THE IDENTITY OF JESUS CHRIST

MMatthew 1:1—17

A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son
of David, the son of Abraham. (Matt. 1:1)

he biblical accounts of the birth of Christ answer all

the questions people like to ask. How? By the direct,

miraculous intervention of the Holy Spirit, a virgin

conceived. Why? To usher in the climactic stage of God’s plan of

redemption. When and where? In Bethlehem of Judea, during the

reign of Herod the Great, when Quirinius was governor of Syria.

Yet there is no doubt that the Gospels, not least Matthew, take

greatest interest in the question “Who?” Who is this who is born
after such preparation, amid such great signs and portents?

We know intuitively that Matthew’s interest in the identity of

Jesus is right. We know that all hope of making sense of events

rests on a knowledge of the characters. This is true of the birth of

Jesus as it is true for any striking event.
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The Identity of Jesus Christ

One Saturday I headed off for a doubles tennis match against
the best team in the league. I arrived hoping for an upset, and
those hopes surged as I began to warm up with one of our oppo-
nents. He was a big, hard-hitting lefty, but he looked erratic and
slow-footed. Much hinged on his partner, who had not arrived.
The minutes ticked away and the time for a forfeit approached
when Lefty asked a club pro to find someone to fill in. The pro
returned with a slender man named Altof, who moved like a leop-
ard and held his racket in a faintly menacing way. I began to hit
with Altof. In league play, men warm up watchfully, trying to
judge their opponents’ skills and deficiencies. As I watched Altof,
I saw all skill and no deficiencies. His strokes were effortless, his
footwork flawless. Every ball he struck came in deep and hard. I
leaned over and told my partner, “We need to hit to your man;
mine looks very solid.”

We tried to hit everything to Lefty, and it worked well enough
that the score was tied 4—4 after eight games. Then, suddenly Altof
was everywhere, crushing the ball for winner after winner; we lost
the first set, 6—4. Before the second set began, I heard Altof whis-
per to Lefty, “I need to finish soon.” I told my partner, “If we lose
the second set in fifteen minutes, we’ll know something is up.”
Indeed, we lost 6-1 in 14 minutes, with Altof covering the entire
court, punishing us in point after point. As we shook hands at the
net, I said, “That was impressive. Now tell me who you are.”

“Well,” he confessed, “I'm a pro here, just filling in so you could
have a match.”

“Oh, I figured that out a while ago,” I smiled. “I want to know:
who are you?!”

“OK,” he said, “T’ll tell you. I was a touring pro till a year ago;
I played for India’s Davis Cup team.” He had been one of the top
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200 players in the world. Now that I knew who he was, I could
make sense of our match.

The gospel of Matthew operates on this very principle. Events make
sense if and only if we know who the characters are. Matthew 1 cer-
tainly describes some very unusual events. There is a virgin who is
pregnant by the agency of the Holy Spirit. An angel appears to prevent
a young man from setting aside an unwed mother. Later, an angel
picks the name of that child and declares that he will be the Savior.

It’s an incomprehensible story, unless you know the characters.
So, then, who is this child? It’s a good question; people ask it over

and over in the Gospels:

* A storm threatens to swamp a boat and drown everyone
on board. Jesus stands up and rebukes the wind and the
waves, and they stop at once. His disciples see this and
ask, “Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!”
(Mark 4:41; cf. Matt. 8:27).

+ He forgives sins and they ask, “Who is this who even for-
gives sins?” (Luke 7:49).

* He enters Jerusalem attended by a crowd that lays cloaks
and palm branches on the road before him. They call out,
“Hosanna to the Son of David,” and the city asks, “Who is
this?” (Matt. 21:9-10).

* At his trial before the Sanhedrin, the high priest of the
Jews says, “Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.”
The Roman procurator, Pontius Pilate, asks, “Are you the
king of the Jews?” (Matt. 26:63; 27:11).

The whole gospel of Matthew asks and the whole gospel of

Matthew tells who this is. The reader starts to learn who Jesus

7

Doriani et al., Incarnation.indd 7

9/2/08 3:26:45 PM



The Identity of Jesus Christ

is in the first chapter. The child’s name is Jesus, for he will save
his people from their sins (1:1, 21). He is the Christ, anointed by
God for a given task (1:1, 18). He is the son of David—born king
of the Jews (1:1; 2:2). He is the son of Abraham, for he will bring
God’s blessing to the nations (1:1, 18). He is born of the Holy
Spirit (1:18). He is Immanuel, for he is “God with us” (1:23).
Jesus received names such as Jesus and Immanuel not because they
were fashionable, not because they were manly, not because of family
heritage, but because they were fraught with significance. Each name
reveals part of Jesus’ identity. The question “Who is this?” leads next
to the vital question, “Why is he important?” The answer is traced
through the hopes and fears of 2,000 years of Israel’s history. So Mat-

thew 1 introduces us to our hero by stating his name and his origin.

JESUS THE SAVIOR

As Matthew introduces Jesus, he quickly reveals several names
and titles. Jesus is son of Abraham, therefore he is the hope of
both Gentiles and Jews. He is son of David (1:1), therefore the
great king of the Jews (2:2, 6). He is the Christ (1:1; 2:4), therefore
anointed by God for some crucial task. But first and best, he is
Jesus, the Savior (1:1, 21-23).

Jesus is a Hebrew name. In Hebrew it is Joshua; in Greek that
becomes Jesus. Joshua means “the Lord [Yahweh] saves” or “The
Lord is salvation.” The name Joshua reminds us of the Joshua who
succeeded Moses and led Israel into the Promised Land. In that day,
the Lord saved his people physically and materially by giving them
their land and ending their years of wilderness wandering.

Jesus does not save us this way. He did not save Israel from

military enemies. Jesus did save some people from physical ill-
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ness and danger (8:25; 9:21-22), but physical deliverance is not
the essence of his work. Rather, such deliverance pointed beyond
itself to God’s eternal restoration of all things. Psalm 130:7-8
says, “O Israel, put your hope in the Lord, for with the Lord is
unfailing love and with him is full redemption. He himself will
redeem Israel from all their sins.” In the long run, God cares about
salvation from enemies, disease, and death, but that part of his
program lies in the future, when Jesus returns.

By his incarnation, Jesus began to address the problem that lies
at the root of all pains and sorrows. He came to save his people
from their sins. We see this already in the genealogy of Jesus.

The genealogy shows that Jesus descended from the line of Jew-
ish kings. Matthew names fifteen of them, from David to Jeconiah,
also known as Jehoiachin. So Jesus came from a noble line. But if
we look hard, we see that this regal group was not especially righ-
teous. About half of the kings were men of faith. Several, including
David, Hezekiah, and Josiah, were great men. Still, even among the
believers, some committed striking sins. Jehoshaphat entered into
alliances with wicked men (2 Chron. 20:35-37). In foolish pride,
Hezekiah showed the treasures of Israel to her powerful enemies,
who later plundered them (2 Kings 20:12—18). After years of suc-
cessful rule, Uzziah became proud and dared to usurp the role of
a priest and entered the Lord’s temple to burn incense on the altar
(2 Chron. 26:1-22).

About half the kings in the genealogy were truly wicked. Ahaz
worshiped the pagan gods of Assyria. He practiced human sacrifice.
He killed one of his own sons. He stripped the gold and silver
from the temple and gave it to other kings. He defiled the Lord’s
altar and installed pagan altars instead (2 Kings 16). Nor was Ahaz

alone. Rehoboam and Jeconiah were almost as bad and Manasseh
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was worse. Indeed, Manasseh “did more evil than the nations” that
the Lord drove out of Canaan. He promoted the worship of idols
and murdered innocent people (2 Kings 21:9-18).

So Jesus’ genealogy includes great kings and sordid sinners.
Regal as his lineage was, Jesus did not come to praise his forebears,
but to save them. If you doubt this, consider the four women in
the genealogy. People often wonder why we find women inserted,
apparently at random, in the genealogy. The answer is clear if
we notice that common threads appear in the foursome that is
interwoven with the kings: “Salmon the father of Boaz, whose
mother was Rahab, Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was
Ruth, Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of King David.
David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uri-
ah’s wife” (Matt. 1:5—6). Three women are listed here; the fourth,

Tamar, gets a mere mention in 1:3. The four are:

+ Tamar the daughter-in-law of Judah, who was the son of
Jacob; she played the role of a prostitute (Gen. 38).

+ Rahab, the prostitute from Jericho, who helped Israel’s
spies (Josh. 2, 6).

+ Ruth, the Moabitess who was adopted into the family of
Boaz (Ruth 1-4).

+ Bathsheba, the paramour of David and the wife of a Hittite
(2 Sam. 11-12).

Within this quartet, all but Tamar came from foreign lands or
families. They were outside the family of God. Moreover, of the
four, three were either prostitutes or adulteresses. The point is
clear: Jesus comes from the human line, pimples and all. His own

people, his own family, needed him to save them from their sins.
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The last part of Jesus’ genealogy shows that Israel was suffer-
ing the consequences of its sin (1:11-16). The borders of Israel
had failed to hold. Assyria dethroned Israel’s king and Babylon
conquered Judah, deported its leaders, and declared the pitiful
remnant to be their vassals.

Jesus’ ancestors lost their rank as kings, lost their wealth and
land, and nearly lost their identity. We could compare the family
of Jesus to the last derelict scion of a once-great family. They were
Roosevelts, Lincolns, or Jeffersons, but had fallen far over the years.
In any shattered clan, some are drunks, gamblers, or wastrels; others
are decent folk, perhaps, but lack any great skill or asset. Those are
the people Jesus came to save, then and now. We too have lowlifes in

our family, and we have done things that fit a lowlife-laden family.

CHRIST, THE ANOINTED ONE

Jesus is a given name. “Christ” eventually became Jesus’ second
name in Christian usage, but originally it was a title for the Messiah.
As a title, it simply means “anointed one.” To be anointed is to be set
apart and empowered by God for a task he appoints. In Israel, priests
were always anointed (Ex. 28-30), kings were always anointed (1 Sam.
9, 16), and prophets were sometimes anointed (1 Kings 19:16).

In Jesus’ day, “Christ” came to signify a specific king, one anointed
with God’s strength to deliver the people. The people thought of
the Christ as a king because they hoped for a military victory and

release from Rome. One book from the time said it this way:

See Lord, and raise up for them their king,
The son of David, to rule over your servant Israel

In the time known to you, O God.
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Undergird him with the strength to destroy the unrighteous rulers,
To purge Jerusalem from Gentiles

Who trample her to destruction. (Psalms of Solomon 17:21-32)

Matthew’s gospel gradually reveals that Jesus was anointed for a
far greater victory, one that he accomplished by taking all three of the
main leadership offices of Israel. He is the king, anointed to defeat
our greatest foes—sin and death. He is the priest, anointed to offer
a sacrifice to remove the guilt of sin. He is the prophet, anointed
to tell the truth about humanity and himself. The greatest truth is
that he defeated sin for us because we cannot defeat sin. He offered
himself to remove our guilt because we cannot atone or compensate
for our sin.

But Jesus is anointed to do more than fulfill the three main offices
in Israel. He completes other tasks, as Matthew will show us. He
fulfills the role of the Sabbath, by giving true rest to his people. He
fulfills the role of the temple, for in him God and mankind meet.
He judges mankind, knowing every thought and deed, and forgiv-
ing every misdeed if we ask for mercy, believing he can grant it.

The title “Christ” signifies a man who is anointed with oil to
consecrate him for a special office. Jesus was commissioned by
God for a special task. It is vital that we let God define that task.
In Jesus’ day, most Israelites believed God’s Messiah would free
them from Roman domination and, somehow, triumph over
unrighteousness and purify the nation.

We now know that these hopes were partly right and partly
wrong. Jesus did triumph over sin and purify the nation, but he
did not liberate Israel from Rome. When Jesus failed to deliver the
people the way they expected, some adjusted their expectations,

but many others concluded that he must not be the Messiah.
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The problem of misguided expectations is common to man-
kind. We regularly trust the wrong people or expect them to
provide what they cannot or should not give. Some Americans
expect our superior armed forces to keep us perfectly safe. Some
expect their skills to make them prosperous and secure. Jesus says
the wise man builds his house upon the rock—not “a” rock, but
“the” rock, that is, Jesus, the Christ (Matt. 7:24).

Still, even those who try to build on the rock can suffer disap-
pointment, if they remake Jesus in their image. How so? They
may expect Jesus to make life easy. They may think they can know
Jesus as Savior but not as Lord. But we must let him define him-
self: he is both Savior and Lord.

THE SoN oF Davip, THE HOPE OF ISRAEL (MATT. 1:1-17)

On the side of his father Joseph, Jesus descended, by human
accounting, from the royal line of David. He is the offspring of
the kingly line. He is the heir of all Israel’s godly kings: Solomon,
Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah, Josiah, and the rest. He is the king of the
Jews.

But Jesus is not just any king. He is the son of David (1:1).“Son
of David” seems to organize the entire genealogy. There are four-
teen generations from Abraham to David, fourteen more from
the rise of David to the end of his dynasty, when Israel went into
exile, and fourteen more until the Christ, the son of David, was
born (1:17).

There was a strong hope, in Jesus’ day, for a king who would
restore Israel to its former glory and liberate the nation from
Roman oppression and degradation. Israel based this hope on a

promise the Lord gave David: that David would one day have an
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heir, a son who would bring a golden age of strength and blessing
(2 Sam. 7:12—-15):

When your days are over and you rest with your fathers, I will
raise up your offspring to succeed you, who will come from your
own body, and I will establish his kingdom. He is the one who will
build a house for my Name, and I will establish the throne of his

kingdom forever. . .. My love will never be taken away from him.

This anointed king, this son of David and Son of God, would
subdue the kings of the earth and rule them with an iron scepter
(Ps. 2:2-9).

Jesus is called “son of David” nine times in Matthew, and that
underlines two points. First, he is the long-promised heir of David
(1:1, 20). Through him Israel hoped for restoration. He is mighty to
defeat the powers of Satan (12:23) and perhaps the powers of Rome.

Second, the people expected the king to heal the land, when he
removed the Romans and other pagans who defiled it. They also
expected healing for the people, one by one. They believed, to use
J. R. R. Tolkein’s words, “The hands of the king are the hands of

»]

a healer.”! So the people asked Jesus for mercy and for healing.
Early in his ministry, in Galilee, two blind men followed Jesus and
called out, “Have mercy on us, Son of David!” (9:27). Even when
Jesus traveled to neighboring regions, the people expected him
to heal. Once a Canaanite woman approached him, crying out,
“Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me! My daughter is suffering
terribly from demon-possession” (15:22). Again, just before Jesus
entered Jerusalem, “Two blind men were sitting by the roadside,

and when they heard that Jesus was going by, they shouted, ‘Lord,
1.]. R. R. Tolkein, The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (New York: Ballantine, 1955), 150.
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Son of David, have mercy on us!” The crowd rebuked them and
told them to be quiet, but they shouted all the louder, ‘Lord, Son
of David, have mercy on us!”” (20:30-31).

There is a pattern in these encounters. First, the outsiders of
Jewish society and the occasional Gentile “appeal to Jesus as Son
of David and are thereby healed.” Second, the crowds “generally
respond to these healings with doubt.” For example, when Jesus
cast demons out of a man who was blind and mute, so he could
see and talk, the people asked, “Could this be the Son of David?”
(12:23). Third, “the religious authorities respond with anger
(21:15) and blasphemy” (12:22-32).>

In the last week of his ministry, Jesus healed many in the tem-
ple precincts. He saw twisted, broken limbs, and he mended them
with a word. Instantly, muscles strengthened and sinews tight-
ened. Eyes bleared and broken with disease and injury could see
again. The children (of small account in that day), seeing that the
lame walked and the blind could see, began to shout praise to the

'))

healer, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” But the chief priests and
scribes became indignant and asked, “Do you hear what these
children are saying?” That is to say, “Tell them to stop.” Jesus
replied that he did hear them and saw God’s purpose in it, for
Psalm 8 says, “From the lips of children and infants you have
ordained praise” (21:14-16).

The son of David offers his strength to the weak and wounded.
He offers hope to the yearning heart, because the mighty king,
the son of David, is a tender healer. To this day, “son of David”
is a title of healing strength. In God’s economy, the strength of

Jesus appeals especially to the weak—to the no-accounts. I once

2.D. R. Bauer, “Son of David,” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, ed. Joel Green, Scot McKnight,
and I. Howard Marshall (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1992).
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had a conversation with someone who hopes to tell a friend about
Christ. She commented, “But she has everything, so it’s difficult
for her to see that she needs Jesus.”

There are different kinds of strength and there is more than
one way to “have everything.”

Still, if anyone thinks he has no needs at all, if anyone thinks
he has all the strength he needs, then the son of David will not be
very appealing. But if this offer sounds appealing—“Come to me,
all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt.

11:28 gsv)—then the strong son of David is for you.

THE SON OF ABRAHAM: SAVIOR FOR THE NATIONS

The last title for Jesus in Matthew 1:1 is the son of Abraham. The
genealogy in Matthew starts with Abraham, the father of Israel.
By contrast, the genealogy in Luke starts with Adam, the father
of mankind. Yet the point in Matthew is not that Jesus is only for
the Jews, but that Jesus is for all the children of Abraham.

The common explanation of the difference between the gene-
alogies runs this way: Luke starts with Adam to show that the
Savior is descended from the first man. Luke wants to write a
gospel for Gentiles, so he says Jesus is from mankind and for all
mankind. People say Matthew is the gospel for the Jews, so he
starts with Abraham, the father of the Jews. Every Israelite called
himself a son of Abraham, but especially those who sought to
live by faith and walk with God (Matt. 3:9; Luke 1:73; 19:9; John
8:39-58; Acts 7:2; Rom. 4:1, 12). Yet Matthew expects us to know
that Abraham was a pagan, a Gentile, before God called him. He
was the father of the covenant people, but he was born outside

the covenant and stayed there until God brought him in.
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Abraham began life as a pagan, chosen by God to establish his
people, Israel. But from the beginning, God swore he would give
Abraham back to the nations. God’s greatest promise to Abraham
says, “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I
will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless
those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all
peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Gen. 12:2-3).

God also promised Abraham that through his offspring “all nations
on earth will be blessed” (Gen. 22:18). The gospel of Matthew ends
with this very idea: Jesus will bless the nations. He commands the
apostles to make disciples of “all nations” (Matt. 28:19).

Matthew starts to make this point already in the genealogy, in
the first lines of his gospel. As it traces Jesus’ forbears, there is
a twist. Matthew’s genealogy seems to be patriarchal—he men-
tions the fathers but not the mothers of Jesus’ forebears. But as we
saw, there are exceptions. Matthew mentions four women: Tamar,
Rahab, Ruth, and Bathsheba, who is called “the wife of Uriah.”

As we mentioned, three of the four are flagrant sinners. And
three of them share something else—they are not Israelites.
Rahab was a Canaanite, from Jericho. Ruth was a Moabitess.
Bathsheba married a Hittite, ergo probably (not certainly) was a
Hittite herself. So Jesus has Gentiles in the family line! If Matthew
is the gospel for the Jews, it is for a certain kind of Jew: the Jew-
ish believer who hopes all the nations will taste the blessings God

offers through faith in Jesus.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TITLES

Many Christians share at least some Jewish heritage (I do),

but most American Christians are Gentiles. Most of us are the
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descendants of pagans, not Israelites. Centuries ago, our ances-
tors worshiped Zeus or Thor, natural or ancestral deities. We
were outside the covenant—strangers and aliens to God. The
promise to Abraham that “all peoples on earth will be blessed
through you” was our sole hope. We are sons of Abraham, sons
and daughters of the covenant, through the grace of God that
reaches out to the lost.

A funny thing happens to churchgoers in America. It begins to
seem obvious to us that we are Christians. It seems like our birth-
right. In a way, if our parents are Christians, it is our birthright.
But from another perspective, most of us need to remember
that we are Gentiles, not Israelites—outsiders, not insiders. The
God of Israel is our God, even though we are German, English,
French, Dutch, African, Irish, and Russian. Therefore we should
still marvel at this grace. If we marvel, if we give thanks that we
are included in the family of God, then we will include others
and give thanks for the presence of others as well.

The Christmas season, along with Easter, certainly affords us
an opportunity to welcome outsiders into our church. It is tempt-
ing to joke about, to mock, even to scorn the “Christmas and Eas-
ter Christians.” But why? In ourselves, none of us is a whit more
spiritual or sincere than they. We should welcome all who stand
outside the covenant, for the Lord calls outsiders to himself.

At some point, most of us have tasted the angst of waiting to hear
whether we gained entry to some desirable but exclusive group. It
might have been a tree house club for ten-year-olds, a basketball team,
a student government, an elite college. After people enter an exclusive
club, they can turn one of two ways. They can think, “What a great
club—and they let a marginal character like me in. I need to welcome
the other marginal characters, the folks who wonder whether they
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will be accepted, so they can gain the benefits I have.” Or they can
think, “If I got in, the standards must be slipping. I must ensure that
our standards stay high, so this club stays exclusive.”

We ought to take the first approach. What a joy to enter the
family of God. Let us hold the blessing with humble, grateful
hearts and pray, “Thank you, Lord, for making me a child of
Abraham. Thank you for including me in your family. Help me
remember that your family is always open. Help me welcome to it
both those who seem worthy and those who seem unworthy. For
I know that I am not worthy, but I am beloved.”

The Lord’s titles both tell us who Jesus is and suggest the
proper responses to him. He is Jesus, the Savior. Therefore let us
receive his salvation. He is the Christ, the one anointed to restore
his people. Let us turn to him to restore us when we falter. He is
the son of David, the mighty yet tender healer. Therefore, let us
turn to him for healing. He is the son of Abraham, the father of
all the faithful, sent to fulfill the hopes of Jews and Gentiles alike.
Therefore, let us welcome all to the family of God.
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