The Beginning of the Good News
How do we celebrate Christmas? What are the rituals and traditions that have become
standard in our families? Do we read and re ect on the gospel Christmas stories? Which stories
resonate most with us? What about these stories grabs our attention, forces us to stop and think
beyond the ink on the page?
Several weeks ago Ruth and I led our Pucallpa missionary team re ecting on the background
and birth of Jesus as recounted in Matthew and Luke.
Mark almost skips the birth of Jesus, diving almost immediately into John baptizing and Jesus’
baptism. However, note his opening: “the beginning of the gospel”, i.e. the good news!
“Beginning” translates the Greek word archē; it is paralleled by John’s Gospel: “In the beginning
was the Word…”, also using archē. Both take us immediately to Genesis 1:1 – “In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth.” Luke uses the same language, “those who from the
beginning (archē) were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word…(1:2). They are painting with the
colors of creation!
Matthew uses a di erent palette for his artistry. He is writing for a Jewish rst-century reader,
beginning his story [history] with the genealogy of Jesus (Matthew 1:1). The Greek word he uses is
geneseōs, “genealogy”, or better, genesis! God is beginning a new genesis, a new creation!
You may have noticed as you view the Christmas paintings in the gospels that Luke’s eyes
seem to focus on the women: aging Elizabeth, the young virgin, Mary; Elizabeth’s and Mary’s
pregnancies and interactions; Anna the prophetess at the temple waiting for God’s redemption.
Matthew’s eyes and stories seem to be more focused on Joseph, the descendant of David and
Adam. He is writing about the arrival in Israel’s history of the Messiah (Matthew 1:1, 16), the longexpected King.
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– continued –

But Matthew – writing for a Jewish audience – tells the Christmas story with an unexpected
twist. His genealogies trace Messiah’s history through the men. Yet he introduces ve
marginalized and unexpectedly colorful – and marginalized, social outliers – women:
1. Tamar (1:3) – a Canaanite, daughter-in-law of Judah, a widow who conceived a
child by her father-in-law, thinking she was a prostitute. (Genesis 38)
2. Rahab (1:5) – another Canaanite, a prostitute who sheltered the spies Joshua sent to
Jericho (Joshua 2; see also Hebrews 11:31 and James 2:25).
3. Ruth (1:5) – a Moabite, daughter-in-law of Naomi (Ruth 1:6-18). She caught the eye of a
wealthy land-owner and farmer, Boaz, while harvesting in his elds (2:5 ). They spent a
night together, Ruth perfumed and Boaz in “high spirits” – or as the ESV puts it: “his
heart was merry”! (3:3 .). They would marry, she gave birth to a son named Obed, the
grandfather of King David.
4. Bathsheba (1:6) – a beautiful Israelite, married to Uriah, a Hittite. King David spied on her
bathing, desired her, sent for her, slept with her and had a son by her. He had her husband
stationed then abandoned at the front of the battle so he would become just another
casualty of the war. When Bathsheba nished grieving the death of her husband, David
married her; their baby died; she conceived again and Solomon – who would build the
temple – was born. (2 Samuel 11, 12)
5. Mary (1:16) – an Israelite virgin, legally engaged to Joseph, probably 12 or 13 years of age.
Matthew says “she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit” (1:18). Joseph thought
he should legally divorce her due to what he supposed was her immorality (for background read
Deuteronomy 22:23-24; 24:1).
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“The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him
Immanuel (which means ‘God with us’). Matthew 1:23. God with us. God for
us. With us and for us in the midst of our hopelessness and helplessness.

