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“But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall
come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel.” Micah 5: 2a

Some of us likely recall the actress Tara Spencer-Nairn, who played the female R.C.M.P.
officers in the Canadian television series, “Corner Gas.” In an earlier funny role, New
Waterford Girl, she played the part of a teenager, Lou Benzoa, who moves from New
York City to a small town on Cape Breton Island. When Lou first arrives, she is invited to
go on a drive down the town’s main street.  The town’s main street was about 1 block
long. It takes about half a minute to drive from one side of town to the other. After this
very short tour, Lou Benzoa cries out in astonishment, “That’s it??...” It was a town so
small, if you blinked a few times, you could easily miss the whole thing...

Sometimes, small things are easily overlooked – but they can still be treasures... That is
true of the little Old Testament Book of Micah, the basis for our first reading this
morning.

Micah prophesied between about 725 and 700 years before the birth of Jesus. At that time
in history, the Jewish nation was evolving from a barter economy to a monetary economy.
Instead of trading stuff, coins were beginning to be used to represent value, as they do
today... But it wasn’t an easy transition. People who were wealthy could make the
transition quite easily. People who were poor struggled to look after themselves and their
families...

There were other troubles in Israel too at this time. The Assyrians were a military threat
from the north. Many of the priests of the time seemed to see the priesthood as a cozy job
rather than as a sacrificial vocation... So, a lot of Micah’s prophesying message is about
God’s justice, and his warning to his people...

Now, for Christians, we tend to think about “justice” in two ways. First, we admit that in
one way or another, we have done wrong, or failed to do what is right, and that causes
injustices in the world, big and small. The injustices we commit mar our relationship with
the living God – who is perfectly just... So, God did something about it: God became one
of us in the person of Jesus Christ, whose birth we celebrate each Christmas. He offered
himself for us, in place of us, to pay the price for justice to be restored, so that we can be
restored to fellowship with God for ever... That’s the first sense of justice for Christians –
the restoration of justice restored through the cross –  brought about perfectly through the
work of Jesus Christ himself...



Second, as do people believe in the world around us, Christians also understand that there
is injustice when there is unfairness in how we mistreat one another on a human level...
While we might not ever be perfectly just in this world, we aim to make the world a more
just and fair place, through our legal system, and through our caring for the poor and the
disadvantaged... As well as justice taking place between us and God through Christ,
justice is also about our human relationships, and our caring well for one another...

Micah spent most of his prophesying addressing “justice...” Even now, so many years
later, God cares passionately about our relationship with himself; and, our relationships
with one another.  You and I are called to promote humility and justice and caring for
each other – the priorities of the kingdom of heaven – in our daily lives...

But that’s not all!... Near the beginning of chapter 5 of this small book, Micah prophesies
something which is a little surprising. It’s about a small town about 8 kilometres south of
Jerusalem:

But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah,
   who are one of the little clans of Judah,

from you shall come forth for me
   one who is to rule in Israel,

whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.

Great King David grew up on a sheep farm in the Bethlehem area. (“Ephrathah” is
thought perhaps to be an old name for the region.) Micah says that although Judah is a
small clan, a future ruler of God’s people will come from Bethlehem... Even more
intriguing, Micah prophesies that the coming Ruler had an ancient origin...

Then Micah returns to his familiar themes of God’s justice:

And he shall stand and feed his flock in the strength of the Lord,
   in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God.

And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of the earth;
and he shall be the one of peace.

But isn’t that curious, that there will be a special kingly presence, from the little town of
Bethlehem?... Even more intriguing, this new ruler has an origin from ancient days...

Well, Christians cannot help but say, “Wait! Wait!... This is obviously an ancient
prophesy about Jesus Christ. His earthly parents Mary and Joseph were from the northern
town of Nazareth, but they came to Bethlehem so Joseph would be counted in the national
census. That’s when blessed Mary gave birth – in Bethlehem!...” 



Further, Christians believe that the birth of Jesus is the incarnation of God the Son,
begotten not created, from before the beginning of time... The orthodox Christian
conviction is that Jesus of Nazareth was a single human being, yet he has 2 “natures.”
Jesus is fully human as you and I are, with a physical body and appetites and human
limitations. For example, obviously, Jesus could only be in 1 geographic location at 1
time. Jesus is fully human, conceived in Mary’s womb some 9 months before his birth in
Bethlehem...

Yet Christians are also persuaded that Jesus is not merely human. God was uniquely
present in Jesus (as much as God’s nature can be contained in a human being). We speak
of God the Son becoming incarnate, choosing to become 1 of us, to bring us home...
The Triune God has existed from before the beginning of time...

It’s not quite right to say Jesus existed from before the beginning of time. (The life of
Jesus began in blessed Mary’s womb.) God the Son, the Word of God himself, the Christ,
is “begotten...” God became one of us, to provide a means for us to be drawn into God’s
divine life for ever...

So when Christians read this ancient prophesy that the Ruler from Bethlehem has an
“origin” which “is from of old, from ancient days,” it seems blindingly obvious to many
of us: The divine nature of Jesus, core to his being, is from “of old” indeed...

For Christians, we tie this prophesy from Micah with the birth of Jesus Christ...

Whenever Christians do read the Book of Micah, we are likely to read it around
Christmastime, as we reflect on the birth of baby Jesus in the little town of Bethlehem...

Why was this little prophesy about the special birth in Bethlehem found in Micah, within
the larger message of God’s justice, denouncing social evils and the disobedient rulers
and priests “who hate the good and love the evil” (Micah 3: 2), “who abhor justice and
pervert all equity (v. 9)...? Why was this prophecy about Bethlehem interjected into the
Book of Micah?...

Perhaps... perhaps... we’re meant to make a connection with the birth of Jesus, and God’s
coming reign; God’s priorities... Above all, the birth of Jesus points ahead to the cross,
and his glorious resurrection... Jesus’ birth is sweet; but even sweeter are his gifts of
forgiveness and life... 

As well, as we are all Christ’s ministers and ambassadors... So, we are called to care for
each other, and to seek for justice and for fairness to all in our daily lives... That’s part of
the gospel package...



At the beginning of the Prayer Book Communion services, we often recall the Summary
of the Law, as Jesus himself spoke them, recorded in Mark 12:

One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and
seeing that [Jesus] answered them well, [the scribe] asked [Jesus], ‘Which
commandment is the first of all?’ 

Jesus answered, ‘The first is, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one;
you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and
with all your mind, and with all your strength.” The second is this, “You shall love
your neighbour as yourself.”

The summary of the ancient law is that we are to love God without reservation, and to
love our neighbours as ourselves...

In this Advent season, let’s see how the ancient prophesies are fulfilled by Christ’s birth –
including the location of Jesus’ birth... I suggest, it is particularly appropriate to see our
Lord’s birth within the context of the Book of Micah, and Micah’s proclamation of God’s
priorities and God’s kingdom... May we love back the God who loved us so much, he sent
his Son for our redemption... May we also care deeply for others, and seek to promote
justice and equity in this world, to reflect the priorities of heaven...

Thanks be to God.


