonstrate the incarnational love of God in how we care for and stand with those who are in need
· In doing so, we too can experience the incarnational love of God standing with us
· Who is God calling you to stand with?
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