The Faith of a Carpenter
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I see you are once again celebrating Christmas.  When I think of it I have to smile.  You know, I had a part in that first Christmas.  Allow me to introduce myself.  I am Joseph Davidson.  You know me as the husband of Mary.  When it comes to the story of the birth of Christ, I feel like the father of the bride at a wedding.  No one sees him, but he has to pay all the bills.

My only real claim to prominence before meeting Mary was that I am a direct descendent of David, the greatest king in Israel’s history.  Although he lived about a thousand years before me, and the by the time I was born there were quite a few descendants of David, I still count it an honor to be of such a godly heritage.

I’m a carpenter.  Carpenters are practical people.  We measure, cut, and pound things.  I like working with wood.  There is a spirit to wood.  Cedar, oak, cherry.  (Today you use veneers and hollow core doors–you should be ashamed!)  Wood has integrity-I like that in wood; I like that in people.

When I was young, we moved to Nazareth-a small, rather rough town.  It was the brunt of jokes.  “Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?”  After living there I wondered in anything, good or bad, could come out of Nazareth; it was small.

That was where I met Mary.  She was about 15 and a half, when I met her.  It wasn’t long until we were betrothed to be married, like your engagement only more serious.  It would last a year, maybe longer.

Families get to know each other; dowry is worked out; search of the records down at the temple.  In a nation as compact as ours, it was possible to be betrothed to a near relative and not even know it.

It was also a time for me to get to know Mary.  She was a sensitive and thoughtful girl; she pondered life.  She could communicate her thoughts in song.

I dreamed of our future together; of building a house for her and our children; of my life with her.  But, dreams have a way of turning into nightmares.  Mary became withdrawn, quiet.  She wouldn’t open up to me as she had.

I went to Capernaum on business and had time to wonder.  I wondered if I had done something to offend her.  Was her family upset with me?  Did they find something at the temple that would mean we couldn’t get married?

When I returned to Nazareth I talked with her.  I told her not to shut me out of her life, but to tell me what was wrong.  All my wondering had not prepared me for the answer.

“I’m pregnant.”  She said.  Then she wept.

How could this have happened?  How could her family not have known?  I had not been with her.  If not me, then who?  We had love, trust, plans, dreams-they were shattered.

Why? I demanded.  The answer was like a slap in the face.  She told me that an angel had appeared to her and told her that she would bear the Messiah.  Then she told me that she was a virgin and that the angel told her she was with child by the Holy Spirit.

Imagine that!  An angel told a 16-year old girl from a fifth rate village that she would be the mother of the Messiah.

I was hurt and angry.  She had betrayed our love; would she also treat me as a fool, expecting me to believe a story like that; a story that bordered on blasphemy?!  I was crushed!

I was a righteous man, a keeper of the law.  I had a reputation in the community.  The law of the Old Testament allowed for a person caught in adultery to be stoned; we didn’t practice it.  But I planned to take her before the city rulers and make her a public example.  That was my plan, but I couldn’t do it.

I loved Mary.  Even though our trust had been shattered and I could not marry her, I would not expose her to the public shame.

It was arranged for Mary to leave Nazareth and go stay with her aunt, Elizabeth, in Hebron.  Elizabeth had been like a mother, a grandmother to Mary.

I couldn’t get her out of my thoughts.  One night I had a dream.  I saw a bright light and an angel appeared and said, “Joseph Davidson, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife . . .”

When I woke up, I was elated!  I then realized that God was sending the Messiah, His one and only son because he loved the world!
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I went to Hebron and told Elizabeth and Zechariah of my dream.  I apologized to Mary for doubting her word.

We returned to Nazareth and were married shortly after we got back.  I promise you I never touched her.

I knew our lives would never be the same.  But I knew this was of God.  I figured He would smooth the way and not allow difficulties to occur.  I am a carpenter, not a theologian; I could not have been more wrong.

For example, in Mary’s ninth month Caesar Augustus decided there would be a census for the purpose of taxation.  That meant everyone had to return to his city of origin to be counted.  (I understand that in today’s time, the census taker comes to you.  That thought never occurred to Caesar Augustus.)

I had to go to Bethlehem.  I debated leaving Mary in Nazareth, but I could not subject her to the criticism, the gossip in Nazareth.

I figured when we got to Bethlehem one of the relatives would take us in, but I hadn’t counted on the vast number of people who had to return.  All the relatives already had more people than they could keep.  The trip had caused Mary’s pains to begin.  I had to find her some shelter.  I tried the lodging for poor people, but it was full.  Finally I found a cave on the edge of town where a farmer kept his livestock.  Mary laid down on the straw.  There she gave birth to the baby.  
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I didn’t know what to do.  Mary not only had to be a mother, but a midwife as well.  I cut the cord and placed the baby in a manger, a stone feeding trough.  It was either that or on the filthy floor.

I wondered . . . this wife of mine, highly favored of God . . . God had planned for years . . then how do you explain the cave?  The dirt?  Why would God choose to send us the Messiah this way?
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No one came from Jerusalem to see us.  No one even came from Bethlehem to see us.

I take that back, some shepherd showed up.  Shepherd—county bumpkins.  They said they had heard angels singing.  At first, I thought about Mary and her privacy, and didn’t want to let them in - But I realized the reason why the shepherds were there- to worship God.
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I decided not to return to Nazareth, so we stayed in Bethlehem.  Almost a year later we had some visitors.  Some astrologers came from the land east of the rising sun, the land you refer to as Iran.  They told us they had stopped by Jerusalem and asked Herod—our half-breed king, about the child.  Through the prophecies they were directed to Bethlehem.

When they saw the toddler, these pagan dignitaries fell on their knees and worshipped Him.  Then they presented gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  We needed those gifts.

Shortly after their visit, an angel spoke to me in another dream and told me to take my family to Egypt.  The gold and expensive perfume enabled us to live in Egypt.  God in His divine knowledge had provided for us.  There was no one there to help a carpenter in a foreign country.

Two years later we came back.  I wanted to go back to Bethlehem, but there was still some political unrest, and God directed us back to Nazareth—back to the small town gossip, the raised eyebrows and the dirty jokes.

When I was younger, I had thought that if I ever saw an angel, like the prophets before me, I would never again have questions.  Well, now I had seen an angel in my dreams several times.  It seemed so real at the time, but sometimes I wondered.  Did I so desire Mary that I had made it come to pass?

One of the things that made it so difficult was that Jesus didn’t seem like the Savior of the world.  Don’t get me wrong, He was a good child, an exceptional child.  He never disobeyed, talked back, or fought with his brothers—James, Joseph, Simon Judas, or His sisters.  But when He was a baby, Mary nursed Him and took care of Him.  And the ladies sang that song . . . how does it go . . . “the little Lord Jesus no crying He makes.”  HE CRIED!  And when as a child playing on the hills or running through the market of Nazareth, He’d fall and skin His knee, it bled.  There were times I held Him on my lap and told Him stories, and He would fall asleep in my arms.

There was a time, I guess Jesus was about twelve years old, and we went to Jerusalem for a Feast, a holiday, as we did every year.  Well, when we left, we got about a day’s journey and realized that Jesus wasn’t with us.  I was really distressed.  I searched, but couldn’t find Him.  We thought He was with some relatives or friends.  I had lost the Son of God.  We did the only thing we could; we retraced our steps back to Jerusalem.  When we found Him, He was having a theological discussion with the teachers.

Mary was pretty upset, and said, “Don’t you realize you’ve driven us frantic?!”

He responded, “Didn’t you know I had to be about my Father’s business?”

Now that sounds pretty good in church, but when you hear it coming from a twelve year old boy, you don’t quite know what to do.

I had my questions.  I couldn’t tell Mary that at times I lacked the strength to shout down my doubts.  I certainly couldn’t discuss it with any of the town’s people.  They had their own, more earthly explanations for the birth of Jesus.

He never lived it down.

“We weren’t born of fornication,” they’d say.  Or, “Did we not well say you are a Samaritan—a Jew of mixed origin.”  

“You have two fathers, a real father and Joseph.”

For me, I never shared my questions, my doubts.  The prophet Isaiah had made a statement 800 years before I was born.  He said, “A virgin will conceive and bear a son, and will call His name Immanuel—God with us.

Some of you are like Mary.  Deep in faith.  Thoughtful and never doubting.  Some of you are like me.  Practical.  You live in a world of cause and effect.  For you, faith has its moments.  There were times I thought I would never doubt again.  There were other times when the whole thing didn’t make sense.  There were times I doubted my beliefs and believed my doubts.  Some of you do the same thing.

But when I faced those tough questions, I came down on the side of faith—through the doubts, the uncertainties, the hurts.  I would direct my thoughts back to God’s Word.  His promises were my anchor.

I put my thumb print on Jesus Christ.  I taught Him to be a carpenter.  He worked hard; He was no stranger to the dust and sweat of toil.  He was a good carpenter.  He could make the yoke for the cattle that would not dig into their neck—a yoke that made the burden light and easy to bear.  The people in the village referred to Him as a carpenter.  Yes, I put my thumb print on Jesus.

But, He was more than a carpenter.  While Jesus came as the Son of Man, He was never a son of man.  He was God—the Son, the Savior of the world.  He put His thumb print on my soul.  Has He put His mark upon your soul?  I know you think of Him at this time of year, but does He rule your heart?  To you He may seem so distant—You think, “If only I could have lived back when He lived, I’d believe.”  But those who were the closest, our neighbors in Nazareth, I built their houses; his own brothers and sisters—struggled.  How it grieved him as He said, “A prophet is not without honor except in his own home town, and his own household.”  They heard Him speak, considered His message, but failed to humble themselves and accept His as their Lord and Master.  How it must grieve Him today.  You hear His Word, consider His message . . . 

You celebrate Christmas, you remember Jesus, and you should.  I am not the main character of the Christmas story.  I just wanted you to know I had something to do with it.  I did what I thought God wanted me to do.  When God sent His only Son to earth, He put Him in my care.  Me, Joe Davidson, a carpenter who sometimes doubted.  But a carpenter who faced his doubts and lived by faith.

You have the completed Scripture.  What a blessing!  You don’t need angel visions or dreams.  In fact, if you won’t accept God’s Word, you wouldn’t accept some other phenomenon either.  In the book of Hebrews, the Bible says faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.  The passage goes on, And without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarded of those who seek Him.
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