
Handout – Notes on Matthew’s Geneology 

In Israelite culture, the genealogy documented membership in a particular clan, 
tribe, or family. Genealogical records were thus crucial after the Exile when 
membership in the priesthood was restricted to those of rightful priestly descent 
(Ezra 2:59–63; Neh 7:61–65).1 

As pertains to Jesus, Matthew’s genealogy does not necessarily prove Messiaship, 
but shows for Jesus its prerequisite condition, that is, his Israelitic stock traceable 
to the patriarch of the whole race and, in particular, royal Davidic descent. But the 
singular manner of our Lord’s conception, 18–25, introduced a special difficulty: 
though Mary was evidently of Davidic family herself (cf. Rom 1:3; Prat, I, 77), 
ancient (and particularly Jewish) genealogical usage ignored descent from the 
female line. Matthew therefore, gives the ancestry of Joseph, reputed and legally 
registered father through whom alone the Davidic descent of Jesus could be legally 
established2 

For the Jews (and for other Eastern peoples of nomadic origin) genealogical trees 
were of great importance because a person’s identity was especially linked to 
family and tribe, with place of birth taking secondary importance. In the case of the 
Jewish people there was the added religious significance of belonging by blood to 
the chosen people. 

In Christ’s time each family still kept a careful record of its genealogical tree, since 
because of it, people acquired rights and duties.3 

Genealogies can serve a number of functions depending upon their context. In the 
Bible, however, genealogies never used primarily to preserve historical detail—
they invariably serve other functions. These functions vary but are generally one or 
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more of the following (see Johnson, The Purpose of the Biblical Genealogies; 
Levin, “Understanding Biblical Genealogies”): 

• Some demonstrate both kinship and distinction between Israel and 
neighboring peoples. This is a function (Johnson says the main function) of the 
Table of Nations in Gen 10 as well as in the genealogies of Lot, Nahor, Keturah, 
Ishmael, and Esau. Levin notes that “the genealogies in Genesis do, however, serve 
an additional purpose, one that seems to echo the function of segmented 
genealogies in ‘tribal’ societies. The lists of the various nations of the world 
elucidate the position of Israel among the nations, thus defining the Israelite 
ethnos” (Levin, “Understanding Biblical Genealogies,” 33). 

• Some interrelate otherwise isolated elements relating to Israelite origins. 
This could be a mechanism whereby the author has woven together disparate 
sources (so Johnson) or simply a means to link the passages that form the 
substance of the narrative. 

• Some bridge a gap between elements within a narrative to establish 
continuity (e.g., the use of Gen 5 and 10 to serve as a bridge between the events at 
the beginning and end of the genealogies4 

 

Biblical genealogies usually include only masculine names in the family lineage. 
Abraham was the father of Isaac, and Isaac the father of Jacob, and Jacob the 
father of Judah and his brothers (Matthew 1:2). Mothers and daughters are seldom 
mentioned. However, in the genealogy of Jesus Christ, five women’s names 
appear. Some of these women are Gentiles in irregular situations, and only one 
woman is pure and Jewish. Pope Benedict XVI explains the curious inclusion of 
these unique women. “Some scholars have suggested that Matthew is pointing in 
his genealogy of Jesus to something he intended to make the underlying theme of 
his entire Gospel: that the last shall be the first. Human criteria are overturned by 
God. God has chosen that which is weak. And since all these four women are 
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sinners, the mention of their names makes the genealogy a genealogy of grace that 
welcomes the sinner and that is based on forgiveness, not on human greatness or 
achievements.”5 (See the Handout – What’s up with the women) 

Additional food for thought: Genealogies are rarely included in biblical narrative 
purely to preserve objective historical data. They are thus not always 
comprehensive, omitting some generations because they were either superfluous to 
the author’s aim or disrupted the literary format the author was using. Omitting 
generations in a genealogy is known as “telescoping”  

Telescoping alone does not undermine the historical truthfulness of any particular 
genealogy. Since the function was not to provide a comprehensive lineage but 
rather a genealogical link between the beginning and end, to treat all biblical 
genealogies as comprehensive records is to misread them.6 
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