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"JESUS® FAMILY TREE”

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., [ 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 NEVER 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 DAYID, THE SON OF ABRAHAM.

“"ABRAHAM WAS THE FATHER OF ISAAC, AND ISAAC
THE FATHER OF JACOB AND JACOB THE FATHER




OF JUDAH AND HIS BROTHERS, AND JUDAH THE

FATHER OF PEREZ AND ZERAH BY TAMAR . ., ."
MATTHEW CONTINUES WITH THE GENEALOGY., AND
IN 1/ VERSES LISTS NO LESS THAN 46 NAMES,
ALL THE WAY BACK TO ABRAHAM.

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 THAT THERE IS MORE TO THE LIST THAN
AT FIRST MEETS THE EYE.

THESE FIRST 1/ VERSES IN THE (GOSPEL OF

MATTHEW ARE., 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 ESPECTALLY
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 GOD HAD BEEN DOING SINCE THE



PROMISE AND COVENANT HAD FIRST BEEN MADE
WITH ABRAHAM,
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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 FORM, AN INTRIGUING
WAY OF BEARING WITNESS IN MORE THAN ONE

IDIOM.,

5, BUT THERE 1S A THIRD CHARACTERISTIC

ABOUT THIS FAMILY TREE THAT IS EVEN MORE
SIGNIFICANT THAN THE FIRST TWO, 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
HUNDREDS OF PEOPLE. 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 KINGS,
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,

LOOK, FOR EXAMPLE, AT SOME OF THE PARTICULAR

INDIVIDUALS WHOSE NAMES ARE FOUND HERE.
SOME OF THE WELL KNOWN HEROES OF ISRAEL'S

HISTORY ARE INCLUDED: ABRAHAM, JACOB, AND
DAVID, FOR EXAMPLE, BUT THE LIST IS BY NO




MEANS A ROLL CALL OF THE FAMOUS OR
EXTRAORDINARY. IN FACT, 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., TAKE, 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,
MANASSEH IS IDENTIFIED AS PERHAPS THE MOST

BRUTAL AND WICKED KING EVER TO REIGN IN
THE HISTORY OF THE HEBREWS.,

NOW, IF MATTHEW IS MAKING NO ATTEMPT TO
GIVE A COMPLETE ACCOUNT OF JESUS’ HERITAGE,
WHY DO YOU SUPPOSE HE PULLED TOGETHER THIS
PARTICULAR ASSORTMENT OF CHARACTERS? I
BELIEVE HE WAS TRYING TO SAY SOMETHING VERY

IMPORTANT ABOUT GOD, NAMELY, THAT GOD IS

WILLING AND ABLE TO WORK WITH PEOPLE WHO
ARE LESS THAN PERFECT AND CAN BRING INCREDIBLE

RESULTS OUT OF VERY UNLIKELY CIRCUMSTANCES,

THIS IS A POINT WE ALL NEED TO BE REMINDED
OF AGAIN AND AGAIN, FOR ONE OF THE OLDES

AND MOST PERVASIVE OF ALL HERESIES IS THE
IDEA THAT GOD IS A PERFECTIONIST AND WILL

ONLY WORK WITH TOTALLY PURE INSTRUMENTS.,
[ HEAR IT ALL THE TIME AS PEOPLE SAY, “GoD
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DOES NOT HEAR A SINNER’S PRAYER” OR “UNTIL
YOU RID YOURSELF OF SIN, A HOLY GOD WILL

HAVE NOTHING TO DO WITH You."”

THIS IS PRECISELY THE IMAGE THAT MATTHEW

WAS ATTEMPTING TO REFUTE BY INCLUDING PEOPLE
LIKE JUDAH AND MANASSEH IN JESUS' FAMILY
TREE. MATTHEW IS GOING BACK TO THE EARLIEST
IMAGE OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF GENESIS IN THE
CREATION STORIES, WHEN, IN HUMAN LANGUAGE,
GOD LITERALLY GETS HIS HANDS DIRTY BY DIGGING

INTO THE EARTH AND OUT OF THIS FORMING HUMAN
BEINGS IN GOD’S IMAGE.

THE POINT IS THAT GOD WORKS WITH ALL
MATERIALS, NOT JUST PEOPLE WHO ARE ALREADY
GOOD OR PERFECT. (OD WORKS WITH SINNERS.,
WITH PEOPLE WHO MAKE MISTAKES. (GOD WORKS
WITH INDIVIDUALS LIKE JUDAH AND MANASSEH.
AND IF GOD CAN BRING FORTH A CHRIST FROM

THAT KIND OF BACKGROUND, THEN THERE IS HOPE
FOR ALL OF US,

[T’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 (GOD THAT IS PRESENTED THROUGHOUT

THE HISTORY OF OUR FAITH IS THAT OF BRINGING
GOOD FROM UNLIKELY SOURCES.

AN OLD GARDENER TOLD ME YEARS AGO ABOUT
A PERIOD OF PROLONGED DEPRESSION IN HIS

LIFE AND WHAT BROUGHT HIM OUT OF IT. HE



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 HIM, IT DAWNED ON HIM:

ROSES GROW OUT OF HORSE MANURE. Now, I

ADMIT THIS IS NOT A VERY ELEGANT IMAGE,

BUT IT BROKE THE SPELL OF DEPRESSION THAT
BOUND THAT INDIVIDUAL, AND IT IS PERFECTLY
CONSISTENT WITH MATTHEW’'S LISTING OF JESUS'
FAMILY TREE: JESUS oUT OF JUDAH AND MANASSEH,

SINCE THAT IS TRUE, THERE IS HOPE FOR ALL

OF US. NONE OF US IS COMPLETELY FINISHED;
(GOD IS STILL WORKING WITH US AND THROUGH

US, CREATING AND BRINGING GOOD THINGS FROM
US. WITH THE WORST OF CIRCUMSTANCES, GOD
CAN DO THE BEST OF THINGS. GOOD 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
LIST, AND NOT JUST ANY WOMEN AT THAT, BUT
TWO GENTILES AND THREE PERSONS AROUND WHOSE
NAMES SCANDAL IS ASSOCIATED. THE FOUR WOMEN
NAMED ARE TAMAR, RAHAB, RUTH, 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 JESUS!
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IN 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 (GOD’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 “MALE” OR “FEMALE.,"” "JEW"” OR "GENTILE,"”
"SAINT” or "SINNER” TOo BE DEFINITIVE. THESE,

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 WITF
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PRIDE TO THE FACT THAT THEY HAVE ANCESTORS
WHO WERE OUTSTANDING AND THEN THIS WILL

ADD TO THEIR OWN STATURE,

BUT MATTHEW WAS NOT AFRAID TO MENTION THE
FAILURES, AS WELL AS THE FAMOUS., IN JESuUS'
FAMILY TREE, 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 OTHER.
AND IT IS THE "GOD CONNECTION” AND THE FACT
THAT GOD ACCEPTS US AS WE ARE AND WORKS

WITH US, 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 OVERCOME POVERTY AND DISEASE.

THE NEXT STEP IS TO TEACH PEOPLE TO FORGET
ABOUT THE MANY LABELS, THE ADJECTIVES THAT
WE PUT ON PEOPLE, AND THE WRONG ONES WE
ATTACH TO OURSELVES, AND REMEMBER THE NOUNS:
PERSON, HUMAN BEING, CREATED IN GOD'S IMAGE,

THIS 1S THE GooD NEWS OF THE ADVENT SEASON.
JUST AS JESUS IS GOD’'’S CHILD FROM A MIXED

FAMILY TREE, SO ALSO WE ARE (GoD’S CHILDREN
FOR THE SAME REASON. AMEN.




