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''JESUS' FAMILY TREE
1

' 

MATTHEW 1:18�25 

As WE APPROACH THE CELEBRATION OF THE BIRTH 

OF JESUS ) LET'S LOOK AT HIS BACKGROUND) 

HIS FAMILY TREE) HIS GENEALOGY. I RECENTLY 

READ ABOUT AN ARISTOCRATIC BOSTON MATRON 

WHO SPENT YEARS MEMORIZING THE GENEALOGIES 

OF THE BIBLE. WHEN ASKED WHY SHE DID THIS) 

SHE REPLIED THAT WHEN SHE GOT TO HEAVEN ) 

SHE THOUGHT IT WOULD BE NICE TO KNOW WHO 

WAS RELATED TO WHOM, 

PERSONALLY, ·I'VE NEYER BEEN TOO FOND OF 

THESE PARTICULAR PARTS OF SCRIPTURE -- THESE 

LONG LISTS OF NAMES WHICH ARE DIFFICULT 

TO PRONOUNCE. YET WE ALL KNOW THAT GENEALOGIES 

CAN BE QUITE REVEALING. SOME PEOPLE SPEND 

A LOT OF TIME AND EFFORT TO UNCOVER THEIR 

OWN FAMILY BACKGROUND) AND SOME ARE SURPRISED 

WHEN THEY FIND SEVERAL UNSAVORY CHARACTERS 

AMONG THEIR ANCESTORS. 

THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW) THE FIRST BOOK IN 

THE NEW TESTAMENT) BEGINS WITH A GENEALOGY 

OF JESUS. HERE'S A SAMPLING: "THE BOOK 

OF THE GENEALOGY OF JESUS CHRIST) THE SON 

OF DAVID1 THE SON OF ABRAHAM. 

"ABRAHAM WAS THE FATHER OF ISAACJ AND ISAAC 

THE FATHER OF JACOB AND JACOB THE FATHER 
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OF JUDAH AND HIS BROTHERS} AND JUDAH THE 
. . 

FATHER OF PEREZ AND ZERAH BY TAMAR I I ." 

MATTHEW CONTINUES WITH THE GENEALOGY1 AND 

IN 17 VERSES LISTS NO LESS THAN 46 NAMES., 

ALL THE WAY BACK TO ABRAHAM. 

2 

AT FIRST GLANCE IT MIGHT SEEM THAT ALL THIS 

HAS LITTLE SIGNIFICANCE FOR US TODAY. YET 

A CAREFUL STUDY OF THE LISTING BY MATTHEW 

REVEALS TH·AT THERE IS MORE TO THE LIST THAN 

AT FIRST MEETS THE EYE. 

THESE FIRST 17 VERSES IN THE GOSPEL OF 

MATTHEW AREJ IN REALITY� A SUBTLE WORK OF 

ART., A CREATIVE WAY OF TELLING WHO CHRIST 

IS AND HOW GOD WORKS THROUGH VARIOUS KINDS 

OF PEOPLE, 

THERE ARE THREE CHARACTERISTICS OF THIS 

GENEALOGY OR FAMILY TREE THAT ARE ESPECIALLY 

WORTHY OF NOTE. 

1. FIRST_., LOOK AT THE STRUCTURE OF THE 

TREE. IT IS CLEARLY DIVIDED INTO THREE 

SECTIONS: FROM ABRAHAM TO DAVID., THEN FROM 

KING DAVID TO THE CAPTIVITY OF THE HEBREWS 

BY THE BABYLONIANS} AND THE THIRD SECTION 

FROM THEIR RETURN FROM BABYLON TO THE TIME 

WHEN JESUS WAS BORN. 

THIS WAS MATTHEW'S WAY OF SAYING THAT JESUS 

WAS TRULY THE SON OF ABRAHAM AND A CONTINUATION 

OF ALL THAT Gan HAD BEEN DOING SINCE THE 



PROMISE AND COVENANT HAD FIRST BEEN MADE 

WITH ABRAHAM. 

HERE IS AN EXPRESSION OF THE FAITH THAT 

HAS SUSTAINED THE JEWS THROUGHOUT ALL THE 

CENTURIES) NAMELY, THAT GOD IS PURPOSEFUL 

AND THAT HISTORY IS NOT A "TALE OF SOUND 
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AND FURY, SIGNIFYING NOTHING," BUT A DRAMA 

WITH MEANING. THE JEWS NEVER DENIED THE 

ELEMENT OF MYSTERY IN THE EBB AND FLOW OF 

EVENTSJ BUT THEY NEVER SAW IT AS TOTALLY 

ABSURD. 

2. A SECOND ASPECT OF THE FAMILY TREE IS 

AN EVEN MORE SUBTLE TESTAMENT OF FAITH. 

MATTHEW CAREFULLY LISTS 14 ANCESTORS IN 

EACH OF THESE THREE DIVISIONS) AND THAT 

NUMBER WOULD HAVE HAD A SPECIAL SIGNIFICANCE 

TO A FIRST CENTURY' JEW. 

THE HEBREW LANGUAGE HAS NO NUMBERS IN IT. 

THE LETTERS OF THE ALPHABET HAD TO DOUBLE 

FOR FIGURES) AS WELL. IF YOU WOULD TAKE · 

THE HEBREW WORD FOR DAVID AND ADD UP THE 

NUMERICAL EQUIVALENT OF THE CONSONANTS, 

IT WOULD COME TO 14. THEREFORE, BY PLACING 

EXACTLY 14 ANCESTORS IN EACH GROUPING, 

MATTHEW WAS AFFIRMING THAT JESUS WAS THE 

SON OF DAVID, AS WELL AS THE SON OF ABRAHAM. 

INSTEAD OF MERELY RECOUNTING 

TO WHOM," MATTHEW CHOSE TO 

FAITH IN A SUBTLE ART FORM. 

"WHO WAS 

SET FORTH 

You MISS 

RELATED 

HIS 

PART 
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OF THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PASSAGE IF YOU 

LOOK ON THE SURFACE AND CONTENT YOURSELF 

TO PRONOUNCE THE NAMES CORRECTLY. HERE 

IS FAITH IN A CODED FORMJ AN INTRIGUING 

WAY OF BEARING WITNESS IN MORE THAN ONE 

I'D I OM I 

3. BUT THERE IS A THIRD CHARACTERISTIC 

ABOUT THIS FAMILY TREE THAT IS EVEN MORE 

SIGNIFICANT THAN THE FIRST TWOJ AND IT HAS 

TO DO WITH THE INDIVIDUALS THAT MATTHEW 

SELECTED TO MAKE UP HIS LIST. IN ALL THESE 

GENERATIONS) HE COULD HAVE NAMED LITERALLY 

HLJ·NDREDS OF PEOPLf� SO HE HAD TO BE SELECTIVE. 

AND IF YOU COMPARE THE NAMES THAT MATTHEW 

HAS LISTED WITH SOME OF THE OTHER GENEALOGIES 

IN THE OLD TESTAMENT IN CHRONICLES OR KINGSJ 

YOU WILL FIND MANY OF THE OTHER NAMES NOT 

LISTED HERE. 

THIS UNDERSCORES THE FACT THAT MATTHEW'S 

LIST WAS NOT PURELY HISTORICAL. HE SELECTED 

THESE· PARTICULAR PEOPLE AND ARRANGED THEM 

AS HE DID TO SAY SOMETHING IMPORTANT BOTH 

ABOUT GOD AND ABOUT WHAT JESUS HAD BEEN 

ABLE TO ACCOMPLISH IN THE DAYS OF HIS 

MINISTRY, 

LOOK1 FOR EXAMPLEJ AT SOME OF THE PARTICULAR 

INDIVIDUALS WHOSE NAMES ARE FOUND HERE. 

SOME OF THE WELL KNOWN HEROES OF ISRAEL'S 

HISTORY ARE INCLUDED: ABRAHAM) JACOBJ AND 

DAVID, FOR EXAMPLE, BUT THE LIST IS BY NO 
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MEANS A ROLL CALL OF THE FAMOUS OR 

EXTRAORDINARY, IN FACTJ MOST OF THE NAMES 

ARE OF PEOPLE WHOSE IDENTITY HAS BEEN UTTERLY 

LOST IN THE SHADOWS OF ANTIQUITY. WE KNOW 

NOTHING ABOUT THEM WHATSOEVER, 

AND SOME OF THOSE LISTED REPRESENT GENUINE 

HUMAN FAILURE. TAKE1 FOR EXAMPLE) MEN LIKE 

JUDAH AND MANASSEH. JUDAH WAS ONE OF THE 

SONS OF JACOB WHO CONSPIRED AGAINST HIS 

BROTHER JOSEPH AND DECEIVED HIS OWN FATHER 

AND LATER ON WAS INVOLVED WITH HIS OWN 

DAUGHTER-IN-LAW IN AN ACT OF INCEST. 

MANASS�� IS ID�NTI�I�D AS P�R�APS T�� MOST 

BRUTAL AND WICKED KING EVER TO REIGN IN 

THE HISTORY OF THE HEBREWS. 

NowJ IF MATTHEW IS MAKING NO ATTEMPT TO 

GIVE A COMPLETE ACCOUNT OF JESUS' HERITAGEJ 
. . 

WHY DO YOU SUPPOSE HE PULLED TOGETHER THIS 

PARTICULAR ASSORTMENT OF CHARACTERS? I 

BELIEVE HE WAS TRYING TO SAY SOMETHING VERY 

IMPORTANT ABOUT GODJ NAMELYJ THAT GOD IS 

WILLING AND ABLE TO WORK WITH PEOPLE WHO 

ARE LESS THAN PERFECT AND CAN' BR I NG I NC RED IBLE 

RESULTS OUT OF VERY UNLIKELY CIRCUMSTANCES. 

THIS IS A PO·INT WE ALL NEED TO BE REMINDED 

OF AGAIN AND AGAINJ FOR ONE OF THE OLDEST 

AND MOST PERVASIVE OF ALL HERESIES IS THE 

IDEA THAT GOD IS A PERFECTIONIST AND WILL 

ONLY WORK WITH TOTALLY .PURE INSTRUMENTS. 

I HEAR IT ALL THE TIME AS PEOPLE SAYJ "Goo 
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DOES NOT HEAR A SINNER'S PRAYER" OR "UNTIL 

YOU RID YOURSELF OF SIN1 A HOLY GOD WILL 

HAVE NOTH-ING TO DO WITH YOU." 

THIS IS PRECISELY THE IMAGE THAT MATTHEW 

WAS ATTEMPT I-NG TO REFUTE BY INCLUDING PEOPLE 

LIKE JUDAH AND MANASSEH IN JESUS' FAMILY 

TREE. MATTHEW IS GOING BACK TO THE EARLIEST 

IMAGE OF Goo IN THE BOOK OF GENESIS IN THE 

CREATION STORIES) WHENJ IN HUMAN LANGUAGEJ 

Goo LITERALLY GETS HIS HANDS DIRTY BY DIGGING 

INTO THE EARTH AND OUT OF THIS FORMING HUMAN 

BEINGS IN Goo's IMAGE. 

THE POINT IS THAT GOD WORKS WITH ALL 

MATERIALS) NOT JUST PEOPLE WHO ARE ALREADY 
. . 

GOOD OR PERFECT. GOD WORKS WITH SINNERS) 

WITH PEOPLE WHO MAKE MISTAKES. GOD WORKS 

WITH INDIVIDUALS LIKE JUDAH AND MANASSEHJ 

AND IF GOD CAN BRING FORTH A CHRIST FROM 

THAT KIND OF BACKGROUND) THEN THERE IS HOPE 

FOR ALL OF usi 

Ir's so EASY TO GET DISCOURAGED BY WHAT 

IS GOING ON INSIDE OF US AND AROUND US. 

BUT GOD IS PATIENT AND CAN WORK WITH ANYONE. 

THE IMAGE OF Goo THAT IS -PRESENTED THROUGHOUT 

THE HISTORY OF OUR FAITH IS THAT OF BRINGING 

GOOD FROM UNLIKELY SOURCES. 

AN OLD GARDEN·ER TOLD ME YEARS AGO ABOUT 

A PERIOD OF PROLONGED DEPRESSION IN HIS 

LIFE AND WHAT BROUGHT HIM OUT OF IT. HE 
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WAS SITTING ALONE IN HIS BACK YARD -- SO 

DEAD INSIDE THAT HE FELT NO REASON TO GO 

ON LIVING -- AND AS HE LOOKED ABSENTLY AT 

THE SCENE AROUND HIMJ IT DAWNED ON HIM: 

ROSES GROW OUT OF HORSE MANURE. NOW1 I 

ADMIT THIS IS NOT A VERY ELEGANT IMAGEJ 

BUT IT BROKE THE SPELL OF. DEPRESSION THAT 

BOUND THAT INDIVIDUALJ AND IT IS PERFECTLY 

CONSISTENT WITH MATTHEW'S LISTING OF JESUS' 

FAMILY TREE: JESUS OUT OF JUDAH AND MANASSEH. 

SINCE THAT IS TRUE J THERE IS HOPE FOR ALL 

OF US. NONE OF US IS COMPLETELY FINISHED; 

Gon IS STILL WORKING WITH us AND THROUGH 

US1 CREATING AND BRINGING GOOD THINGS FROM 

us. WITH THE WORST OF CIRCUMSTANCES1 Goo 

CAN DO THE BEST OF THINGS. Goon WORKS CAN 

COME FROM PROPHETS WHO ARE NOT PURE AND 

FROM POLITICIANS WHO ARE NOT PURE. 

THERE IS ONE OTHER UNUSUAL FEATURE IN THE 

FAMILY TREE OF JESUS AS DESCRIBED BY MATTHEW. 

HE INCLUDES THE NAMES OF FOUR WOMEN IN HIS 

LI ST J AND NOT JUST A��y WOMEN -AT THAT., BU.T 

TWO GENTILES AND THREE PERSONS AROUND WHOSE 

NAMES SCANDAL IS ASSOCIATED. THE FOUR WOMEN 

NAMED ARE TAMAR1 RAHAB1 RUTH1 AND THE WIFE 

OF URIAH., BATHSHEBA. 

FOR EXAMPLE., RAHAB WAS A PROSTITUTE IN THE 

CITY OF JERICHO., AND SHE WAS INSTRUMENTAL 

IN HELPING JOSHUA'S SPIES ESCAPE FROM THAT 

CITY., AND HERE SHE NOW APPEARS IN THE FAMILY 

TREE OF JEs·us ! 
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I·N ADDITION, BOTH TAMAR AND BATHSHEBA WERE 

PEOPLE WITH -WHOM SCANDAL OF ANOTHER KIND 

WAS ASSOCIATED IN THE OLD TESTAMENT. THE 

POINT IS, AGAIN, THAT GOD WORKS THROUGH 

ALL KINDS OF PEOPLE. JESUS, OF COURSE, 

DID THE SAME. HE ACCEPTED ALL PEOPLE SIMPLY 

AS HUMAN BEINGS AND AS BEING EQUAL IN Goo's 

ECONOMY. 

As SOMEONE SAID, "JESUS REALLY DID GET THE 

NOUNS AND ADJECTIVES OF HUMAN EXISTENCE 

IN THE RIGHT ORDER. " HE NEVER ALLOWED WORDS 

LIKE nMALE" OR "FEMALE, " "JEW" OR "GENTILE, " 

"SAINT" OR "SINN�R" TO B� D��INITIV�. T�ESE, 

.AFTER ALL, ARE ONLY ADJECTIVES -- DESCRIPTIVE 

MODIFIERS POINTING TO CERTAIN ASPECTS OF 

AN INDIVIDUAL, BUT NEVER THE WHOLE TRUTH 

OR· THE WHOLE PERSON. "PERSON, " "HUMAN 

BEING" -- THESE ARE THE TRUE NOUNS·, AND 

JESUS LIVED OUT THIS WAY OF RELATING TO 

PEOPLE. 

WE CAN ASSUME THAT MATTHEW'S RELATIONSHIP 

WITH JESUS BEGAN TO CHANGE HIS WAY OF LOOKING 

AT PEOPLE ALSO, BEFORE MEETING JESUS, IT 

WOULD NEVER HAVE OCCURRED TO MATTHEW TO 

INCLUDE WOMEN IN A GENEALOGY TABLE. BUT 

A SEED HAD BEEN SOWN. 

I THINK SOME PEOPLE STUDY GENEALOGIES OR 

FAMILY TREES FOR THE WRONG REASON: THEY 

WANT TO FIND IN THEIR OWN BACKGROUND SOME 

FAMOUS INDIVIDUAL SO THEY CAN POINT WITH 
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PRIDE TO THE FACT THAT THEY HAVE ANCESTORS 

WHO WERE OUTSTANDIN-G AND THEN THIS WILL 

ADD TO THEIR OWN STATURE, 

BUT MATTHEW WAS NOT AFRAID TO MENTION THE 

FAILURESJ AS WELL AS THE FAMOUSJ IN .JESUS' 

FAMILY TREEJ BECAUSE HE KNEW THAT IN THE 

DEEPEST SENSE) THE ANCESTORS IN OUR FAMILY 

TREE ARE NOT WHAT MAKE US WHAT WE ARE, WE 

ARE ALL CONNECTED TO GOD AND TO EACH OTHERJ 

AND IT IS THE "Goo CONNECTION" AND THE FACT 

THAT GOD ACCEPTS US AS WE ARE AND WORKS 

WITH US J NO MATTER HOW MANY FAILURES WE 

ARE PART OF OR HOW MANY FAILURES ARE IN 

OUR BACKGROUNDS -- IT IS THIS FACT THAT 

GIVES US OUR WORTH. 

WOULDN'T IT BE WONDERFUL IF ALL PEOPLE IN 

THE WORLD FELT SELF-WORTH JUST BECAUSE THEY 

KNEW THEY WERE A PART OF GOD'S CREATION? 

IF WE CAN OVE·RCOME POVERTY AND DISEASE J 

THE NEXT STEP IS TO TEACH PEOPLE TO FORGET 

ABOUT THE MANY LABELSJ THE ADJECTIVES THAT 

WE PUT ON PEOPLE) AND THE WRONG ONES WE 

ATTACH TO OURSELVESJ AND REMEMBER THE NOUNS: 

PERSONJ HUMAN BEINGJ CREATED IN Gan's IMAGE. 

THIS IS THE Goon NEWS OF THE ADVENT SEASON. 

JUST AS JESUS IS Gan's CHILD FROM A MIXED 

FAMILY TREEJ so 'ALSO WE ARE Gan Is CH I LDREN 

FOR THE SAME REASON. AMEN. 


