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O, the mystery of God’s dwelling... in the child that is born!
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Text: Matthew 1

“Imperfect Peoplein God’s Perfect Plan”

Today isthe Sunday before Christmas, the fourth Sunday of Advent. During this season
of Advent we have been focusing on “ O, the mystery of God’s dwelling.” We have looked at the
mystery of God's dwelling in our present, in our relationships, in transformation, and today in
the child that is born. Perhaps the most mysterious of God’' s dwelling occurs today, as we read
once again the very familiar story of God coming near in the birth of ababy, the story of
Immanuel, the story of the incarnation.

| assume that many of usif not most of us, even from little on up, would be able to retell
the story in today’ stext. It isastory we have heard time and time again as every year we enter
the season of Advent, the time of anticipating the arrival of Jesus at Christmas. However,
starting at verse eighteen is like entering a conversation or a story in the middle of it, instead of
starting at the beginning. You know it is like those times you walk up to coworkers or friends
and catch the middle or end of the story? And you really want to just be rude and say “um, since
| just came up and caught part of that story, could you please start from the beginning so |
understand what you are talking about?” Many times significant information is lost when we do
not start at the beginning. It istrue for the Christmas story, | believe that need to go back to
verse one to start at the beginning.

| wonder, is there anyone here who could recite from the memory the first seventeen
verses of Matthew chapter 1? Anyone? | don’t know about your experience, but these verses
never showed up on aBible memory list during my childhood. And yet Matthew chooses to

begin the story of Jesus, the story of his gospel by including a genealogy of Jesus. | suspect that



most of us have not spent any great length of time looking at this genealogy, and in fact probably
genealogiesin general. Most of us might be able to provide the names our great-grandparents
but I would project that many of us could not provide the names our great-great-grandparents.
And yet herein Matthew chapter oneisalist of 42 generations! The genealogy of Jesusis
imperative for understanding the Christmas story, and furthermore to understanding God' s
perfect plan as reveaed by being carried out through imperfect people.

If you have your bibles please turn with me to Matthew chapter one beginning in verse
one. Herein verse oneweread: “Thisisthe genealogy of Jesus, the Messiah, the son of David,
the son of Abraham.” The Greek word translated as genealogy is the Greek word genesis. Many
scholars wonder if in fact Matthew purposely chose that word to have his readers make a
correlation with Genesis, the first book of the Hebrew Bible. Not only that, but some scholars
would argue that verse oneis not just a heading for the genealogy but in fact isthetitle for the
entire gospdl. Itislike Matthew is saying Genesis, the first book of the Bible, tells the creation
story. And this book, the gospel of Matthew, is telling the second creation story which is made
possible in and through the birth and life of Jesus Christ. In movie terms perhaps Matthew
becomes Genesis two, the sequel. However, unlike movies the sequel in this case will far
surpass the original.

Here in verse one Matthew provides three significant names for Jesus — Messiah, son of
David, and son of Abraham. Matthew then allows the genealogy, and in fact the rest of the
gospel, to explain why it is Jesus should also be known by these important names.

Now as we look at the genealogy | want to offer a couple disclamers or at |east some
guiding understandings. First, Richard Gardner points out in the Believers Church Commentary

that “ For ancient peoples such as Israel, genealogies held great interest and functioned in a



variety of ways. Some simply show the extent of kinship. Others support an individual’s claim
to ahereditary political or religious office. Still others serve as the framework for relating the
history of aparticular group. Rarely, if ever, were geneal ogies compiled with the concern for
biological precision and completeness that we look for in afamily tree today (Gardner, Believers
Church, 28).” Furthermore the genealogy of Jesusis but one of many found within the Bible.
This reality communicates that geneal ogies were important and played a role within the life of
God' s people.

Matthew even structured the genealogy in such away asto reinforceits claim that Jesus
isthe Messiah, the fulfillment of al of God’s promises. At the end of the genealogy Matthew
will highlight in verse seventeen that there were “fourteen generations listed from Abraham to
David, fourteen from David to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Messiah.”
Fourteen is obviously a multiple of seven “and in Hebrew thought the numbers seven and three
both signify completeness or perfection... Through his genealogy, therefore, Matthew is
communicating his belief that when Jesus was born the time was right for God to fulfill the
promises’ (Gardner, Believers Church, 32).

Now, in case you are afraid, | am not going to pause and tell the story of every person
listed in this genealogy. | do however want to offer some observations about the genealogy for |

do assert that they are significant to hold as we prepare to celebrate Christmas on Wednesday.

Genealogy of Jesus First as verse seventeen alludes to, the genealogy
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overwhelming to try to digest asawhole. Let’s break it down.
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genealogy. It was not the normal practice to include women in Jewish genealogies. 1 think if we
could have projected which women might have been included from these generations, we might
have readily offered some of the matriarchs such as Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, or Rachel. Instead
the four women named are Tamar, Rehab, Ruth, and Bathsheba who is named as the wife of
Uriah. Not only are these women but they are not Jewish. Tamar and Rehab were Canaanites,
Ruth a Moabite a descent of the incestuous Lot, and Bathsheba was the wife of a Hittite.
Furthermore one seduced her father-in-law, one is awell-known prostitute, one took unusual and
suspicious steps to pursue the man she eventually married, and one committed adultery. These
are the four women included in Jesus' genealogy. These are the women God used to continue to
bring about God' s perfect plan through imperfect people.

In case you are thinking that it was only the women who were imperfect, don’t forget that

inthislist is aso Jacob who cheated his brother out of his birthright through lying and deceit.



And of course thereis David, aman after God’ s heart, and yet still fully human and not above

sin, deceit, adultery, and even murder. Imperfect people in God's perfect plan.
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most important thing to name in the second section isthat thisisalist of kings. Jesusis coming
through aline of royalty. However although it isalist of kingsit does not necessary mean that
they are al individuals you wished were in your own family tree. “Rehoboam son of Solomon
loses most of David' s gains through arrogance and greed” (Stanley Hauwerwas, Matthew, p. 32-
33). Second Kingstells us that Amon followed in the ways of hisfather and did evil in the eyes
of the Lord. He worshiped the idols his father had worshiped, he forsook the Lord, and did not

walk in obedience to him. (2 Kings 21:19-22). Imperfect people in God' s perfect plan.
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A was the father of B. And B wasthe father of C, C was the father of D, etc. However in verse
sixteen that for mula significantly changes, God breaksthe mold and thinks outside the box.
And now we read “ Jacob the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, and Mary was the mother of
Jesuswho is called the Messiah.” “The very structure of the sentence hints at the irregular or
extraordinary manner of Jesus' origins. Since Joseph is Mary’s husband, Mary’s child islegaly
Joseph’ s son, and thus heir to the long lineage recorded in the genealogy (Gardner, Believers
Church, 31). Jesus, Messiah. Son of David. Son of Abraham. (SLIDE!)

Now we come to the familiar passage that was read earlier. Interesting to note, in verse
18 the word that is often translated as “ birth” isin fact the same word that is translated as
genealogy in verse 1 —the Greek word genesis. It isasif Matthew knew that eventually we
would come to not value geneal ogies as much and therefore he was being deliberate to let us
know that he saw this as the continuation of the same story.

| think that since thisisafamiliar story it no longer has the shock value that it might have
had the first time we heard it. | mean really think about it. What if you were Joseph. Y ou had
aready had aforma ceremony committing yourself to this woman named Mary. Y ou are not
living together yet, but it would take alegal action of divorce to end the relationship you have.
And it is during this waiting time that you find out that Mary, your legal wife of whom you have
not yet lived with, is pregnant. Don’t you wonder how Joseph found out? The text doesn’'t say,
and this text perhaps more than other texts in the bible, gets asks questions that the text doesn’t
answer, and questions that the text doesn’t ask. Somehow Joseph finds out and because we are
told heis arighteous man he is going to divorce Mary quietly which he needed to do to

communicate that hislove for God was greater than hislove for Mary.



However, once again God breaks in to the human experience and let’s Joseph know to
not be afraid and to go ahead and take Mary home as hiswife. It isnot that Mary has been
unfaithful. 1tisnot that Mary islying. Itissimply that God is choosing to think and work
outside the box. It issimply God continuing to use imperfect people in God's perfect plan of
salvation, forgiveness, redemption, and hope. Stanley Hauwerwas offers this provocative
thought on this Christmas passage. He writes: What should startle us, what should stun us, is not
that Mary isavirgin, but that God refuses to abandon us (Hauwerwas, Matthew, p. 18).” Inthis
story we continue to find imperfect people in God' s perfect plan, demonstrating God' s steadfast
love.

Matthew chapter one, beginning with long list of Jesus' geneaogy all the way through
reading that Jesus is born, not only communicates the origins of Jesus, it all communicates some
powerful realities of the God we serve and worship. Aswe look back over these verses we too
need to seeif God always worked in predictable and expected ways. Or, at times as God
demonstrated God' s steadfast love can we name the places where it appears God was saying,
“obviously “business as usua” isjust not getting the job done”. It is at these times that we can
see how God was thinking outside the box, breaking the mold, being innovative. Throughout the
entire chapter God reveals how only God can utilize imperfect people in God' s perfect plan.
God is at work in the orderly and in the disruptive experiences of life.

Hauwerwas offers that “Matthew’ s genealogy, therefore, is a stark indication that God's
plan is not always accomplished through pious people, but through “passionate and thoroughly
disreputable people.”... Jesus did not belong to the nice clean world of middle-class

respectability, but rather he “belonged to afamily of murders, cheats, cowards, adulterers and



liars — he belonged to us and came to help us, no wonder he came to a bad end, and gave us some
hope’ (Hauwerwas, Matthew, p. 33).

| strongly believe that today, on the fourth Sunday of Advent, just days before Christmas,
aswe are sitting here in Goshen, Indiana, we need to allow this powerful text to remind us that
God is still a work. God is still in the business of creating new life out of the old, still looking at
structures and choosing to think outside the box, still in the business of demonstrating steadfast
love, still desiring to shower us with blessings and love as God works at our salvation, still using
us - imperfect humansin God' s perfect plan... As Christmas approaches we are reminded that
God has not given up on humanity, has not forgotten us, and still desiresto be birthed in each of
our lives awakening us to the changes God has already made in the world and the changes God
desires to bring about within us and with our help. Thisweek of Christmas “ What should
startle us, what should stun us, isnot Jesuswas born of a virgin and placed in the feed
trough of animals, but that God continuesto refuse to abandon us (Hauwerwas, M atthew,
p. 18 (paraphrased).” We should therefore expect the unexpected. We then should live as
people who are anticipating that God will continue to choose unconventiona ways, and
imperfect people like you and I, to the join in proclaiming that Immanuel has come, God with us.
| think that as we live with this anticipation the only appropriate response then isfor ustojoin in
acollective prayer with excitement and great eagerness to pray, and announce, and perhaps even
plead, yes, come thou long expected Jesus. Come Immanuel, God with us, as you continue to
use us, imperfect people in your perfect plan of setting the people free.

May it be so. Amen.
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