
Sunday before Nativity - 2016

In the Name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit! Happy New year to everyone.

Last week we heard a wonderful sermon by Fr. Philip on the Forefathers of Christ – the 
righteous, noble minded ones who lived before Christ came in the flesh, yet through faith 
‘made the choice to trust in God and persevered in that trust regardless of the joys and 
sorrows of this life’. I hope that all who were not here last week had the opportunity to 
read his sermon and those who were here took the opportunity to read and ponder it further.

Today’s Epistle is a further confirmation of those righteous ones and the importance of their 
faith.  It is worth reading again – from Hebrews 11:

By faith he (Abraham) dwelt in the land of promise as in a foreign country, dwelling in tents 
with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same promise; for he waited for the city which 
has foundations, whose builder and maker is God.

By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the 
promises offered up his only begotten son, of whom it was said, "In Isaac your seed shall be 
called, "concluding that God was able to raise him up, even from the dead….

By faith Jacob, when he was dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, and worshiped, leaning 
on the top of his staff.

By faith Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the departure of the children of Israel, 
and gave instructions concerning his bones.

By faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden three months by his parents, because they saw 
he was a beautiful child; and they were not afraid of the king's command.

And what more shall I say? For the time would fail me to tell of Gideon and Barak and Samson 
and Jephthah, also of David and Samuel and the prophets: who through faith subdued 
kingdoms, worked righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions, quenched 
the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, out of weakness were made strong, 
became valiant in battle, turned to flight the armies of the aliens. Women received their dead 
raised to life again. Others were tortured, not accepting deliverance, that they might obtain a 
better resurrection. Still others had trial of mockings and scourgings, yes, and of chains and 
imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, were tempted, were slain with the 
sword. They wandered about in sheepskins and goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, 
tormented- of whom the world was not worthy. They wandered in deserts and mountains, in 
dens and caves of the earth. And all these, having obtained a good testimony through faith, 



did not receive the promise, God having provided something better for us, that they should 
not be made perfect apart from us.  

WOW!!  What an eloquent description to the importance and value of faith and a testimony to 
those who cherished it!

Now let us consider today’s Gospel; the genealogy of Christ.  Too often, I think, this Gospel is
an exercise in pronunciation for the reader; and attention, and patience, -or maybe an excuse 
not to concentrate- by the congregation. Now, don’t worry, I am not going to read that again
too !! However, I am guessing the most of us are only marginally familiar with the over 42
names which are listed here.  Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Judah (of course); Jesse (the father of 
David), then David, and Solomon; and of course Joseph (& Mary); but then after those notable 
ones, I am guessing that name recognition drops off rather abruptly and knowing the stories of 
their lives, even more so.  There are however, several messages for us here.

One, I think it is important for us to recognize that the ancient world was quite different from 
ours today.  In the ancient world, people did not really doubt that a Divine Power, God or gods 
existed: for how could one reasonably explain the beauty, majesty, consistency and 
continuance of the natural world?  The advent of the ‘theory’ of evolution changed that for 
modern man.  But for the ancients to think that the God of the vast, powerful, and beautiful 
creation would not simply command the material elements and instantly create and assume 
the form of a fully mature person but instead deign to take the form of his creature through 
the much messier and difficult process of birth, growing as an innocent and helpless child, and 
finally into adulthood, was frankly, inconceivable.  So, to help affirm that God did indeed make 
and fulfill His promises, and was fully like us, Matthew carefully traces back Christ lineage to 
Abraham to whom God’s promise was originally made.

For us now, this genealogy has a different impact.  Of course, there are many wonderful, 
righteous, noble, saintly people among Christ lineage.  But there are also some scoundrels and 
some whose lives had very dark periods.  I will point out a few examples to make my point.  As 
you probably remember Jacob took advantage of his brother Esau hunger and bought his 
birthright for a bowl of stew.  Then both Jacob (and his mother Rebecca) conned his father 
Isaac into giving him that blessing of the first born by pretending to be Esau. (Esau was 
planning to kill Isaac after their father’s death so Jacob fled but they eventually made their 
peace).  Then there was Judah, the father of Perez and Zerah by Tamar.  Here Tamar was the 
wife of one of Judah’s sons but the son died before any children were born.  So, according to 
their law, one of Judah’s other sons would take her as a wife to bear children in his brother’s 
name.  But again the same happen – the son died before any children were born.  So, by law, 



another son should have been given to her as a husband to raise-up children. But Judah would
not allow it.  To force the issue, Tamar disguised herself as a prostitute, and lingered by the 
roadside where Judah was to pass, and successfully seduced him.  As payment she asked for 
one of his rings.  When she conceived from that union and Judah was preparing to have her 
stoned for adultery, she produced the ring which revealed both her actions and motives.  
Obviously there are plenty of problems here by multiple parties!  Then there was ‘Salmon the 
father of Boaz by Rahab’.  Apparently, Salmon was a contemporary of Joshua when the
Israelites were preparing to enter Jericho to claim the promised land.  Joshua sent in two spies
as scouts to determine the strength of Jericho’s army.  These spies stayed with Rahab who 
owned an inn and was herself a harlot.  When the King of Jericho came looking for these spies 
– for everyone was afraid of the Israelites having heard the stories of crossing the Red Sea and 
their countless victories in battle- she hid them, and later helped them to escape.  In return 
she asked for protection for herself and family when Jericho was attacked.  As promised, all 
her family was spared and because of her actions, she and her family were incorporated into 
the tribe of Israel and she married and prominent man.  Then, of course, there was David 
whom, we all know, committed adultery with Bathsheba and who commanded that her
husband at the time, Uzziah, be put on the front lines of battle where he was soon killed. And 
Solomon, David’s son, had plenty of his own problems.  I could continue but this is more than 
sufficient for the point.

And that point is that Jesus Christ, the second person of the Trinity, was not only willing to be 
incarnate in the flesh in time, but he was willing to come into a family lineage consisting of
both Saints and sinners; good, decent, noble, God fearing people and scoundrels; blameless 
ones and penitents. He did not come into the perfect family lineage.

So, for those of us who think that our biological heritage dictates the course of our lives.  
Remember the ancestors of Christ and who was born through that lineage.

For those of us who want to judge others, or maybe judge ourselves, because our present
families have serious problems and imperfections. Remember the ancestors of Christ and 
how those with huge problems and sins changed.  So, do not be so quick to judge others or 
yourselves.

For those of us who reflect on our own lives and are discouraged because of past mistakes and 
problems, or even our current situations that may seem beyond repair- remember the 
ancestors of Christ and how so many were given the opportunity to choose rightly, and
because of that choice were found worthy to be included in the family of Christ regardless of 
their past errors.



For those of us who fight with despair and sorrow because our families are not turning out 
quite like we expected.  Remember the ancestors of Christ – for in it there is tremendous 
hope that even after serious mistakes or maybe even largely living lives in opposition to God, 
heroism can be inspired,  repentance occur, and true life-changing amends can be made.  

For hope is really one of the biggest messages of the Nativity season.  From love, God was 
willing to come among us -into a world largely in darkness and despair- to live a life very, very 
much like ours, to fully accept our human family with all its weaknesses and flaws.  Pondering 
the magnitude of this love truly enkindles hope for all of us regardless of the circumstances in 
which we find ourselves or our families.  

So, in these final days of preparation for the Nativity, let us remember the ancestor of Christ, 
and let us be filled with this hope; let it permeate our thoughts, our plans, our actions so that 
with one voice and heart we may be worthy to experience anew that Christ is born! Amen!


