A Strange Way to Save the World #3

“Why Here?”

Micah 5:2; Matthew 2:6

In the last half of the nineteenth century, few preachers loomed larger than Phillips Brooks. Physically, he towered over most people at six-foot-six, and in his day he was often referred to as the “Prince of the Pulpit.” He was chosen to deliver the eulogy for President Abraham Lincoln; in 1877 he published his Yale Lectures on Preaching; and in 1891 he was consecrated bishop of Boston.
 His many published volumes of sermons have since become classics of American literature. He is said to have won the hearts of people with his preaching and writing as few clergymen have ever done.
 
Yet for all of this, he is probably best known not for his sermons but for one song he penned: “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” written three years after visiting the Holy Land himself. Historian Paul Maier says regarding this hymn,

The lyrics fit not only the village of the first Christmas, but also the town of today. For two millennia seem to have brushed few changes into the Bethlehem scene. It remains a comparatively small town, six miles southwest of Jerusalem, and quiet enough—although the 20,000 who live there now have considerably increased its population from Jesus’ day.

I would imagine that most people today—even those who do not regularly attend church—could identify the birthplace of Jesus, maybe through the words of that familiar carol! But would they have the first clue as to why Jesus was born there?  Would we?

As we continue this series of messages inspired by the chorus of the song, “Strange Way to Save the World,” we come to the third question: “Why here?” As we will see, Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem was no accident or fluke. 

The Precision of Scripture

The first facet to the answer to the question, “Why here?” can be seen in the precision of Scripture.  We read in Matthew 2:1-6,

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.’”
The one great promise for the Jewish people was the coming of the Messiah (or Christ). When Herod posed the question of the Messiah’s birthplace to the Jewish scholars, their answer was immediate: “Bethlehem in Judea.” How did they know this so certainly? Because it had been predicted in the Old Testament by the prophet Micah seven hundred years earlier! Micah 5:2 reads, 

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.

No wonder one Bible dictionary calls this “one of the most remarkable Messianic prophecies.”
  In this one verse, God eliminated all the cities of the world and selected Bethlehem, with less than 1,000 people, as the Messiah’s birthplace.
  The Scriptures were crystal clear as to this requirement for the promised one. And no one can claim that Micah’s prediction was taken out of context and stretched by later Christians after-the-fact to match the birthplace of Jesus; the Jewish teachers at the time of His birth interpreted Micah that way! Yet how many people missed the implications of this! As David Stern points out, “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.”
 If these folks had simply known the Scriptures, they could have avoided the mistake of following a false Messiah!

All of this points to the precision of Scripture.  In the Old Testament there are sixty major messianic prophecies and approximately 270 ramifications that were fulfilled in one person, Jesus Christ.
 God made it very clear who and what the Messiah would be, and Matthew (in particular) goes to great lengths in his gospel to show how Jesus of Nazareth fulfilled these predictions. For the informed student of Scripture, there is no doubt as to the identity of the Messiah. 

Not that Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem was a forgone conclusion. As John MacArthur writes,
If events at the dawn of the first century had progressed just ordinarily, Jesus would not have been born in Bethlehem. But God worked in amazing and powerful ways to make the Lord’s birth occur precisely at the right time and place, thus verifying His own prophetic Word. God orchestrated Joseph and Mary’s visit to Bethlehem—and the circumstances related to it—in such a way that His Son was born exactly according to plan.

One reason why Jesus was born in Bethlehem is that God had planned it that way from the beginning, and had predicted as much through the prophets centuries before.

The Promise of Succession

A second reason for Bethlehem being the birthplace of the Messiah has to do with the town’s identity. Twice in Luke’s account of the nativity Bethlehem is referred to as “the town of David.” Bethlehem was the birthplace of David, where he grew up as a shepherd boy, and the place of his anointing as king of Israel by the prophet Samuel.
  

After David was established as king over Israel, the prophet Nathan shared this word of the Lord with him, recorded in 2 Samuel 7:11-13,

The Lord declares to you that the Lord himself will establish a house for you: ‘When your days are over and you rest with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring to succeed you, who will come from your own body, and I will establish his kingdom. He is the one who will build a house for my Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.’ 
This passage was also recognized by Jewish scholars as referring to the coming Messiah. This promise of succession indicated that the Messiah was to come from the lineage of David. The phrase “Son of David” is used fourteen times in the gospels (nine by Matthew alone) in conjunction with Jesus being the Messiah.
 
Thus the classic Old Testament scholars Keil and Delitzsch write,

The future Ruler of Israel, whose goings forth reach back into eternity, is to spring from the insignificant Bethlehem, like His ancestor, king David. The descent of David from Bethlehem forms the substratum not only for the prophetic announcement of the fact that the Messiah would come forth out of this small town, but also for the divine appointment that Christ was born in Bethlehem, the city of David. He was thereby to be made known to the people from His very birth as the great promised descendant of David, who would take possession of the throne of His father David forever.
 
Once again, the fact that Jesus was born in Bethlehem was no accident or chance of fate; it was a necessary requirement of the One promised by God to be the Redeemer of mankind. He was to be born in the lineage of King David (both Mary and Joseph were related to David) in the town of David—just as Jesus was.

The Prerogative of Selection

Thirdly, I believe the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem represents God’s prerogative of selection. Warren Wiersbe surmises, “You would think that the very Son of God would come to a great city like Athens or Jerusalem, but He chose to be born in a humble stable (or cave) in Bethlehem.”
 

God never chooses randomly; He always has a purpose behind His choices. In His selection of Bethlehem as the birthplace for His Son, I believe we see three truths that still speak to us today.

The first has to do with Bethlehem’s negligibility. Micah referred to Bethlehem as the smallest, most insignificant clan in Judah. The Hebrew term is not the regular one for “﻿little or small,” but a word rarely used to call attention to the trifling or insignificant.
  Back in the time of Joshua, when the land was distributed among the twelve tribes, it was not even mentioned among the forty-six cities of Judah (Josh 15:20–63).

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!

Furthermore, God chose Bethlehem because of its name. The Hebrew word Bethlehem literally means “House of Bread.”
 In a land where the frequent drought often led to famine, bread was more than a luxury; it was a lifeline.  John records,

Then Jesus declared, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty… I am the bread of life. Your forefathers ate the manna in the desert, yet they died. But here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world” (John 6:35, 48-51). 

 How appropriate that Jesus Christ, who is the Bread of Life, was born in a town with such a name!

Finally, God chose Bethlehem because of its notoriety. Not that Bethlehem was notorious at the time of Jesus’ birth, but ever since it has become a symbol of inhospitality. Luke 2:7 famously records, “She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.” By the time they reached Bethlehem, the little town was overcrowded. Chuck Swindoll writes,

So Mary and Joseph would have sought out an “inn.” Thanks to the charming little children’s pageants presented in churches each Christmas, we typically think of the “inn” as an ancient version of Motel 6—clean beds for folks on a budget. We imagine the hapless couple vainly wandering the streets of Bethlehem searching for a vacancy.
In reality, “inns” were seedy little establishments run by shady characters, and they offered only a slightly better alternative to sleeping in the open fields. They were more like a truck stop than a motel, providing trade cara​vans modest room and board, as well as relative safety from robbers. They were not the kind of place a man would want to take his wife and children, and definitely not the ideal place to give birth. Nevertheless, even these were filled to capacity.


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 you know a great preacher like Phillips Brooks could not allow an opportunity to apply the truth to pass by him! And so the final verse goes,

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!
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