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Jesus’ Family Tree: Matthew 1:1-17 
Ben Reaoch, Three Rivers Grace Church 

Sunday, November 8th, 2015 
 

 I really enjoy this time of year.  I like the fall weather, 
especially when it’s in the 70s like it was this past week.  I like 
watching the leaves change color and fall to the ground, even when 
it means I have a lot of raking to do.  I enjoy that too.  I look 
forward to Thanksgiving coming up—not just the food, but the 
family time and the reminder to reflect on all that we have to be 
grateful for.  And I really love Christmas.  Again, I like the time 
with extended family, exchanging presents and enjoying good food 
together.  But, of course, the most beautiful thing is the story at the 
center of it all.  The true and life-changing story of Christmas.  The 
story of Christ.  The story of His humble and miraculous birth, and 
how that little baby who came into the world in such a quiet, but 
remarkable, way . . . how He changed everything, absolutely 
everything! 
 So even though it may seem a little early to start a 
Christmas sermon series, I’m going to do it.  I figure if the stores 
can start advertising their Christmas deals, I can start preaching 
about the real meaning of Christmas.   
 I read this week that “Amazon.com and Walmart are again 
kicking off Black Friday nearly a month early, with both 
retailing giants revealing holiday price cuts before most 
Americans have even finished digesting their Halloween 
candy.”1 
 In terms of the church calendar, we can think about 
transitioning from Reformation Day, October 31st, when Martin 
Luther nailed his 95 theses to the church door in Wittenberg, 
Germany, transitioning now to the season of Advent, as we turn 
our attention to the narratives of Jesus’ birth. 
 I just finished a series on marriage last Sunday.  And I 
plan on beginning a several month series through portions of 
Isaiah beginning in January.  So I decided to take these 8 
Sundays, and also the Christmas Eve sermon, to preach from 
passages in Matthew and Luke about Jesus’ birth.  We’ll be 
going back and forth between these 2 Gospel accounts.  There 
are some things that Matthew records that Luke doesn’t, and vice 
versa.  We still won’t be covering every detail.  But we’ll try to 
put together a lot of the big pieces of what’s happening 
surrounding Jesus’ birth.   
 Let’s start, then, with this genealogy in Matthew 1.  And 
I’ll give you this encouragement to listen carefully, an 
encouragement from a dear sister who is now with the Lord.  
                                                
1 Vicki Hyman, NJ Advance Media for NJ.com.  Nov 2, 2015 
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Many of you remember Emily Robinson.  She passed away in 
2010.  I remember talking with her one day when she was in the 
hospital having dialysis.  She was talking about her Bible 
reading plan and what she had read recently.  I think it was 
Numbers that she was reading through at the time, because I 
remember her talking about the long lists of names.  And she 
said something that has stuck with me ever since then.  She said 
that we shouldn’t just skim over these lists of names when we 
encounter them in Scripture, even though we’re so tempted to do 
that.  She said that each name is important.  God wanted each of 
these names to be recorded.  Each person plays a significant role.  
Each name is there for a reason and serves a purpose.  Not to 
mention, if your name was in there, would you want people to just 
skim right over it? 
 Let that be an exhortation from our dear sister in Christ, 
Emily Robinson, to listen carefully to the reading of this 
genealogy. 

We’re looking at Jesus’ family tree in this passage.  You 
can often get to know a lot about a person by understanding their 
family.  When we’re getting to know a new friend, we will ask 
questions about their parents and siblings and grandparents.  
Where do those family members live?  What do they do?  What are 
they like?  It’s also fascinating to study a person’s extended 
genealogy.  What is the ethnic heritage of the family?  What are 
the stories that have been passed down?   
 When we come to the very beginning of the New 
Testament, the Gospel of Matthew begins with Jesus’ genealogy.  I 
want us to learn some things about this genealogy.  I want us to 
learn about Jesus’ earthly heritage.  What was His family like?  
What were the stories that had been passed down?  And as we’re 
going to see, there are some shocking stories, scandalous stories, 
stories that most of us would want to cover up.  But the Bible 
openly reveals these details of Jesus’ family tree, and as in all of 
God’s revelation, these things are revealed to us for a reason.   
 Let’s look at just a few of these stories, and then we’ll talk 
about the lessons we can learn from them.  I want to focus on the 
four women who are named in this genealogy.  Tamar in verse 3, 
Rahab and Ruth in verse 5, and Bathsheba in verse 6, although she 
is referred to as “the wife of Uriah.”   

This is so fascinating to me because it was not the custom 
at that time to include any women in genealogies.  Matthew is 
breaking out of his cultural mold as he mentions these 4 women.  
It’s surprising to see women named here at all.  But it’s far more 
shocking when we learn about the stories of these particular 
women.  These were shameful women, outcasts.  They were 
sexually immoral.  Ruth is the exception.  She was morally upright, 
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but even her reputation was questionable because she was a 
Moabite woman, and in Deuteronomy 23 there is a curse on the 
Moabites.  So all of these women have serious question marks over 
their reputation. 

 
Tamar 
 Let’s start with the story of Tamar, which is from Genesis 
38.  The story is about Judah and Tamar.  Judah was the fourth son 
of Jacob.  Remember the patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 
(whose name was changed to Israel).  He had 12 sons, whose 
families became the 12 tribes of Israel.  Well, Judah, the fourth son 
of Jacob, he plays a very significant part in the story in Genesis, 
both in negative ways and then in some positive ways.  When the 
brothers were wanting to take out their vengeance on Joseph (you 
remember Joseph was the favored son of Jacob, receiving that 
beautiful coat of many colors), Judah was the one who suggested 
they sell Joseph into slavery.  And it’s interesting to see the 
contrast between Judah and Joseph in these chapters of Genesis.  
Joseph is a very positive example, and Judah is a negative one. 

Here’s the story.  In chapter 38 Judah leaves his family and 
marries a Canaanite woman.  He has three sons by her.  The sons 
grow up, and he finds a wife for Er his firstborn, and her name is 
Tamar (v. 6).  But the Lord killed Er, because he was wicked.  So 
Judah told his second son, Onan, to perform the duty of a brother-
in-law for Tamar.  This ancient custom is known as levirate 
marriage.  If a man died without producing an heir, it was the 
responsibility of his brother to marry the widow and produce an 
heir for him.  But Onan, being next in line for the inheritance, 
didn’t want Tamar to have a son, because her son would be 
competition for the inheritance that he selfishly wanted.  So he 
would sleep with Tamar, but he would avoid getting her pregnant.  
And the text says, “what he did was wicked in the sight of the 
Lord, and he put him to death also.” 
 Well, now Judah is in a difficult position, because he has 
one son left, Shelah.  And he doesn’t want to pass Tamar on to 
Shelah because he’s afraid that Shelah will die, too, like his 
brothers (v. 11).  So Judah tells Tamar to remain as a widow until 
Shelah is old enough to marry.  But with time it becomes clear that 
Judah has no intention of giving Tamar to Shelah in marriage.   

So Tamar eventually takes matters into her own hands.  She 
knows of Judah’s moral decadence, and she plans accordingly.  
She dresses up as a prostitute, and wears a veil to cover her face, 
and she sits at the entrance to Enaim, where she knows Judah will 
pass by.  And sure enough, he passes by and requests her services.  
Here’s where we see a stark contrast between Joseph and Judah.  
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Joseph fled from sexual immorality (remember the story of 
Potiphar’s wife), Judah pursued sexual immorality.   

Judah approaches this prostitute and asks to sleep with her.  
She immediately asks, “What will you give me?” (v. 16).  He says, 
“I’ll send you a young goat from the flock.”  She asks for a pledge, 
until it arrives, and requests that he leave his signet and cord and 
staff (she knew not to trust this guy).  That would be like leaving 
your drivers’ license, social security card, and credit card with 
someone.  And he agrees to do it.  He gives her the signet and cord 
and staff.  Maybe he was overly trusting.  Maybe he was caught up 
in the moment.  But, of course, when Judah sends the young goat, 
the “prostitute” is nowhere to be found.  For the sake of his 
reputation, to avoid further humiliation (he doesn’t want to go 
around the town asking for the prostitute Judah slept with), Judah 
decides to cut his losses and let the woman keep his belongings, as 
important as they were. 

Then we read a very suspenseful series of events.  “About 
three months later Judah was told, ‘Tamar your daughter-in-law 
has been immoral.  Moreover, she is pregnant by immorality.’  
And Judah said, ‘Bring her out, and let her be burned.’”  What 
hypocrisy!  This man had recently slept with a prostitute, and most 
likely that was not a one-time thing in his life.  He had also lied to 
his daughter-in-law about a potential marriage.  But now he hears 
that this daughter-in-law has been immoral, and he realizes that 
this could be an easy way to get her out of the way so he can find a 
different wife for Shelah.  So he says, “let her be burned.”  It’s at 
this point that Tamar makes use of that signet and cord and staff.  
She sends them to Judah with the message, “By the man to whom 
these belong, I am pregnant.”   

Judah must have been shocked as he realized the twisted 
series of events that had taken place.  And, amazingly, he admitted 
his wrongdoing.  He said, “She is more righteous than I, since I did 
not give her to my son Shelah.  And he did not know her again.”  
Judah has been very wicked, but he is beginning to change. 

Sidney Greidanus writes, “This is the beginning of Judah’s 
transformation.  After this Judah will return to his brothers; he will 
show great concern for his elderly father; he will even offer 
himself as a slave to Joseph for Benjamin’s freedom (44:18-34); 
and Jacob will give him the greatest blessing of all [in chapter 49]” 
(Preaching Christ from Genesis, 375). 

This is the real surprise in the story of Judah.  The surprise 
is in the prophecy of chapter 49, which reveals that it’s from 
Judah’s descendants that the Messiah will come.  From Judah’s 
descendants!  Based on the contrast between Joseph and Judah, 
and especially the ways that Joseph’s life prefigures Christ’s, we 
would think that the Messiah should be a descendant of Joseph.  
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But God works in very mysterious ways.  It’s from the sinful and 
scandalous union between Judah and Tamar that the Messiah 
comes!  Tamar had twin boys, Perez and Zerah.  The book of Ruth 
concludes with the generations of Perez, and traces the genealogy 
from Perez to David.  Then in the genealogy of Jesus Christ, both 
in Matthew 1 and Luke 3, we see the names of Judah and Perez, 
and in Matthew 1 Tamar’s name is also included. 

One of the lessons from this story is that no matter how 
wicked you have been, God can change you.  He can use your 
broken life for His good purposes.  This should be a great 
encouragement to us when we feel like God can’t use us because 
our sin is too great.  Yes, our sin is great.  But God’s grace is 
greater!  To what depths has your sin taken you?  It is not too deep 
for the Lord to restore you and bless you and allow you to play a 
role in His glorious plans. 

I do want to warn us at this point:  Don’t use a story like 
this to justify sin!  That may go without saying, but I want to say it.  
This cannot be used to minimize sin in any way.  The moral of the 
story is: no matter what you’ve done, no matter how big a mess 
you have made of your life in the past, God can work through your 
failings to accomplish His purposes.  But this in no way minimizes 
the seriousness of sin or the tragic effects of sin or the infinite 
punishment that sin deserves. 

Don’t ever justify sin, reasoning that God will use this for 
good.  True believers will not persist in that kind of thinking.  True 
believers will look with disgust at their sins, with the 
encouragement that God’s grace is bigger than those sins.  And we 
will look to the future with a desire to glorify God by living holy 
lives.  The point of this story is NOT to minimize sin.  The point is 
to magnify God’s power. 
 That’s the story of Judah and Tamar, Tamar being the first 
woman mentioned in Jesus’ genealogy.   
 
Rahab 

The next woman is Rahab, whose name we see in the first 
line of verse 5 in the genealogy of Matthew 1, “Salmon the father 
of Boaz by Rahab.”  We learned about Rahab in the book of 
Joshua, which I preached through earlier this year.  When the 
Israelites were entering the Promised Land, they sent spies to view 
the land.  And the spies came to Jericho, and it says in Joshua 2 
that they “came into the house of a prostitute whose name was 
Rahab and lodged there.”  And Rahab protected these spies.  She 
saved their lives by hiding them and then sending them out by 
another way.  Then when God destroys Jericho, Rahab and her 
family are spared.   
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As we think about God’s plan in saving Rahab, we can 
trace this back in time and forward in time from that moment in 
history.  Going back in time, we recall the Lord’s promise to 
Abraham in Genesis 12 that the Lord would bless all the families 
of the earth in Abraham.  Well, the rescue of Rahab is a part of 
that.  We see in the life of Rahab a fulfillment of that promise to 
Abraham.  Here’s a Gentile, an Amorite, not a descendant of 
Abraham, who is being incorporated into the people of God by 
faith. 
 And then going forward in time, we see here in Matthew 1 
that Rahab turns out to be in the genealogy of Jesus Christ!  After 
being rescued from the destruction of Jericho and becoming part of 
the people of God, Rahab married a man named Salmon and they 
had a son named Boaz who later married Ruth.  Then Boaz and 
Ruth had a son named Obed, who had a son named Jesse, who had 
a son named David—King David.  The genealogy goes on from 
there all the way to Jesus.  These are God’s mysterious and 
wonderful plans.  God is on a mission to save sinners.  He draws 
people to Himself from all different backgrounds and ethnicities, 
and He also pieces them into His plans to glorify His Name and 
save yet more sinners. 

Imagine Rahab and her family gathered in that house, 
which was built into the wall.  Imagine them peeking out the 
window as the Israelites marched around and around the city.  
Rahab and her family knew that the God of Israel was capable of 
destroying Jericho.  It may have seemed silly that Israel’s army 
was just marching around the city.  But Rahab believed in the 
power of their God, who was now her God as well. 
 She also believed another thing.  She believed in the power 
of God to save.  She knew that destruction was coming.  She also 
believed that she and her family would be spared the coming 
destruction.  So they waited in that house for those seven days, 
with the scarlet cord hanging out the window.  They waited for 
their deliverance from destruction. 
 In many ways, Rahab’s situation during that time parallels 
the Christian life in this world.  We have been promised 
deliverance, and we are awaiting that future deliverance from 
destruction.  And we need to have a perspective similar to Rahab’s. 

To really be in awe of the Gospel we have to acknowledge 
both the wrath of God and the grace of God.  We have to realize 
how angry God is at sin.  He was angry at Jericho for their sinful 
lives.  He is angry at us for our rebellious and selfish lives, as long 
as we’re apart from Christ.  But Christ died to absorb that wrath for 
us.  And when a person is changed from the inside out so they hate 
their sin and love Christ, that person is united to Christ and 
because of being identified with Christ has a right standing before 
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Almighty God.  There is no longer enmity between us and God.  
We’ve been reconciled.  And that’s why we don’t have to fear the 
coming judgment.  Judgment is going to come.  The ungodly will 
be punished.  But those who are in Christ Jesus need not fear, 
because we will be spared. 
  So let’s marvel at the story of Rahab the prostitute.  Her 
story is our story in so many ways.  We fear the God who has the 
power to destroy, the God who also has the power to save.  We’ve 
received a pledge of His commitment to us, and we await His 
coming when we will be rescued from the destruction we deserve.  
Instead of being destroyed, we will be included among His people 
and will dwell with Him forever. 
 This is the story of the second woman included in Jesus’ 
genealogy. 
 
Ruth 
 Ruth is next (and I won’t spend as much time describing 
the stories of these next 2 ladies).  Ruth has a book of the Bible 
named after her in the Old Testament, and that book records the 
beautiful story of this remarkable woman.  Unlike the other women 
in Jesus’ genealogy, she was not sexually immoral.  But because 
she was a Moabite woman (and as I said earlier, there was a curse 
on the Moabites—that they weren’t allowed to enter the assembly 
of the Lord, even to the tenth generation), therefore she would not 
seem to be a likely candidate for the Messianic line.   
 The book of Ruth begins with the sad story of Naomi, 
whose husband died, and then both of her sons died.  Naomi was 
left with her two daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth.  Naomi set out 
from Moab to go back to Judah, and she told Orpah and Ruth to 
return to their homes.  But Ruth insisted on staying with Naomi.  
She said, “Do not urge me to leave you or to return from following 
you.  For where you go I will go, and where you lodge I will lodge.  
Your people shall be my people, and your God my God.  Where 
you die I will die, and there will I be buried.  May the Lord do so 
to me and more also if anything but death parts me from you” 
(Ruth 1:16-17).   
 Then, in God’s providential plan, Ruth meets Boaz, and 
Boaz redeems Ruth and marries her.  And the book of Ruth ends 
with a genealogy—the genealogy of David.  It begins with Perez 
(who, you remember, was the son of Judah and Tamar), and then it 
traces the lineage to Salmon (who was the father of Boaz by 
Rahab).  Then Boaz fathered Obed by Ruth.  And Obed fathered 
Jesse, and Jesse fathered David. 
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Bathsheba 
 It’s in the life of David that we see another scandal.  
Another adulterous affair.  It’s the famous (or infamous) story of 
David and Bathsheba.  David had remained in Jerusalem even 
though his troops had gone out to battle.  One afternoon he was 
walking on his roof and saw a woman bathing.  He asked about 
her.  And someone said, She’s Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the 
Hittite.  That’s when David sinned so greatly.  The text says, “So 
David sent messengers and took her, and she came to him, and he 
lay with her” (2 Samuel 11:4).   

Bathsheba got pregnant, and as David tried to hide his sin, 
his sins increased.  He ended up sending a letter to the commander 
of the army that said, “Set Uriah in the forefront of the hardest 
fighting, and then draw back from him, that he may be struck 
down, and die” (11:15).  After Uriah’s death, David took 
Bathsheba as a wife. 
 The baby that was conceived died, because David’s sin 
displeased the Lord.  But then David and Bathsheba had another 
son—Solomon.  And the lineage continued through him.   
 It’s so interesting in the genealogy of Matthew 1 that 
Bathsheba’s name is not recorded, but instead it says, “the wife of 
Uriah,” (Matthew 1:6) reminding us so vividly of this sin.  You 
see, the genealogy is telling a story here.  It’s not just the data of 
Jesus’ family tree.  It’s the story of his ancestry.  And it’s a very 
spotted ancestry, indeed.  
 The despicable story of Judah and Tamar, Rahab the 
prostitute, Ruth the Moabitess, and the adulterous affair of David 
and Bathsheba.  These are a few of the stories from Jesus’ lineage.   
 What should we take from this?  What are the lessons for 
us in these things?  For what purpose did God ordain that the 
genealogy of Jesus Christ would include these things, and be 
recorded in this way?   
 Let me suggest four things that I think we see in this.   
 
Humanity 

First of all, we see the full humanity of Jesus Christ.  Jesus 
is perfect.  He never sinned.  But He did fully identify Himself 
with sinful humanity.  He became a man.  He became fully human, 
even though He has always remained fully divine.  Romans 8:3 
says that God sent his Son “in the likeness of sinful flesh.”  The 
genealogy of Jesus Christ is a vivid demonstration of this truth.  
What an ugly history in so many ways!  What a shameful heritage!  
But that’s our heritage.  That’s who we are.  And it’s such a 
gracious thing that Jesus stooped down to become one of us, so He 
could be our substitute.  He had to become fully like us to die in 
our place.    
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Gentiles   
 Secondly, we see in Jesus’ genealogy the inclusion of the 
Gentiles.  Jesus was a Jew, but these four women listed in his 
genealogy were all Gentiles.  We know that Rahab was a 
Canaanite and Ruth was a Moabite.  Tamar was most likely a 
Canaanite, and Bathsheba was most likely a Hittite, since she was 
married to a Hittite.  The men in Jesus’ genealogy were Jews, but 
the inclusion of these Gentile women is an indication of God’s 
plan for all the nations.  The salvation that Jesus purchased is not 
just for the Jews, but it is for all the peoples of the earth.  Long 
before Jesus’ birth, we can see Gentiles included in God’s plans.  
And through Jesus’ death and resurrection, He purchased the 
salvation of individuals from every people group on the planet, 
from every tribe and tongue and people and nation.  This is why 
it’s so exciting for us to be involved in local evangelism and 
worldwide missions and why we’re also eager to pursue local 
church planting.  We want to be involved near and far in what God 
is doing to draw people to Himself.    
   
Hope 
 Thirdly, these stories should be an encouragement to us 
when we think that our lives are so messed up God could never use 
us.  Don’t despair.  God can change anyone, and He can use 
anyone in His great purposes.  There are stories here not only of 
sin, but of salvation.  God forgave sins and allowed sinful women 
and men to be part of His great plans to bring a Savior into the 
world.  What an awesome testimony to God’s grace!  God’s 
powerful grace!  His grace that changes sinners.  No matter who 
you are or what you’ve done, God can save you.  Trust in Jesus, 
and you will be forgiven.  And you’ll be included in the family of 
God.  This is an amazing gift, and it’s a free gift.  You can’t work 
for it, but you must simply receive it by faith. 
 When we do receive this gift, we become part of this great 
redemptive story.  And like the names in Jesus’ genealogy tell the 
story of God’s amazing plan, our names, too, will tell the story of 
God’s amazing grace.  Think about the sinful things we’ve done 
and where we were headed.  But then look at how God’s grace has 
changed us, and how He’s made us part of His family and is using 
us in His plans!  Martin Luther wrote, “The church of God has 
great need of these examples.  For what would become of us?  
What hope would be left for us if Peter had not denied Christ and 
all the apostles had not taken offense at Him, and if Moses, Aaron 
and David had not fallen?  Therefore, God wanted to console 
sinners with these examples and to say: ‘If you have fallen, return; 
for the door of mercy is open to you’” (Luther’s Works, 7:11—
quoted in Boice, Genesis vol. 3, 44). 
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 There’s hope, friends.  There’s hope for me, and for you.   
 
Sovereignty 
 Finally, we see in these stories God’s sovereign plan of 
salvation, which demonstrates His providence even over evil.  In 
this genealogy we see some horrible sins that were part of God’s 
plan to bring His Son into the world.  As mysterious as it may be, 
and as distressing as it may sound, God planned the incident 
between Judah and Tamar, and He planned that Rahab would be a 
prostitute, and He planned the adultery between David and 
Bathsheba.   

That doesn’t mean He approves of this kind of behavior.  
Absolutely not!  It’s contrary to His revealed will.  These are sinful 
actions which God hates.  But at the same time these events are all 
part of His great plan of redemption, part of His mysterious, 
sovereign will.   

Another piece of God’s mysterious, sovereign will is that 
He planned the most evil event in all of history—the crucifixion of 
the perfect Lamb of God, that wicked men would be so foolish and 
so cruel and so unjust that they would nail the Innocent One to a 
cross and leave Him to die there.  Today we rejoice that Jesus’ 
death was part of God’s plan, because it’s through His death that 
we have life.        
 Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and the wife of Uriah.  The next time 
you read Matthew 1, don’t just skim over the names.  Rather, think 
of the lives and the stories and the sins that are part of Jesus’ 
lineage.  It’s a story of hope.  A story of God’s grace, and a story 
of God’s sovereign plan of redemption.   
 The only other woman who is mentioned in Jesus’ 
genealogy is Mary.  The genealogy concludes in verse 16 with 
“Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom Jesus was born, who is 
called Christ.”  Mary was similar to these other women in that she 
had a stigma about her as well.  She bore the stigma of pregnancy 
outside of marriage.  Even though in reality she was chaste (she 
was a virgin), her pregnancy was scandalous.  It had scandal 
written all over it.  Even Joseph assumed Mary had been immoral.  
He was preparing to end the engagement because he assumed she 
had cheated on him.  But then the angel appeared to Joseph and 
told him what was going on, that Mary was pregnant by the Holy 
Spirit.   

Here, again, there is humiliation attached to Jesus’ birth.  
He not only has people like Judah and Tamar and Rahab in his 
family tree, but He’s born to Mary who was pregnant outside of 
wedlock.  For these reasons and many more, Isaiah 53 says, “He 
was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and 
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acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men hide their faces 
he was despised, and we esteemed him not” (v. 3). 
 This is our Savior, who came into the world in a manner so 
humble and lowly.  And He came to save sinners like you and me. 


