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Joseph, the Stand -In 
 

Joseph, the husband to be of Mary, has often been referred to as the “forgotten 
man of the New Testament.” Great reverence is accorded to the Virgin mother, and this is 
as it should be, for she was especially chosen of God as a woman of sufficient 
consecration to have the great privilege of holding in her arms the Lord of Glory in the 
form of a human baby. 

 

Scripture makes very few references of Joseph. We look in vain for any recorded 
word that he spoke. The nativity story leaves him in the background –- a just and good 
man, a carpenter by trade. Beyond that there is only his genealogy linking to the line 
running back to David.  

 

However, if God carefully scrutinized the life of Mary before He allowed her to 
be the vehicle of bringing His Son into the world, you can rest assured that God had 
everything to do with Mary’s choice of a husband to be the foster-father of the Christi-
child? Put Mary with a different type of husband and the story might have been a 
different one. 

 

Can you imagine what problems would have been created for Mary had her 
perspective husband been a man antagonistic to the things of God and unbelieving and 
unsympathizing when she as found in pregnancy before she had entered into the 
marriage relationship with Joseph? 

 

How much it must have meant to her in those years when she as grossly 
misjudged by those who simply did not believe in the supernatural, to have at her side 
this man on whom she could confidently lean at all times –- one knew what had 
happened and entertained in his heart no question as to its being the miracle of the 
Holy Ghost so long prophesied for the certain identification of the Messiah!  

 

Joseph, this young carpenter of Nazareth, was certainly having a difficult time 
before the angel revealed to him that what had happened to Mary was a miracle. He 
faced a terrifying problem. What happened to Mary? She left in such a hurry to who 
knows where. Had she run to someone? Where was the father of her child now? All 
night he rolled and tossed in sleepless agony, for tomorrow a decision must be reached 
–- one he alone could make. It was the problem of an unwanted child. 

 

Just imagine a short while ago Joseph had been counting the days till the 
consummation of his marriage to the fairest maiden in all Nazareth. What plans he had 
for the future! What prospect for great happiness awaited them!    

 

Now all was lost. The dreams were shattered and the happiness could never be. 
They at last found courage to tell him. Mary was going to have a baby! 

 

Joseph knew the law concerning such matters. Perhaps he had witnessed a 
stoning before. Now, weeping in the darkness, -- [Matthew 1:19-20] –- he considers the 
anguished cries of an unfaithful wife as she pays the penalty for her sin. Is that Mary’s 
terror-stricken voice he hears? 

 

Is that a tortured cry we hear forced from his lips, “No, no, not that! Mary, I won’t 
let them stone you!” Frenzied thoughts came and went. Did he wonder if he was 
delirious? Did he decide, “She shall not die the death of an adulteress! Even, if my Mary has 
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been unfaithful. I love her still. I shall protect her. Someway, I know not how, the matter must be 
concealed. I will put her away, but it shall be done privately!” 

 

Joseph drops off in a fitful half-sleep and sees himself standing between a 
terrified Mary and an angry mob with their hands full of sharp rocks. 

 

Then a shining angel stands before him. 
 

In the first chapter of Matthew we read the story of Joseph’s anguish. But God 
had chosen and prepared Joseph with as much care as He had Mary. After all, this man 
was to be the “Stand-in” for the Heavenly Father. The custom was in those days that the 
announcement of the engagement of a couple was made in the synagogue with quite a 
ceremony, and afterward, the names were posted until they were actually married. The 
synagogue ceremony was so binding that it required a divorce to break it. There was no 
way a young couple could simply “call it off;” an engagement was a contact between 
families. After this announcement and the legal agreements as to dowry, etc. there was 
a period of six months to a year in which the young couple accumulated the goods they 
would need to set up housekeeping. For those with wealthy parents who could help 
them, the time might be quite brief. For working young people it could take months. 
Joseph the carpenter very probably had started making the wooden chests to hold 
clothing and the tables and benches they would need, as Mary had started on the cloth 
weaving. 

 

The terrible thing that had happened to Joseph has, first of all, dragged his pride 
in the dust. How humiliating that his espoused wife could run away to another man. 
And, if Joseph had chosen her in love, how heart-breaking that she would do this 
without warning. The lovingly cut, pegged, and sanded wood of the table he was 
making for them mocked him. A lesser man would have thought only vengeance. But it 
is a measure of the man God chose that he does not. Rather, he spends sleepless nights 
wondering how he can break off the wedding plans without hurting the woman who 
has betrayed him.  If he had gone to the Rabbi and asked to have a divorce because 
Mary was pregnant (and not by him), the Rabbi was bound by the law of Israel to have 
her stoned to death (Deuteronomy 22:23-24). Joseph reflected in his mind and pictured 
the place back of Nazareth where unfaithful women were stoned at the foot of a little 
cliff. But if he did not get a divorce, how could he live with her? Where and who is the 
father? Meanwhile, Mary has gone about her work –- and never told a soul. –- Who 
would have believed her!  

 

Gabriel’s Third Visit 
 

That night when Joseph finally falls asleep, worn out by his dilemma, Gabriel 
appeared to him in a dream with a message. You will note that God deals with this 
Joseph as He did with the Old Testament Joseph –- in dreams. 

 

“But while he  [Joseph] thought on these things, behold, the angel 
of the Lord [Gabriel] appeared unto him in a dream, saying, Joseph, 
thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for that 
which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost. And she shall bring 
forth a son, and thou shalt call his name JESUS: for he shall save 
his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:20-21). 
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Gabriel says, “Don’t be afraid, Joseph! Mary is pure and holy, and the Baby she carries 
is the Son of God and shall be the world’s Savior. Your dreams of happiness shall yet come true, 
for you are to take Mary as your wife. And you are to take her Child, Jesus, as your own.” 

 

Some Commentaries list the next two verses as part of Gabriel’s message. If so, 
then Gabriel convinced Joseph by reminding him of Isaiah’s prophecy about the virgin 
who would bear a child. 

 

 Now all this was done, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken of 
the Lord by the prophet, saying, Behold, a virgin shall be with child, 
and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, 
which being interpreted is, God with us” (Matthew 1:22-23). 

 

With that Joseph found peace and slept until morning. He knew now what he 
must do. He would take Mary and the Baby as his own. Any reproach and 
misunderstanding about the unborn Christ would be his also. Jesus would not be an 
unwanted Baby, for there was room in the heart of the young carpenter from Nazareth. 

 

The next verse, verse 24, tells us Joseph got up and went to the house where 
Mary was and simply brought her home with him. Again, if had had parents, this 
would have been impossible. At any rate, there never was a wedding feast in Nazareth 
for Mary and Joseph. The custom was to have a fine social occasion when the two were 
ready to set up housekeeping. It was then that they stood under the Chuppah or 
wedding canopy. But this was not so much a religious ceremony as a joyful dinner 
party. The Chuppah is a very old custom and is mentioned in the Old Testament [Psalm 
19:5; Joel 2:16] Months later when they left for Bethlehem, she is still called his 
“espoused” wife (Luke 2:5). I’m sure that Nazareth would have been quite upset when 
these two. 

 

Human nature is the same wherever man is found. And I wonder if down at the 
well the next day the gossips were really perplexed, indignant and the tongues were 
wagging? You might have heard something like, “So, it was Joseph’s baby after all. They 
must have had a very severe lover’s quarrel to make her run away like that.”   

 

One more note –- this painful situation was necessary. Why? Just think, if God 
had chosen an unengaged girl, who would have married her? And if He had chose a 
newly married girl, who would ever have believed her “a virgin”? No, it had to be in 
this manner. But she said that she was a virgin, Gabriel said she was a virgin, and 
Joseph knew she was a virgin.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


