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This 140th anniversary of when Caversham became a Baptist church reminds us that we live at a moment in 

world history. We look back on 140 years; and we look forward; while we’re not sure what the future holds we 

know who holds the future.  

 

I’ve chosen as our text a passage that marks a moment in the Bible story and indeed in world history: the 

opening seventeen verses of Matthew  and of the New Testament are the beginning of the collected writings of 

the Christian Church. This seems to be a strange text for a message: seventeen verses of names - who was the 

father of whom, for forty-two generations, or as it used to be who begat whom. A lot of begetting and 

begatting went on that’s for sure. 

 

This list of names is so easy Martin’s going to read it! 

 

Matthew 1:1-17 

1 This is the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah the son of David, the son of Abraham: 

2 
Abraham was the father of Isaac, 

Isaac the father of Jacob, 

Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers, 
3 

Judah the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar, 

Perez the father of Hezron, 

Hezron the father of Ram, 
4 

Ram the father of Amminadab, 

Amminadab the father of Nahshon, 

Nahshon the father of Salmon, 
5 

Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab, 

Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth, 

Obed the father of Jesse, 
6 

and Jesse the father of King David. 

David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s wife, 
7 

Solomon the father of Rehoboam, 

Rehoboam the father of Abijah, 

Abijah the father of Asa, 
8 

Asa the father of Jehoshaphat, 

Jehoshaphat the father of Jehoram, 

Jehoram the father of Uzziah, 
9 

Uzziah the father of Jotham, 

Jotham the father of Ahaz, 

Ahaz the father of Hezekiah, 
10 

Hezekiah the father of Manasseh, 

Manasseh the father of Amon, 

Amon the father of Josiah, 
11 

and Josiah the father of Jeconiah
 
and his brothers at the time of the exile to Babylon 

12 
After the exile to Babylon: 

Jeconiah was the father of Shealtiel, 

Shealtiel the father of Zerubbabel, 
13 

Zerubbabel the father of Abihud, 



Abihud the father of Eliakim, 

Eliakim the father of Azor, 
14 

Azor the father of Zadok, 

Zadok the father of Akim, 

Akim the father of Elihud, 
15 

Elihud the father of Eleazar, 

Eleazar the father of Matthan, 

Matthan the father of Jacob, 
16 

and Jacob the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, and Mary was the mother of Jesus who is called 

the Messiah. 

 

You’ll not often these verses read in Sunday worship. In fact they’re seldom read at all, and they’re omitted or 

drastically reduced in most Bible story books. It seems mere background information. But in Matthew's 

understanding, this genealogy is the proper beginning for the story of Jesus. But why is Jesus' family history so 

important? 

 

This genealogy serves two purposes: 

 

First, it tells readers just who Jesus was. The original readers of this gospel were Jews, who Matthew believed 

could best understand Jesus if they knew where and how He fitted into their history. ‘You know who Abraham 

was,’ he says, ‘and Isaac and Jacob and David and Solomon. Well this Jesus is their descendant.’ 

 

Second, this list of generations told Matthew's readers the meaning of their own history. In Jesus' day, the 

people of Israel looked to the past for their purpose. They were the people who’d been delivered from Egypt, 

who’d received the Ten Commandments, and who’d conquered the Promised Land. But they’d become 

subjects of one foreign empire after another, and they were inclined to see all their glory in the past; for this 

reason it was easy for them to feel God had abandoned them. 

 

In this genealogy Matthew tells them, ‘The meaning of your history is not in the past, but in the present. The 

significance of Abraham and Jacob and David is not that they lived in the 'good old days' but that they were 

forerunners of Jesus.’ The importance of Israel's history, for Matthew, was the outcome toward which it was 

leading for those forty-two generations: the birth of the Saviour. 

 

Matthew's two reasons for beginning his gospel with Jesus' genealogy suggest a Christian view of history that 

shapes our reflections on this anniversary.  

 

As a church we’re in formation; we’re identified by our history, by where we’ve been in our past. But our future 

may be determined by that past 

 

Henry Ford once infamously said, ’history is bunk.’ We know that isn't true, and perhaps no institution is more 

clearly defined by its history than the Church. The Christian faith is based on a collection of writings that were 

committed to scrolls millennia ago - scrolls that tell the history of God's dealings with His people. 

 

We read about what God did for His people thousands of years ago: about Isaac, about Moses and the burning 

bush; about the parting of the Red Sea, about David and Goliath. And now we tell the story of Jesus just as it 

was told the first time, two thousand years ago. This story seizes our attention and makes us the people of 

God. 

 

Our faith is further shaped by the centuries of Christian history since the Bible was written. We occasionally use 

the words of ancient creeds; we sing hymns, modern and not so modern, and songs, mostly modern; we 

practice rites and follow patterns from the past. And of course on this anniversary we remember the story of 



this congregation in this community: the generations of families who’ve been born, baptized, married and 

farewelled here; the generations who’ve also served here; the traditions that have been created, and which 

have in turn made us the people we are. Today we’re part of the history of this community, just as Jesus was 

part of the history of Israel, all forty-two generations from Abraham on down. 

 

 

Trudy’s great-grandfather James Wright became part of Caversham Baptist Church in 1879 we think. The family 

tradition is that he arrived in Dunedin in 1878 as a merchant seaman, jumped ship and spent the first night of 

freedom sleeping under a cabbage tree in Caversham Valley.   

 

 

James was Anglican by upbringing, but after approximately a year in Dunedin, he was encouraged to go to 

Caversham Baptist by a friend who said the girls there were better! This must have been the case because he 

met Catherine Higginson and married her in 1880.  

 

James’ family was among the number who left the church in 1888. James played a significant role both in the 

separated church and in the reunified community from 1895; the family was involved in the Sunday school; 

James and his son William were deacons. In a photo of Sunday school teachers taken in 1910, James, his son 

William and daughters Mabel and Daisy are present. William married Helen Simpson and they had five children 

thus setting a precedent; Mabel married Francis Clark – they had no children; Daisy married Frank’s nephew 

Charlie Clark - they had a daughter Dorothy who was involved in Caversham all her life until she died in 2003 

and whose two surviving children are present today – Lorraine Crawford and Rodney Duncan and Dorothy’s 

granddaughter Delwyn and her children Jordan and 

 

Charlie Clark had a brother Harry who married Pat Reid; Harry’s daughter-in-law Elsie, her son Ken and her 

grandson Brendan are here today; and then Ken Clark married Jocelyn Ball and her mother Elva was an Arthur 

and there’s another whole story. Charlie Clark also had a brother Cliff whose daughter Daphne is here today 

and Charlie, Harry and Cliff had a sister Lily whose daughter Doreen (said she might be here today. This is the 

kind of stuff Matthew tells us through the names. And it involves a lot of begetting. 

 

I could talk to you too of the Blackwoods, the Campbells, the Dickinsons, the McDonalds, the Reids (both 

families), the Carters, the Bennetts, the Duncans (both families) and many more. I only use Trudy’s family as an 

illustration of how people express the life of God across the generations. 

 

And then there were others in the genealogy who are like Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Bathsheba in the genealogy 

– some from outside who’ve been grafted in; and some from other countries - so we have people now from the 

Philippines (as Novelia Goodman reminded us so beautifully last night), from Greece, from Rumania, from 

England, from Hungary via the USA, from Malaysia, from Ireland, from Sweden, from the Netherlands, from 

Polynesia, from Australia and from Roxburgh. And they’re just the ones I’m aware of. 

 

And maybe there are people who’ve done stuff they’re not proud of like Judah, David, Bathsheba and Solomon 

to name just a few (these sinners in the list too)….. And we welcome sinners here; we include them in our 

history because we’re all in that situation but we’ve been forgiven. 

 

Matthew also knew that the past wasn't enough. He wanted to correct the vision of those people who always 

looked to the past for meaning. The real point of all those generations of Israelites was that they were leading 

up to something that was to follow them. We can learn a lot from the past, but its most important function is 

to lead us into the future. 

 

Jesus made that plain. He told His disciples to remember what He’d done, but He also turned their attention to 

the future that His ministry was preparing them for. ‘Go and be my witnesses,’ He told them. ‘Go and work in 



the vineyard.’ ‘Go and make disciples.’ Jesus never let His disciples dwell on the past. Their purpose was not to 

be found in where they’d been, but in where they were going. 

 

Our faith is born and nurtured in a historical experience, in what God has done for us in the past, but it always 

leads us into the future. As a church our anniversary naturally turns back on our history. But we must let that 

history be part of our movement into the future. Jesus has commissioned us and sent us into the world with a 

mission: how will we fulfil it? What does our history point to? 

 

As Christians we know that our history has an eternal direction, an ultimate goal. In Jesus’ incarnation, death 

and resurrection the world has been set toward its final moment, in which it will be both finished and begun 

anew. We - along with Abraham and Sarah, Boaz and Ruth, Joseph and Mary, and hundreds of generations of 

the sons and daughters of God are part of the history that flows into God's own eternity. 

 

In Jürgen Moltmann’s Theology of Hope, he writes ‘From first to last Christianity is hope - forward looking and 

forward moving.’ The promise that the future is ultimately in God's hands is ‘the glow that suffuses everything 

done in the dawn of an expected new day.’  

 

The Church marks the dawning of God's incarnational presence in the world revealed first in Jesus. Its purpose 

is to remember God's faithfulness, kindness, mercy, and providence through our history up to now, and to 

move our world towards the new heaven and the new earth. 

 

We stand, then, at a place not unlike like the place from which Matthew told the story of Jesus’ ancestors. We 

look to our history, remember who we are and where we’ve been. At the same time we look to the future, 

remembering what we’ve been put here to do and where we’re going. Our history is always leading us 

somewhere; our glory as God's children is always yet to come. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


