BLACK SHEEP IN THE FAMILY – Matthew 1:1-17

Christmas Surprises #1


Abraham Lincoln held the supreme office in our country during some of its most difficult times.  While Lincoln served as our 16th President, our nation was torn apart in an uncivil war.  Family members often fought against other family members as one joined the Union forces and the other fought on the Confederate side.  Never before the Civil War nor since that time has there been such an atmosphere of confusion and insecurity in our country.  There were many times when the very future of the United States of America was very much up in the air.  We can only imagine the personal toll on President Lincoln as he took his responsibility so seriously during this time of national uncertainty.


It was after one particularly difficult day that President Lincoln was accosted by a prominent socialite demanding a request of him on behalf of her son.  This particular lady who held many prominent positions in many well known clubs was particularly ambitious for her son to hasten his climb to social prominence as well.


Mr. President, she began in a tone that indicated she was not used to taking no for an answer.  You must give my son a colonel’s commission.  I demand it not as a favor, but as a right.  Then without giving the President a moment’s notice to respond, she continued to enumerate her families past history.  My grandfather fought at Lexington.  My uncle was the only man who did not run away at Bladensburg.  My father fought at New Orleans and my dear husband was killed at Monterery.

President Lincoln took a deep breath revealing the exhaustion that he felt.  He looked at her with sympathetic eyes, appreciative of all that her family had sacrificed.  But even in his weary state, the President hadn’t lost his sense of humor.  He softly replied, Perhaps, Madam, your family has done enough for our country and it’s time to give somebody else a chance.

Many people take pride in their family heritage.  It is important to them to trace back their ancestors, filling out every name on the family tree.  Their lineage seems to give to them a sense of connectedness and security.  I have a cousin who has visited old cemeteries and courthouse records and researched on the internet trying to put all the pieces of our family history together.  And while I am personally not into this hobby as much (I think I might be afraid of what I will find), it is interesting to review the lineage that he has uncovered.  I have several newspaper articles in my files that supposedly connects my mother’s family tree with William Shakespeare in England.


While the family lineages of most of us are just interesting hobbies, there are some who must of necessity take their ancestry very seriously.  You can be assured that Queen Elizabeth knows her family tree.  Every name is filled in for generations back through the centuries.  For when someone claims to be of royal descent, her family heritage is critical in authenticating that claim.  So in England today, there is a clear ascension line to the throne that is proved by a carefully constructed genealogy.


We should not be surprised then to find that the New Testament opens with a genealogy.  The New Testament introduces us to the Messiah, the very Son of God Himself.  The first 4 books of the New Testament that we call the Gospels give differing biological sketches of the Christ’s life.  Jesus Christ is claimed to be the Son of God, the King of all Kings and the Lord of all Lords.  We would assume that His genealogy would be very important indeed.  So the opening verses of the first book of the New Testament begin with a recounting of the genealogy of the Lord Jesus Christ.  This is not an ordinary genealogy – this is the lineage of the Son of God himself.


Yet when we look at this genealogy, we are shocked by some of the entries that we find there.  We are going to look at 4 of these specifically this morning.  See if you can spot them as I read the lineage of God’s Messiah found in Matthew 1:1-17.  For obvious reasons, we have chosen to not read this passage responsively this morning.

MT 1:1 A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham:

MT 1:2 Abraham was the father of Isaac, Isaac the father of Jacob,

      Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers,

MT 1:3 Judah the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar,

      Perez the father of Hezron, Hezron the father of Ram,

MT 1:4 Ram the father of Amminadab, Amminadab the father of Nahshon, Nahshon the father of Salmon,

MT 1:5 Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab, Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth, Obed the father of Jesse,

MT 1:6 and Jesse the father of King David.  David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah's wife,

MT 1:7 Solomon the father of Rehoboam, Rehoboam the father of Abijah, Abijah the father of Asa,

MT 1:8 Asa the father of Jehoshaphat, Jehoshaphat the father of Jehoram, Jehoram the father of Uzziah,

MT 1:9 Uzziah the father of Jotham, Jotham the father of Ahaz, Ahaz the father of Hezekiah,

MT 1:10 Hezekiah the father of Manasseh, Manasseh the father of Amon, Amon the father of Josiah,

MT 1:11 and Josiah the father of Jeconiah and his brothers at the time of the exile to Babylon.

MT 1:12 After the exile to Babylon: Jeconiah was the father of Shealtiel,

      Shealtiel the father of Zerubbabel,  Zerubbabel the father of Abiud, Abiud the father of Eliakim, Eliakim the father of Azor,

MT 1:14 Azor the father of Zadok, Zadok the father of Akim, Akim the father of Eliud,  Eliud the father of Eleazar,  Eleazar the father of Matthan, Matthan the father of Jacob,

MT 1:16 and Jacob the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called Christ.

    MT 1:17 Thus there were fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen from David to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Christ.

This genealogy doesn’t give every, single one of Christ’s descendents from Abraham on.  We know this from comparing this list with other genealogies in the Old Testament.  The Biblical words that are translated father can also mean ancestor in a more general sense.  We also use our English word father in a similar way speaking of the faith of our fathers.  It is obvious that Matthew is giving this genealogy in a selected manner for the purpose of introducing the Lord Jesus Christ as the King of the Jews.   This is undoubtedly the reason why the genealogy falls into such a neat pattern, a triad of 14 generations apiece.  But in keeping with the inerrancy of the Scriptures, every single entry is accurately given as a member of the lineage of the King of Kings.

Now we would expect many of the names listed for they were great leaders and courageous warriors, the types of people that change the course of human history.  Abraham was the father of nations;  David was a courageous warrior and world leader; Solomon was the wisest person who ever lived; Jehosphat and Uzziah and Hezekiah were all great and glorious kings, Zerubabbel was one of the pioneers that brought the Jewish people back into their land after the Babylonian exile.  We would expect people like these to be found in the lineage of God’s Messiah.

Nor are we surprised that many of the other names listed are not common household names but rather are buried in the obscurity of history.  Most of the names in any genealogy are not well known.  They are people who lived their lives, raised families, and dutifully performed their jobs without a great deal of fanfare and acclaim.  People like Hezron, Ram, Nahshon, Abiud, Azor, and Akim would fit into this category.

But some of the other entries that are included in this genealogy are surprising to us.  Aside from Mary the earthly mother of Jesus, there are 4 other women who are either mentioned by name or alluded to.  Now the fact that there are women found in this Jewish genealogy is significant in itself for this was not the common practice.  Traditionally, children carried their father’s name in Jewish heritage.  Solomon was the son of David; Tamar the daughter of David.  We follow a similar practice today, of course.  It is customary for the wife to accept her husband’s name when she gets married.  A few wives keep their previous surnames; others hyphenate their previous surnames with their husband’s name, but by far the vast majority change their names to their husbands’.  Any of these other options would be acceptable because this is not a moral issue, but traditionally adopting the husband’s name is practiced most in our society.  So our children are Rowlands not Chandlers – in any kind of genealogical listing, they will be recognized by their father’s name.  Such was the case in Jewish heritage.  Any Jewish genealogy followed this practice.

But the genealogy of God’s Son was different – and that is very surprising to us.  This obvious deviation from the norm should indicate the fact that God has a message that He is trying to tell us through the genealogy of His Son.  I would invite you to look at these 4 variations from the norm in Christ’s genealogy with me this morning.

The first surprise is found in verse 3.  We are introduced to Judah’s children Perez and Zerah and then their mother, Tamar, is introduced to us as well.  Zerah has no reason to be in the lineage at all for it is Perez’s line that will be continued through Hezron and Ram.  And Tamar is introduced as the first female in the genealogy.  Sarah was not mentioned even though her name had been changed by God to be the mother of nations.  Rebekah was not mentioned even though she was the bride found in a miraculous way by Abraham’s servant, Eliezer.  But Tamar is mentioned even though she was never even the legal wife of Judah.  Why?

Well, in order to answer this question we must remember the circumstances of Perez’s birth.  The details are found in Genesis 38.  Judah had actually married an anonymous Canaanite woman called only the daughter of Shua.  Judah and his wife had 3 sons named Er, Onan, and Shelah.  When Er was old enough to be married, he married the woman listed in our genealogy, Tamar.  But Er was wicked in the sight of the Lord so God took his life according to the Biblical account.  According to the custom of the kinsman-redeemer, Onan should have then taken Tamar as his wife and raised children for his departed brother, but Onan refused and was wicked in the sight of God so God took his life as well.  Judah had now lost 2 of his 3 sons.  Instead of admitting their own moral failures, he began to blame Tamar as being bad luck for his family.  So while he promised to give his 3rd son, Shelah, to Tamar when he was of age to be married, Judah did not keep his promise, but rather left Tamar as a widow out on her own.  After many years passed, Judah’s wife died.  After the time of grieving her loss had ended, Tamar saw her chance to get back at Judah for his reneged promises to her.  It was during the sheep shearing season when the entire family was in a festive mood that Tamar disguised herself as a prostitute.  She then lured Judah into committing immorality with her.  Tamar secured Judah’s seal as a guarantee of payment for her services to him.  The seal was the proof of one’s identity used like a driver’s license or birth certificate might be used today.   But when Judah tried to send her a goat for payment, Tamar had mysteriously disappeared.  Months later, Judah found out that his daughter-in-law, Tamar, was pregnant.  Not realizing that the child was his and thinking her to be guilty of promiscuity, Judah sent for her to have her put to death.  But Judah’s own sin was exposed when Tamar was able to produce Judah’s seal proving him to be the father of the child.  Having been found out, Judah confesses his own sin and allows Tamar to live.  Tamar has twins – the firstborn was named Perez.  This man, Perez, was in the genealogy of God’s Messiah – a person born out of the conniving manipulation of his mother, Tamar and promiscuity of his father, Judah.  If I were piecing together my genealogy and had a choice of many who could be included or overlooked, I don’t know if I would include people like Tamar or Judah in it.  Would you?  God did.

Let’s move to our second surprising entry found in verse 5, Rahab.   Rahab’s name is found 8 times in the Bible.  6 of those 8 times her name is found with a specific descriptive noun.  In the KJV she is called Rahab the harlot; the NIV calls her Rahab the prostitute.  We are introduced to Rahab in Joshua 2 when the 2 spies sent by Joshua entered the city of Jericho.  Their mission was to do some reconnaissance in preparation for the Israeli invasion of Canaan.  Not wanting to be conspicuous, the 2 spies went to Rahab’s house.  What better cover could there be for foreign men in the city than to be in a prostitute’s house where men were coming and going all the time.  Upon hearing their mission, Rahab confessed her faith in the true and living God.  I know that the Lord has given this land to you, she told them in Joshua 2:9.  Rahab’s faith lead her to hide the men so that they were able to escape the Jericho authorities, returning back to the Israeli camp on the east side of the Jordan River.  Rahab received 3 rewards from the Lord for her faith.  First, she and her family were spared when the walls of Jericho fell flat and the Israeli army conquered the city of Jericho.  Second, God gave to Rahab a husband and children as she changed her lifestyle and became a follower of the true and living God.  And third, God allowed Rahab to be a part of the lineage of the Messiah as evidenced by the genealogy in Matthew 1.

If I were piecing together my genealogy and had a choice of many who could be included or overlooked, I don’t know if I would include a woman like Rahab in it.  Would you?  God did.

The third surprising entry is also found in verse 5 – her name is Ruth.  Now Ruth is different from Tamar and Rahab in that nothing derogatory is ever spoken of her character.  In fact, Ruth is always presented in the Bible as a woman of fine, outstanding character.  Ruth married one of the sons of Elimilech and Naomi – probably she married Kilion although this fact is not specifically mentioned in the Bible.  Elimilech had taken his family from Bethlehem in Judea to the land of Moab in order to escape a grievous famine.  While in Moab both of his sons married Moabite women.  In the course of time, Elimilech and both of his sons died in Moab, leaving Naomi and her 2 daughters-in-law all widowed.  Eventually, Naomi decided to go back to her homeland, back to the city of Bethlehem.  Orpah decided to stay in her homeland of Moab, but Naomi’s other daughter-in-law, Ruth, decided to go back with her, taking care of her.  Ruth worked hard, gleaning in fields that had already been harvested, in order to gather enough food for them to eat.  And God rewarded Ruth’s character and hard work by giving her Boaz, a wealthy landowner and man of fine character, as her husband.

Whereas we might not be surprised to see Ruth included in Christ’s genealogy because of her fine, upstanding character, we certainly are shocked to see her there because of her national heritage.  Ruth was a Moabitess.  The Moabites were a people born out of the incest of Lot and his oldest daughter.  After fleeing the destruction of Sodom, Genesis 19 gives us the sordid story of how Lot and his 2 daughters lived in a cave.  Lot’s oldest daughter came up with the idea of getting her father drunk one night so that she could have sex with him.  The next night would be the younger daughter’s turn.  Both daughters became pregnant.  The older daughter had a son named Moab; the younger daughter had a son named Ben-Ammi.  Moab became the father of the Moabite people; Ben-Ammi became the father of the Ammonite people.  The Moabites were specifically commanded by God to be excluded from worshiping in the assembly of the Lord to the 10th generation according to Deuteronomy 23:3.  The Moabites were looked down upon as being unclean, depraved people.  They worshipped a god who actually demanded the sacrifice of the first-born of the family as a burnt offering.
Ruth, a person whose nationality was from the unclean, despised Moabites, is specifically listed in the genealogy of God’s Son.  If I were piecing together my genealogy and had a choice of many who could be included or overlooked, I don’t know if I would include a person like Ruth in it.  Would you?  God did.

The 4th person who surprises us in Christ’s genealogy is not specifically named – but there can be no doubt as to her identity.  She is simply called Uriah’s wife.  Verse 6 tells us that David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s wife.  It is interesting that God didn’t allow her name to be mentioned probably because she was such an ambitious and egotistical person.  But we know that Solomon’s mother was Bathsheba, the woman who had a part in undermining the strength of David’s kingdom.

The story is recorded in 2 Samuel 11.  David had stayed home, sending Joab to lead the armies out this season. The King was wandering around the roof of his palace in the cool of the evening.  Suddenly he sees a beautiful woman bathing on a rooftop below.  Anyone who has been to Palestine knows how this could easily happen.  The vast majority of houses in Israel are made out of the plentiful rocks and stone that abound everywhere.  Whereas the stone is cooler in the first part of the day, it heats up later from the hot sun bearing down.  The normal house structure calls for a flat roof that can be used as an extra room and that can provide relief from the heat of the house when the cooler breezes blow in the evening.  It is common even to this day to see people lounging on the roof tops in the cool of the evening.

Now the King’s Palace along with the Worship Center were at the highest elevations.  Their location not only signified respect for the importance of their positions, but it also made defense of their sites far easier.  The fact that Jerusalem is actually built around the top of Mt. Moriah with the temple mount being on top and David’s palace being close to it and then all of the rest of the neighborhoods being tiered down the slope easily reveals how this scene could take place with David standing on top of his roof looking out over almost every other house in Jerusalem.  Uriah evidently didn’t live that far away from the king, an evidence of the strategic position that this soldier had.  Uriah is, in fact, listed among the 30 mighty warriors in David’s personal guard in 1 Chronicles 11:41.

Now much has been made of David’s indiscretion and the pain that his sin caused his reign and personal life, but Bathsheba’s part should not be overlooked either.  Bathsheba was being very indiscreet in her bathing procedure.   To disrobe and bathe on an open rooftop was just asking for trouble.  She could have and should have bathed indoors in a more discreet manner.  For Bathsheba certainly was aware of David’s wandering eyes – if he could see her, she certainly could have seen him as well.  But the evidence indicates that Bathsheba was quite an ambitious woman.  Certainly her forwardness at the end of David’s reign guaranteeing the throne for her son, Solomon, would indicate this.  It was Bathsheba, not Solomon, who aggressively sought the throne as David was dying.

The fact that she is still mentioned as Uriah’s wife in Matthew 1 could even indicate that she was a willing partner to the plot to have her husband killed so that she could become David’s wife and queen of Israel.  She certainly would have become aware of the plot and at least was a willing silent partner.  For when Bathsheba became pregnant during her affair with King David something had to be done to cover it up.  David called Uriah back from the battlefield in an attempt to make it look like Bathsheba was carrying her husband’s child.  But when Uriah refused to go to his own household out of respect for his fellow soldiers who were living out on the battlefield in tents, David gave Uriah a note to carry back to Joab with instruction from David as to how Uriah was to meet his death.  Joab was to put Uriah on the front lines in a charge of the city walls.  The general was to then pull back his troops, exposing Uriah to the enemy alone.  In that way Uriah would be removed so that David could appear to be the kind and beneficent king who could take the poor widow under his protective care, honoring his fallen soldier as a hero.  It was a very effective plan, but a wicked and devious plot in the eyes of God.  Bathsheba was undoubtedly a part of the whole plan from start to finish.  In the end, she got what she wanted – a seat on the throne next to David.  And when David finally died, she would have had even more power as queen mother to Solomon.

This Bathsheba was in the genealogy of God’s Messiah – an ambitious person who would even resort to being a partner in murder to get what she wanted.  If I were piecing together my genealogy and had a choice of many who could be included or overlooked, I don’t know if I would include a woman like Bathsheba in it.  Would you?  God did.

By now, I hope that you are beginning to see the pattern.  This is the genealogy of the Son of God.  This is the genealogy of the Lord of Lords.  This is the genealogy of the King of the Jews.  Yet included within the list of his ancestors was a conniving manipulator who was willing to stoop to any level to get her way, a professional prostitute, an unclean outcast of society, and a person so ambitious that she would consort to murder to get what she wanted.  Are these the types of people who should be included in the genealogy of the Savior of the World?

Evidently.  Evidently these are exactly the types of people who should be included in the genealogy of the Savior of the World because these are the people that God Himself chose to place in this genealogy.  God wanted the message to be crystal clear right from the beginning – God was sending his one and only Son into this world to deliver sinners from the bondage of their sins.  Romans 5:8 tells us that God demonstrated His love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Perhaps you are here this morning and you despise yourself at times because you are so manipulative and conniving that you will stoop to any level to get your own way at work or at home.  Perhaps you are here this morning and you are burdened with the guilt of an immoral background – you have had many sexual relationships with partners who were not your husband or wife in your past.  Perhaps you are here this morning and you feel that you are an outcast from society, you feel that everyone regards you as being unclean.  Perhaps you are here this morning and you are so filled with ambition that you would stop at nothing to get ahead.  Maybe there is someone here who has taken the life of another human being.   Probably there are many more who are so filled with anger and hatred that they would wish others to be dead.

The good news of the gospel is that Jesus Christ came to save us from the slavery of our sins.  He came to deliver us, to set us free, to forgive us so that we can be cleansed and renewed.  I can say this with confidence because of some of the people who God chose to include in the genealogy of His one and only Son.
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