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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
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To trace your personal family tree has become a popular past-time, in part because modern technology helps with the searches that need to be made. There’s no doubt, at least from the point of view of biblical Christianity, that the most important family tree ever traced back in time is the one with which the New Testament opens. 

Please don’t be deceived into thinking this daunting-looking list of names is an introduction which can be skimmed over, or even worse skipped entirely, just so that we can begin with the compelling story surrounding the birth of Jesus, the Christmas story as many would call it. This family tree belonging to Joseph, as well as Mary’s family tree given by Luke in his Gospel, is in fact essential reading. 

Let me give you a reason for saying that – one which points up the difference between the two lists of names: the one in Matthew and the other in Luke. We’ve said Matthew gives Joseph’s family tree and Luke gives Mary’s. The next thing to notice is that although Israel’s famous king, David, is common to both lists, Joseph’s family tree is traced down through David’s son, Solomon; while Mary’s family tree is actually traced through a different son of David, a son whose name is Nathan. 

If we read the two family trees casually we might never spot the difference – but the office of Jesus as Messiah hangs on it! That’s because there was a time when the nation of Israel’s disobedience to God was so great that he used the Babylonian Empire to teach them, his own people, a lesson. Around that time, through Jeremiah, the prophet, he declared that one of Solomon’s descendants (Jeconiah) would never have a son on the throne of Israel (Jeremiah 22:30). 


‘Even though [Je]coniah ... were a signet ring on My right hand, yet I would pull you off ... I will hurl you ... into another country ... there you will die. But as for that land to which they desire to return, they will not return to it ... write this man down childless, a man who will not prosper in his days; for no man of his descendants will prosper sitting on the throne of David or ruling again in Judah’ (Jeremiah 22:24-30).


This curse had been spoken before God swept his disobedient people away into captivity under the Babylonians for 70 years. Jeconiah had been one of the very last kings to reign in Jerusalem before it fell to the Babylonian invaders around 587BC. What happened to this king against whom God had spoken these strong words?

Well, he was indeed taken into captivity along with his remaining subjects. Strangely, his personal prosperity was restored, but despite that he died in Babylon. He did, however, have a son, Shealtiel. But his son Shealtiel never succeeded him to the throne. There was no opportunity for that because he too died, somewhat prematurely, and in Babylon. So the prediction is clarified: Jeconiah would be childless as far as the throne was concerned. 

But still there’s more to this intriguing personal history. Jeconiah had married the daughter of Neri. This woman was already a widow – already with a son, Pedaiah by her deceased husband - before re-marrying Jeconiah. Then Jeconiah (he’s sometimes simply called Coniah, by the way) and his wife had a son together, Shealtiel, whom we’ve previously mentioned. In turn, Shealtiel married, but alas he died before fathering a son. According to the biblical custom applying then, it was the duty of his step-brother (See Deuteronomy 25), Pedaiah, to marry his step-brother’s wife to raise up descendants on behalf of his step-brother, Shealtiel. This he did, and this resulted in the birth of Zerubbabel who was among those who returned from the captivity to rebuild the temple at Jerusalem.

So Jeconiah’s descendants did return to Israel – those from his grandsons’ generation. But the cursed bloodline ends with Shealtiel, and the blessing is restored upon Zerubbabel. ‘I will take you, Zerubbabel, son of Shealtiel ... and I will make you like a signet ring’ (2:23). It’s easy to miss the full significance of this. This statement of blessing by God reverses the earlier curse made in the same terms. He was a legal descendant of the kingly line in the way we’ve described but was not a blood relative of the cursed Jeconiah. So the curse was upheld against Jeconiah, but graciously the ruling lineage returned to blessing under Zerubbabel. 

Mary’s bloodline was literally free of Jeconiah (Luke 3:27, note the mention of Neri, so it’s the same Zerubbabel and Shealtiel featured in both these genealogies). The actual bloodline through Nathan, in combination with the (restored) legal title to the throne through Solomon, – as given by Matthew - are brought together in Zerubbabel. This ensured, in turn, the Messiah’s right to reign, clear of the curse which had once been pronounced on the kingly line in the time of Jeconiah. The unusual parentage of this man Zerubbabel is key!

Maybe I’ve said enough to convince you there’s valuable instruction in the details of these name lists. I hope so. Because, I want to explore just a few of the names in this list. All the ones I want to talk about are included in the extract below. It’s Matthew chapter one, from verse one to six:


“The record of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the son of Abraham: Abraham was the father of Isaac, Isaac the father of Jacob, and Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers. Judah was the father of Perez and Zerah by Tamar, Perez was the father of Hezron, and Hezron the father of Ram. Ram was the father of Amminadab, Amminadab the father of Nahshon, and Nahshon the father of Salmon. Salmon was the father of Boaz by Rahab, Boaz was the father of Obed by Ruth, and Obed the father of Jesse. Jesse was the father of David the king. David was the father of Solomon by Bathsheba who had been the wife of Uriah.” (Matthew 1:1-6)


With this kind of introduction, there really can be no doubt that the New Testament is the sequel to the Old Testament. Really, the book of Matthew stands like a bridge connecting both Old and New Testaments. It plays a role like that of the city of Istanbul, which sits astride the two continents of Europe and Asia. With his Jewish family trees and quotations, Matthew was clearly writing in the very first instance for a Jewish audience. 

But did you notice that there were four women mentioned in that short section of the family tree list I read from? You can recognize them in that they’re all preceded by the word ‘by’, as in ‘Judah was the father of Perez and Zerah by Tamar.’ Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Bathsheba are the four female names – the names of four mothers whom it pleased God to select for mention in this most important family tree. It’s curious that out of all the mothers just those four get a mention. 

And what an honour to be singled out for mention as playing a part in the human family tree of Jesus Christ! But what’s truly amazing is that if we read the Old Testament background we find that each of them has a certain reputation or stigma attached to them. The family tree of Jesus Christ, as presented by Matthew, is, in this way, shown to demonstrate God’s outrageous grace. If it’d been our choice of four qualifying women on which the spotlight should fall, it almost certainly wouldn’t have been those four. But God’s thoughts are not our thoughts.

This brings us to that other reason I wanted to give you for saying this list of names, or family tree, right at the beginning of Matthew is a must read. We aim to suggest that the inclusion of these four female names is a deliberate demonstration or illustration of the nature of the salvation Jesus was coming to provide. 

The story begins with the first of the names: that of Tamar in verse three. We’re going to see when we come to look up the Old Testament background, that the story of Tamar is a story of sin and shame. But that’s exactly where the story of salvation must begin. In order for us to appreciate what it means to be saved – and I mean saved from the penalty of our sins – we need to understand the depth of our own sin and shame before a holy God. 

When we come down to verse six, we find two names, those of Ruth and Rahab. If we take Ruth first, it’s plain to see the wonder of God’s grace. For Ruth was an outsider. The Old Testament is dominated by God’s dealings with Israel. But Ruth wasn’t an Israelite. Not only was she not an Israelite but she was a Moabitess, a woman from the land of Moab. The people of Moab were a people whose origins were steeped in disgrace. What’s more they had been actively hostile to Israel. So much so, that they were specifically mentioned as being under a curse or ban. Even down to the tenth generation none of their number was to enter in to serve among God’s chosen people. And yet, here we find mention of Ruth – and of all places, in the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the long-awaited Messiah. That’s a testimony to the grace of God. It’s purely by God’s grace that we can be saved from the degradation of our sin and shame in his sight. What’s more as the story of Ruth unfolds in the Bible book which bears her name, we learn the meaning of an important Bible word, ‘redemption.’

There was no blemish mentioned regarding Ruth’s character: the point was the stigma of her background. But it’s a different story in the case of Rahab. Rahab was also a foreigner to God’s people, but she’s also a woman with a certain reputation. The Bible doesn’t spare her blushes when it calls her ‘Rahab the harlot’ or prostitute. Even so, Rahab was not destroyed like the rest of her city when the Israelites began to conquer the land God had promised to give them. She testified of her faith in the true God, not in the idols of her people, and that faith saved her. It’s no different for us: salvation from sin and shame on the ground of redemption has to be received by us in personal faith.

Finally, the last name of the four is Bathsheba, notorious for her adultery with David, the king. Despite this, she did come to the throne with all the dignity and glory that went with it. All of this, we suggest, spells out God’s wonderful plan in which he longs to bring us sinners to eternal glory by means of his grace when received by us in simple faith. 

Now we’d miss all that if we but skimmed the opening to Matthew’s Gospel. Sometimes it’s worth reading the small print! In the chapters that follow, God willing, we’ll aim to trace again this same pathway from shame to glory – only in more detail. 
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