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Matthew 1:1-17 

Prayer: Dear God, help us to love as you love. Amen. 

“Naughty or Nice”

For a moment, think about your family tree; the aunts who are gracious, the uncles who are funny, the grandparents who spoiled you, and all the cousins, extended cousins, and siblings that provide the branches.  If your tree, or holiday table, is anything like mine, then there is one or two shady characters on the list.  There is the uncle that always shows up and is unknowingly very rude to everyone.  Or the aunt who is so eccentric she doesn’t fit into “this” family.  Foremost, as you sit at your table this holiday season, remember that no family is perfect.  Second, remember Jesus’ family. 

Today’s scripture opens the book of Matthew with “an account of the genealogy of Jesus, the Messiah.”  .   Jesus’ genealogy puts context in the ongoing story of God that we gain from the Old Testament and Jesus’ is born into.  Naming these relatives connects Jesus’ political, national and covenantal relationships with and for the people of Israel.  Outside of priestly families having a detailed genealogy was very rare, so we know that Jesus was treated, at least by some, as a priestly figure.  In his account, Matthew lists Jesus’ relatives because in an oral society when a person’s name was spoken; their history, character flaws, and identity were revealed.  But just like our own tables, Jesus’ family tree has people who were faith heroes and questionable people. 

The most unconvenetional family members listed in Jesus’ genealogy were the women.  In Genesis 38 we meet Tamar, whose husband and son died unexpectedly.  Tamar then becomes the responsibility of Judah, the male leader of this family, and he decides that the best option was to return her to her father. Knowing that Judah should provide for her and not return her, Tamar deceives Judah into have sexual relations.  She is then classified as the temple prostitute and a whore.  Through these relations she becomes pregnant and yet is recognized as the matriarch from who King David descends.  

Then we have Rahab, who like Tamar, is a Gentile from Moab.  Moabites were specifically excluded from the Israelite community even after 10 generations.  Rahab is labeled a prostitute and hides the spies sent by Joshua when the King of Jericho searches for these spies.   As a person of questionable occupation, she was used by God to protect these forward thinking men of God.   (Joshua 2:1) 

Next is Ruth the Gentile from Moab.  Moab, and those from this area, had negative moral and emotional overtones.  With incestuous beginnings, the Israelites encounters with Moabites were either shameful or hostile and in Deuteronomy all Moabites and their descendents were banded from “the assembly of the Lord” (Deut 23:3).   After her husband dies, she continues to care for her mother in law, although her foreignness continues to override her acts of love.  Ruth is a foreigner and someone not to be bothered with. (Ruth 1) 

One last woman of mention in Jesus’ genealogy is Bathsheba. She was the beautiful woman who was bathing rooftop and seen by King David.  One thing led to another and this is the woman with whom David committed adultery.    In David’s glory and years of kingship, the sore spot of Bathsheba and this act of adultery, is mentioned, really pointed out, in the Jesus’ lineage. 
	
Amongst these women, we see kings whose reigns are told of in Kings and Chronicles.  While they were powerful kings, most of them failed to be successful agents of God’s reign. They aren’t exactly the kind of kings you want to remember if the purpose is to showcase those who were faithful to God. 

The question begets, why does Matthew make a point of listing all these people that are in Jesus’ family tree?  One’s genealogy is normally traced through the patriarch, so reference to women in a genealogy was uncommon but not unheard of.  Not only were women mentioned, these four women all in one way or another had questionable sexual behavior.  They were people then, and now, we would classify as the naughty and excluded, the relatives no one wants to talk about.  But yet, Matthew mentions each one.  

There is also the mention of Jews and Gentiles within the genealogy, another red flag that Jesus’ genealogy isn’t normal.  Gentiles were considered outsiders, but here they are included. No one was excluded from Jesus’ history.  Astute historians see that Jesus was not a pure Jew, unacceptable to the Jewish clan.  

So why point out all the blemishes through a genealogy? Matthew’s perspective of Jesus’ genealogy mentions all these people because he was a tax collector and knew that many people were shady. He was a part of the rejected of society.  Scripture often mentions tax collectors and sinners separately when talking about those who need Jesus the most, and surely being in a category beyond sinners is not a good thing.  Matthew as a tax collector handled money and often betrayed one’s country.  Matthew took note that Jesus came from a group of people that was, like himself, to be found on Santa’s naughty list.  

Scholars often split Jesus’ family into the naughty and nice grandparents of Jesus; and we have taken our cue and done likewise.  Today we often split people into Santa’s naughty and nice list.  Through our expectations and the way in which we worship, live, and put up invisible blinders, we often deem others acceptable or unacceptable.  We overlook the person sitting on the step of the Bosler library as we walk into Back Door Café.  We invite family we like to dinner and pray that the relative we can’t stand doesn’t ask to be included in our celebration.  But Jesus never stays only with the “good” or “righteous” or “temple” people.  Jesus does not pick disciples that are the church gang.  Jesus, through his birth and through his life, does not only relate to those on the nice religious side -- Jesus say “I have come not to call the righteous, but the sinners.”
 
Jesus came as an infant to bring eschatological deliverance.  Jesus is God’s son chosen to fulfill once and forever God’s promise of love for everyone.   Jesus’ genealogy is much more than a list of name.  It’s a story of a community and how within that community everyone from the righteous kings, to the prostitute women, to the floundering faithless kings are a part of God’s family – now and forever.   This is the good news of the baby born on Christmas -- the Kingdom of God is for any and everyone – even those who might assume they are on the naughty list.  While Santa may have a naughty list, with Jesus the naughty list doesn’t exist. 

This messianic story includes all people – men and women; Jew and Gentile, rich and poor.  And not just in his past, but also in his ministry Jesus sits with the ostracized women, consuls the lepers, plays with the children, dines with the poor.  What if we took this Christmas and started to see people as Jesus sees people? What if we used Christmas as our chance to move closer to those in crisis, to move closer to those who are ignored by others, to move closer to those on the margins of society, to move closer to people in the societal naughty category?

Knowing Christ’s love makes it our opportunity and privilege to love others as Jesus did.  As Christians we are called to a love that reaches out to the sick, the lonely, the imprisoned.  

What if this Christmas our love was based on that of Jesus’? What if we did not just tell the world Jesus was born, but showed our family, neighbors, friends, and community that Jesus’ story is about loving all.  It’s about loving the Gentiles, the Jews, and everyone in between.  It’s about loving the rich and the poor, the ruler and prostitute, the nice and the naughty.  Categories don’t matter because Jesus came with sacrificial love for all.  Yes, all.  No expectations, no waiting period, no backgrounds excluded.  Jesus came from a family that was not perfect, from a lineage that may have been better hidden, and he changed the rules – forever.  Jesus loved fully.  Jesus loved openly.  Jesus loved in big ways-- salvation for all is a pretty big deal.  Jesus loved in small ways – eating at the table of those deemed unacceptable by society.  As his followers we need to step out and see people with Jesus’ eyes.  

Seeing with Jesus’ eyes takes courage, takes faith, and takes a lot of prayer.  So let’s begin at the best place, with prayer asking God to help us with this big task of asking to see and love people as Jesus did and does.  Your response for this prayer is always: “Jesus, help us to see and love as you do.”  Let’s practice. “Jesus, help us to see and love as you do.” 

A warning, only participate in this prayer if you are sincere.  Only pray it if you are ready to start seeing people beyond their history, beyond their outer appearance, and beyond their place in life.  Praying may open your heart to new pains, may require you give financially in a new way, may require your time, and may require a change in your eyesight.  Praying this prayer, and living it, will change your life to be more like the baby whose birth we prepare to celebrate.  Let us pray now with eyes wide open as you see those for whom we pray:  


God we come before you and pray for the postal workers, garbage collectors, and the kid working the drive-through late at night
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do. 
We pray for those who are frantic and rude at the stores, for the person who took the last open parking spot 
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do. 
We pray for those whose Christmas dinner will be eaten at a shelter with paper plate and plastic fork
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do. 
We pray for those who spend Christmas working because the extra pay is needed to provide any income
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do. 
We pray for those who spend the holidays behind bars, in group homes, and in isolation 
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do. 
We pray for those who will mourn this holiday the loss of a loved one
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do. 
We pray for those who are curious unconvinced Christ can make a difference in their lives
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do. 
We pray for those in our families who sit at the table and only have negative things to say
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do. 
We pray for those we would rather leave out of our lives because they make things messy, but whom you want included
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do. 
In everywhere we go this season and all that we do
	Jesus, help us to see and love as you do.  
And all those apart of Jesus’ family said, 
	Amen. 



