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There is great these days interest in ancestry.  Maybe you, or one of your 

relatives, have done research on your own family tree; discovering stranger stories 

of ancestors that you could not have dreamed up on your own. Or, maybe, you 

have seen the proliferation of commercials for Ancestry.com and 23 and Me – the 

DNA tests that promise to fill in the missing blanks about your ethnicity.  In a land 

where almost everyone is or comes from an immigrant, these provide clues for 

anything from skin complexion to musical tastes; and can help tell the story of just 

who God has created each of us to be. 

 In our reading for today, we trace the forty-two generations of Jesus’ 

ancestors and find in them sometimes amazing and surprising stories of who God 

selected to be a part of his family tree.  The list of names is divided into three 

groups of fourteen that span from Abraham to David, from Solomon to the 

Babylonian captivity, and finally the return from exile to Joseph, who would be the 

husband of Jesus’ mother, Mary. 

 It may seem odd to begin a gospel narrative with a list of names. It’s not 

exactly the kind of opening that grabs your attention. That, however, probably was 

not Matthew’s primary goal.  What he wanted to do first was link Jesus to his 

Jewish heritage; that as a “son of Abraham” he was every bit one of God’s chosen 

people, created for a specific purpose.  In addition, as a “son of David” this 

genealogy shows that Jesus is a king; the fulfillment of God’s promise given to all 

of Israel. 

 On one level, this list is fiction.  Jesus shares no biological relationship to 

Joseph and the generations that preceded him. And yet, as Paul reminds us in 

Romans 8, each of us is adopted into God’s family; we are all chosen to be 

descendants of Abraham and David; and, as this list shows us, so many more 

people who have played a role in the redemptive work of God.1 

 If you have done any research into your family history, you probably have 

discovered some unexpected ancestors.  And for Matthew’s genealogy, the four 

women who are listed each have a compelling, if somewhat sordid, story.  The 
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first, Tamar, was a twice a widower.  By law, she should have been given to her 

husband’s brother – so that her family line could continue – but her father-in-law, 

Judah, refused.  Out of desperation, she disguised herself as a prostitute in order to 

sleep with Judah, and she bore a son, thus making them both ancestors of Jesus. 

 If you don’t think that story is shocking enough, consider Rahab, whose 

story appears in the book of Joshua.  Rahab is a Canaanite prostitute living in the 

city of Jericho. The Israelites, who have escaped Egypt and wandered in the 

wilderness for forty years, are preparing to enter the land of Canaan; and so, they 

send spies ahead to Jericho.  Rahab helps the spies escape danger and, in return, 

the Israelites spare her family when they attack the city. Her son is Boaz, another 

of the early ancestors of David. 

 Ruth is a Moabite woman who gives up her homeland and her people in 

order to support her Israelite mother-in-law, Naomi. After being widowed, Ruth 

follows Naomi back to Israel and marries Boaz, and has a son, Obed, who would 

become the grandfather of David. 

 The fourth and final women listed in the genealogy is Bathsheba; although 

she is not named, referred to only as the wife of Uriah.  This fall, we read the story 

of Bathsheba, and how King David impregnated her and had her husband killed.  

After becoming David’s wife, she bore a second son, Solomon, who would follow 

David on the throne of Israel.2 

 None of these women’s stories are without heartache and tragedy; at least 

two of them are foreigners, and one a prostitute.  They are not the noble matriarchs 

of Jewish tradition; but they are the ones Matthew chooses to mention as part of 

the rich and sometimes strange lineage of Jesus.  It’s important to remember that – 

in an age of patriarchy where the rules were made, and the stories written, by men 

– if we heard the women’s voices, it might sound much different. What we are left 

to decipher and interpret, then, is how their strength, courage and cunning have 

contributed to arc of the story this unique family tree tells. 

 But, there is yet another purpose for this genealogy.  The word, itself, shares 

a root with genesis; a new beginning, as in, the first book of the Bible. While 

Matthew may not have known that his gospel would one day be the first book in 

the collected New Testament, he does proclaim that, with the birth of Jesus, the 

history of the world has entered a new era.  In him, the promises for a Messiah are 

being fulfilled; God is entering into the world in a new way.  All of Israel’s highs 

and lows: bondage and release, no land and new land, victory and defeat, exile and 
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return, sinfulness and faithfulness; have culminated in this new beginning, in Jesus 

who would be the Christ. 

 What does not change with this new beginning, though, is that God uses 

imperfect people for good and holy purposes.  Matthew includes the great 

patriarchs of the faith in his list, but he does not sugarcoat or whitewash over some 

of the more difficult Old Testament characters and stories, either. No one has a 

perfect heritage; God doesn’t expect us to, and we need not forget the challenges 

that our ancestors endured and overcame in order for us to be where we are now.  

 I can recall when I was in fifth grade and was assigned to a YMCA 

basketball team; and noticed immediately that one of my teammates had the name 

Schmied, not the most common name, and same as my grandparents.  We were 

related; our grandfathers were brothers, although I did not know – at the time – that 

there had been a falling out between the two of them over a business that they once 

co-owned.  As it turns out, my great-uncle took advantage of a loophole in the 

incorporation documents to cheat his brother out of decades of hard work. Looking 

back, I’m not surprised to know how gracefully my grandfather accepted this 

setback; he was always the epitome of grace. But, I also realize that it just as easily 

could have been the other way around and that probably, somewhere within my 

family history, one of my descendants was the swindler, rather than the one who 

got swindled.  

 Some of us know more about our ancestry than others; whether that 

knowledge comes from DNA results, or carefully researched family trees, or oral 

histories that have been passed down from one generation to the next. But, while 

all of this data and story are informative, they are not necessarily determinative. 

For, all of us have known – intimately or from afar – of cases where rival siblings 

either reconcile or do not; where divorces are devastating for the long-term or 

eventually open the door to new opportunities.  In our ancestries, there are 

bankruptcies; there is mental illness; there are addictions. 

 And yet, these are not the things that define us.  As God’s children, adopted 

as we have been into an amazingly diverse and multi-layered family, we have been 

blessed with an ancestry that offers us examples of great courage, resilience, 

perseverance and faith.  We share a history – if not a biological connection – with 

people of undeniable compassion, giftedness, love and joy.  And not only with 

those who appear in the writings of scripture, but in the history of the church, and 

in the stories of this particular congregation: examples of undeniable grace. 

 On this first Sunday after Christmas, we still bask in the glow of the 

incarnation of our Lord: the wonderful mystery that God chose to be one of us, to 



be with us; to hunger and thirst; to feel the warmth of a fire and a cool summer’s 

breeze; to experience the joys of friendship and the pain of loss. How much more 

vulnerable could God become than a baby born to a teenage girl in a stable; who 

would grow up to be a man who would work as a tradesman with calloused hands 

and dirty feet.   

 And yet, this one man’s story cannot be told without the women and men 

with whom he lived, traveled, ate, taught and healed.  His story is a living story 

because of the relationships that he created during his lifetime; informed by his 

history but developed in his present.  So it is for us; while we are indebted to those 

who came before us, God knows, loves and calls each of us as individuals: for who 

we are and where we are.  And the person we are can only be given form by who is 

around us: our families, friends and neighbors, our co-laborers and fellow learners.   

 As we prepare for a New Year to come – for me, the one in which I will 

celebrate my 50th year – it is only normal that we would reflect on who has come 

before us in our life’s journey, and who is joining us along the way.  In an era 

when communication technology has created more options than ever, we still need 

to pay attention to those who are around us; to listen to their stories, to discover 

what has molded and is still developing within them, and to look for what is being 

left unsaid.  Maybe this is also the right time to share some of that family history; 

whether flattering or frightful, so that younger generations can know something 

more about their family history. For ancestries are not only what lies in the past, 

but what we are forming now that will lead us into tomorrow; our next new 

beginning. Amen. 

 


