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The Gospel of Matthew opens with a genealogy 
which aims to answer the question, “Who is Jesus?” 
Wonderful discoveries await those who examine it!

RO OTS
Who am I? Author Alex Haley conducted a twelve-year search of census 
lists, ships’ records, and other historical documents to find an answer to 
that question. Eventually he made a trip to Gambia to learn more about 
his ancestors’ journey from Africa to America on a slave ship. His book 
Roots, the family story that unfolded through seven generations from 
1767 into the twentieth century, was made into a popular TV mini-series 
and captured the imagination of millions of people. In the process Haley 
said he discovered much about who he was.

Who am I? Many people today try to answer that question by building 
a family tree through Ancestry.com or having their DNA tested to see 
if they are French or Native American or Scotch-Irish. Along the way 
some learn they have “royal blood.” Others discover they have a genetic 
susceptibility to certain diseases.

The Gospel of Matthew opens with a genealogy which aims to answer 
the question, “Who is Jesus?” Wonderful discoveries await those who 
examine it! A close look reveals that there were some Gentile branches in 
His Jewish family tree. We also learn that He had “royal blood.” He was 
a King descended from a line of kings, a man to whom ancient promises 
from God were attached.

That family tree is worth a long look, because when we learn who Jesus 
is, we also learn who we are.

Matthew
r o y a l  r o o T s
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A K I NG’S GEN E A LO GY 
Matthew 1:1
The Old Testament begins with the Book of 
Genesis. The very first words of Matthew are, 
literally, “the book of the genesis” (biblos 
geneseoos)! The ESV translates it “The book 
of the genealogy” of Jesus Christ. Jeff Gibbs 
renders it “The book of the origin.” Later in v. 
18 the same word is translated “birth.”

But this is not a straightforward “birth 
narrative.” Matthew spends very little time 
detailing the story of Jesus’ birth, as Luke 
does. Instead he is at pains to explore the 
genealogical connections of this man, especially 
His “royal roots.” He makes clear at the outset 
that this is a king’s family tree with a string of 
three titles: “Christ,” “son of David,” and “son 
of Abraham.” In so doing, he bridges the two 
testaments. The titles in the Old Testament are 
now applied to Jesus. It is all one story.

Verse 17 reminds us that “Christ” is not a last 
name, but a title (“the Christ”). It’s the Greek 
equivalent of the Hebrew title Messiah, the 
“anointed one” the Jews had long been awaiting 
(cf. Ps. 2:2 and 89:20). The very next title, “son 
of David,” recalls God’s promise of a king from 
David’s line whose kingdom would be established 
“forever” (2 Sam. 7:2–16, especially v. 13).

“Could Jesus be the Messiah?” Matthew’s 
Jewish readers wanted to know. When Jesus 
stood on trial before the Sanhedrin, the high 
priest put the fateful question to Him directly: 
“I adjure you by the living God, tell us if you are 
the Christ” (Matt. 26:63). Matthew leaves no 
doubt. This man Jesus IS the one! The new age 
of God’s reign has begun in Him.

That third title, “son of Abraham,” is a title 
used nowhere else in the New Testament. 
It too testifies to the kingly roots of Jesus 
(“kings shall come from you” — Gen. 17:6). 

Interestingly, it points to Jesus as Savior also for 
Gentiles, since it is to Abraham that God makes 
the promise, “in you all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3). Matthew’s Gospel 
ends with Jesus’ command to missionize “all 
nations.” Everyone, both Jew and Gentile, has a 
stake in the news Matthew brings in this book!

FA SCI NAT I NG B R A NCH ES 
I N T H E FA MI LY T R EE 
Matthew 1:2–16
We jokingly refer to biblical genealogies as “a 
list of ‘begats’.” Matthew’s genealogy uses the 
Greek word egeneesen (“begat” or “was the 
father of”) 39 times. Four times it appears in 
conjunction with “from” or “by” to denote the 
mother from whom the child was begotten. 
The only exception is Jesus. Joseph is not “the 
father of” Jesus, but “the husband of Mary, of 
whom Jesus was born” (v. 16).

Many of the names we read here are familiar. 
The patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob head 
the list in the first part of the genealogy. There 
are famous kings in the section that follows: 
David, Solomon, and Hezekiah are probably the 
best known of these. There’s royalty in these 
branches! Except for Zerubbabel, the names 
in the third section are less well known. That 
section ends with Joseph, Mary, and Jesus — 
the Holy Family.

Some especially notable branches in the tree 
are the five women Matthew includes — 
Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, the “wife of Uriah,” and 
Mary. Their appearance is noteworthy since 
women were normally not included in Jewish 
genealogies. Many writers assert that these 
women are to be considered Gentiles or sinners 
or both, demonstrating God’s desire to “use 
even the humble and despised to accomplish 
his purpose” (Marshall Johnson). So is that the 
point of their inclusion?
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Two of these women, Rahab the Canaanite and Ruth the Moabite, are undeniably Gentiles, an 
early hint at the inclusion of Gentiles in God’s design. The Bible does not expressly say that 
Tamar (Gen. 38:6–30) or Uriah’s wife (Bathsheba — see 2 Sam. 11:2–12:25) were Gentiles, 
though Bathsheba was married to a Hittite. All were sinners (as are we all!), but were they 
especially notorious sinners? Though Tamar posed as a prostitute and had a child by her 
father-in-law, Judah, he declared that “she is more righteous than I” (Gen. 38:26). Bathsheba’s 
adulterous affair with David produced Solomon, but curiously, Bathsheba’s name is not used 
here. Is that to stress that the greater guilt in their liaison was David’s? Though Rahab (Josh. 
2:1–21) was a prostitute, she was kind to the Israelite spies, an act which lands her in the “faith 
chapter” of Hebrews (Heb. 11:31). Ruth, the Moabite, is exemplary for her loyalty to Naomi and 
her adoption of the faith of Israel.

What all of these women DO show is that God is in control, often in spite of humans’ intentions. 
All four of these woman became part of the family tree in unusual fashion. They show us that 
God accomplishes His purpose in surprising ways, most of all in Mary, as we will see.

N U MB ER S SYM MET R IC A L A N D PER PLEXI NG 
Matthew 1:17
Matthew is at pains to demonstrate a symmetry in the list. “All the generations from Abraham 
to David were fourteen generations, and from David to the deportation to Babylon fourteen 
generations, and from the deportation to Babylon to the Christ fourteen generations” (v. 17). One 
cannot ignore such a striking pattern. It begs to be explored.

That numbering is perplexing to moderns who desire completeness and precision in a genealogy. 
Is this really “all the generations”? Matthew has certainly compacted what must have been 
many more generations. For example, in the sequence of Hezron, Ram, and Amminidab (vv. 3–4), 
he is covering hundreds of years in just three generations. Hezron went down to Egypt in the 
time of Joseph (Gen. 46:12). Amminadab is mentioned in Num. 1:7 as the father of one living in 
the time of Moses, some four centuries later! In v. 8 Matthew omits three generations between 
Joram and Uzziah/Azariah (see 1 Chron. 3:11–12). “Modern precision,” observes Gibbs, “is to be 
neither expected nor required of the evangelist.”

One other curiosity is that Matthew’s count seems off by one name. Three sections of fourteen 
names should yield 42 names, but a careful reading reveals only 41. David ends the first section 
and cannot be counted in the second. Jechoniah ends the second and cannot be counted again 
in the third. The result is that the third section has only thirteen names. Or does it? Donald 
Hagner suggests that the “Jechoniah” at v. 11 (“at the time of the deportation”) may be referring 
to King Jehoiakim, the biological son of Josiah, and that the “Jechoniah” at v. 12 (“after the 
deportation”) may be referring to King Jehoiachin, who was Jehoiakim’s son (see 2 Kings 
23:34–24:17). Got that?

M A T T H E W  1 : 1 – 2 5

MichaeL KaSting 9

2



Names aside, how do we make sense of the 
number pattern? It may well be that Matthew’s 
structure of 3 x 14 generations has the purpose 
of communicating something more than 
arithmetic precision. The numbering is a device 
to communicate that history is moving toward 
a goal. An orderly God is guiding (“fourteen . . . 
fourteen . . . fourteen”) and Jesus is the 
fulfillment of a deliberate process. Everything 
that came before Him culminates in Him!

Is there anything significant about “fourteen”? 
Some writers allege that the numerical value 
of the name “David” totals 14 (if a minimal 
and not a full spelling of “David” is used). But 
there could be another reason. Gibbs suggests 
that it is not the number fourteen itself, but its 
REPETITION that matters. 1 Chron. 1–2 lists 14 
names from Abraham to David. Perhaps Matthew 
wants to show a symmetry and orderliness in 
God’s dealing with Israel. The number three 
(a number that was “God’s number” for Jews) 
would emphasize that God is at work here!

LU K E’S GEN E A LO GY COMPA R ED 
lUKe 3:23–38
Luke, a man with a penchant for historical 
detail, also includes a genealogy in his Gospel, 
and comparing the two is enlightening. In spite 
of similarities and some shared names, it is the 
differences that absorb us. The most obvious of 
these is that Matthew starts at the beginning 
and moves forward in time. Luke starts at the 
end and moves backward. The second is that 
Luke’s list goes all the way back to Adam, while 
Matthew goes only to Abraham. Matthew’s 
focus is on the history of Israel. Luke’s is wider. 
Matthew stresses the Jewish titles applied 
to Jesus, especially “Christ.” Luke makes no 
mention of Christ, but ends his genealogy with 
the words “the son of God” (Lk. 3:38), a title 
with wider meaning in the Gentile world.

In the historic period where they overlap, 
Matthew has 41 names, while Luke provides 57. 
The Abraham to David sections almost agree. 
In the David to Salathiel portion, there is NO 
agreement in names except David and Salathiel. 
Further, Matthew’s names are king names and 
Luke’s are not. Luke’s names, in fact, have no 
known parallel in the Old Testament. Joseph’s 
father is listed as Jacob in Matthew and as Heli 
in Luke. What are we to make of it?

Many suggestions have been made in how to 
reconcile these divergent family trees. The most 
compelling one is that Luke is giving us the 
“biological” ancestry of Jesus through Mary, 
while Matthew is tracing His “legal” ancestry 
through Joseph. This would be understandable 
in light of Mary’s prominence in Luke’s birth 
narrative, and if we further note that in Luke 
3:23, Luke tells us that Jesus was the son “as 
was supposed” of Joseph. The coincidence of 
earlier names on the list may indicate that BOTH 
Mary and Joseph were descended from David’s 
line (some read Luke 1:27 as saying this).

Having given us the genealogy, Matthew now 
tells us more about the identity of this wondrous 
child through the story of His birth in vv. 18–25.

U N EXPECT ED B I RT H 
Matthew 1:18–19
Matthew’s account is not a favored reading 
at Christmas services because it describes 
an awkward situation: Joseph and Mary are 
engaged and legally “married,” but they have not 
yet consummated their union. Mary’s pregnancy 
initially appears to Joseph to be illegitimate!

For the Jews, marriage was in two stages. 
Stage one, betrothal, might last as long as a 
year. It rendered the couple legally married and 
could be broken only by divorce or death. Stage 
two was the consummation, the sexual union. 
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Joseph and Mary were between the two stages. 
She was discovered to be pregnant, and Joseph 
assumed she had been unfaithful to him. He 
“resolved to divorce her quietly” (v. 19). It would 
be a private divorce, with only the priest and the 
husband as the two required witnesses (Num. 
5:11–31), not a humiliating public divorce.

It was the wrong decision, though made for 
the right reason! Joseph is both “just” and 
compassionate toward her (according to 
Deut. 22:13–29, an adulterous woman should 
have been stoned!), but unaware of God’s 
working. Gibbs calls it his “well-meaning 
incomprehension.” Joseph did not expect what 
God was doing. Nor would we! God’s inscrutable 
ways are revealed to Joseph by an angel’s 
message in a dream and to us readers by the 
citation of Is. 7:14.

R E M A R K A B LE NA MES 
Matthew 1:20–25
One night Joseph had a vivid dream in which 
an angel of God appeared with an explanation 
and a command: “Joseph, son of David, do not 
fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which 
is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She 
will bear a son, and you shall call his name 
Jesus, for he will save his people from their 
sins” (v. 20–21).

There had been wondrous births before (Isaac 
to Sarah a prime example), but never one “from 
the Holy Spirit.” The child’s singular origin in 
GOD signaled His singular mission. Others like 
Moses and the Judges had been dispatched by 
God to rescue Israel, but no one had yet been 
sent to “save from sins”!

This child’s very name would be His job 
description. “Jesus” is the Greek form of 
“Joshua,” which means “God saves.” For in this 
child (make no mistake, Joseph!), God Himself 

would be at work saving! Matthew underlines it 
all for his readers by adding a second wondrous 
name supplied by the prophet Isaiah: “Behold, 
the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and 
shall call his name Immanuel (which means, 
God with us)” (Matt. 1:23, citing Is. 7:14).

The infrequently-used Hebrew word ha’almah 
that Matthew renders as “virgin” can have more 
than one meaning. It may simply indicate a 
marriageable “maiden,” or it may more narrowly 
denote a “virgin.” The only birth of a child 
mentioned in the original context was Isaiah’s 
own son (Is. 8:1–4), but his mother was neither 
a maiden nor a virgin. Whatever the fulfillment 
of this word was in Ahaz’s day (read on through 
Isaiah 8 and 9), the king did not accept it, 
and the full import of Isaiah’s words awaited 
some more distant fulfillment. Matthew is 
saying, “That fulfillment has now come!” In the 
Apostles’ Creed we confess Jesus as the one 
“born of the Virgin Mary.” At Christmas we sing 
to our “Immanuel,” for in Him, God has come to 
be with us, finally and fully!

All this took place “to fulfill what the Lord had 
spoken by the prophet” (v. 22). This is the first 
of ten times that Matthew introduces an Old 
Testament quote with some variation of this 
distinctive formula — “what was spoken” was 
“fulfilled.” It was a message particularly for 
Jews who had so long lived in expectancy. 
Jesus’ entire life and ministry took place in 
fulfillment of the Old Testament. The hopes of 
the nation were not dashed by the Exile! The 
long night of waiting was over.

Unlike wicked Ahaz, faithful Joseph accepted the 
word from God and took Mary home as his wife. 
We who read this news, likewise, are invited to 
receive God’s Word and believe that in Jesus, we 
have a Savior from our sin and sorrow.
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PER SONAL APPLIC ATION

Lord Jesus Christ, You are not just “a king” but “my King”! Help me, as I 
study this lesson, to kneel before You in humble adoration. Then enable me 

to confess Your name so that others may know You too. Amen.

For Review
1. People sometimes complain that genealogies are dull. What did you discover about the genealogy of Jesus 

that makes it interesting?

2. What’s the meaning of “Jesus”? Of “Immanuel”? Taken together, what do these names tell us about Him?

Matthew 2:1–12
3. Read about “Herod the Great” on the internet or in a Bible dictionary. What do his “life dates” tell you about 

when Jesus was born? What kind of person was Herod?

4. Use your Bible footnotes to find the source of the quote in v. 6. Read the quote in its original setting. Do 
the verses match? Besides the place of Jesus’ birth, what else does the Old Testament reference say about 
Him?

5. What misconceptions about the “Wise Men” does a close reading of the text dispel?

6. Since the Wise Men were probably pagan astrologers, why do you think they would they leave their 
countries to seek out Jesus?

7. Have you had to leave anything behind to follow Jesus? What is the “gold, frankincense, and myrrh” in your 
life?

Matthew 2:13–15
8. How does Matthew explain the destination God chooses for the Holy Family’s flight? How does this episode 

in Jesus’ life remind you of the history of the nation Israel?

9. Once again, look up the source of the Old Testament citation in v. 15. Read the verse in its original setting. 
Who is “my son” there? Is the passage a prediction or something else?

LWBS12
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Matthew 2:16–18
10. What connection, if any, do you see between Matt. 2:1–18 and Rev. 12:1–6? How can it be that the birth of 

Jesus is “bad news” that provokes a hostile response by some people?

11. What does Herod’s order tell you about him? Of what age were the children of Bethlehem slain by his 
soldiers?

12. Another prophecy! Once again, look up the Old Testament source of this quote in v. 18. Read also Gen. 
35:19. Why is Rachel mentioned?

13. Where in our world now do you see the rage of Herod against Jesus being replicated?

Matthew 2:19–23
14. What’s Joseph’s reason for returning to Nazareth instead of Judea?

15. How many times in the first two chapters of Matthew does God communicate with someone in a dream? 
Why does God choose this medium of communication? Do you think He still does that today?

16. What can you learn from the internet or from a Bible dictionary about the city of Nazareth? Why do you 
suppose Nathanael disparaged the town in John 1:46?

17. The chapter ends with still another prophetic fulfillment. Do you discover a source in your footnotes? What 
do you make of this?

18. If God asked you to relocate, how long would it take you to say yes? What objections might you raise?

19. How do you see this chapter reinforcing any of Matthew’s cherished themes?
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