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THE ANCESTRY DNA OF JESUS: 

MARY  
 

Luke 3:23-38 
 
Last Sunday we looked at the genealogy of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew (1:1-17).  Today 
we turn to the genealogy in Luke 3:23-38.  Remembering that “all Scripture is God-breathed 
and is useful … (and) able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 
Timothy 3:15-16), let’s give our full and reverent attention to this reading from God’s holy 
Word. 
 

*  *  *  *  *  *  *   
 

Several years ago – in 2001, to be exact – there was a movie called A Knight’s Tale, starring 
Heath Ledger.  The movie, set in medieval England, was based very loosely on Geoffrey 
Chaucer’s famous Canterbury Tales.  Ledger played a 14th-century peasant named William 
Thatcher who takes on the identity of a noble in order to compete in jousting tournaments and, 
of course, to win the heart of a fair maiden.  In those days, a man had to be descended from 
noble stock in order to become a knight.  If you couldn’t establish your ancestral pedigree, 
you couldn’t qualify as a knight.  But Thatcher, who pretends to be a knight named Sir Ulrich 
von Lichtenstein, has no royal blood in him.  Not a single drop.  Nevertheless, he attempts to 
secure his place in history by winning a famous tournament. 
 
It was customary for the knight’s squire to introduce him at such tournaments, usually giving 
an elaborate recitation of the knight’s royal lineage.  Sir Ulrich’s squire is a young Geoffrey 
Chaucer, who pulls out all the stops in his presentation of Sir Ulrich.  He says: 
 
“I cannot look upon my Lord Ulrich, for I weep to see his shining face.  My Lord is a gift to 
your eyes, for we shall never, ever see his like upon this Earth again.  I would list his lineage 
if it served to honor him.  Most men here – it’s sad, but it’s true – they look to their past to 
prove their worth.  They look to the deeds of their fathers. 
 
“Now, Sir Ulrich has great ancestors, make no mistake about that. Sir Chirard von Richbach, 
Duke Guelph of Saxony, Van Misch IV out of Brunswick – but these men pale into 
insignificance next to him.  I do not list them to honor him; I list him to honor them!” 
 
What Chaucer says is all a made-up tale, of course.  But his last statement captures the 
essence of the genealogies in Matthew 1 and Luke 3.  Jesus Christ has great ancestors.  Make 
no mistake about that!  (And some, not so great.)  But the greatest of His ancestors pale into 
insignificance next to Him.  So, like Chaucer we say:  “I do not list them to honor Him.  I list 
Him to honor them!” 
 
You betcha! 
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THE DIFFERENCES IN THE GENEALOGIES 
 
If you compare the genealogies in Matthew and Luke, you will see that there are some 
significant differences between them.  One of the differences is their placement in the 
Gospels.  Matthew begins his Gospel with the genealogy of Jesus.  It is the starting point of 
his Gospel.  He begins his Gospel account with the Ancestry DNA of Jesus, demonstrating 
that Jesus has the right pedigree as a descendant of Abraham, born of the tribe of Judah, and a 
direct descendant of King David, to be Israel’s promised Messiah and Deliverer. 
 
Luke, on the other hand, does not include the genealogy of Jesus until after he has told of the 
angel’s appearances to Zechariah the priest (the father of John the Baptist) and to Mary, the 
births of both John and Jesus, a miniscule account of Jesus’ childhood, and then the ministry 
of John the Baptist leading up to the baptism of Jesus and the arrest and imprisonment of 
John.  Only when John has, in effect, completed his mission and gone off-screen does Luke 
give the genealogy of Jesus. 
 
There are a number of differences in the actual genealogies.  Matthew, as we saw last week, 
begins with Abraham and moves forward in a symmetrical pattern (with three groups each 
containing 14 generations), from Abraham to David to the Babylonian exile to Jesus.  Luke 
reverses things.  His genealogy begins with Jesus and goes back – not just to David and 
Abraham, but even farther, all the way to the first man, Adam, “the son of God” (3:38).  In 
starting with Abraham, Matthew’s primary concern is to show Jesus’ Jewish heritage and His 
fitness to be Israel’s Messiah.  In going beyond Abraham all the way back to Adam, Luke is 
showing that Jesus is not only Israel’s Messiah and Savior, but the Savior of the world. 
 
Luke’s genealogy is more detailed than Matthew’s.  Matthew skips some generations.  His 
genealogy includes a total of 41 generations going forward from Abraham, 28 of them from 
David to Jesus.  The genealogy in Luke is more inclusive, with a total of 77 generations (if 
you count God in verse 28).  Luke’s genealogy has 43 generations from David to Jesus, 15 
more than Matthew. 
 
Both genealogies are identical from Abraham to David, but from David to Jesus they take 
separate paths. Matthew traces the lineage of Jesus from David through Solomon and the 
subsequent monarchs who sat on David’s throne. Luke, however, traces Jesus’ lineage from a 
lesser known son of David, Nathan (not to be confused with Nathan the prophet, who 
courageously confronted David with his sins of adultery with Bathsheba and murder in the 
death of Bathsheba’s husband Uriah).  The two genealogies follow different paths from David 
all the way to Joseph, the husband of Mary, where the genealogies re-converge. 
 
These differences in the genealogies have perplexed biblical scholars for close to two 
thousand years now.  How in the world are we to understand and explain the differences in 
these two genealogies?  Both Matthew and Luke rely on detailed historical records.  They 
didn’t just make up the genealogies.  Both of them did their homework.  So how do we 
account for the differences, including, as you may have noticed, that Luke says Joseph was 
the son of Heli (Luke 3:23), while Matthew gives the name of Joseph’s father as Jacob 
(Matthew 1:16). 
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Here are a few possible explanations:  First, it may be that Matthew gives us the family line of 
Jesus through Joseph, while the genealogy in Luke is actually the family line of Mary.  Both 
Joseph and Mary were from the family line of David.  What complicates this explanation is 
that Luke does not mention Mary at all in his genealogy.  Unlike Matthew, who includes five 
women in his genealogy, Luke does not include any women at all.  In this view, the lineage 
from David through Nathan to Heli shows Mary’s ancestry, with Heli being the father of 
Mary, not of Joseph. 
 
This explanation is bolstered by the fact that Mary was a primary source of information for 
Luke in his Gospel.  Much of Luke’s insight into the life of Jesus came from Mary, so it 
would not be completely out of the question for him to present Mary’s family tree. 
 
One of the arguments against this explanation of the two genealogies is that Luke presents his 
genealogy as if it is the family tree of Joseph, not Mary. 
 
A second possible explanation, suggested by an esteemed 20th-century Presbyterian scholar 
named J. Gresham Machen, is that Matthew presents the royal line of David – that is, the heirs 
to David’s throne – from Solomon all the way to Joseph and then Jesus, while Luke gives the 
actual paternal line from which Joseph came.  In this view, Heli was Joseph’s actual, physical 
father, while Jacob was Joseph’s immediate predecessor in the line of royal succession to the 
throne of David.  As with the first explanation, this requires a certain amount of speculation or 
conjecture, since neither Matthew nor Luke nor any of the other New Testament writers offer 
any explanation of the differences. 
 
Further complicating the genealogies is that both Matthew and Luke affirm the virgin birth of 
Jesus.  Both recognize Mary as the mother of Jesus.  Both declare the unique circumstances of 
Jesus’ conception in the womb of Mary and of His virgin birth.  Please understand: The virgin 
birth of Jesus does not complicate the gospel.  It does not complicate the Christmas story or 
the message of the gospel about Jesus.  If anything, it adds to the richness of the gospel and 
bears witness to the identity of Jesus as the Son of God and our Immanuel, the One who is 
literally God with us.  The virgin birth of Jesus is clearly set forth in the Bible.  It is one of the 
essentials of our faith, and as a church we affirm it wholeheartedly.  I affirm it 
wholeheartedly. 
 
The virgin birth of Jesus complicates the genealogies, though, simply because it means that 
Jesus had no human father.  He was born of a human mother without the involvement of a 
human father.  As Luke points out in verse 23, He (Jesus) “was the son, so it was thought, of 
Joseph….”  It was supposed that He was the son of Joseph.  People in and around Nazareth 
assumed that He was the son of Joseph.  But He was not.  Legally, He was the son of Joseph.  
But not actually.  He was – and is – the true and only Son of God. 
 
That Jacob and Heli are each named as the grandfather of Joseph has led to the conjecture that 
they are the same person with different names.  It could be, though it is not likely, especially 
since the divergence in the two genealogies begins with the sons of David. 
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Some people think there was a second marriage involved so that Joseph was the physical son 
of one (Jacob?) and the legal son of the other (Heli?), who may have adopted Joseph after the 
death of his natural father.  Or it could be that if Heli were the father of Mary, and if he had 
no sons of his own, he could have legally adopted Joseph as his son and heir when Joseph 
married Mary. 
 
There are other theories, too. As one biblical scholar says:  “We possess not a poverty but a 
plethora of possibilities” in seeking to explain the differences in the genealogies.  “Therefore 
the lack of certainty due to incomplete information” on our part “need not imply error in 
either genealogy” (Walter L. Liefeld, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary:  Luke, 861-862). 
 
Because of Luke’s close connection to Mary, and even though he does not mention her by 
name in his genealogy, I have always thought the best explanation of the differences in the 
two genealogies to be that Matthew presents the family line of Joseph, while Luke, without 
naming her, gives the family line of Mary. 
 
Through it all, what is clear in these genealogies is that Jesus is fully human.  He was as 
totally human as you and I are.  The only differences are that:  1) unlike us, He was conceived 
in a miraculous way by the Holy Spirit, without the aid or involvement of a man; and 2) 
unlike us, He was without sin and we are not. 
 
The genealogies in Matthew and Luke, their differences notwithstanding, establish the 
humanness of Jesus and His qualifications to be Israel’s long-awaited Messiah and our Savior 
and King. 
 
What we also see in the two genealogies, as we noted last week about the genealogy in 
Matthew, is that, though there was no sin in Him, Jesus came from a long line of sinners for 
the express purpose of saving sinners like us from our sins.  In a sermon preached in 1522, 
Martin Luther pointed out that Jesus “is the kind of person who is not ashamed of sinners – in 
fact, He even puts them in His family tree.”  In this, Jesus is just like us.  We all come from a 
long line of sinners.  My family tree is filled with sinners.  So is yours. 
 
Though the ancestors of Jesus serve to establish His human qualifications, those ancestors do 
not add to His dignity or elevate His eminence in any way.  Rather, as Chaucer said of Sir 
Ulrich, it is the ancestors of Jesus who are honored by their connection with Him.  As are we, 
the spiritual descendants of Jesus.  Our connection to Him adds nothing to His greatness.  But 
it makes all the difference in the world to us. 
 
YOUR SPIRITUAL ANCESTRY DNA 
 
Have you ever taken time to explore your spiritual Ancestry DNA?  That is, the people God 
has used to explain the gospel to you?  To teach you God’s Word and how to apply it to your 
life?  To encourage you to believe and embrace the gospel?  To repent of your sins?  To trust 
in Jesus Christ as your Savior and Lord?  To love God with all your heart and soul and mind 
and strength, and to love others as Jesus has loved you? 
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In 2 Timothy 1, Paul reminds his protégé Timothy of his spiritual Ancestry DNA.  He speaks 
there of Timothy’s spiritual heritage through his mother Eunice and his grandmother Lois (2 
Timothy 1:5).  Paul wanted Timothy to appreciate his heritage of faith. 
 
If you grew up in a Christian home, perhaps one or both of your parents were primary 
spiritual influences.  Maybe it was or is your grandparents.  If you grew up going to church, 
perhaps there was (or is) a pastor whom God has used.  Or a Sunday School teacher.  Or a 
youth leader.  Or an older Christian you looked up to.  Or someone who took you under wing 
and discipled you. 
 
If you’ve never done it, or haven’t done it in a long time, maybe this Advent/Christmas 
season is a good time to think about your spiritual Ancestry DNA and the people God has 
used to shape you spiritually. 
 
In my case, my mother certainly played a primary role in my spiritual development.  There 
was a pastor named Ronald Chittester and Sunday School teachers like Art Winger (an auto 
mechanic) and Louise Sayers (a farmer’s wife).  There was an older woman named Mary 
Kammerdiener with no children of her own who led our youth group.  There was a visiting 
evangelist from Kentucky named Jimmie Rose who preached at our church the night I gave 
my life to the Lord Jesus.  Jimmie Rose had been a high school basketball coach in Kentucky 
whose faith in Christ came alive during a revival in 1950 that started in Wilmore, Kentucky.  
When I was a teenager, there were leaders at Cherry Run Camp Meeting every summer who 
loved kids, and were passionate about the gospel and living for Jesus.  I had college 
professors who stirred up my love for the Bible and the history of the Christian faith.  There 
was Bruce Thielemann, the Dean of the Chapel at Grove City College, who gave me the 
opportunity to develop some leadership gifts and to serve as one of his Chapel assistants.  All 
of these, and no doubt more, figured prominently in my personal spiritual Ancestry DNA. 
 
I encourage you to trace your spiritual Ancestry DNA in order to see how God has been at 
work in your life, and how blessed you are. 
 
Ultimately, it does not come down to any person in your physical or spiritual ancestry.  It 
ultimately comes down to Jesus – to who He is, to what He has done, to how you respond to 
Him, to what place He has in your life.  There is no better time than Christmas to take stock of 
His place in your life. 
 
And there is no better time to ponder the ultimate meaning of Christmas and of life itself.  
Tim Keller tells of an ad in the New York Times that said:  “The meaning of Christmas is that 
love will triumph and that we will be able to put together a world of unity and peace.”  In 
other words, the ad is saying, we have the light within us, so we are the ones who can dispel 
the darkness of the world.  We can overcome poverty, injustice, violence, and evil.  If we 
work together, we can create a “world of unity and peace.” 
 
But, Keller asks:  “Can we?”  Keller points to Vaclav Havel, the first president of the Czech 
Republic after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the break-up of the Soviet Union, who had a 
unique vantage point from which to peer into both socialism and capitalism.  Havel was not 
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optimistic that either, by itself, would solve the greatest human problems.  He understood that 
neither technology nor the state nor the market alone could save us from the threat of mass 
destruction.  “Pursuit of the good life will not help humanity save itself, nor is democracy 
enough,” said Havel.  “A turning to and seeing of … God is needed.”  The human race, he 
added, constantly forgets that we are not God (Keller, Hidden Christmas, 7-8). 
 
We are not God.  But Jesus, the Christ of Christmas, the son of Mary, descended from David 
and Abraham and Adam, is God.  He is both fully God and fully human.  He is the only One 
who can fix what is wrong with us.  He is the only One who can fix what is wrong with this 
lost and broken world.  He is the only One who can save us, the only One who can rescue and 
redeem us. 
 
Seek Him.  Embrace Him.  Trust in him.  Bless His holy name.  Lord, let it be so in us, now 
and always.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


