
There’s this trick that writers use to create excitement and stress and once you know it, you can easily 
identify it. And it’ll change the way you watch movies and tv shows. Here’s the trick… writers often 
times ask themselves, “What’s the worst possible thing that could happen to my character in this 
moment?” They write themselves into a corner and then they try and figure out how the character gets 
out of it or if the character gets out of it. And in the audience, it creates these intense moments of 
drama and suspense and anxiety. Ever since I shared that with Valerie, we watch movies and 
occasionally when something really really bad happens one of us will turn to the other and say, “What’s 
the worst possible thing that could happen?”  

J.R.R. Tolkien, the writer the Lord of the Rings, used to employ the opposite technique. He would often 
ask himself, “what’s the best possible thing that could happen to my character in their darkest 
moment?” He invented a word for it, “eucatastrophe” or “good-catastrophe.” It’s this foreshadowed yet 
unexpected climax of the very best case scenario that comes in the most hopeless moment. And for 
Tolkien the best reason for using this tool was because it reflected reality. He said it enabled his 
audience to experience a hint of the joy of the Gospel.  

"I coined the word 'eucatastrophe': the sudden happy turn in a story which pierces you 

with a joy that brings tears… And I was there led to the view that it produces its 

peculiar effect because it is a sudden glimpse of Truth 

There’s an old tool used by Greek and Roman drama called Deus ex Machina. It’s literally translated as 
“God from the crane” And what would happen is – a character would get painted into an impossible to 
escape, life threatening, worse case scenario, and a god would be lifted onto the stage by a crane and 
would miraculously save the character from out of nowhere.” There’d be no foreshadowing for this 
event. When similar things happen in today’s writings – where something conveniently saves a character 
but seems to happen out of context it’s considered lazy writing. It lacks imagination.  

What Tolkien does if different because he makes sure that whatever does the saving is deeply imbedded 
and believable in the context of the character’s world and that saving thing is always this full, sure 
victory. It’s momentous.  

We’re in Advent (Title Slide Again) and we’re reflecting on Christ’s first coming and specifically we’re 
looking at what it would’ve felt like. Last week Micah preached on how expectation. 

Today we’re taking a look at sort of an opposite emotion - surprise. Yes, in many ways the coming of a 
Messiah was foreshadowed but in many ways it also came as a surprise. It’s where Tolkien gets his 
inspiration for a eucatastrophe. It’s completely surprisingly, yet makes perfect sense within the context 
of the Old Testament. It’s why we find so many people in the gospels waiting for a Messiah and why so 
many people are caught off guard by the Messiah.  

Today we’re talking about Matthew chapter 1. This is the first page in the New Testament. It’s probably 
one of the most read pages in the Bible. How many of you have a hard time reading and dwelling on 
something like this, because you’ve just read it so many times? I know I do.  

Matthew starts off with the perfect intro – a genealogy of Jesus. In one sense it practically puts the 
reader to sleep. Hahaha can you imagine for just a moment, that you’re Matthew. You grew up studying 
the scriptures and you probably really disliked the days when you had to study and memorize 
genealogies. I wonder if he was excited to write one of his own or if he thought, “I can’t believe I’m 
actually doing this.” If I was to read the whole thing to you this morning, wouldn’t you start to tune out? 



(start reading some) And then out of nowhere, “and Mary was the mother of Jesus who is called the 
Messiah.” A mini eucatastrophe.  

But Matthew’s genealogy does more than this. Matthew’s genealogy reminds us of time, it reminds us 
of an excruciatingly long history of the Jews, it reminds us of sin, of unfaithfulness, it reminds us of the 
daily grind that we find ourselves in the midst of. It reminds us of what it’s like to lose sight of God’s big 
picture. Micah briefly mentioned the intertestamental period last week. It’s a phrase for the time in 
between the Old Testament and the New Testament. A period of 400 years that’s sometimes called “the 
silent years.”  

Matthew’s genealogy reminds us of all of this. Look at verse 3. Tamar pretended to be a prostitute so 
that she could trick Judah (her father in law) into having sex with her. Look at verse 5. Rahab didn’t 
pretend to be a prostitute but was a prostitute. Look at verse 6. King David was the father of Solomon 
whose mother had been Uriah’s wife. Matthew, the writer of the gospel doesn’t say, “through his wife 
Bathsheeba” but very purposefully and intentionally mentions that this is Uriah’s wife. Because David 
coerced another man’s wife to sleep with him. One of the earliest writings on Matthew that comes from 
a fragment of a manuscript whose authorship is unknown says, “Behold the strange and wonderful birth 
of Christ. It came through a line that included sinners, adulterers, and gentiles.” It’s a Eucatastrophe.  

I think the church and I think the rest of the world is in need of eucatastrophes. Look at the structure of 
Matthew 1:1-17. Open your Bibles if you’re able to. Matthew divides it neatly into three sections of 
fourteen generations. And I think when we read that we feel a couple of things – it feels like there’s 
some rhyme and reason to it. Like there’s been three eras of God’s people and they’ve all happened 
according to some timetable. But when we dwell on it longer, I think we also get he feeling that the 
Messiah’s been a long time coming. It’s been 42 generations of waiting. I mean, imagine being any 
random person within those generations. You’d most likely be living some sort of relatively uneventful 
daily grind. You’d be pursuing God, doing your best to raise children, if you decided to have any, and 
you’d be trying not to be a burden on society and on others. You’d be loving people and loving God and 
loving yourself. But it’d be easy to lose sight of the big picture. It’d be easy to lose sight of God’s plan. 
Most people in between these generations had no clue what God was up to.  

Now Jewish people would’ve been totally comfortable with taking this list of 42 generations and 
rounding this time down to 40. And we can reflect on the significance of 40 as a time of preparation. The 
Israelites spent 40 years wandering the desert before getting to the promised land. Jesus spent 40 days 
in the wilderness, preparing for ministry. Women spend about 40 weeks in labor preparing for the birth 
of new life. So I think if you were an early Christian and Jesus had ascended and told you He would 
return. It’d be easy to think that we’re in some sort of new period of preparation that was going to be 
about 40 generations long.  

All of this could’ve easily given early Christians the impression that in 40 more generations, Jesus would 
return once and for all.  

That timetable has come and gone. It’s been almost 2000 years since Jesus left. If generations were 30 
years long, there’s been about 65+ generations between us and Jesus. And I think sometimes we find 
ourselves in the middle of this even longer list of genealogies. But our names and the names of our 
parents and grandparents and great-grandparents seem even less significant than the ones on these 



pages. So we’re here… in this daily grind. If we’re honest, it’d be nice to have a eucatastrophe. Shake 
things up a bit. Catch the world by surprise. Turn this whole machine on it’s head. 

I think if we’re honest we get tired of the preachers who tell us, “God has really big things planned for 
you!”, “God wants to do more through you than you could ever imagine”, “God wants to use you to 
make the sun stand still.” Take this book for example. Read it front to back. This story is about God – 
He’s the main character. And there are stories of humans in here that are a part of the highlight reel. 
Future Christians get a shout out once or twice but our names aren’t in scripture. And are names aren’t 
going to be in scripture. So, we can be left with this feeling of “what’s my part in this story?”  

I was reading in Acts 9 the other day about a believer named Dorcas who dies from an illness. The 
believers ask Peter to come by and pray for her to be healed. And Peter doesn’t teach the believers to 
heal her. He doesn’t yell at the believers for not having faith. Peter goes and he makes everyone leave 
the room. He prays for her in private and God brings her back to life. It’s not the expectation of these 
early believers or of Peter that God would do all of this work through everyone. Not everyone was an 
apostle and not everyone was meant to be an apostle.  

While I believe that God can do really surprising things in each of your lives – this isn’t that sermon. It’s 
not what God put on my heart to tell you this morning. And when we think about the majority of those 
verses – that God is able to do immeasurably more than all we can ask or imagine, that the same power 
that raised christ from the dead is in you, that through Christ all things are possible – What God is talking 
about is a change of heart, a change of mind, a change of soul – not a change of circumstances.  

For some of us, the really big thing that we can do with our lives is – still be a believer 20 years from 
now. Some of us still need to learn how to embrace the grind and weather the storm. And not just 
embrace the grind but allow Christ to shape us through the grind and to continue to grow in 
Christ-likeness so that 20 years from now we’re not just believers but we’re followers and we’re not just 
followers but we’re disciplers who have not just seen our own lives transformed but are also 
transforming the lives of others.  

When I was driving to the gym on Sunday night God quietly and gently reminded me that I’m not 
guaranteed to be a good father. I’m not guaranteed to be a good husband. I’m not guaranteed that my 
boys will be proud of me and will think highly of me when they’re adults. If we’re not dead, we’re not 
done. We have to keep moving forward. We have to keep pressing ahead. We have to keep challenging 
ourselves and rising to the occasion.  

This is Jesus’ expectation of us. Not just that we would see his light in the midst of the darkness but that 
we in turn would catch his light and reflect it for others to see. That we in turn would be the light of the 
world. That we in turn would be inserting mini-euchatastrophes into the story.  

The world needs more euchatastrophes, so create space for mini-euchatastrophes. And they don’t have 
to be huge. They don’t have to be showy. They don’t have to be a king riding on the clouds, descending 
to the earth with a horde of angels. It can be a baby in a manger. We don’t have to be glamorous, just 
uncommon.  

What would it look like if this Advent we as a church committed ourselves to finding and creating 
opportunities for mini-eucatastrophies? If we gave presents to children whose parents were in prison. If 
we welcomed someone into our home through together for good, if we offered a ride to someone who 



was walking the sidewalk with groceries in hand, if we paid for a meal, if we listened to other people’s 
stories, if we made time for others, if we put other people first, what would it look like to identify 
several people in our lives and strategically planned how to pour unexpected light into their darkness.  

If you’re a nonbeliever and you’re here this morning – your job is to be open to the greatest 
eucatastrophe that ever happened. Seek God this Christmas. Is the birth of Christ historical? Is the 
resurrection verifiable? Do I have sin? Do I need to be forgiven? Is it possible that God took on flesh in 
order for me to know him? In order to be a sacrifice for my sin? In order for me to experience His love 
and His forgiveness? Can I believe in the one true eucatastrophe and am I going to allow it to dictate my 
life?  

If you’re a believer this morning – here’s your job this Advent – create space for mini eucatastrophe.  

Be someone’s answer to prayer. Be someone’s example of love. Be someone’s picture of Jesus. Be 
someone’s hope. Be someone’s relief. Be someone’s comfort. 

Here’s how we do that. Here’s the recipe of a eucatastrophe that we find in Matthew 1.  

1. Release Sins  

The Genealogy of Matthew is a witness that none of us can thwart God’s plans. Victoria, in my small 
group once said that Jesus didn’t save the best you. He saved you. Jesus doesn’t just love the best you. 
He loves you.  

Romans says it this way, “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Jesus knew all of your sin, 
those you committed 10 days before you knew him and those you committed 10 years after you knew 
Him. He died for them all. And He knew them all. And He called you anyway.  

Listen… studying for ministry – I’ve heard so many times about king Saul who disobeyed God and 
forfeited God’s plan for his life. And there were a few times during college and after college when I 
thought – maybe I’ve forfeited my calling. Maybe God isn’t going to use me like He had planned to early. 
Maybe God’s through with me. It was beat into me that there are choices we make that have 
irrevocable consequences… and that’s a good lesson to learn.  

But the genealogy of Matthew and especially the life of Peter teach us one thing very clearly – you don’t 
get to decide when God is done with you. You don’t get to limit what God can do through you. You can’t 
allow your past sins to dictate whether or not you’re currently fit for ministry. You don't get to decide 
where God's patience and mercy ends as long suffering ends. 

So release yourself from your sins, your failures, your set backs, your disobedience. Maybe you failed at 
being a good student. Maybe you failed at loving your spouse. Maybe you failed at raising your children. 
Maybe you failed at being Christ to a group of friends on a weekend or a group of coworkers on a 
weeknight. You might have some huge sins in your life but we look at this list and we realize that there 
are some huge sins on here too and it didn’t stop God from doing what He planned.  

But releasing yourself from your past sins isn’t just about putting your past behind you. Releasing your 
sins is about accepting forgiveness and freedom. It’s about a resolve to go and sin no more. Look at 
Matthew 1:19 19 Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose 
her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. Joseph has two competing thoughts. He 
knows that his wife has cheated and so he feels he must be obedient to the law. Joseph also knows the 



obedience to the law in this case might mean exposing his wife to public disgrace, ruining all hopes of a 
future, and could possibly even mean stoning. Joseph goes beyond the law. He has in mind to divorce 
her as quietly and gently as possible. I’m not saying that according to today’s standards Joseph is going 
above and beyond but I am suggesting wholeheartedly that according to the standards of Joseph’s day – 
he’s going above and beyond. He’s living a life of grace. He’s living according to the Spirit of the law 
rather than the letter of the law. He’s loving his wife and there’s not an ounce of jealousy, there’s not an 
ounce of hate, there’s not an ounce of vengeance. It would’ve been so easy for him to say, “You reap 
what you sow” and have it in mind to publicly disgrace her. And people would’ve patted him on the back 
for it and thought, “now there’s a respectable man who values marriage and purity.” It’s clear that 
Joseph is a man of character – something we’ll be talking more about in our upcoming FOCUS season.  

Joseph is living a life of faithfulness and it’s evident by his thoughts, his actions, and even his reactions. If 
you want to be someone who creates mini-eucatastrophes… this needs to be you.  

2. Reorient Self 

Know who you are and know where you’re going.  

I was driving down the street the other day and I passed by Nick, my neighbor, who was walking home. I 
was on my way to an appointment and Nick was three or so blocks from his house. I thought, “that’s not 
very far, he’ll be fine.” And then I thought, “that’s not very far in a car but it’s more than you’d like to be 
walking right now.” And I also thought, “I think he saw me. What will Nick think about a pastor who 
professes to be a Christian but doesn’t stop to pick him up?”  

I know that’s not the best reason for doing the right thing. But I turned around, picked up Nick, and took 
him home. All in all, it probably set me back by at least two minutes.  

But the point is… remembering who you are will help you act accordingly. 

When Early Church Father, John Chrysostom read verse 20 he said this about it,  

"How did the angel assure Joseph? Hear and marvel at the wisdom of these words: ‘Joseph son of David, 
do not fear to take Mary your wife.’ The angel instantly put him in the mind of David from whose seed 
the anointed one would spring.”  

God sent a messenger to Joseph and part of this carefully worded and very concise message was a 
reminder of who Joseph was.  

Who are you? For C.S. Lewis the answer would’ve looked something like: An Immortal being, a soul that 
has a body, a Son of Adam - which is both honour enough to erect the head of the poorest beggar, and 
shame enough to bow the shoulders of the greatest emperor on earth. 

For David Jagt – that looks like “someone who owes his life to Jesus and so should serve others.”  

For me that looks like, “A child of the Good and Perfect God who created all things.”  

I was listening to the radio and there was an interview with a rap artist and the interviewer asked “Who 
are you?” and the rapper started talking about his past, his heritage, how he shouldn’t be where he is 
today, how he was a man with hard work and talent but that there are plenty of men where he comes 
from that also work hard and have talent. Part of this rapper’s identity was a humble recognition of the 



opportunities that he was given. He said he was fortunate and grateful and no different than many of 
the talented people who grew up with and around him.  

The interviewer said, “Sorry, can you tell us your name? Introduce yourself to our listeners.”  

Who are you? What’s your identity.  

Is it grounded in the truth of scripture? Are you aware enough of it to be able to articulate it?  

And know where you’re going. The Angel that visits Joseph doesn’t just ask for Joseph to be obedient 
because He’s a son of David. The Angel shows Joseph the future in verse 21:  She will give birth to a son, 
and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 

Joseph shouldn’t fear to take Mary as his wife – Joseph’s son is to save his people from their sins.  

We too have a future hope to hold onto. We know that Jesus is returning. We know that God desires to 
make all things new. We know that we will experience eternity with God. We know that we will make it 
past judgment day. We know that God is reconciling all things to himself. We know that He will wipe 
every tear from our eyes. There will be no more death' or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order 
of things will have passed away." 

Knowing who we are and knowing where we’re going and reminding ourselves of these things often will 
dictate what we give priority to. When we renew our perspective, we fight against the distraction of the 
daily grind. It’s so easy to get lost in the list of genealogies. It’s so easy to see ourselves as some 
insignificant name with insignificant parents and insignificant grandparents. It’s easy to just get lost in 
the current of life. But reminding ourselves of who we are and reminding ourselves of where we’re 
going reorients us. It course corrects us. And it opens our lives and our calendars to the eucatastrophes 
that are waiting to happen.  

3. Routinely Submit 

We need to develop a track record of saying “yes” to God. Joseph was effectively saying “Yes” to God 
when he was trying to choose what seemed most righteous to him at the time. When God clarified his 
expectations for Joseph through an angelic messenger, Joseph complies. It’s his routine to submit to 
God. He takes Mary to be his wife. He abstains from having sex with Mary until she gives birth. And He 
names his son Jesus. All according to what the angel has to say to him.  

There’s a very biblically rooted kingdom principle that you’d be wise to remember.  

Luke 16:10 “If you’re faithful in the little things, you will be faithful in large ones.” Those who are faithful 
in little will be entrusted with more.  

You know, often times we have this way of justifying little sins, “It’s not a big deal. It’s not that bad. It 
could be worse. It’s not like I’m doing this other thing that this person does.”  

And we end up being unfaithful with the little things. Our thinking is the opposite of God’s thinking. You 
know, this caused me to remember a time when I heard a woman say “Oh if I was rich, I’d be so 
generous” but the thing is… I knew her, and she wasn’t generous with little.  



When we start to develop a track record of “yes’s” God will entrust us with more and more. As you start 
to create and find opportunities to pour light into the darkness, to create mini-eucatastrophes, God will 
give you more and more opportunities. 

You must develop this record of “yes’s.” And I say… let’s start being intentional about it this Advent. As 
a church let’s commit to surprising people with hope, with love, with generosity, with light, with 
encouragement, with resources, with refreshment, with a sacrifice of our time and our energy. Let’s 
identify people in our lives that we can give priority to and let’s be a blessing to them.  

That’s the recipe. Release Sin – be forgiven and freed, Reorient Self – know who you are and where 
you’re going. And Routinely submit - create a track record of “yesses”  

As we’ve seen this passage is chockfull of wonderful verses. Let me finish by drawing your attention to 
one more thing. The Angel tells Joseph in verse 21, “You are to give him the name Jesus.”  

The angel doesn’t say, “his name is Jesus.” The angel doesn’t say “God has named him Jesus.” It’s the 
angel’s way of saying: “This is your son too.”  

Jesus is the light of the world. And Mary is the God bearer – the mother of God. Jesus is born of a virgin 
and conceived by the Holy Spirit but Joseph has lived out this recipe for eucatastrophe. Joseph hasn’t 
lost anything in this process. Instead, the womb of his wife contains the One whom no world can 
contain” and Joseph gets to be a part of the picture.  

Church Father John Chrysostom, who we mentioned before, says this: 

"It was as if the angel were saying to Joseph "do not imagine that, because he is 
conceived of the Holy Spirit, that you have no part in the ministry of this new 
dispensation. In the conception you had no part.... nevertheless I am icing you what 
pertains to a father. I give you the honor of giving a name to the one who is to be born. 
For you, Joseph, shall name him. For though the offspring is not your own, yet you are 
called to exhibit a fathers care toward him. So on this occasion, at this moment of giving 
Him a name, you stand in significant relation to the one who is born." 

As you seek to be a mini-eucatastrophe this Advent – it’s very possible that God will allow you to be a 
part of the things that He is doing and wanting to do and it’s very possible that you will experience some 
of that same sudden, foreshadowed but unexpected, surprising, tear-bringing joy. As you routinely 
submit to God, you’ll be more and more likely to be entrusted with greater things.  

__________________________ 

If time allows:  

I shared this sermon with a good friend of mine who is an assistant district superintendent of a school 
system in Western PA. He sent me an email back with this story  

We interviewed a man for the position of custodian this last week. He was a burly guy who looked like 
he had a couple of days growth on his beard and it was easy to have preconceived ideas about who he 
was and what he was about. When we got to the part of the interview where he was required to wire an 
outlet and he said: "I'm not going to lie to you guys and waste your time, I don't know how to wire that 
box, but I can learn." His honesty was refreshing and his respect for the process was evident. I was 



drawn to him and at one point, I asked him: "Do you have any hobbies? What do you do in your spare 
time?" He looked at me and said: " I don't know where you are spiritually, but about 10 years ago, I was 
called to be a part of the Big Brother program and I have invested my time for the last 10 years with a 
youngster from Southmoreland. It has been remarkable to see this young man grow and he does well in 
school and is a three sport athlete." 

I was blown away. Here was a guy who had been working at a Truck Dealership in New Stanton as a 
janitor and was told that $14/hr. was his ceiling there regardless of how hard he worked, almost didn't 
graduate high school, and was scraping by and yet, he was obedient in investing his life into someone 
else's. We don't have to be glamorous. We need to be uncommon. We need to be used to influence 
lives even when we don't know the outcome. He got the job. 


