
“The Story Behind the Story”  Matt 1:1-16  December 9, 2018 
     STORY…Dwight Eisenhower grew up in a family where they read through the bible every few years. As kids 
got older, they started asking for exceptions-skip odd parts of Old Testament- especially the GENEALOGIES. 
His mom asked young Dwight why he wanted to skip them 

CHILD: LISTS ARE BORING, JUST A BUNCH OF NAMES I CAN’T PRONOUCE. 
 

MORE THAN A LIST OF NAMES… 
Give Eisenhower credit: read all 42 generations, you GO BRAIN DEAD. Boring or not, we won’t skip 

Mathew’s genealogy! Old translations of the bible used the word “begat”, one generation begat the next. 
So we view the names on Jesus’ family tree. Mathew walks us through HIS FAMILY GRAVEYARD. It is the 
REAL STORY BEHIND THE CHRISTMAS STORY. 

Abraham, the father of Isaac, father of Jacob, father of Judah, the father of Perez, whose mother was 
Tamar Salmon, the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab. All the generations, he pauses by familiar 
names like Jesse, father of David and Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s wife. He skips down to 
Matthan, the father of Jacob, father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, the one 
called the Christ. 

Forget ancestry.com. They used genealogies to help establish legal, property rights, assess financial 
status. Theirs was an oral culture, kept few written records. They had no internet, no electricity, no TV’s. 
Back then, people talked. Do you recall when people talked! Families told stories. They could recite 
generations of ancestors from memory, detailing names and key family events. 

STORY…my grandma once opened her bible, few faded pictures of old recipes, then a list. She’d 
researched our family tree 200 years Grandma: This is where you came from. What you do with your life 
will add to the story 
 

THE NAMES ON THE LIST 
How true! For good or ill, you’ll add to the story your family has been writing for generations. 

Matthew having a list wasn’t shocking; what makes his list shocking are the names he includes in it. He adds 
3 FOREIGN WOMEN, outsiders named Ruth/Rahab/Tamar into Jesus’ family tree. He drops the name of 
Uriah, whom David had killed after his adultery with Bathsheba. What a way to start his story of Jesus: a 
few foreign women, pagans, flawed leaders? Why unearth the family’s dirty laundry? Why don’t you tell an 
inspiring story? It is enough to make a preacher blush! 

A FEW BRAVE WOMEN… 
Want to name women, Matthew, why not great women of faith like Sarah, Rebekkah, Rachel, not 

these foreigners who have no place in his lineage. Take Rahab: her only claim to fame was giving shelter to 
the SPIES JOSHUA sent to Jericho on a mission to scope out Promise Land. As for Tamar/Ruth, they got into 
God’s family only by MARRIAGE. Tamar, forced into poverty by her husband’s death, is shunned by her 
father-in-law Judah. Near starvation she dresses like a CULT PROSTITUTE, wears a veil to trick Judah into 
sleeping with her. Discovering that his widowed daughter-in-law is pregnant, Judah orders her to be burned 
in public for her sins. God has other plans. She escapes her execution and walks out of town, carrying his 
staff. 

Is your family a mess? You have problems? Look at Jesus’ family. 
 Or, Ruth! Another foreigner who marries into God’s family when a famine hits Israel, forcing Naomi/her 
husband to flee to Moab, a pagan area, where her 2 sons marry foreign women. Things go from bad to 
worse as Naomi’s husband/two sons die. In shock, Naomi decides to go home to Israel and tells her 2 
daughters to stay in Moab. Ruth refuses to leave her, creating one of bible’s touching moment. Ruth says 

Wherever you go, I will go, wherever you stay, I will stay, your people will be my people, your God 
will be my God 
 
 
 
 



PUTTING READERS ON NOTICE… 
Do these people belong in Jesus’ ancestry? If God were Presbyterian, we might chide him for not 

doing things “decently/in order”? This list is truly out of order. God has no respect for human plans. This is 
the STORY BEHIND THE CHRISTMAS STORY. God works in unconventional and mysterious ways. God does 
the INCREDIBLE, not the PREDICTABLE. This is WHO GOD IS, how GOD ACTS. Matthew is making a larger 
point about what CHRIST’S BIRTH MEANS: be prepared for one surprise after another.  He was putting his 
readers on notice: the story he’d tell  would not be THE STORY that they wanted to hear. The Messiah they 
thought would deliver them from their woes was not the MESSIAH THAT THEY GOT. The Kingdom Jesus 
revealed wouldn’t be the KINGDOM OF THEIR DREAMS. No wonder the very people who should’ve 
celebrated his birth didn’t. They were the first generation had to decide who THIS STRANGER WAS. Jesus 
didn’t fit their image of what Messiah would be like. Lest we get too critical of that generation, we all get 
confined by PRE-CONCEIVED IDEAS; they are like LITTLE BOXES- nothing ever fits in them, especially God, 
because they are far too small. 
STORY...a few years ago the BABY JESUS was stolen from a manger scene outside city hall in St. Louis. A 
reporter covering the story said 
REPORTER: SOMEONE HAS STOLEN JESUS. HE’S MISSING. ANY INFORMATION ON JESUS, CALL THE STATION 
IMMEDIATELY. WE ARE ANXIOUS TO PUT HIM BACK WHERE HE BELONGS. 
 

ONE KNOWN AS A FRIEND OF SINNERS 
Cute, but not funny! Jesus doesn’t belong in a box in Missouri and the real Jesus was stolen long ago-

not by THIEVES but CHRISTIANS. Instead of the real Jesus, what many people have is THE JESUS THEY WANT 
THE JESUS WHO ACTS/THINKS LIKE US, THE JESUS OF OUR SIDE, THE JESUS WHO COMFORTS, MAKES 

US FEEL GOOD BUT NEVER REQUIRES US TO CHANGE 
Jesus came for ALL PEOPLE, not just the SELECT FEW who presume to speak for him. That was 

Matthew’s point: his list resembles the cast of characters Jesus later drew into his life. He is tipping us off: 
known as “a friend of sinners” Jesus got into trouble over his friendships, the company he kept. The way he 
loved, and the people he loved, drew the ire of religious leaders. How is this good news for us? You may 
think you’ve crossed the line: your sin is too dark, your shame too great, your past too sorted… 

Jesus says to you: Are you kidding? Look at my family! You have no idea what I can do…if you just 
open your eyes up to me.  

 
STORY…a man stood in line after church. Every week he said the same thing, “God helps those who help 
themselves”. It annoyed me and he knew it. I didn’t know what to say. I prayed for God’s help in how to 
answer him. One Sunday, near Christmas, there he was 
MAN: GOD HELPS THOSE WHO HELP THEMSELVES. 
MYSELF: REALLY! THEN WHY WOULD GOD BOTHER TO SEND JESUS. I DON’T KNOW ABOUT YOU, BUT I NEED 
HELP. I CAN’T DO IT ON MY OWN. 

His hand started quiver, and I saw a single tear appear in the eyes of a man I’d never seen cry. He 
walked off. 
 

THE START OF THE WORLD’S GREATEST STORY 
Neither can we! We need help. We need a Savior. The message of Christianity: we are saved, not by 

our own record, but by Christ's record. Our God is the God the helpless/hopeless, the God who loves 
sinners, who brings light even in our darkest times. Jesus’ family tree has always included sinners or else we 
wouldn’t be in it. Matthew’s list isn’t meant to put us to sleep but to cause us to take notice. Jesus was born 
and he died for the sake of sinners. Why? Because God was not interested in EXCHANGING US but 
REDEEMING US. 

 
 
 
 



A STORY WORTH TELLING… 
By the time he finished writing, Matthew made it clear: the birth of Jesus would not be respectable; 

his life would send shockwaves through the world. Jesus came to seek/save the lost. He is still looking for 
people who think that they are a million miles away from God. 

Who it is that God wants you to bring into his family? How do we make more room in Jesus’ family? 
 
STORY...a great Christmas story: Susie Blackmun, daughter of former Supreme Court Judge Harry Blackman. 
She/her Dad were estranged for years, Susie drifted from the Christianity of her roots. As he took the bench, 
she rejected her family/country. She later married, became a mother, the birth of grandchild healed the rift in 
family, except with regards to the Church. Harry/his wife stopped discussing church. One Christmas Eve they 
gathered for a meal and Susie she asked them if they’d like to go to church. Tears streamed down their faces. 
She/her husband had joined a Methodist Church in Florida. That night they celebrated Holy Communion, 
Susie/her father went up for Communion together, they knelt down, received the Sacrament. For longest 
time they knelt. She held his hand as he wept. The newspaper published her story; she entitled it “The Long 
Journey Home” 
 

Closing….you see why Matthew had to write his list. The story he was telling was for all people who 
felt estranged from God, who drifted from the family and who were looking for a way home. 


