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Memory Verse

“She will give birth to a son, and you are to name him Jesus, because he will 
save his people from their sins.”

– Matthew 1:21, CSB

Session 3

Joseph: A 
Changing Plan 

Matthew 1:18-25
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Joseph: A Changing Plan

THEOLOGICAL THEME: God’s ways and plans are higher than 
ours. When faced with His instructions or opportunities, we must choose 
whether we will trust and obey or push our own agendas forward.

CALL TO ACTION: What are the plans God is asking you to 
reconsider? What will you have to get past to realize a different dream?

How well do you handle change? Although change is inevitable and a common part 
of life for everyone, it can be difficult and tough to manage. Some people are so 
driven by their schedules and plans that they refuse to adapt or adjust. Others don’t 
make schedules so that they don’t have to change them. And still plenty of people 
fall somewhere between. 

Plans and schedules are not bad or ungodly, but when we are so focused on our plans 
that we don’t allow any room for unexpected opportunities, then we are off track. 
While schedules can keep us from overlooking things and help us make the most of 
our time, we were never called to worship the calendar or trust in our own ability to 
manage our time. Even while we need to be good stewards of our time, we also need 
to be aware when God is working and how that may change our plans.
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What kind of time manager are you? How do you typically 
respond when your plans get interrupted?

What does the way you handle your schedule and plans indicate 
about the amount of trust you put in God each day?

Session Summary

God’s plan for Jesus to be born of a virgin caused upheaval in both Mary and Joseph’s 
lives. When Joseph’s plans were interrupted, he decided to quietly divorce Mary since 
they were betrothed already. These plans troubled him, and an angel appeared to him in 
a dream. This heavenly messenger gave Joseph guidance and instructions about what he 
needed to do next.

After receiving the information from the angel, Joseph was faced with a decision: He had 
to decide whether to listen to God or follow his own plans. Joseph made the right choice 
and decided to trust and obey what the angel of the Lord told him. Sometimes our dreams 
must change for us to follow God’s will for our lives. When we decide to trust God fully, 
we will position ourselves to be used by Him in ways we could never have imagined.

1. Startling News (Matthew 1:18-19)

Matthew’s description of the birth of Jesus Christ gives us more context surrounding 
Jesus’s birth and those who were included in God’s plan. In this passage, we are given 
insight into the perspective of Joseph, the man chosen to be the earthly father of Jesus. 
Matthew confirms the virgin conception without as many details about the angelic 
announcement to Mary as Luke included.

Many who study Jesus’s birth take time to think about how it must have been for the 
young, betrothed girl, but here we have the opportunity to consider the same situation 
through the eyes of Joseph. He was the man engaged to the girl who was found to be 
pregnant. This was not an easy circumstance for the bridegroom to handle, and we can 
learn much about this man God chose for this assignment from the way he responded.
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Why do you think it is helpful to look at the birth of Christ 
from other perspectives in addition to Mary’s? What are 
some additional perspectives on the birth of Jesus that the 
Bible gives outside of Mary and Joseph?

Consider what it would be like as Joseph found out the woman he planned to 
marry and was committed to, although they were not yet married, was expecting 
a baby. Naturally, he would know he had no part in the conception and would 
assume she had been unfaithful. By law Mary could have been severely punished 
for being pregnant without being married. Scripture tells us what kind of man 
Joseph was. 

According to culture of the day, a betrothal was akin to marriage in that Joseph 
was considered her husband already though they were not living as man and wife 
or enjoying sexual intimacy yet. We learn that Joseph was a just man and instead 
of being outraged and seeking to punish Mary for her assumed unfaithfulness, he 
planned to quietly divorce her and protect her from as much public humiliation 
as possible.

What are some of the more likely or common responses 
Joseph could have had to finding out his betrothed was 
expecting? How would some of these reactions have been 
justifiable?

Even though they were not fully married, the relationship was legally binding 
and required divorce to dissolve. It would have been impossible to keep the 
situation totally under wraps, but Joseph planned to take care of the divorce as 
privately as he could. Think about all the emotions and possible reactions he 
would have experienced as the information about Mary came to light. 
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Application: What situation are you facing where you have 
been tempted to react according to your flesh but should 
possibly follow the example of Joseph and seek the best for 
the other person?

2. Change of Plans (Matthew 1:20-21)

As Joseph planned how to handle the situation with his pregnant fiancée, he had 
a dream that changed everything. We know it was on his mind because the Bible 
says that while he was thinking about these things an angel appeared to him in a 
dream. This was slightly different from the angelic appearance Mary experienced 
but was still to be taken seriously. Joseph was troubled about what was happening 
and maybe even about the plans he had made, then he heard from an angel in a 
dream.

What happens to you when you are dealing with a situation 
that troubles you and won’t let your mind rest? Where do 
you typically turn for comfort? Why?

The angel addressing Joseph by the title “son of David” (v. 20) was a sign that 
this was an important and intentional encounter. This recognized his lineage to 
David and gave weight to what he was about to hear. The angel announced that 
Mary had conceived by the Holy Spirit. She had not been unfaithful to him, and 
bigger plans than he could have imagined were at work. 

No other accounts of someone being pregnant by the Spirit of God existed, and 
it is clear this declaration by the angel was powerfully persuasive. Joseph realized 
this would be significant and that he was chosen to be a major part of what God 
was doing.
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What are some different ways Joseph could have responded to 
the angel’s message? How do you most often respond when 
you hear from God?

This angel wasted no time giving Joseph additional details about what would happen 
and what he needed to do. He was told to name the child Jesus. The name Jesus 
means, “salvation of Yahweh” and was fairly common in that day; it was considered 
to be a blessed name and appropriate for the Son of God. 

The angel also told Joseph what this son would do. As the coming Messiah, Jesus 
would “save his people from their sins” (v. 21). Joseph had been raised in the Jewish 
faith and the significance of the Messiah was not lost on him. This description of the 
work of Jesus reminds that the point of Jesus’s coming was to save His people. From 
the very beginning, God’s plan has been for Jesus to bring salvation to the world so 
that we might be saved. Joseph would have the honor of shepherding and guiding the 
one and only Son of God if he chose to listen and obey. 

Application: When have your plans been disrupted and you had 
to choose whether to push for your own agenda or trust and 
obey what God said? What makes it difficult to let go of our 
plans and trust God in these moments?

3. Prophecy Fulfilled (Matthew 1:22-25)

Just as we often do, Joseph had to choose whether he would trust and obey what God 
said. Matthew quoted Isaiah 7:14 to make clear that prophecy was being fulfilled 
by what was happening in Joseph’s life. These events were the fulfillment of God’s 
promises from many years before. 
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Immanuel literally means “God is with us” (v. 23), and Jesus came as God 
wrapped in human form. Although this news disrupted the plans Joseph had 
made with Mary, we see that Joseph was willing to lay aside what he thought was 
best for what He knew was God’s plan. What God had planned for Mary and 
Joseph was better than anything they had planned for themselves.

Scripture tells us that Joseph woke up from his sleep and obeyed God. Joseph’s 
immediate obedience indicates that he did not waver in doubt. He heard God 
and recognized the importance of the message from the angel, so he obeyed. 
Joseph married Mary but he didn’t assert any rights as her husband until after she 
gave birth to the Son of God. This showed respect and affirmed the prophecies 
of the virgin birth. He had no doubts that God had spoken truth, and he obeyed 
God to avoid any suggestion of human conception.

Why is it important that Joseph immediately obeyed 
without wavering or doubting? Where is God calling you to 
obedience today?

The miraculous conception of Jesus is foundational to our faith and studying 
how Joseph handled himself during difficult circumstances is a testimony to his 
commitment to fulfilling the role God gave him. He named his son Jesus, just as 
the angel commanded.

Why is it important to recognize that Joseph was fully 
obedient to the things God called him to do? Where is God 
calling you to display full obedience that you might have only 
responded to in part?

Instead of being obsessed with making our own plans and carrying them out, 
we should be willing to rethink our ideas for our futures as Joseph did. When 
God speaks, we can trust Him even when it means surrendering our plans and 
obeying His instructions, even if they seem unusual. When we do, we may be 
invited into the miraculous.
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Application: What is God calling you to rethink the plans 
you’ve made for yourself? How will you respond?

Conclusion

Sometimes our plans are upended without warning. What you were expecting 
to happen suddenly changes. How we handle these times can be an indicator of 
our faith. Joseph was an honorable man with a good reputation. He was engaged 
to a young woman, and their future was laid out. Then he got word that she as 
expecting a baby and suddenly everything was different. 

Because he was a just man, Joseph didn’t lash out at Mary and look for ways 
to punish her for being pregnant although they had never been intimate with 
each other. He assumed things about the situation but still planned to treat her 
kindly and divorce her quietly. We have the choice of how we will react when 
circumstances get tough. Joseph was troubled by these events, but while he slept, 
an angel appeared in a dream and spoke to him.

The message from the angel gave Joseph the missing details about Mary’s 
pregnancy and instructions for what he was supposed to do. Once Joseph 
received these instructions, he was faced with the choice of whether to trust 
and obey what God said or continue with his own plans. Joseph made the right 
choice and was blessed with the privilege of raising Jesus as his son. God used 
him in a mighty way, and he was invited into the miraculous. Choosing to trust 
and obey the Lord is always the right choice.

When was a time God interrupted your plans? How did you 
respond?
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How can we as a group encourage one another to respond 
to God in obedience, even when it’s difficult?

How might living with trust and obedience in the Lord give us 
opportunity for gospel conversations with others?

Memorize 

“She will give birth to a son, and you are to name him Jesus, because he will save his 
people from their sins.” 
- Matthew 1:21, CSB


