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THE ANCESTRY DNA OF JESUS (2): 

JOSEPH  
 

Matthew 1:1-17 
 
This Advent season we’re exploring what the Bible tells us about the Ancestry DNA of Jesus.  
This morning we turn to the genealogy of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew.  The genealogies in 
the Bible may seem to be the most boring part of the Bible, with the possible exception of 
some parts of the Old Testament Book of Leviticus dealing with rules and regulations and 
rituals for sacrifices and other religious ceremonies. 
 
On the surface, it may seem that a genealogy is just a list of names.  But every name 
represents a real person known and loved by God, a person with a history and a place in 
God’s plan for His world.  Even if we know next to nothing about some persons named in the 
genealogies of the Bible, we can be sure that God knows and cares about each one. 
 
The Bible tells us in 2 Timothy 3:16 that “all Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for 
teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness.”  All Scripture.  If this is true – 
and I believe it is – it includes what we sometimes refer to as “the begats,” the genealogies 
that tell us about the ancestry of God’s covenant people or, in the case of Matthew’s and 
Luke’s genealogies, the human ancestry of Jesus our Savior. So let’s give our full and 
reverent attention to the reading of God’s holy Word and ask the Lord to give us an 
understanding of the significance of this genealogy of Jesus in Matthew 1:1-17. 
 

*  *  *  *  *  *  *   * 
 
Everybody has a family history.  We all came from somewhere.  There is no one who does 
not have a family tree.  One mother sat down with her daughter one day and explained with 
great pride that her grandfather was a pastor, her great-great-grandfather was a pastor, and her 
great-great-great-grandfather was a pastor.  To which the young girl replied:  “Wow!  We sure 
come from a long line of grandfathers!” 
 
Don’t we all? 
 
Do you remember Alex Haley’s best-seller Roots:  The Saga of an American Family that 
became an enormously popular TV mini-series in the 1970s?  Mary Sue and I have a neighbor 
(last name Haley) who is related to Alex Haley and traces his ancestry back to Kunta Kinte, 
the African slave whose story and whose family’s story in succeeding generations are told by 
Alex Haley in Roots. 
 
 
Several years ago the Wall Street Journal published an article suggesting there is a good chance that some of us 
may be direct descendants of the Mayflower pilgrims.  Historians say that 26 of the original 102 persons who 
crossed the Atlantic in the Mayflower in 1620 and celebrated the first Thanksgiving in America had children who 



 2 

had children who had children.  Today, twelve or so generations later, the Mayflower passengers may have as 
many as 25 million descendants, which means there is a chance that some of us, or people you know, may be 
direct descendants of those who came over on the Mayflower (Source:  Vic Pentz, “Levi’s Genes,” sermon 
located at www.preachingtoday.com). 
 
Genealogical researchers have also discovered that former U. S. President George H. W. 
Bush, who died last week at the age of 94, and his offspring, including President George W. 
Bush, are distant relatives of former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and Princess 
Diana (mother of England’s Prince William and Prince Harry).  They can all trace their 
ancestry back to a 15th-century English squire named Henry Spencer.  According to the New 
England Historic Genealogical Society, the Bushes are descended from British royalty going 
as far back as 12th-century King Henry I, the son of William the Conqueror. 
 
All of which goes to show you just don’t know who – or what surprises – may show up in 
your family tree. 
 
For most of us, our genealogy is not the most important thing in the world.  We’re not 
obsessed with discovering our Ancestry DNA.  Interested, yes.  But not obsessed.  Not many 
of us have anything huge riding on our family tree.  A sense of pride, maybe.  Or 
disappointment.  Or embarrassment.  But nothing terribly consequential.  This is not to say it 
isn’t important to discover your roots.  But you are not defined by your roots. 
 
Among the Jewish people, however, it was a different story. One’s pedigree was a matter of 
enormous significance.  Rights and privileges were wrapped up in your heredity.  For 
example, to be priest, you had to be a descendant of Aaron (as John the Baptist’s father 
Zechariah was), which means you had to be from the tribe of Levi – which means, as one 
preacher put it, you had to have Levi’s genes (Vic Pentz, Levi’s Genes).  Your status in Jewish 
society depended on your ancestry.  Which is why the ancestry of Jesus was a big deal to 
Matthew and the Jewish audience to whom his Gospel was primarily written. 
 
Perhaps we should not be surprised that there are a number of surprises in the family tree of 
Jesus.  Matthew organizes the genealogy of Jesus into three groups of 14 generations each.  It 
is not a complete genealogy.  There are some omissions.  Matthew skips over some 
generations in Jesus’ family history.  For example, the four generations listed between Perez 
and Amminadab in verses 3 and 4 encompass about 450 years, while the six generations from 
Nahshon to David in verses 4-6 cover about 400 more years. 
 
Matthew’s purpose in the way he presents the genealogy of Jesus is to demonstrate that Jesus 
has “the correct scriptural pedigree to be the Messiah” (Craig Blomberg, Matthew, 56).  The 
Messiah must first of all be Jewish; that is, He must be able to trace his ancestry back to 
Abraham.  He must also be from the tribe of Judah and be a descendant of King David.  Since 
royalty depends on heredity, it was important to establish Jesus’ ancestral connection to 
David, to whom the Lord had promised a kingdom that would last forever (2 Samuel 7:12-
16).  Matthew’s genealogy shows the human heredity of Jesus from Abraham to David to 
Joseph, the husband of Mary and legal father of Jesus. 
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Theologian and Bible scholar Dale Bruner says Matthew’s genealogy reflects three periods in 
salvation history leading up to the coming of Jesus and can be illustrated by the capital letter 
N: The first 14 generations head upward from Abraham to David [|]; the second 14 head 
downward from Solomon to the Babylonian exile [\]; and the final 14 “move upward again in 
hope and fulfillment from the exile” to the coming of the promised Savior in the fullness of 
time [|] (Bruner, The Christbook:  Matthew 1-12, 14). 
 
What Matthew sets out to show – what he does in fact prove – is that, from a human point of 
view, Jesus has the right bloodline and all the hereditary qualifications to be the Messiah 
promised by God.  As the legal (though not actual) son of Joseph, Jesus stands in the royal 
line of David.  He is both a descendant of Abraham, the father of the Jewish people, and a 
descendant of David. 
 
Not every name in Matthew’s genealogy is familiar, especially the names from the 
Babylonian exile in 586 BC up to the birth of Jesus.  We know little or nothing about Abiud 
or Eliakim or Azor or Zadok or Akim or Eliud or Eleasar or Matthan or Jacob the father of 
Joseph (1:13-16), except that they stand in the ancestral line from David to Jesus. 
 
Nor are all the persons named in the genealogy worthy of emulation.  There are a whole lot of 
“black sheep” in the family tree of the Lamb of God.  The Savior of sinners came from a long 
line of sinners.  In the words of Michael Wilkins, there is “no pattern of righteousness in the 
lineage of Jesus” (Wilkins, NIV Application Commentary:  Matthew, 61).  As Douglas 
O’Donnell puts it, “Jesus comes from the right stock, but it is bad stock” (O’Donnell, 
Matthew:  All Authority in Heaven and on Earth, 37).  “All in all,” as David Platt says, “this is 
one crooked family tree!  Yet this was the family through which the incarnate Son of God 
stepped onto the pages of human history” (Platt, Christ-centered Exposition:  Exalting Jesus 
in Matthew, 7). 
 
Every last one of Jesus’ ancestors named in this genealogy was flawed.  Abraham is lauded in 
Scripture for being a man of faith, but he “lied like Pinocchio more than once” in order to 
save his skin.  Then there is Abraham’s grandson, Jacob, who has been described as being 
“slicker than a Las Vegas card shark.”  Even his name means “Cheater” (Source:  Gordon 
Terpstra, “Design, Not Despair,” sermon located at www.preachingtoday.com). 
 
Judah, one of Jacob’s 12 sons, the one from whose line King David would come, was not an 
honorable man.  He was a hypocrite and an adulterer whose affair with his daughter-in-law 
Tamar (Genesis 38) produced Perez in the line from Abraham to David.  David himself was 
no paragon of righteousness.  Though he was a man after God’s own heart (1 Samuel 13:14; 
Acts 13:22) and the author of dozens of psalms, David’s life was marred by his adulterous 
relationship with Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite, and his conspiracy to murder Uriah.  
In addition, David’s failures as a father had disastrous consequences for his family. 
 
Solomon, David’s son and successor, renowned for his wealth and wisdom, and privileged by 
God to build the temple in Jerusalem, started well but married many pagan women and turned 
away from the Lord to follow other gods. 
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At best, the successors of Solomon to David’s throne were a mixed bag.  More often than not, 
they rebelled against the Lord and rejected His ways.  Solomon’s son Rehoboam was not a 
good king.  Nor was his son Abijah.  Asa and Jehoshaphat were both godly kings.  Jehoram 
was not.  Uzziah was mostly good, but, as it says in 2 Chronicles 26, “after (he) became 
powerful, his pride led to his downfall” (26:16).  Uzziah tried to usurp the priestly 
prerogatives for himself, and was afflicted with leprosy until the day of his death.  His son 
Jotham was mostly good, but Jotham’s son Ahaz was one of the worst of the worst, even to 
the point of sacrificing his own sons to false gods.  His son Hezekiah was a devoted follower 
of God, only to be succeeded by his son Manasseh, who, like his grandfather Ahaz, was one 
of the most ungodly, until late in life when he repented of his evil ways and turned back to the 
Lord. Manasseh’s son Amon was an evil king who reigned for only two years.  His son Josiah 
was one of the best of the best, spearheading a great revival in the land of Judah that delayed 
the inevitable judgment of God to come in the Babylonian exile. 
 
The family line of Jesus contains several good kings who sought to follow the Lord.  But it 
also contains many who defied God and pursued evil with a passion. 
 
How odd of God to choose to use such a motley crew of sinners in the ancestral line of the 
Savior of sinners! 
 
Then there are the women in Matthew’s genealogy.  It is unusual to include the name of a 
woman in a Jewish genealogy liked this.  Women in those days did not have the same social 
status or rights or privileges as men.  Your ancestry would be traced through your father and 
your long line of grandfathers.  But in this genealogy, Matthew includes the names of five 
women – and not the women you might expect if women were to be included.  If there were 
to be any women in the genealogy, wouldn’t you think it would be Abraham’s wife Sarah?  
Or Isaac’s wife Rebekah? 
 
But no.  It was neither of these.  Matthew includes the names of five women in this genealogy 
of Jesus:  Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Bathsheba (identified only as “Uriah’s wife”), and Mary (1:3a, 
5a, 5b, 6b, 16).  Of the five, three of them weren’t even Jewish. 
 
Tamar, Judah’s daughter-in-law, was a Canaanite who seduced her father-in-law in order to 
get pregnant.  For his part, Judah was very willing to participate in the sexual encounter, 
though he did not know she was his daughter-in-law.  Neither of them came out of it looking 
good.  But Tamar gave birth to twin boys, one of whom (Perez) would be in the ancestral line 
of Jesus. 
 
Rahab was a Canaanite as well, and a prostitute in Jericho by profession.  But she had a 
conversion experience and became part of God’s covenant people.  She aided the spies Joshua 
sent to Jericho, and was spared when the Israelites came into the Promised Land and the walls 
of Jericho came a-tumbling down.  She became the wife of Salmon, the father of Boaz, in the 
direct line of the ancestry of David and Jesus. 
 
Ruth, who has an Old Testament book named for her, was a Moabite who immigrated to 
Israel with her Jewish mother-in-law Naomi, both of whom had been widowed in Moab.  In 
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God’s providence, Ruth became the wife of Boaz and the mother of Obed, David’s 
grandfather. 
 
How odd of God to choose to use a bunch of Gentile women such as these in the ancestral line 
of Israel’s Messiah! 
 
Bathsheba was married to one of David’s finest soldiers, Uriah the Hittite.  She was probably 
Jewish, but her marriage to Uriah meant that she was legally a Hittite (a Gentile).  Her 
entrance into the royal family and the ancestral line of Jesus came through David’s adultery 
with her and his complicity in the death of her husband Uriah. 
 
Once again, how odd of God! 
 
And then, of course, there is Mary, a young Jewish girl who, though engaged to be married to 
Joseph, had never been intimate with any man at the time she became pregnant with Jesus.  It 
took the angel Gabriel to convince Joseph that Mary really was still a virgin (Matthew 1:18-
25). 
 
Strange as this genealogy may seem to us, its peculiarities were all part of God’s plan.  God 
was behind it all.  Every generation, even those in conscious rebellion against God, had a part 
in God’s purpose. 
 
So, what does it all mean for us today?  It means, first and foremost, that Jesus had the perfect 
qualifications to be the Messiah, the Savior, the Deliverer promised by God.  He had the 
perfect pedigree by virtue of His bloodline to be the Redeemer-King from the line of David.  
He had – and has – the bona fides to be the Savior of the world.  To be your Savior and mine. 
 
It also means that Jesus came into the world to save sinners.  That is exactly what Paul says in 
1 Timothy 1:15:  “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance:  Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners.”  As Jesus Himself said:  “It is not the healthy who need 
a doctor, but the sick.  I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mark 2:17).  Jesus 
came for sinners.  If you’re a sinner who needs a Savior – and we’re all in this boat together – 
Jesus came to save you from your sins.  Jesus was born for you.  Jesus died for you.  His 
grace is meant for you. 
 
The genealogy of Jesus also shows that God’s love is not just for the Jewish people.  Jesus is 
not just Israel’s Messiah and Savior.  He is the Messiah and Savior of the world.  Red, yellow, 
brown, black, or white – it doesn’t matter what color your skin is.  We are all precious in His 
sight.  Jesus came and died for sinners from every nation, race, people, and language.  In the 
family tree of Jesus we see that the blood of not one, not two, but three Gentile mothers 
“coursed through the blood of the Savior of the world” (Pentz, “Levi’s Genes”). 
 
Nothing in the ancestry of Jesus is accidental.  It was all part of God’s sovereign plan to send 
us a Savior.  Jesus stands at the center of history.  His birth is the dividing line in all of 
history.  All that came before Him is BC – Before Christ.  All that came after His birth is AD 
– Anno Domini, the Year of Our Lord. 
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No matter how impressive our ancestry may be, no matter who we are related to, you and I 
are not at the center of history. The world – history – does not revolve around us.  The 
generation now alive is not at the center of history.  The United States of America is not at the 
center of history. As David Platt points out, “Billions of people have come and billions have 
gone; empires have come and empires have gone; countries, nations, kings, queens, 
presidents, dictators, and rulers have all come and gone.  At the center of it all stands one 
person:  Jesus Christ….  And if this Jesus is the King of all history, then it follows that He 
should be the King of your life.”  And mine.  “When you realize (who He is) and submit to 
His reign, it changes everything about how you live.  Everything” (Platt, 12). 
 
Let it change everything about how you live.  Lord, let it be so in us, this Christmas and 
always.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


