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Have you ever noticed that we never read, at the Eucharist, the 

opening verses of Matthew’s Gospel? I don’t recall reading them 

at any service, come to think of it. Does anyone know how 

Matthew’s Gospel begins? It’s not a rhetorical question! 

Well, does anyone know how John’s Gospel begins? Of course you 

do. ‘In the beginning was the Word’. We all know that – but what 

about Mark – ‘The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, 

the Son of God’. And then he immediately tells us about John the 

Baptist – no nativity, no childhood stories. And Luke – again not 

read at the Eucharist, He begins by addressing the person called 

Theophilus (it means lover of God) for whom he says he has 

written his ‘orderly account’, ‘so that you may know the truth’, 

and then he goes on to Zechariah, and the news that his wife 

Elizabeth is to have a child, and he must be called John. So, to 

Matthew. He begins as he intends to go on – by scandlizing his 

predominantly Jewish readers. He begins with a genealogy – all 

those ‘begats’ which we had in the King James version – today we 

have ‘father of’ – Abraham was the father of Isaac, and so on, 

for forty two generations, until we come to ‘Joseph the husband 

of Mary, of whom Jesus was born, who is called the Messiah’. The 

scandal is that Mary isn’t the only woman he mentions – imagine 

including women in a genealogy – now, that is bad enough, but the 

other women mentioned – there are four of them – all had 

something foreign or scandalous attached to them. There is 

Tamar, who played prostitute to get herself pregnant by her 

father-in-law, Judah. Then there is Rahab, who was a prostitute, 

and came from Jericho, at that. Her son Boaz had a child by Ruth 

the Moabite, a foreigner, and one who, reading between the lines, 

was probably in a relationship with her mother in law. And then 

we come to King David, whose son Solomon was born to ‘the wife 

of Uriah’ – and we all know what David did to Uriah, don’t we? 

Why does Matthew give us all this scandalous information? 

Because the Good News he is writing about is for everyone, not 

just for male card carrying orthodox Jews, who have decided to 

follow Christ – it is for women as well as men, it is for people of 

all nations, not just for Israel, it is for people who don’t conform 

to the orthodoxy of the day. It is even for people like the Magi 

who are so far on the margins that no Law abiding person would 

go anywhere near them. It is time, Matthew is saying, to tear 

barriers down. After all, this same child whom the Magi have 

come to worship – this child will grow up to be the one who 



forgives a Samaritan adulteress and a woman ‘caught in the act’ , 

(no one ever mentions the man!), he forgives immoral prostitutes, 

greasy and avaricious tax collectors, ostracised lepers and 

despised Roman soldiers. 

We make the Christ child far too sweet, and small and cosy. This 

child means radical change – social change, political change, 

religious change. Don’t look at this crib and think ‘Isn’t it lovely’ – 

look at it and tremble. When you stand before this crib take off 

your shoes, for you stand on holy ground. And when you put your 

shoes back on, don’t be surprised if they pinch a little – because 

some of the people who come to worship here, we would rather 

not see – people of different ethnicity, different social class, 

different sexuality, people of poverty, people who are poorly 

educated - people who are ‘other’. We want to be comfortable 

with the people around us, and Matthew’s first readers would 

have been very uncomfortable with his genealogy and this story 

of the Magi – not kings, but wise men who searched the stars to 

fathom the mysteries of the universe. They are not writing the 

weekly horoscopes for your favourite magazine, it is much more 

serious than that. Who knows what they saw – a super nova, 

Hayley’s comet, the alignment of two planets – who knows, but 

they saw something, and came and, as T S Elliot puts it ‘a cold 

coming we had of it’. And they turned up in exactly the wrong 

place – in Jerusalem and in front of that paranoid murderer, King 

Herod. 

They could not have chosen a worst place to be – but then how 

many of us start out on our life’s journey and end up in the wrong 

place? Except we don’t end up, because we can recognise we have 

made a mistake, and can choose another way. Eventually, the wise 

men find the right place, as hopefully we do, and they bring their 

gifts, gold, frankincense and myrrh. They also bring a fourth 

gift, mentioned three times in our reading, twice with reference 

to the Magi, and once by the duplicitous Herod. ‘I too will come 

and pay him homage’. Before they present their gifts, they pay 

him homage. The shepherds have long ago returned to the fields, 

but here is the Good Shepherd, the one who says he is the gate 

into the sheep fold, the one who opens for us the gates of glory. 

The Magi are not kings, but here is the King of Kings, and Lord of 

Lords, whose kingdom will never end. The star shines above the 

house, but here is the light of the world. Small wonder they pay 

him homage, they give him the gift of their faith, before they 

return home by another way, taking with them the experience of 



their encounter with the one who is The Way. So there were 

four gifts, and the first was faith. Except there was another 

gift, most important and most obvious, yet not mentioned. There 

was the gift of grace, mercy and love, the promise of salvation 

and eternal life – the gift of Emmanuel – God with us – the Word 

made flesh, who pitched his tent amongst us. 

In telling his scandalous story, with its scattering of Old 

Testament texts, Matthew is reinforcing his theme that, in 

Jesus, notwithstanding all the terrible things which happened 

around his birth, perhaps even because of them or through them, 

God is providing the salvation and rescue which Israel has longed 

for, and, through that, the chance of peace and justice for the 

world, the whole world, everyone, everywhere, not just people 

like us. 

 


