The Voices of Christmas Past #2

“O Little Town of Bethlehem”

Micah 5:2; Matthew 2:1-6

December 21, 2012 has been circled on many calendars. Based on the ancient Mayan calendar and some other prophecies, the world (or at least human life on the planet) will come to an end.


People’s reaction to this date is varied. For some it is the subject of jokes, while others respond in either panic or resigned pessimism. (Some are even putting off the buying of Christmas presents, just in case the doomsday prediction does come true!)


Of course, this is not the first time the end has been predicted. Remember the “Y2K” scare—that the world would end at the turn of the millennium? Some religions (i.e., the Jehovah’s Witnesses) have made a habit of forecasting the end of the world. Of course, all such prophecies have been unfulfilled. And this has led many to conclude that the whole concept of predictive prophecy is a hoax.


This is not entirely true, though. The Bible is literally filled with predictions. Some came true shortly after they were made, others were fulfilled centuries after the fact, and some are still awaiting fulfillment. Many of these forecasts dealt with the coming of the Promised One, known in Hebrew as the “Messiah” and in Greek as the “Christ.” It has been calculated that there are 191 prophecies in the Old Testament about the Messiah. These include where he would be born, how he would die, when he would die, that he would rise from the dead.
 And no other section of the Gospels is so clearly linked to Old Testament prophecy as is Matthew 1–2.


During the Christmas season, we are considering “The Voices of Christmas Past,” five specific predictions made hundreds of years before the birth of Jesus that were fulfilled on that fateful day. I realize that such books as Micah, Jeremiah, Hosea, or Isaiah may not be as familiar to Christians as Matthew, John, Romans, or Ephesians. And that’s too bad. As Donald Carson points out,

Christianity does not present itself as an entirely new religion, founded a mere two thousand years ago, but as the fulfillment of the revelation that the God of creation had already given, the climax to which God was shaping history. That is part of the reason why Christians read the Old Testa​ment along with the New Testament: the two parts belong together as components of one coherent revelation.

Christmas is all about prophecies fulfilled; the coming of the promised one.

The Setting of the Prophecy


Last week we studied the prediction of Isaiah 7:14, that the virgin would be with child, and that her son would be called “Immanuel,” meaning “God with us.” This week’s message centers on the beginning of Matthew chapter two, and the prophecy that Jesus would be born in the town of Bethlehem.


When the magi arrived in Jerusalem asking, “Where is the newborn king of the Jews?” Herod the Great called in the scribes and asked where the promised Messiah would be born, they replied in unison, “In Bethlehem of Judah.” (If you understand how the rabbis disagreed on nearly everything in those days, you may appreciate how amazing this is!)


How could they be so certain? They pointed back to Micah 5:2, 

But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.


We should not, however, take this verse by itself. In Judaism the citation of a Scripture text implies the whole context, not merely the quoted words.
 So let’s read the first five verses of Micah chapter five:

Marshal your troops, O city of troops, for a siege is laid against us. They will strike Israel’s ruler on the cheek with a rod. But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times. Therefore Israel will be abandoned until the time when she who is in labor gives birth and the rest of his brothers return to join the Israelites. He will stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God. And they will live securely, for then his greatness will reach to the ends of the earth. And he will be their peace.


Did you notice how verse two begins with the word “But”? This word indicates a contrast from what comes before it. Verse one speaks of the capture of King Zedekiah at the hands of Babylon in 586 b.c. (recorded in 2 Kings 24-25) 
—some 150 years after Micah penned these words! 


In those days the Babylonians swarmed around Jerusalem and laid siege to it. (The phrase “city of troops” refers to the numbers of soldiers fighting against the city, not those fighting for it.) When King Zedekiah and his officers see that their situation is hopeless, they try to escape, but the Babylonians catch up with them and capture them (2 Kings 25:1–7). The captors humiliate the king by striking him with a rod across his face. Then they kill his sons, put out his eyes, bind him, and take him to Babylon.
 The nation of Judah would be no more.
This statement of doom is followed by one of hope, as the picture of Jerusalem’s fate and the failure of her king is followed by the prediction of a king who will bring lasting security to Israel and whose influence will extend to the ends of the earth.

Micah refers to Bethlehem Ephrathah, pinpointing his subject as the town situated five miles southwest of Jerusalem, as opposed to another town called Bethlehem located further north.

This Bethlehem was an insignificant town during Old Testament times, except for being the birthplace of David, who was also anointed there by Samuel. The phrase translated in verse two, “though you are small among the clans of Judah,” reads literally, “insignificant with regard to its existence among the clans of Judah”; that is, as David was the least of his brothers, so Bethlehem played only a very limited role among Judah’s clans. The adjective rendered small describes here not a quantity but a quality.
 In fact, Bethlehem was not even deemed important enough to appear in the list of conquered cities in the book of Joshua.
 Yet, from this seemingly small and unimportant village would arise the greatest king Israel would ever have. 

The Satisfaction of the Prophecy


Over seven hundred years would pass before Micah’s prophecy of the Messiah would be satisfied. How it came about is recorded in Luke 2:1-7,

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to his own town to register. 

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.


Through an incredible series of circumstances Joseph and Mary ended up in Bethlehem—eighty miles away from their hometown of Nazareth—at the time of Jesus’ birth. This most obvious of the Messianic prophecies was true of this child. It is amazing that in many periods of history significant numbers of Jewish people have fallen for the claims of Messianic pretenders, not one of whom fulfilled this prophecy by being born in Bethlehem.


Some critics of Christianity claim that the story of Jesus’ birth was made up by the gospel writers after the fact in order to fit the Old Testament prophecies. They claim that Jesus was, in fact, born in Nazareth. But history and archaeology support the New Testament accounts. The Archaeological Study Bible points out,

Very early church tradition locates Jesus’ birth in a cave in Bethlehem, over which the emperor Hadrian constructed a shrine to a Roman deity. Later, the Christian emperor Constantine erected a church building over the cave. After its partial destruction by the Samaritans in the sixth century A.D., the Church of the Nativity was rebuilt by the emperor Justinian and still stands today as one of the most ancient church buildings in existence.

There is no reason to doubt that Jesus was indeed born in Bethlehem.


Matthew 2:1-6 takes place some time later:

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.” When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born. “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: “‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.’”
As mentioned earlier, the chief priests and teachers of the law immediately knew where the Messiah was to be born. Why, then, did they not consider this baby to be the fulfillment of their greatest hope? The answer is found (at least in part) in the rabbinic writings outside the Scriptures called the Midrash.

The Midrash raises a problem some of the rabbis wrestled with: “How can the Messiah suffer and die for sins and yet reign as supreme world king?” Christians believe that both Old and New Testaments give the answer. The Messiah first comes as a sacrifice for sin, is resurrected, goes back to glory, and finally returns from His heavenly Father as King!

If the Jews had believed that, they would have accepted Jesus as their promised One. Instead, they created two distinct Messiahs, one to die and the other to reign. The rabbis argued that a Messiah ben (son of) Joseph would die at the hands of the antichrist. His body is left unburied in the streets for forty days after which he is resurrected by Messiah ben David. Then Messiah ben David will then reign as king.


Yet the Christ was both the suffering savior and the supreme sovereign. While the rabbis envisioned two separate Messiahs, the Scriptures only predicted one. And that one Messiah was born of a virgin, in the little town of Bethlehem, in a humble stable.


His name was Jesus.

The Significance of the Prophecy


So what does this mean for us today? What is the significance of this prophecy for us? 


First, Micah’s prophecy says volumes about the Baby of Bethlehem. Verse two describes as “whose origins are from of old, from ancient times,” meaning that He is eternal, offering further proof of His deity.
 Furthermore, Micah speaks of the Messiah as being “ruler over Israel,” meaning that He would be King. Verse four also refers to the coming Christ as being a shepherd (and Jesus referred to Himself as “the good Shepherd” in John 10), and the verse ends with the words, “And he will be their peace.” Isaiah 9:6 also predicts that the Messiah would be the “Prince of Peace,” and later the apostle Paul would write concerning Jesus in Ephesians 2:14, “he himself is our peace.”

Second, the fact that God chose the “little town of Bethlehem” serves as a parable for present times. Who could have dreamed that so unimportant a place would breed a David…let alone the Messiah? How strange that God summoned the man of his choice from so insignificant a source!

Yet how often does God choose the insignificant to make a significant impact? Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:27-30, 

But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him.

Throughout history God had made a habit of choosing the youngest, the weakest, the smallest, the “most unlikely to succeed” as the vehicles of His plan. The good news is that He is still doing that today! So if you feel like the runt of the litter, there’s a good chance God will use you to do great things!


Third, we must learn the lesson from those who first heard Micah’s prophecy and missed its magnitude. Warren Wiersbe writes,


Micah presented an encouraging scenario to the people, but they didn’t seem to grasp the significance; for if they had, they would have turned to the Lord in gratitude and repentance. Whenever a prophet foretold the future, it was to awaken the people to their responsibilities in the present. Bible prophecy isn’t entertainment for the curious; it’s encouragement for the serious.


Bible prophecy is a popular subject among many, but more often than not it is more entertaining than enlightening or encouraging. In the first century many religious folks were looking at prophecies about the Messiah’s first coming; in the twenty-first century people are consumed with predictions about the Messiah’s second coming. 


When Jesus came the first time, the so-called prophecy experts knew all the right answers and yet missed the Savior! I wonder how many will similarly miss His second coming because they’re not ready.


And so, the familiar story goes, when Mary’s baby was born, she laid him in a manger, that is, in a feeding trough for animals. As John Stott notes, “It was symbolic of the rejection that Jesus was later to experience.”
  The fourth gospel puts it poignantly: “He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him” (John 1:10-11).
Unfortunately, this rejection continues today. Just because our Savior was born as a baby in Bethlehem over two thousand years ago does not mean that everyone is saved. Jesus did not force Himself on anyone then, nor does He today. In the words of Revelation 3:20, He stands at the door and knocks, but each person is required to open the door of one’s heart and invite Him in.

Most people are familiar with the first verse of “O Little Town of Bethlehem” enough to sing it by heart. But the final verse of the carol gives an invitation:

O holy Child of Bethlehem
Descend to us, we pray;
Cast out our sin, and enter in—
Be born in us today!
We hear the Christmas angels
The great glad tidings tell—
Oh, come to us, abide with us,
Our Lord Immanuel!
May this be our prayer this Christmas season!
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