
Our final prophet's voice of the advent season comes to us from Micah.  Micah shares God's Word during a time of upheaval in the land.  Following a number of peaceful reigns of Kings, Israel is facing a new worldview.  They had just become secure in their developing  middle and upper classes.  They did not have constant invaders challenging them, which resulted in some political stability and nationhood building.  But then, here come the Assyrians.  They are not looking to do nationhood building, but empire building.  Greatness was not achieved by peace in the land but controlling all other lands so that you yourself are insulated.


Micah, being born in a border town, knew all to well of the trials of invading armies.  His childhood watched large numbers of troops march through and lay siege to places over the years.  It is to Jerusalem that he comforts in our passage today.  The land of Judah was originally a vassal state of the Assyrian Empire.  Then, in 724 b.c. Hoshea, the last king of Israel decided not to pay tribute to Assyria.  As empire builders are known to do, Sargon II did not take kindly to the sentiment and decided to send a message.  


The glory that Judah had experienced at its height with David and its gradual decline would be snuffed out completely.  Its king would actually be humiliated by a slap in the face in public.  That would be the greatest insult possible to the king.  Micah tells the people to expect all of that.  But, as prophets are known for, in the message of destruction and doom, there is a message of hope.


This message is one, that reminds the people of how God works as opposed to how man works.  As the great empire builders of Assyria came in their glory and might, we have God pronouncing He himself will raise up a King to build an Kingdom that will reach to the four corners of the world.  This king will not be of mans ways.  He will not be part of this newly found upper and middle class.  He will not be from the big city of Jerusalem.  He will be from the town of Bethlehem.


Now, as Alaskans, we might have trouble understanding what the big deal is with coming from a small town.  Almost all our neighbors come from a small town.  So we are not terribly impressed by the notion of a small town.  Not at first.  But as the calling to which the person rises, our awe increases.  People join us in our pride of the small town person rising beyond us and we as a body take pride in them as the wider world does.  I will cite the politically neutral example of the Rasmusons.  There are others out there that you may have experienced in the past few years, someone from amongst the town of Skagway that found themselves in the national spotlight.


But for now, those of you who grew up with Elmer Rasmuson, if and when you played monopoly with him, did you think to yourself, he is doing a great job as banker and has given me a break or two in this game, someday he will probably be one of the most prominent bankers in Alaska?  Of course not!  If you did, let me know of other people you have had similar insights into.  


We would expect that person to come from Anchorage, Fairbanks, or Juneau.  Maybe some time in Skagway, but not raised in Skagway.  Bethlehem Ephrathah was small and unknown like that.  It has to have the Ephrathah to distinguish it from another village of the same name.  Just how small is small.  In the book of Joshua, when he is naming all of the towns and villages that are conquered and are to be part of the line of Judah, he lists 108, and Bethlehem is not on the list.  Even though it is just 5 miles from Jerusalem, it never saw a huge population influx.


This is surprising, considering the history of Bethlehem.  It was the home of Ruth, of Ruth and Boaz fame, and the book by the same name.  Which also means, it is the place where King David was born and anointed by Samuel as king.  Hence, the reason Mary and Joseph are called to return there, to Joseph's hometown.  


The high calling for small little Bethlehem was known throughout Jewish Scriptures. We see it in the gospel of Matthew, when the wise men come and ask where the king is to be born, the scribes immediately answer Bethlehem.  When Jesus is thought to be the Messiah, the local villagers question this conclusion, for they know the Messiah is to be born in Bethlehem, and Jesus was from Nazareth.


Bethlehem's greatness in people's minds existed because of its history and what was to come from it.  This King who would be Israel's Messiah was what everyone was waiting for.  But as we often do, we hear God how we want to hear him and not how God wishes to be heard.  We hear, the one who's origins are “from old, from ancient times,” and stop at David, maybe Ruth, possibly Rachel as she was buried there.  And in doing so, we would have covered a fair amount of Israel's history.  


But, it is no accident that Micah uses the descriptor, from the days of eternity to describe this coming king.  This king was present when time began.  His line runs through David yes, we could follow his line all the way back to Adam, but the line goes back even further.  The line runs to God's very self.


The question is, do we want to go that far back?  We can understand that the people will be abandoned for a time.  That Israel, like all governments has its rising and falling.  But do we want to take the line back so far.  David is a great place to stop.  He was a king that was after God's heart, but he was still fully man.  He brought an element of peace to their lives that did not mean drastic change.  It was a time when Israel had respect on its own.  It's monotheistic God was on the stage, but the lights were focused on David, because he did what God wanted.  He also had the power that the people wanted.


This calling of the future king to stand and shepherd his flock in the Lord's enduring strength, majesty and peace is a great calling.  We see our nation as the decision maker.  The Assyrians, Greeks, Romans, British, Russians, or the whole middle east were and will someday be subject to this king.  That we can live with, as long as we are in the privileged position.  Yet, as we are face a grim reality of life no longer on the top of the pile, we hold onto the hope that someday we will return to the top.


But we are aware that this is not necessarily what happened when that King appeared.  At least, not as we wanted it to go down.  Jesus did shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord, God's majesty was shown, and his greatness has reached the ends of the earth, and he is our peace.  But he was not forceful like we expected.


Should we be surprised.  This God is a God of small beginnings.  Every living creature started out so small, a microscope is needed to see it.  Yet, we have elephants and whales moving about.  The great King David started as the youngest of eight boys, all who seemed more adept for the call to King than David himself.  Yet, God sustained and furthered his covenant life through one so small, but who trusted in the Lord's strength alone.  In that strength, Goliath fell, Saul chased but never captured, and Israel experienced peace.


God promised to do the same thing again.  On Christmas Eve, we will hear the story again of how God came into our world as King, as a small little infant child.  As one who was unable to feed himself or keep himself warm.  He was not even able to qualify his mother for a decent place to stay.  Yet, he came into the world nonetheless.


Bethlehem, meant house of bread.  It is from the house of bread that our sustaining hope in the world came.  It started out small, everyone was waiting for it, but no one saw it coming.  They were waiting for the trumpets, the grand parade, the knowledge that their King was here and they could now live differently.  


What they received is no advanced notice, just a quiet young lady traveling with her husband with no place to stay.  Why were they not warned that it was happening so they could make a big fuss?  They were not warned, because they had already been told what would happen.  Just as we know that Jesus will come again.  Those things that are not the way we would like them, will be different.  The question is, will they be the way we think they will be.  If so, are we living like that now.  Do we know God's promises to us well enough to live like people who have been called back to be the promised covenant people of the Israelites?  Have we rejoined our brother or are we holding back, waiting for things to be the way we want them instead of the way he wants them.


If we are waiting for a large sign, hopefully you have better vision than I do.  It seems to me, there are small signs all around us.  It seems that God is not known for working in blatant ways.  Instead, he works quietly in people's hearts, starting with the smallest places, and building up from there.  So do not figure out that Christ is coming back via seeing him riding on the clouds.  Look at his simple words in scripture, and know that he stays true to those.  Even if it means being born in little old Bethlehem.

To the God of all grace, who calls you to share God’s eternal glory in union with Christ, be the power forever! Amen. 

