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EARTHITLY SCANDAL & FIEAYVENLY GLORY

by David L.ee Burris

GOD WITH US

Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son,
and they lnl]

all |1 name Immanuel
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Among the many ironies of the incarnation is
the irony that the Son of God came into the
world in such a way that it could not help but
be scandalous. He began his life among us
Wwith scandal just as surely as he ended it with
scandal. Not only is there the scandal of the
cross, but there is also the scandal of the birth.

THE SCANIDAIL OF HIS BIRTH —

Mary’s Baby Bump. Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place
in this way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to
Joseph, before they came together she was found to be with

child. Her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to
put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly.

What's going on here? Two facts are clear: Mary is “with
child,” and consequently Joseph doesn’t want to be with her.
What ts not clear, however ((ant least not to some modern
readers), is how Joseph can be called Mary’s “husband” when
they are not yet married, and how they are not yet married,
but Joseph can divorce her.

The key to solving these riddles is grasping the cultuoral
context. At this time and place in history, “marriage was
held to be,” as Williann Barclay somewhat smnumglly sugrgests,
“far too serious a step to be left to the dictates of the human
heart.” As it was for most <c<onqu>l[<e§ un this culture, Mary and
Joseph’s parents had likely arranged their marriage.


https://www.biblestudytools.com/bible-stories/birth-of-jesus.html
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Here’s how it worked. Furst, the fathers of the two families
would engage the couple. This would usually happen un
childhood. Second, later in life, this couple would become
betrothed. The girl was usually a teenager, and the man was
usually older. So, to be clear, their betrothal is not the same
as our engagrement. Rather, betrothal was the nearest step
to marriage. It was the process of ratifying the engagement
into which the couple had previously entered.

During the engagenment period, the youne wonnan could

break the agreement if she was wnwilling to nuarry the nnan.

Conversely, the man could break off the engagenment if the

woman had not kept her virginity.

But once they entered betrothal ((\w]hlii(c]hl lasted one yeaur)),, s
was absolutely bind funug During that year, al[lt]huonung]hl they did
not live 1t(owg(elt]h1<elr or sleep ll:(OHg(elt]hl(e]F the couple was actually
known as “husband and wife.”

This explains why Joseph is called Mary’s “husband” (v. 19).
Now here’s the final point of clarification: the only way a
betrothal could be broken would be 1|:]hur<onu1g]h1 a 1l<egalll divorce,
whiich explains what Joseph was up to in verse 19.

So then, do you see the scandal of it all? Mary is pregmant.
Yet she is betrothed to Joseph. Joseph isn’t the father of this
baby. Now, if this scenario is still scandalous in our anything-
goes, play-by-your-own-rules culture, imagine how it would
have been in their anything-doesn’t-go, abide-by-God’s-rules
culture.

Mary was in a tough spot. Matthew reminds wus that Joseph’s
spot wasn’t any softer. Mary was the woman whom he agreed
to love, the woman who was to have his children. And she was
found owt!



Page 4 of 13

She was found to be with child, and thus with the apparent
stain of sexual sin. Worse than that, this baby was not his,
1b)ii(o>1l<0)gfucaﬂl]ly sp«eakbmg He hadn’t touched her. He knew that.
This could only mean that somebody else had.

Stop and think about this. Walk a moment in his shoes. Breathe
the air he was 1b>1r<e<aut]h1fumg¢ How would you feel if you were un
his situation? Would you be humiliated or angry or jealous?
Matthew does not tell us how Joseph felt. But it is difficult to
umnagrine himn so stoic that these emotions never entered his
heart.

So, what did he do? What could he do? What would you do?

He thought seriously and patiently about the matter, and
then he “resolved” to do what was best for both persons:
“And... Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her
to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly.”

Being a just man, he could not simply disregard God’s Law
(see Deuteromomy 22:23), and to marry Mary would have been

to do just that. It would have been to overlook an offense that
God’s Word says should not be overlooked. In fact, it would
have been to admit g'uilt when he was not guilty. In a sense,
it would be to lie—“Yes, it's mxy child; shame on ws.”

I envision the weight of this decision in this way. On one
shoulder Joseph has the righteous requirements of God’s Law
whispering in his ear, “You have to expose her error. This sin
can’t go unpunished.” On the other shoulder is the compassion
and mercy of God’s Law (cf. 23:23). (And note here that it’s not
a devil and an angel but two angels wrestling with his heart.)
Compassion counsels him, “Joseph, a private divorce is the way
to proceed. Dismiss her quietly. In this way you show both the
justice and the love of God.”


http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=niv&q=de+22:23
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Method & Purpose. God did not appear to the whole \\Iiilll[alg(e of
Nazareth—Iet alone the whole nation of Israel—to announce
the miraculous conception of a baby destined to be the Son of
God. No, God sent the auntgell Gabriel with a private message
for one young woman’s ears only. Surely God understood the
implications of what He was doing and how He was doing it.

God was setting Mary up for sexual scandal! What rational
person would not justifiably conclude that a young pregnant
womnan who was betrothed but wnmarried had been sexually
1uunuriig]h11t(e(0)1U[s?’ God could have prevented that. He could have
let the whole V[illllalge un on the secret. He could’ve vindicated
Mary by making it clear to everyone that He, the Creator of
the universe, was responsible for her pregnancy. But He did
not. He left her un a condition where shame and dishonor un
the eyes of her neighbors would be the inevitable result. In
this honor-shanme society tn an honor-shanme hunnan world -

Why did God do that?

I canm only speculate, of course. But I have to wonder whether
God was not setting up an act that would anticipate what was
to come. The chronology of the events around Jesus’ birth is
incomplete, and so it is difficult to give an exact, detailed
account of what happened when. What follows is my best
reconciliation of the accoumnts un Matthew and Luke.

An annlg(ell announces to Zacharias that he and Elizabeth his
wife will have a son un their old age. Their son will be the
forerunner who will prepare the way for the Messiah. Six
months unto Elizabeth’s ]p]ﬂeglmaunucy with the baby who will
become John the Baptist, the angel comes privately to Mary;,
Elizabeth’s young cousin, and informs her she will super-
naturally conceive a child who will be the promised Messiah,
the Son of God.
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Alnmost tmmediately, Mary travels to visit Elizabeth for about
three months. Probably after the birth of John, Mary, then
three months pregmnant, returns to her home in Nazareth
where her family and Joseph to whom she’s betrothed, await
her. In all likelihood, none in Nazareth—including Joseph
and her own family—are yet aware that Mary is pregnant.

A little later—the couple still wnmarried—it becomes very
obvious that the young woman is pregnant. Whatever one
might conclude — it does not look good for Mary — there is
the definite appearance of sexually ioumorally. Joseph miight
be giving second thought to those months Mary was away —
whether there is more to that story.

At this point, Joseph’s choices and actions become important.
We do not know how he learns of Mary’s pregnancy. Perhaps
he did not know wntil Mary could no longer hide it. Perhaps,
in anticipation, Mary finally had to tell him. However, he
found owut, now he knew; and he was faced with a choice. I
assumie that Mary would have tried to tell Joseph the truth,
but under the curcumstances, believing‘ Mary’s story that she
had supernaturally conceived the Son of God was mot among
the rational option facing Joseph. Joseph was left with three
rational options. (1) He could publicly accuse Mary of sexual
unmorality and make a public scene of releasing her from
their betrothal contract. This option would have put Mary in
great jeopardy because the penalty for adultery was death by
stoning:. (2) Joseph could join Mary in her shame and dishonor
and sumply proceed with the marriage. The comumumnity would
assumie that the two of them had been sexually inappropriate,
even though Joseph knew that he had not been. But he could
choose to protect Mary and keep her from harm by joining
her in her shame and dishonor. The problem with this second
option is that it did not honor righteousness.
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(3) Matthew tells s, Joseph was a righteous man. He tells us
that Joseph chose the third possible option—mnamely, he
would respect the Law with 1r<egaur<dl to sexual r[Lg]hllt(e<0)1UI51n1(ess
whiile 1bne;[i1n1g as kind as possible to Mary. Thus, he opted to
break his betrothal to a woman who—as far as he knew—
had demonstrated herself a Law-breaker; but he (0)]p>1t<e;(dl to
do so privately and quietly, in a way that would mininmize
the negative impact on her.

God Himself Reveals Privately The Plan. At least, that is what
Joseph had opted to do before God came to him in a direann
verifying Mary’s story. Mary had not broken the Law. Mary
had not been sexually tnmoral. God had chosen Mary for a
unique special role: to conceive and give burth to the ] Kingr

of ]L(lunlg§ while she was still a virgrin. The divine tnstruction

to Joseph was to take Mary as his wife.

We have to understand, however, what God was als]kihnlg of
Joseph. In effect, God was asking]oseph to join Mary in her
shame. She was not to bear the inevitable shame and dishonor
alone; he was to join her in bea:ri.ng it. He was to take Mary as
his wife with the tnevitable result that theur ne [ig]hllbnonrs would
believe that the stigma of sexual immorality rested on themn
both. Joseph had not been sexually toumoral; no stigma should
justly fall on hion. But God asked himn to volunteer WUUUUmgHY to
bear the perceived sin of Mary on himself, even though it was
not his sin. Joseph did just as God instructed. His act was kind,
gracious, and heroic. He could have chosen to purt his own
honor ahead of compassion and separated himself from Mary’s
shame. But he did not. He chose to bear willingly & heroically
Mary’s shame aﬂhonmg witth her, even lt]hl(OHU[g]hl tt did not J]lU[sltlly
lbnell(onnlg to hiunn.
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Everything In Anticipation Of The End Of The Story.

Note how interestingly Joseph’s choice anticipated the most

heroic choice that Jesus would perform. The father, Joseph,

heroically joined Mary in her shame. The son, Jesus, would

one day heroically join every one of us in ouwr shame, when
J
he voluntarily chose his death on the cross.

God so orchestrated the events surrounding Jesus’ birth
that Joseph'’s act, in its own small way, anticipated the
heroic act that his son would be called upon to perform.
In order for God'’s saving purposes to be fulfilled, Joseph
mercifully had to join a sinner in her shame; he had to
bear her shame along' with her. Joseph’s act is exactly
analogous to the central act of God’s saving purposes in
world history: Jesus mercifully joined us sinners in our
shame; he bore our shame along With S, — hnternet Source

THE SCANDAIL OF HIS DEATH -

"He was numbered
with the transgressors."

- Isaiah 53:12 -




Page 10 of 13

Gill's Exposition of the Entire Bible

and he was reckoned amoing the Lransgressors. The Syriac and Arabic

versions read in the first person, "and I shall be reckoned", &c. and so
the Persic version, "that I may be numbered", &c. and the Ethiopic
renders it, "and the Lord Jesus is numbered with sunners"; neither 1riig]hut::
for the words are a proper citation from Isaiah 5312 which, as the whole
prophecy belongs to the Messiah, was fulfilled in Jesus; who, though he
was no transgressor, yet lbuelunlg un the likeness of sinful flesh, and
(dlwellll[ilmg among, and <Ctonnl\ve]r§[i1mg with stnners, was traduced as one, and
was J](O)iilnue(dl with Barabbas, a murderer, a thief, and a robber, and put up
with him for the people to choose which of the two they would have
released; and was at last crucified between two thieves; and more than
this, lbue[ilnlg un the lhegaﬂl place, and stead of his people, and ]hlal\v[i]nlg their
stns laid upomn oo, and iilnmplunt@dl to hum, he was made and accounted,
by imputation, not only a simner, but sin itself; and as such, was
considered in the eye of the law, and by the justice of God, and was
treated aucconmdlihmglly;: See Gill on Mark 15:28.

for the 1t]h1iiln1<gs concerning nme have an end. The Syriac version renders
ut, "all of them"; or "the whole of it", as the ]Elt]hl[hoqp)[i(c version; all that
were concerning hion; all the counsels, purposes, and decrees of God,
Jrellantillnlg to his s1udHFer[Un1gs and death; to the manner un which his death
was lb»]ﬁO)lU[g]hut about, by one of his disciples lbneltrayibmg hion; to the several
iilnudliiglmiilt[ieg he should be used with, by Herod, Pontius Pilate, the Jews,
and Roman soldiers; and to his death itself; all which were by the
determinate counsel, and foreknowledge of God, and now were about
to have, and quickly had their fludHF[UUl[Umg end; as also all his own covemnant
engagenments and agreements he entered into with his Father, to bear
the sins of many, to make his soul an (0)1F1F<elriiln1(g or sin, to be mumbered
witth transgressors, and pour out his soul unto death; and likewise all
the types and shadows of the law, all sacrifices in general, and the daily
sacrifice in particular, with the passover, brazen serpent, and other
things, even the whole law, both moral and ceremonial, had their full
and final accomplishment in him; tog'ether with all the prophecies of
the Old Testament relating to this matter, particularly Genesis 3:15.



https://biblehub.com/commentaries/gill/luke/22.htm
https://biblehub.com/isaiah/53-12.htm
https://biblehub.com/mark/15-28.htm
https://biblehub.com/genesis/3-15.htm
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Why did God order it that His beloved Son should
be cruciiied between two criminals? Certainly,
&od had a reason; a 80od one, a maniiold one,
whether we can discern it or not. God never acts
arbitrarily. He has a good purpose ior everything
He does, for all His works are ordered by Infinite
wisdom. In this particular instance a number of
answers suggest themselves to our inquiry. was
not our blessed Lord crucified with the two thieves
to fully demonstrate the uniathomable depths oi
shame into which He had descended? At His birth
he was surrounded by the beasts of the field, and
now, at His death, He is numbered with the refuse
o humanity.

Again, was not the Savior numbered with the
transgressors to show us the position He occupied
as our substitute? He had taken the place which
was due us, and what was that hut the place oi
shame, the place of iransgressors, the place oi
criminals condemned o death! - Article Excerpt
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[~ He was numbered with transgressors

in public reputation:

He was numbered with transgressors
in the courts of law.

The whole mob numbered Him with
transgressors when He was on trial.
He bears the transgressor’s scourging.
He also bears the felon’s cross.

From: Shurgeon's Sermen On Isaiah 53~~~ - .
- 2 - 4 —/ " ,"v // .,/./’ 4 - .’,
S L R AR o - (o ar = . o . & e
A A e N L R o B AN
: Ml D e g g 2

s e

e f: ’
.”,- -
{,:J,.
S

LT L R S
¥ s 3 s .:/* ,-,r‘ ™
75 M B TN S GG Ny

'~ He trades places so He could better
become’the transgressor’s advocate.

He trades places that He might plead
with the transgressor.

He trades places so that sinners may
feel drawn to Him.

He on the transgressor’s list that'we
might be written in the roll of saints.
He trades places to challenge Justice.
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