THE COMING KING-

1. A name on a list
(Matthew 1: 1-17)
Introduction

Now, everyone knows that a great story has to have a great introduction. “My dear fellow Australians, Just a few lines to tell you that this story is all about myself – for no other purpose do I write it.” So begins, My Brilliant career, by Mile Franklin. Star wars commences with great gravitas, ‘A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away…” But none of them begin with a family tree. I mean, a genealogy, how boring is that? A list so boring it’ll make your nose bleed. The father of, the father of, the father of, the mother of, the father of, the father of … take me to the dentist, anything but this!

And yet, this is the beginning of the story. Matthew does not start at verse 18 with the Christmas story, no that starts next week, this comes first. This is Matt’s great intro! And if we can be bothered to take the time, we will come to see why it was so exciting to his first readers.


So what we need to be this morning are good detectives, like Bluey himself, or Constable Rachel Goldstein of the Water Rats. Get out the magnifying glass, examine the scene and look for anything that seems odd, anything that strikes us as out of place. 


And if we are good detectives we will have a quick look round the whole house, not just the scene of the crime. So the first thing we spot by looking at the whole NT is that Matthew and Luke both have a genealogy of Jesus but they are very different to each other.


At first that may seem confusing to us, until we remember that Matthew and Luke are writing a story. They are using the genealogy as part of their story. And since their stories are slightly different we should expect their genealogies to be slightly different. 

So, for example, Luke was writing primarily to Gentiles, to people who were not Jews, and so he is keen to trace the ancestry of Jesus right back to Adam the ‘father’ of all races on earth. Matthew, with his focus more on the Jews, wants to go back to Abraham the father of the Israelite nation. 


His aim is spelt out in verse 1 – “A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham.” This is about ancestry, but it is not meant to include every single ancestor. Jesus was not a son of David, nor a son of Abraham, but he was their descendant. So as we read ‘father of’ throughout Matthew 1 we are not meant to assume that it means literal Father every time, sometimes it just means ancestor. 


And then we look closer at the clues under our magnifying glass. Matthew has a thing about 14 doesn’t he! Verse 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.” Matthew looks back over the history of God’s dealings with his people and sees three crucial events. Abraham, David and the Exile. And these three events are all connected together, and they all point forward to Jesus Christ!


Now we can’t be certain how the number 14 fits into it. But we can be sure that this is just part of Matthew’s story. He knows that there weren’t really 14 generations in each section, and he knows that his readers will know that. For instance, in verse 8 he misses out three of the kings of Judah between Jehoram and Uzziah. And then we have the rather embarrassing fact that not all of sections add up to 14 anyway! Count them yourselves, however, you divide it up you can’t get 3 lots of 14! Plus, all of this plots Jesus’ ancestors through Joseph who wasn’t his biological Father! 

So put that all together and we see that the number 14 is some kind of pattern that holds it all together. Mathew is not worried about the maths, he is using a literary device. And quite probably it is to do with the name of king David. In Hebrew there weren’t any symbols for numbers and so the letters were assigned numerical value and used accordingly, a (aleph) = 1 b (bet) = 2 and so on. It is not hard to imagine that behind the bike sheds was scratched a love heart in ancient Israel which read something like, “Jenny loves him whose number is 12!” Now in Hebrew you don’t write the vowels, so David’s name would be written DVD (Dalet, vav, Dalet); and since d = 4 and v = 6, David would = 14. 


So, basically, it is quite likely that Matthew is drawing his readers’ attention to a divine pattern that is going on here. These are not random events. Abraham, David, the exile, Jesus they are all connected by a pattern, and the pattern has got something to do with King David.


Okay then, if we are any good as detectives this is the point where we need to do a little research. Abraham, David, Exile, what is so important about these three things, so important that Matthew wanted to begin his story of Jesus with them?

Well, let’s start with Abraham. You may want to turn now to Genesis 12, p 13 in the church Bibles, or you can read it from the screen. 

READ: Genesis 12: 1-3

“The LORD had said to Abram, ‘Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.’ ‘I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.’”


So God makes a promise to Abram, later to be called Abraham. The promise involves making his descendants into a great nation, giving them a land to live in and, through this be a blessing to all peoples on earth. 


Right, back to Matthew 1 for a bit. Verses 2 to 6, forward wind the promise on from Abraham for 14 generations. The promise is passed on from one generation to another. Until we hit David in verse 6. Wow, we have really arrived. We can start ticking the boxes. Has the promise been fulfilled? Is Israel a great nation? Check! Do they possess a great land? Check! Ahh … but they are not much of a blessing to all the other nations. So near, and yet so far. 


Okay then, let’s turn to God’s promise to David. Again, you can read it for yourself in 2 Samuel 7, p 311 in the church Bibles, or read it from the screen.  

READ: 2 Samuel 7: 12-13

“When your days are over and you rest with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring to succeed you, who will come from your own body, and I will establish his kingdom. He is the one who will build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever.” 


Now, at one level that promise was about David’s son, Solomon, and how he would build the temple in Jerusalem. But as we turn back to Matthew 1 we can see that it was not Solomon’s experience. According to Matthew there were 14 generations of the kings of Judah after David, but that all came to an end with Jeconiah when the people were taken off to exile in Babylon. God’s people disobeyed him again and again and again. Eventually he punished them, just as he said he would. And if that wasn’t bad enough then the 14 generations from the exile to Jesus were even worse. For most of that time Israel had not had a functioning monarchy. The kings they had had in the last 200 years before the birth of Jesus were not from David’s family. Herod the great, the king from the Christmas story had no royal blood, he was not even Jewish.  


 Now, I hope, we can see what Matthew is doing here in his introduction. Something which his first readers would find very exciting. ‘A record of the genealogy’ is a phrase which only occurs twice in the Greek version of the OT, both times in Genesis. It calls to mind, “This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were created.” This is God at work creating anew. This is the ‘Genesis’ of Jesus. And then Matthew reminds the Jews of their history in three sections: God gave an amazing Promise to Abraham, a promise that was almost fulfilled in David, and almost lost in the exile. Almost lost, but not entirely. And that promise is back on track and God is about to bring it to its fulfilment. You see there are a lot of genealogies in the Bible. Lots of lists of names. But all of them head in one direction. They all head towards Jesus, but none of them move on from him. There is no line that carries on from Jesus. Everything stops with him. That is what Matthew is driving home. All of history was building up to the birth of Jesus Christ. All of God’s promises find their complete fulfilment in Jesus. 


We can pause from our detective work for a moment there. It is time to make two applications from Matthew 1: God keeps his promises and Jesus is the promised king of all peoples on earth.

God keeps his promises

God keeps his promises. It is incredible to stand back and look at history like this. By anyone’s reckoning this is about 2000 years we are looking at. 2000 years and God’s promises are still on track. And it is not as if the exile caused God to change his mind. Jesus was not plan ‘B’. Matthew’s 14, 14, 14 symmetry underlines God’s perfect and ordered plan in all this. It may seem messy to us, but it is carried out to mathematic precision as far as he is concerned.


“This book has a ring of truth to it.” So said a Muslim leader in South Thailand to Martin Goldsmith after reading a Malay NT. Of course Martin Goldsmith was intrigued by this and asked him what had led him to that conclusion. “The genealogy at the beginning of the book verifies its truth.” 


God keeps his Word. Do we know his Word? All surveys and research suggest that Christians are becoming increasingly ignorant of what the Bible actually says. We read less and study it less. And in particular we are not very interested in the OT. It all gets exciting with Jesus, we say. Leave the boring lists of names and the OT alone. Matthew will have none if it. He starts the story of Jesus with a recap of the whole OT. According to Matthew, you won’t know who Jesus is until you know the story of the OT, all of it! Matthew doesn’t start with the coming of the Messiah he starts with Abraham. He doesn’t start with the birth of Jesus, but with the birth of Isaac.


Not only must we know God’s promises, we need to respond to them as well. Verses 6 and 16 give us great hope. God made a promise to Abraham and it was wonderfully, if only partially, fulfilled in King David. God made a promise to David, and it is even more wonderfully fulfilled in Jesus. God keeps his promises and so we can trust him. Verse 11 gives us the other side of his coin. God keeps his promises, so those who reject him are sent into exile. God keeps his word, that is both a promise and a threat.  

Jesus is the promised King of all peoples on earth
Matthew 1 also teaches us that Jesus is the promised King of all peoples on earth. Jesus brings together the promises made to Abraham and to David. He is the true descendant of David, unlike Herod. He is the ruler par excellance, which David pointed forward too. And he brings blessing to all peoples on earth, not just the Jews, just as God had told Abraham. Jesus Christ, is the son of David, the son of Abraham! And if that is the case then everyone is called to submit to his rule. No one can claim that they live outside of his jurisdiction. He is the ruler of all, and we must worship him as such. 


Right, back to the trail of clues. If you look closely you will see that the list is mostly of men. But there are four women mentioned. So why these four women? Why not any of the other mothers? Surely Matthew is trying to make a point by including these four in particular. Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Bathsheba … referred to in verse 6. 

To put it mildly they are an odd choice! After all Matthew is setting out a royal lineage. You don’t want any skeletons in the closet. All the black sheep of the family are carefully airbrushed out. Look I know it is now quite fashionable to be able to trace your ancestry right back to the first fleet – but you don’t normally do that for royalty! You normally keep quiet about this stuff. 
For the four women in Matthew’s genealogy have very colourful stories! For a start none of them were very Jewish. Tamar and Rahab were Canaanites, Ruth was a Moabite, and Bathsheba was married to Uriah the Hittite. I think that is why her name is not mentioned in verse 6. It is not that Matthew is squeamish when talking about the woman David committed adultery with. Rather he is stressing the racial mixture in Jesus’ background.

Their stories are not what you expect in a royal history. Or, thinking about our own royal family going back centuries, it is exactly what we should expect!

Matthew seems keen to let the skeletons out of Jesus’ closet! These are not the stories that you bring up over the family barbie at Christmas! Tamar was only able to conceive Perez and Zerah by pretending to be a shrine prostitute and having sex with her father-in-law. That’s right, Judah was the father of his own grandchildren. And if you think that reflects badly on Tamar then you need to read Genesis 38 to see that Judah comes off worst in the Biblical account. 

Then we have Rahab. Probably the ancestor, rather than mother, of Boaz. She didn’t pretend to be a prostitute, she was a prostitute in Jericho before the Israelites captured it. Now, this prostitute, is commended for her faith in the NT books of James and Hebrews. We can presume that she stopped being a prostitute, and yet her past was no barrier to her becoming a great example of faith in God’s promises.

After Rahab we have Ruth. A woman of great moral integrity. But she was nevertheless, a Moabite. Now Moab was the son of Lot by incestuous intercourse with his eldest daughter. Moab’s descendents treated the Israelites so badly in the Wilderness when their King, Balak, called for the prophet Balaam to curse them, that they were to be shut out from God’s presence. Listen to Nehemiah 13 verse 1, “On that day the Book of Moses was read aloud in the hearing of the people and there it was found written that no Ammonite or Moabite should ever be admitted into the assembly of God.” Should ever be admitted into the assembly of God, and yet Ruth the Moabite was David’s Great-Grandmother, an ancestor of Jesus Christ.

And lastly we come to Bathsheba, Uriah’s wife in verse 6. Matthew is a brilliant story teller. Verse 6 is so short and simple, I mean, of course- it is a line of a genealogy. And yet in this one verse we have the high point and the low point of Israel’s history before Jesus. The great King David, the man after God’s heart, was also the man who took another man’s wife and then had her husband killed. Adultery and murder in one verse, even the script writers of Packed to the Rafters take weeks to weave this stuff in!

It is easy to imagine the kind of stories that float around when Mary got pregnant. The shame it brought to Joseph. And then you can imagine people’s response when the disciples tried to claim that this Jesus, Mary’s son, was really the Messiah. Oh come on, Matthew, you don’t really expect us to believe that? Why not? Says Matthew. It’s been like that all the way through. God doesn’t always use the people you’d expect. 
Jesus is for everybody
What is Matthew trying to say? To put it simply – Jesus is for everybody. Yes, Jesus has an impressive royal lineage; but all of life is here. Right slap bang in the middle of the Christ’s genealogy we find all the sort of people who shouldn’t be there. Prostitutes and Moabites. The types of people, who by rights should be shut out of God’s family. After all, that is specifically what Nehemiah 13 says about Moabites. Yet we find them, not only in God’s family, but in Jesus’ family tree!

Surely Matthew is making it crystal clear that Jesus is for everybody. It doesn’t matter what you’ve done with your life or what race or country you are from, Jesus loves you, Jesus died for you. There may be some people that we are a bit embarrassed about. Certain types we don’t even like talking about. Jesus is embarrassed by no one. Whoever you are, whatever you have done, whatever your background, Jesus would be proud to have you in his family. As long as you come to him to be washed clean and restored, as long as you put your faith in him then you are welcome to join his family. That, after all, is the lesson of Rahab. God did not leave her as a Canaanite prostitute. She had to put her trust in God’s promises and swap sides, leave the people of Jericho, go over to the Israelites.
So how appropriate it is that this afternoon, at 2pm we’re going to meet up at the Op Shop and distribute our hampers to the boarding houses around Crystal Street? Charles Francis has got a list of names and addresses. It doesn’t start with Mayor. There are no movie stars or A-list celebrities on it, in fact nobody famous at all. That’s because Jesus is for everybody.

And that is what Communion is all about too. This is at the heart of what we celebrated. The bread especially speaks of the body of Christ, the family of God. It is a celebration of the fact that Jesus is for everybody. If you feel like you’re not quite the right shape, a bit of a misfit among all these Christians, then isn’t it great to know that Jesus’ family is full of people like that? People from the wrong background, or people who have made mistakes. Jesus has come not only for good people, but also for sinners; for Gentiles as well as Jews; for women as well as men. Jesus is for everybody.

God can use anybody
And not only that – God can use anybody. Do you see that? Alongside all the famous names like Ruth and David are plenty that we know nothing about. People like Zadok, Eliud and Matthan. Who are they? We don’t know anything about them at all? Just names on a list. But they are not just names are they? They did no great deeds and yet God used them to prepare the way for our Lord Jesus Christ. It doesn’t take a lot of skill to become a Father, but they managed that, and look what happened!
You may be a great David or Ruth in the making. And if so, you need to know that, despite your failings, God can still use you. Equally you may not think of yourself as a somebody. You’re not someone special, you’re just a name on a list. But look what God does with names on a list! Maybe you feel you’re no good at talking to people, you couldn’t chat to people at the boarding houses. Just one voice among many, one of the crowd… a name on the list. But God can use anybody he wants to prepare the way for his beloved Son. Just the person who holds the hamper and smiles. Whatever it is. May I ask you, what are you going to do to point to Jesus this Christmas? Will you be just a name on the list? No dramas. Nothing special. Just point people to Jesus?
So we come to the end of the boring genealogy. And it has struck me why it is so boring … it’s just a list of names but most significantly my name is not on it. You see put your own name in the list and suddenly, wow look at that. “My dear fellow Australians, Just a few lines to tell you that this story is all about me – for no other purpose do I write it.”  But my name’s not there, and nor is yours because this list is not about you, it’s about Jesus. 
That’s why Matthew wrote his gospel. That’s what Christmas is all about. What are you going to do to point to Jesus?
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