“The First Miracle” — Dec. 24, 2023
4th Sunday of Advent
Matthew 1:18-25

18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to
Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be pregnant from the Holy Spirit. 19 Her husband
Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to divorce her
quietly. 20 But just when he had resolved to do 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 as your wife, for the child conceived in her is
from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people
from their sins.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:23
“Look, the virgin shall become pregnant and give birth to a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,”’
which means, “God is with us.” 24 When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord
commanded him; he took her as his wife 25 but had no marital relations with her until she had given birth
to a son, and he named him Jesus. (NRSV)

“God is good!” “All the time!”
“All the time!” “God is good!”

A long time ago in Mexico, according to legend, there lived a little girl called
Maria and her brother Pablo. They were from a poor family. Maria and Pablo
loved Christmas, but they were disheartened because they could not afford to give
the baby Jesus a gift on his birthday. As they walked to church on Christmas Eve,
an angel appeared and said, “Don’t worry. All you have to do is gather what’s at
your feet.”

Hearing this, the children diligently gathered the weeds that were on the side of the
road. Arriving at the Church, they placed the weeds near the crib of baby Jesus.
The other children who were watching this started mocking and embarrassing
Maria and Pablo. At that moment, there was a miracle. The green weeds turned
into beautiful, red star-shaped flowers. The other children stopped laughing at
them and were stunned at what had happened. They realized that a gift did not
have to be expensive; it must be given from the heart to be accepted by the Lord.

Since that night, these flowers have been called, ‘Flores de Nochebuena,” meaning
‘Flowers of the Holy Night,” later also called the Poinsettia. This plant is a
beautiful reminder that the Christmas season is truly about giving, even the
simplest of gifts. We have been given God’s incredible gift, Jesus, who 1s God’s
self-giving love, and we are also invited to give ourselves afresh and anew to the
Lord.

Embarrassment, probably shame and anger, surprise, obedience, miracle. All of
them happened to Joseph around Mary’s conception and birth of Jesus.



In Sunday School Christmas plays, Joseph often has the supporting role with the
fewest lines. In the New Testament, the birth of Jesus appears only in Matthew
and Luke, and they each give different weight to Joseph’s role.

In Luke, Joseph appears as a background actor. It is always Mary who

speaks. Unlike Luke, the Book of Matthew provides us Joseph’s side of the
Nativity story. In Matthew, Joseph acts as one of the main actors while Mary
appears as a rather silent figure. Matthew reports that the angel appeared in
Joseph’s dreams three times: (1) to explain the divine nature of Jesus by the Holy
Spirit; (2) to ask Joseph and his family to flee to Egypt because King Herod would
try to kill baby Jesus; and (3) to have Joseph, Mary, and Jesus return home after
the death of King Herod.

Both Matthew and Luke introduce Joseph as the foster father, not as the biological
father of Jesus. When Joseph, Mary’s fiancé, found out that Mary was pregnant,
he must have had all sorts of stormy thoughts. In Joseph’s time, when a couple
was engaged, they were legally bound to be faithful to each other.* Joseph was a
caring and righteous man, and he planned to dismiss Mary quietly so she would not
be disgraced.

While he was trying to figure a way out, he had a dream. God’s angel spoke in the
dream: “Joseph, son of David, don’t hesitate to get married. Mary’s pregnancy is
Spirit-conceived. God’s Holy Spirit has made her pregnant. She will bring a son to
birth, and when she does, you, Joseph, will name him Jesus—meaning ‘God
saves’—because he will save his people from their sins.” Matthew said, all this
took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:

Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel
(which means “God is with us” in Hebrew). — Isaiah 7:14

Then Joseph woke up. He did exactly what God’s angel commanded in the
dream. He married Mary. But he had no marital relations with her until she had
the baby. He named the baby Jesus. And so on. In all this, only the narrator and
the angel speak while Joseph and Mary have no active parts.

This year, Christmas begins this evening as the Christmas season begins at sunset
on Christmas Eve and continues through January 6, the Epiphany of the Lord.



During these twelve days, we praise, give thanks, and rejoice in the incarnation of
God in Jesus Christ.?

As we prepare for and look forward to Christmas, | invite you to remember the
miracle of God who prepared Joseph and Mary as parents along with the great
miracle of the birth of Emmanuel Jesus. The first miracle in the New Testament is
not the story of something Jesus did. The first miracle was the act of God. What
God has done for you and me in and through the birth of the baby Jesus. God's
miracles can still happen at the most necessary moments in our lives. Come to
think of it, from the beginning until now, every moment of our life has been a
series of miracles of Emmanuel God. We are people of God’s miracle.

In this Advent and Christmas season, | pray the light of Christ ignites us. All of us.
So, we can sing and shout to give thanks to God from the heart, saying “God is
good!” “All the time!” “All the time!” “God 1s good!” Amen!

Lt is ironic that many churches stop singing Christmas carols at the beginning of the Christmas season, just like the
department stores that shift back to playing secular selections right after Christmas day. See UM Book of Worship;
Laurence Hull Stookey, Calendar: Christ’s Time for the Church.



