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Sermon Starter

Teaching Text

This was how the birth of Jesus Christ took place. His mother Mary was engaged to Joseph, but before they were married, she found out that she was going to have a baby by the Holy Spirit. Joseph was a man who always did what was right, but he did not want to disgrace Mary publicly; so he made plans to break the engagement privately. While he was thinking about this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, descendant of David, do not be afraid to take Mary to be your wife. For it is by the Holy Spirit that she has conceived. She will have a son, and you will name him Jesus – because he will save his people from their sins.’
Now all this happened in order to make come true what the Lord had said through the prophet, ‘A virgin will become pregnant and have a son, and he will be called Immanuel’ (which means, ‘God is with us’).
So when Joseph woke up, he married Mary, as the angel of the Lord had told him to. But he had no sexual relations with her before she gave birth to her son. And Joseph named him Jesus. (Matthew 1:18-25 GNT)


Sermon Summary

Third Sunday of Advent – Hope in Uncertainty (Waiting with Joseph)
Hope finds Joseph in a season of uncertainty. When his life takes an unexpected turn, he must decide whether he will trust God’s promises or his own human understanding. Joseph’s story reminds us that hope does not require all the answers. Instead, it invites us to place our confidence in God’s faithfulness and take the next step. As we wait for the Lord’s purposes to unfold, Joseph shows us that hope often grows through trust – even when we do not have the full picture.

Preaching Goals

Inner transformation of people’s hearts: growing in trust that God is present even in uncertainty, moving from fear and self-reliance towards hope, surrender and confidence in Immanuel, God with us.
Outward practice that the sermon could lead to: listening for God’s voice and taking the next faithful step, showing compassion, trust and obedience even when the future is unclear. This could play out in homes, relationships, decisions, disappointments and family dynamics that feel messy or misunderstood.

Introduction

Joseph enters the story not from a place of certainty, but from a place of challenging and complex personal disruption.
Matthew tells us that Mary was engaged to Joseph, but ‘before they were married, she found out that she was going to have a baby by the Holy Spirit’.
Before Joseph hears the reassurance of the angel, he is left with:
· the questions
· the social pressure
· the possible shame
· the painful reality that the future he imagined has changed
As we sit with Joseph’s experience, we consider:
· Joseph as a man
· Joseph as a husband-to-be
· Joseph as a future father
· Joseph’s family story not fitting expected patterns
· a path ahead that is complex
· a situation he did not choose and cannot fully explain
Yet this is precisely where God meets him.
Advent is a season of waiting, expectation and hope. It does not pretend that waiting is easy or that uncertainty is free from stress.
Instead, Advent teaches us that hope is possible even when life feels fragile.
Joseph shows us that faith is not only trusting God on the mountaintop when everything is clear. It is also trusting God in the valley, when family, identity, reputation and future all feel uncertain.

Section One – Joseph Waits in the Pain of an Unplanned Story

This section focuses on Matthew 1:18–19.
Firstly, we can notice the courage and humanity of Joseph’s waiting before the angel speaks.
There is a gentle, unresolved space between discovering Mary’s pregnancy and receiving God’s reassurance.
This unresolved space matters:
· It is not empty.
· It is not wasted.
· It is the place where Joseph holds shock, questions, love, discernment and the ache of a future that now looks very different from the one he imagined.
Matthew describes Joseph as someone ‘who always did what was right’.
Yet righteousness here is not cold rule-keeping or blind obedience. It is faithfulness shaped by compassion.
Joseph is navigating a deeply personal and publicly complicated situation. Even before he understands the whole story, mercy is already at work within him.
He chooses not to expose Mary to disgrace.
He protects dignity before he receives certainty.
This opens a generous and hopeful way to speak about complex family dynamics.
Many people carry stories that do not fit expected patterns or norms.
Here, you might pause to allow people to consider what these stories could be, including the areas of their own lives that do not necessarily fit the ‘norm’. 
These stories can hold deep love, courage and resilience, even while carrying pain and confusion.
Joseph reminds us that God does not wait for family life to look neat before drawing near.
Hope begins here.
Not in a perfect household, but in a household where God is already present, forming courage, love and trust.
You could invite people to consider:
· Where do I identify with Joseph’s uncertainty, especially in the gap between what has happened and what God has yet to make clear?
· What family or relational complexity am I carrying that needs to be brought honestly before God rather than hidden from him?
· How might mercy shape my response before certainty arrives?

Section Two – Joseph Listens for God in the Valley

This section focuses on Matthew 1:20–23.
Secondly, we can focus on Joseph’s willingness to listen.
Matthew says, ‘While he was thinking about this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream.’
Joseph is not passive, but neither is he rushing.
He is:
· thinking
· weighing things up
· discerning
In the middle of uncertainty, God speaks.
The angel’s first words are stark: ‘Joseph, descendant of David, do not be afraid to take Mary to be your wife.’
Fear is named because fear is present.
Joseph may fear:
· shame
· misunderstanding
· failure
· loss of control
· the cost of saying yes to a family story others may never understand
The command ‘Do not be afraid’ does not dismiss his fear. It invites him to trust God more deeply than his fear.
This is important pastorally.
It is easy to trust God on the mountaintop when everything is going well. It is far harder to trust in the valley when circumstances are painful and uncertain.
Joseph’s story challenges the assumption that God is absent from difficult places.
God speaks in the valley.
God speaks into anxiety.
God speaks before all the answers arrive.
The message Joseph receives is not a complete explanation of the future.
It is simply enough light for the next steps:
1. Take Mary as your wife.
2. Name the child Jesus.
3. Trust that God is doing more than you can currently see.
You might like to use the following quotation:
‘I do not seek to understand in order that I may believe, but I believe in order to understand.’ – St Anselm
You could end this section with these challenging questions:
· When life becomes painful or uncertain, what are the signs that I am relying only on my own strength?
· What might it look like to pause, pray and listen before reacting?
· What is the next faithful step God may be asking of me, even if the whole path is not yet clear?

Section Three – Joseph Finds Hope in Immanuel, God with Us

This section focuses on Matthew 1:23–25.
Thirdly, we can find hope in Advent because of Immanuel, God with us.
Matthew explains:
‘A virgin will become pregnant and have a son, and he will be called Immanuel’ (which means, ‘God is with us’).
For Joseph, hope is not found in life suddenly becoming simple.
His obedience will not remove every question.
It will not prevent:
· misunderstanding
· future danger
· displacement
· responsibility
· challenge
Joseph’s hope is not that life will become uncomplicated.
His hope is that God is with him and Mary within the complexity.
This is good news for people whose lives feel messy.
The birth of Jesus declares that God does not stand at a distance from human uncertainty. In Jesus, God enters our experience.
God is present:
· in homes where the future feels unclear
· in families carrying pain
· in couples with relational difficulties
· in parents who feel inadequate
· in difficult decisions
· in sleepless nights
· in those facing loneliness
· in hearts searching for reassurance
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, ‘God is in the manger, wealth in poverty, light in darkness, succour in abandonment.’
Joseph’s obedience is quiet but courageous because he catches a glimpse of light within the darkness.
Hope takes shape in action: ‘So when Joseph woke up, he married Mary, as the angel of the Lord had told him to.’
Joseph trusts God enough to step into a story he cannot control.
In doing so, he becomes part of the story through which hope comes to the world.
The following reflection questions could be good ways to bring this section to a close:
· How does the promise of Immanuel change the way I see my current uncertainty?
· Where do I need to remember that God is with me, not only when life is clear but also when life is complex?
· What act of quiet courage or obedience might hope lead me towards this week?

Response

For some, waiting may be connected to family life, relationships, grief, health, work, finances, calling or the future.
For others, it may be the struggle of living with questions that have not yet been answered.
Joseph reminds us that God is not absent from fragile and complicated places.
God meets us before everything is resolved.
He speaks into fear rather than waiting for fear to disappear.
He invites us to take the next step because we are learning to trust him, not because we already have all the answers.
You might invite people to follow this personal guided prayer, leaving space between each part:
1. Bring before God one area of family, relationship or personal life that feels painful, complicated or unclear.
2. Ask God to reveal where fear, control or self-reliance has become the dominant response.
3. Receive again the Advent promise of Immanuel, God with us.
4. Identify one faithful next step. It might be a prayer to pray, a conversation to have, a boundary to hold, an apology to offer, help to seek or an act of obedience to take.
Hope in uncertainty is not pretending everything is fine.
Nor is it forcing confidence that we do not yet feel.
Hope is choosing, again and again, to turn towards the presence of God when life is unresolved.
Joseph’s witness reminds us that we do not need the full picture to live faithfully. We need enough trust to take the next step with God.
Because Jesus is Immanuel, God with us, our waiting is never empty and we never wait alone.

Closing Prayer

God of hope,
Thank you that you are not distant from the complexity of our lives.
Thank you that in Jesus you are Immanuel, God with us.
Meet us in the places where we feel uncertain, afraid, disappointed or overwhelmed.
Forgive us when we rely only on our own strength and forget to listen for your voice.
Give us the courage of Joseph – to act with mercy, to trust you in the valley, and to take the next faithful step even when we do not have every answer.
May your presence bring hope to our homes, our relationships, our waiting and our worship. In the name of Jesus, our Saviour, who is God with us.
Amen.
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