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Matthew 1

The gospel of Matthew "was the favorite Gospel of early Christianity, always appearing first in the various lists and manuscripts of New Testament books.  [Even though it was not written first.]  It was the most quoted of the Gospels by the church fathers of the first five centuries."  (The People's New Testament Commentary, p. 11.)  


Scholars believe that the gospel of Mark was the first written gospel.  The gospel of Matthew was written 15-20 years after Mark, or about 50-60 years after Jesus was raised on Easter Sunday.  Almost the entire gospel of Mark is repeated in Matthew, with slight variations.  [That's question #1 on the study questions, by the way.]  But Matthew also has additional stories that are not found in Mark (such as the stories of Joseph and the Wise Men) and additional teachings from Jesus that are not found in Mark (such as The Sermon on the Mount).

If you scan through the gospel of Matthew, here's a rough outline of what you see:


Chapters 1-2  
Jesus' birth


Chapters 3-4

John the Baptist & Jesus in the Wilderness


Chapter 5-7

The Sermon on the Mount

Chapters 8-20
Jesus' Miracles & more Teachings


Chapters 21-
25
Palm Sunday and Jesus' Ministry in Jerusalem


Chapters 26-
28
Jesus' Passion, Crucifixion & Resurrection

 
The gospel of Matthew begins, to our 21st century eyes, in kind of a weird way.  


Read 1:1-3a


Does anyone know what Matthew is trying to accomplish with this long list of Jesus' earthly relatives?  I mean, Mark doesn't begin his gospel this way.  Luke doesn't.  And neither does John.  What is Matthew up to here?


It helps to know to whom Matthew wrote his gospel.  He didn't write it to you and me - not because we live 2000 years after he lived, but because we are not "his" people.  We are not Jews.  And Matthew, it is commonly believed, had a Jewish audience in mind when he wrote this gospel.  He was himself a Jew.  And it's believed that he wrote this book in order to persuade fellow Jews that Jesus was, in fact, their long-awaited Messiah.


Now, if you were going to write a book to convince your Jewish friends that Jesus was their Messiah, one of the things you'd need to do right off the bat is to show them that Jesus, the earthly Jesus, had royal blood in his family tree (more precisely, in Joseph's family tree).  Why?  Because every Jewish schoolboy knew that the Messiah had to be a descendent of King David.  So, was Jesus from David's family line?  If not, then you might as well not even bother writing chapter two.  

A quick look at verse one shows you where Matthew is going with this.

Read v. 1


There you have it.  Jesus IS a "son of David".  And not only that.  Jesus is also a "son of Abraham", the father of Israel.  This long list of names shows that Jesus had the required pedigree to be the Messiah.


But take a look at some of the names in this list.  Some of them are eye poppers.

Read vv. 2ff, stopping at key names:


a.  Jacob - when he was a boy Jacob tricked his older brother Esau out of the birthright that belonged to him.  He stole it, really.  Yet Jacob is in Jesus' family tree.


b.  Judah and his brothers - they were the ones who sold their brother, Joseph, to slave traders going to Egypt.  Yet they are in Jesus' family tree.


c.  Tamar - she wasn't even a Jew.  But even worse than that she disguised herself as a prostitute in order to have sex with her father in law.  (Sounds like something you'd read in the National Inquirer.)  Yet this scandalous union resulted in twin sons, Perez and Zerah - direct ancestors to Jesus.

d.  Rahab - she didn't disguise herself as a prostitute.  She actually WAS a prostitute; and she wasn't a Jew either.  Yet Rahab is in Jesus' family tree.


e.  Ruth - not only wasn't Ruth a Jew.  She was the worst kind of non-Jew.  She was a Moabite.  God forbade Moabites from ever being a part of the Jewish community (Deut. 23:3; Heh. 13:1)  Yet Ruth is in Jesus' family tree.


f.  King David - he was an adulterer.  Yet David is in Jesus' family tree.


g.  Manasseh - he was one of the most evil kings in Israel.  Yet Manasseh is in Jesus' family tree.


h.  King Jeconiah was so evil that God swore in Jeremiah (22:24-30) that no seed of Jeconiah would ever serve on the throne again.  [Jesus was not "of his seed" because this is Joseph's family line and Joseph wasn't the father of Jesus.]


We can see in verse 16 where this all ends up.


Read vv. 16-17


What does it tell us about God that the family ancestry of Jesus is so filled with evil, sinful, people:  thieves, sellers of slaves, liars, prostitutes, adulterers and murderers?  To me is tells us that God can bring good out of the mess that we make with our lives; that there is always hope with God; that God takes our mess and adapts his plans to accomplish his will.

What message would it have sent to Matthew's Jewish readers, that Jesus had Gentile ancestors in his family tree?  It would have told them that it was God's plan from the beginning to bring salvation even to the Gentiles, people like you and me.  This would have been really hard for them to swallow.  Change always is.

Now, did you notice the word pattern that Matthew broke in verse 16?  In every other verse Matthew wrote "_____  the father of ____".  But in verse 16 he writes, "Joseph, the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called Christ."

Why the break in word pattern?  Because Matthew wants to show up front that Jesus HAD no earthly father.  Joseph was not the "father" of Jesus.  He was only the husband of Mary.


Matthew calls Jesus the "Christ".  Does anyone remember what the word "Christ" means?  Was that Jesus' name?  No.  It is a title given to him.  And in English it means "Messiah", the anointed one, chosen by God to save his people.


Does anyone remember what the name "Jesus" means in Hebrew?  It means "God saves".  Mary and Joseph wouldn't have called him Jesus, however.  What would Mary and Joseph have called Jesus, in Hebrew?  They would have called him Yeshua, or Joshua.  "Jesus" is our English equivalent to Yeshua.  ["Jesus" is the English form of the Greek "Easus".]

Any questions so far?


So, Matthew traces Jesus' genealogy through his foster father, Joseph.  This is the only place in the Bible where this happens.  It's one of Matthew's unique contributions to the Bible.  Matthew also wrote the only verses in the Bible where we learn Joseph's side of the whole pregnancy story.  (Luke gives us Jesus' genealogy through Mary's family, and tells us Mary's side of the pregnancy story.)


Look at verse 18.


Read vv. 18-19


This is now the 3rd time that Matthew uses the title "Christ" - which means what?  Messiah.  He really wants his Jewish readers to get the point:  your Messiah has come!


Let's see how much you remember about the cultural background to these verses.


Why would Matthew write that Joseph wanted to "divorce" Mary, when they were merely "pledged to be married"?  Because in that culture to be engaged was to be legally bound to each other.  Engagement was a legal contract that lasted for one year.  This contract could be broken only by a written bill of divorce given by the man in the presence of two witnesses.


What did Matthew mean that Joseph "did not want to expose her to public disgrace"?  The engagement contract was so binding that if you were caught being unfaithful during your engagement period you were to be publicly humiliated and possibly stoned to death.

What did it mean if Joseph chose to, instead, "divorce her quietly"?  

It meant that Joseph wouldn't involve anyone beyond his rabbi and two witnesses.

When Joseph learned that Mary was pregnant he believed what anyone in his situation would believe, that Mary was pregnant by another man.  He had three options at that point:


1.  Marry her anyway.  What would be the downside to that?  it would bring humiliation upon himself for marrying a woman who was already pregnant.  (People could do the math back then, just as we can today.)


2.  Tell the whole town what she had done and clear his name.  What would be the downside to that?  It would bring disgrace to Mary and possible death.


3.  End the engagement quietly, and let people wonder what went wrong.  

Of the three choices, the first was in his best interest.  It would keep his honor and his reputation clean in his community.  But he chose the third option in order to spare the woman who he believed had cheated on him from public disgrace.  This shows the character of Joseph.  He didn't do what was in his best interest.  He showed love and compassion towards someone who he believed had done him wrong.  That's why Matthew calls him "a righteous man".  [Make that a question.]


Have you ever had to make a similar choice, a choice between clearing your name, or keeping someone else's reputation in tact by concealing something they had done wrong?  Have you ever had to "take the heat" for someone else, and let people wonder if maybe you had done something wrong?  


Before Joseph could end the engagement quietly, however, he had a dream.  But it was no ordinary dream.  Let's watch this video clip of what it might have been like for Joseph.


[Show  "Jesus of Nazareth"  Scene's 9-10 /  21:50 to 27:16



      Please turn on the Subtitles feature on the remote.]


Let's read the story.  Verse 20.

Read vv. 20-21


What method of communication did God use to urge Joseph not to divorce Mary?  A dream.  God will use dreams to speak to people several times in this gospel.  Does God ever try to speak to you in your dreams?  Do you take your dreams seriously?  Many of them are nonsense.  But sometimes, the Bible shows us, God tries to tell us something through them - if we're paying attention.


Joseph is being asked in this dream to believe the impossible, that Mary is pregnant not by another man, the way that 100% of every pregnancy in the history of the human race was ever done!  Instead, he's asked to believe something that never happened in all of the pages of the Old Testament, and that no one on earth had ever even thought of.  He's asked to believe that Mary is pregnant by God, by the Holy Spirit.  

Have you ever been asked by God to believe what appeared to be impossible?  Would anyone like to share?


Why did God bring Jesus into the world by a virgin?


Do you accept the virgin birth easily?  Or are there times when it's difficult for you to believe it?  What do we learn about faith from Joseph's example?

Unlike other people in the Bible who were asked to believe difficult things, Joseph is given no evidence for this.  He simply had to trust that what he's being told in this dream is true - even though it's never, ever, ever, been done before in the history of the world.  And he does it.  He believes.  People talk all the time about Mary being chosen by God for this task.  Truth is that Joseph was chosen too.  Not just anyone could have believed what Joseph was being asked to believe! 


Joseph is given one piece of proof that has a 50/50 chance of being right - but it will only come after the baby is born.  What is that proof?  That the baby will be a boy.


And if a boy pops out, the angel tells him to name the boy Jesus (which means what?  "God saves.").  And he's told why to name him "God saves".  And it's not for the reason that every Jew in that time was hoping for in their Messiah.  What were they looking that their Messiah would come to do for them?  Save them from their political enemies!  (In Joseph's time period, that would be the Romans!)  But what does the angel say Jesus will save his people from?  Their sins, NOT from their enemies, as they were hoping.

How do you handle it when God doesn't do for you what you were hoping he would do?  I once knew a woman who started coming to our church.  I met with her.  She told me, "I figured that if I started coming to church then God would save my marriage."  But that didn't happen.  She was hoping that God would save her marriage.  And when her husband left her she left our church for good.  How do you handle it when God doesn't do for you what you were hoping he would do?  

It's hard for us to admit that God won't always do for us what we want him to, that:

a.)  People are free to hurt us and God won't stop them.

b.)  God has a plan for our lives that may not match up with our own.


But if we can trust him to the end God will never disappoint us.  Abraham and Sara waited 25 loooooooong years to have a baby.  25 years!  But in the end God came through, and Sara gave birth to Isaac.  Israel waited 400 loooooooooong years for their Messiah to come.  And when he came he did not save them from their enemies.  Instead, he saved them from their sins - even better.


How do you handle it when God doesn't do for you what you were hoping he would do?  Do you despair, and quit on God?  Or do you believe and trust that the Father knows best?

Read vv. 24-25


Do you remember why Joseph didn't choose the option of marrying Mary in the first place?  Because that would have brought humiliation upon himself for marrying a woman who was already pregnant.  Yet, check it out - this is exactly what Joseph did.  The public gossip and scandal that he had to endure was part of the price that Joseph had to pay to fulfill God's plan for his life.


What "price" have you had to pay to be a Christian?  What "price" are you paying right now?  

If being a Christian is easy for you then there's a good chance that you're not doing it right.  Jesus said that we would all have to bear our own cross:  whether that's the cross of caring for an elderly parent, or spouse - it's the Christian thing to do; or the cross of enduring gossip and scandal without fighting back - it's the Christian thing to do; or the cross of serving on a Committee in the church that needs us, but that we don't enjoy - it's the Christian thing to do; or the cross of going to worship alone, while the rest of your family sleeps in - it's the Christian thing to do; or the cross of quitting your job because of your ethics - it's the Christian thing to do.

What "price" have you had to pay, like Joseph paid, to be a Christian?  What "price" are you paying right now?  Know that you're in good company.

Verse 25 tells us another "price" that Joseph had to pay to be a part of God's plan.  He wasn't allowed to have any sexual relations with his wife until after Jesus was born.  I'm not quite sure how Catholic theologians can believe in the perpetual virginity of Mary when this verse exists.  '


True to his word, God gave Mary a son.  And they named him Yeshua, God saves.

