4th Sunday of Advent – December 21, 2026
Matthew 1:18-25
Ready or not, Christmas is almost here. So close in fact that for the 4th Sunday here in Advent, we’re getting Matthew’s version of the Christmas story. There’s a reason we always read Luke’s version on Christmas Eve, because this is all we get in Matthew.
Before this section is the whole genealogy back to Abraham. You know, the part we all skip over. You can admit it, I know. And following this, we get the magi coming to Bethlehem to find the baby. This section of Matthew right here is all Matthew had to say about the birth of Jesus. No manger. No shepherds. We don’t even get to hear from Mary. We hear the angels coming to Joseph saying, this is ok, just go along with it. And Joseph going, ok.*shrugs*
Obviously, there’s more to the story. The genealogy that we always ignore, that was setting the scene. Particularly naming that Joseph is in the lineage of King David. Which would then make Jesus in the lineage of King David – which fulfills some Old Testament prophecies regarding the savior that was to come from the royal line of David.
So, when we began our Advent season, we started a new church year. And each church year tends to focus on one particular gospel. So, over this next year, we’re going to be reading predominately from the book of Matthew. Why does this matter? Well, each gospel writer was writing down their accounts to a particular audience with particular goals in mind. Matthew was writing to the Jewish people. He was writing to convince Jewish folks that this Jesus who walked the earth was the messiah that was promised in the Hebrew scriptures. And so, genealogy is important. Linking stories back to old testament prophecies will be important. And we’re seeing that already in the first chapter of Matthew here. In the lineage linking Joseph to King David. And then in the citation of the verse from Isaiah. The author was trying to show us already that this has been foretold. 
We know who this Jesus will be. The righteous one who will save us. And righteousness is going to be important in the book of Matthew as well. We hear that Joseph was righteous. Before he even accepted that Mary was having God’s child, he was a righteous man. He followed the laws, and was planning on doing so here as he planned to dismiss Mary. But in Matthew, we’re going to see that righteousness means more than following the laws. Because already, Joseph was instructed to ignore what he was “supposed” to do.
Laws told him to dismiss Mary. Allow her to face the social repercussions of being an unwed mother since the child was not Josephs. But Joseph, being a righteous man, listened to what God had in place for him. Later on in Matthew, we’re going to hear Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  We know this piece of scripture to be Jesus biggest block of teaching. A sermon he gave to all who listened. And throughout that sermon, we’ll hear Jesus giving the same kind of instructions:
“You have heard it said....”
“But I say to you...”
“You have heard it said an eye for an eye...”
The laws of the Hebrew scripture instruct just that. But Jesus instructs to turn the other cheek. A different idea of righteousness than what we might understand it to be. Following the letter of the law is not always the righteous thing to do. Nor what was intended by scripture. Context is always important to remember when we look at scripture. Who was the audience? Why were the laws put into place. Jesus came to right our minds on just how we are to live into the law. There are certain priorities that he brings about that are true forms of righteousness.
Now, I’m sure you all are sitting here thinking... Pastor, this isn’t a very Christmasy sermon. We’re going to be back here in a couple days celebrating Jesus birth, but here we are today talking about righteousness and biblical scholarship... Where’s the spirit of joy and happiness that we’re supposed to have today? We did just hear that Jesus was born and named Emmanuel...
Ah, but friends, we’re still in the season of Advent... We’re still in this time of preparation. And that’s just what this is. A sermon of preparation so that we can be ready to hear the true good news that the birth of Jesus brings. This new idea of righteousness that counters what we expect. We can never truly be prepared for what is to come. No matter how well we know the birth story, or the stories of Jesus’ ministry, or the story of his death and resurrection, we will never be fully prepared for the ways in which Jesus is going to turn this world upside down. That is why we have this advent season. To prepare ourselves the best we can. To remind ourselves that the birth of God as an infant is so bizarre and abnormal. That even though we’ve heard this story year after year, it truly is world-altering.
So, be prepared.
Keep awake.
The coming of Jesus will change the world. We’re just getting started.
