Sermon for the Fourth Sunday in Advent

Micah 5:2-5a

A promise that the Messiah will come from Bethlehem to rule

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all!

The text for the sermon is the Old Testament reading heard before, Micah 5:2-5a

2 However, although you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, are too small to be among the clans of Judah, yet out of you One who will be the Ruler over Israel will come forth for Me. His origins are from of old, from the days of eternity. 3 Therefore He will give them up until the time when a woman in labour has a Child. Then the rest of His brothers will return to the people of Israel. 4 He will stand and shepherd His flock with the strength of the LORD, with the majesty of the name of the LORD, His God. They will live securely, for then his greatness will reach as far as the ends of the earth. 5 He will be a man of peace.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us in your truth. Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,


Prophecy of the Messiah in the Old Testament becomes more specific over long periods of time. God told Adam and Eve that the Deliverer from Satan would be a descendant of the woman. After the flood, the promise focused on Shem, one of the sons of Noah (Gn 9:26-27). By about 1,900 years before Christ, Abraham knew that the Messiah would be his descendant (Gn 12:3). Later God revealed His choice of the tribe of Judah (Gn 49:10). By about 1,000 BC, David knew that the Messiah would be one of his descendants (Ps 89:19-20). In about 740 BC Isaiah told King Ahaz that a virgin would bring forth a son and call him Immanuel (Isa 7:14). We assume that Micah wrote this prophecy about thirty years afterwards, which narrowed down the birthplace of the Messiah to Bethlehem. The New Testament begins with God’s revelation of His immediate family of Joseph and Mary (Mt 1; Lk 1).


In the previous chapter, the prophet Micah had addressed the city of Jerusalem, “Why are you crying so loudly now? Do you not have a king with you? Has your adviser perished that pain should have seized you like a woman in labour? Writhe and give birth, daughter of Zion, like a woman in labour! For now you will go out of the city and live in the open country. You will go to Babylon. There you will be rescued” (4:9-10). The city was in trouble because the Assyrian king, Sennacherib, was besieging the city, and the king of Judah, Hezekiah, was helpless. Micah wrote to Jerusalem, “Now many nations have banded together against you. They are saying, ‘Let Zion be defiled, and let our eyes gloat over her!’” (4:11).


The verse before our text describes Jerusalem’s sorry plight. “Now marshal your military divisions, you warlike city! A siege has been laid against us. People will strike the judge of Israel on the cheek with a rod.” Jerusalem was called “a daughter of soldiers.” Soldiers blockaded the city. The Assyrians struck King Hezekiah on the cheek with a rod, in the sense that they insulted him, showing that he had no defences of his own.


Then, in our text, Micah changes the place that he addresses to Bethlehem instead of Jerusalem. When Jerusalem’s situation seemed hopeless, God promised them a future Ruler. There was another Bethlehem in the north, in the territory of Zebulon (Josh 19:15). The word “Ephrathah” meant “fruitful.” We can think of the area around Bethlehem with its crops being harvested at the time of Ruth and Boaz. Ephrathah was either another name for Bethlehem or named the district around Bethlehem or was a name of a clan. Jesse, David’s father, had lived there, and Isaiah had referred to the coming Messiah as the root or stump of Jesse (Isa 11:1, 11:10). Jewish rabbis agreed that this passage about Bethlehem was Messianic, and they were able to quote it to Herod when the Wise Men came to Jerusalem looking for the King of the Jews. By the time the Messiah was born, the family of David had ceased to be important, and were no longer royal rulers. Bethlehem’s claim to fame in the Old Testament had been that David had been born there and looked after sheep there before God called him to shepherd His people Israel as king.


Jerusalem had many magnificent buildings. However, Micah wrote that Bethlehem was “too small to be among the clans of Judah.” Indeed, when Joshua and Nehemiah wrote lists of towns of the various tribes, Bethlehem was too insignificant to be included (Josh 6:15; Neh 11:25). The expression “clans” reads as “thousands” in Hebrew. Moses had divided the men up in army fashion in groups of ten, fifty, a hundred, and a thousand, with their leaders (Ex 18:25). Bethlehem became a city only when King Rehoboam built it up (2 Chrn 11:6). God has not often chosen the greatest and most famous people to serve him. Think of Benjamin, Gideon, and Saul. David was the youngest of Jesse’s sons. God told the Israelites that their size was not the reason why He had chosen them. “The LORD has not clung to you and chosen you because you had been more numerous than all the other nations. For you were the smallest of all the nations” (Dt 7:7). We think also of what St Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “Not many of you were wise from a human point of view, not many were influential, and not many were born of noble parents. However, God has chosen the foolish things in the world to put those who are wise to shame. God has chosen the weak things in the world to put those who are strong to shame. God has chosen the lowly things in the world, the things that are despised, and the things that are not, to bring to nothing the things that are” (1 Cor 1:26-28). Being Christians does not come through earning, but through receiving. Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” and, about infants, who can only receive, “of such is the kingdom of heaven.” Micah implies the low state of David’s line when the Messiah was born. When He was born in lowly Bethlehem, He began His life as a little, weak baby, and in an inauspicious way. The Wise Men had trouble finding Him, in spite of the star.


This passage tells us both about Jesus’ divine nature and His human nature. That a woman in labour would give birth to Him (v.3) and that He would be born at Bethlehem marks Him as one of us, a genuine human being. We know that the woman who would be labour with the promised Messiah was Mary. As a genuine human being, He was able to be our Substitute, to fulfil the Law of God in our place, and suffer and die for our transgressions. That “His origins are from of old, from the days of eternity” (v.2) reminds us that He was eternally begotten as the Son of the Father, very God with the Father. He is God from everlasting to everlasting (Ps 90:2). As true God, He was able defeat our enemies, sin, death, and the Devil. His sacrifice was great enough to cover all our sin.


The words, “for Me” are significant in “One who will be the Ruler over Israel will come forth for Me.” Jesus would bring praise and glory to God the Father by serving Him and fulfilling His plan of salvation. He would come for God the Father’s advantage, not for His own.


God had promised David that His Descendant would reign for ever on his throne. Similarly, when Micah wrote, “He will stand,” his meaning was that He would last for ever. Micah wrote that He would “stand with the majesty of the name of the LORD, His God.” No king of the Israelites in the Old Testament was addressed, as far as we know, as “Your majesty.” Herod the Great gained from the Romans the title, “The king of the Jews,” and was jealous when the Wise Men came asking where the king of the Jews would be born. Christians should treasure that word “majesty” in connection with Jesus, because Jesus’ human nature has shared in His divine qualities. In His exaltation, Jesus fully uses, as a man, all the qualities His divine nature shares with His human nature. The majesty of His human nature is important for our salvation. His human blood has the divine power to wipe away sins (1 Jn 1:7), and His human flesh has taken on the quality of giving life (Jn 6:51).


Micah wrote that He would do His work “in the strength of the Lord”, and “with the majesty of the name of the Lord, His God.” Jesus performed His ministry in an intimate relationship with the Father. The word “name” reminds us of what David said to Goliath, “I come against you in the name of the LORD Almighty, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied” (1 Sm 17:45).


Micah’s message was that God would surrender, or “give [the people of Jerusalem] up” until the time when this Child was born”, and that then “the rest of His brothers [would] return to the people of Israel” is a long-range prophecy. God was going to chastise sinful Judah by delivering them to their enemies, and their enemies would continue to oppress them until the promised Ruler was born. The people of Judah were going to face captivity in Babylon, and only a remnant of them would return. God brought back a remnant of the people who had scattered to foreign lands. After the return from Babylon there would be no more kings over the nation, although it would preserve a little of its independence, even after the Romans took over, and the Hasmonean king, Herod, who was really an Edomite, ruled them. However, this surrender would only be temporary. The word “return” is often used in the Bible in the sense of being turned face-about, back to God, spiritually. The prophecy looked forward to a spiritual return, in which all spiritual Israel (Rm 11:26) would live in peace. It will have its fulfilment in the age of come. We are not very different from the people of Jerusalem at that time. When Zacharias praised God after John the Baptist’s birth, he said, that God would “save us from our enemies and from the hands of all who hate us” (Lk 1:71).


The Messiah’s rule will finally be universal, when every other ruler will have been subdued. Micah wrote, “Then His greatness will reach as far as the ends of the earth.” He will fulfil that in the new heaven and new earth. The angel who announced Jesus’ birth to Mary said, “He will be great and will be called ‘the Son of the Most High.’ Moreover, the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David. He will reign over the family of Jacob for ever, and there will be no end of His kingdom” (Lk 1:32-33).


Micah described not only the Messiah’s twofold nature, but also His work. “He will stand and shepherd His flock with the strength of the LORD, with the majesty of the name of the LORD, His God.” As David had shepherded sheep on the fields of Bethlehem, The Messiah would provide for His people like a shepherd, lead them, care for them, rescue them, defend them, and feed them.


Micah wrote, “Then the rest of His brothers will return to the people of Israel.” His brothers were human beings like Himself, the chosen remnant, whom God would save by His grace. This looks forward to Jesus’ second coming in glory, which we shall have the privilege of sharing.


Our text concludes, “He will be a man of peace.” The Hebrew is very simple, “This [One] will be peace.” Isaiah had already called Him, “The Prince of peace” (Isa 9:6). Peace is one of the chief words that sum up the message of the Gospel. It means reconciliation between God and sinful human beings. The angels who announced Jesus’ birth to the shepherds sang, “On earth peace.” Jesus first words to His disciples in the locked room after His resurrection were, “Peace be with you!” (Jn 20:21). Micah also wrote, “They will live securely.” Living under Christ our Shepherd in His kingdom, in holiness and righteousness, is a privilege that we have already, and we shall experience His pace and security perfectly in the kingdom of glory to come.


Our Messiah has come from Bethlehem, rules us as our King and Shepherd. May God grant that we continue in His grace and peace! Amen

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY IN ADVENT


Heavenly Father, all things in heaven and on earth reveal Your glory and show clearly what You have done. But we now thank You in particular for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, and for the salvation You have provided for all people through His sacrificial obedience. We confidently bring our prayers before You in His loving name.


We stand before You with repentant hearts. We acknowledge our many sins. Forgive us for Jesus’ sake. Make us more alert to both right and wrong before You. Deliver us from our pet sins, and from those that continually cause us to fall. Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts, purify the words we speak, and guide everything we do in obedience to Jesus. Heal and renew us. Assure us of Your forgiveness through Jesus’ holy, priestly work, that we may possess Your peace, which is beyond all human understanding.


We pray for all people everywhere. Let Your Holy Spirit rule in every home and school, in every shop and office, and in every area of labour and industry. Open the eyes of the nations that people everywhere may see Your glory. Overthrow those who oppose the Gospel of Your Son. Support all who are persecuted for His sake, and prosper all who love Your truth. Be with the fatherless, the homeless, and the comfortless, and lead them to trust You in all their troubles. Send them help that will draw them to You, and will lead them to confess the name of Jesus.


Make Your face to shine on the wounded in spirit, the sick in mind, and the distressed in heart. Protect and bless with Your presence all travellers, and all who are away from home in any service or calling. We pray for captives and prisoners, for the depressed and the lonely, and for all in danger of body and soul. Comfort them with Your presence and help. Be gracious to those among us who are sick and aged, to those who are suffering, to those who are bereaved and those who are dying. Give them all the perfect peace that Jesus has won for them.


Make our hearts a fit dwelling-place for Your Son, that we may know the joy of His presence, and the blessing of following in His steps. And finally give us the glorious crown You have promised to those who cling to Him in firm and patient faith, through the same Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.

