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Advent midweek devotion 2, 2006
Text:  Micah 5:2
Theme:   God’s solution to troubled times:  A Ruler
1) with humble origins
2) with eternal origins
Preached:  December 13, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Tonight we continue down the road that Pastor Waterstradt got us started down last Wednesday. It’s a road marked with signs—signs that tell us what direction to go in to reach our destination. They are signs that tell us where to look in order to find our Savior, Jesus. So let’s get back on the road and pick it up where we left off last time. Pastor Waterstradt took us back to the time of Isaiah last Wednesday. And the sign he pointed out to us was that a child would be born of a virgin—a most remarkable miracle. No other child has ever been born of a virgin. The sign for tonight is a place name—the name of the place where the Child would be born. And it comes from the same time period as Isaiah. The prophet Micah was a contemporary of Isaiah. 
Let’s try to get back into the time of Micah and Isaiah. It was a troubled time, not unlike the time we live in. It was a time of unrest, of wars, of foreign nations threatening the homeland. Micah lived at a time when his nation was divided. A civil war had produced two Jewish kingdoms. The one in the north was called Israel; the one in the south was called Judah. They were often at one another’s throats. But to make matters worse, there were countries around them that were exerting all kinds of pressures on them. It was the age when superpowers first started to appear on the earth. The first superpower was the viciously cruel Assyrians. When the Assyrians conquered a city, they would behead their enemies, stack up their skulls one on top of another and drive a pole through them and then stand it up like an eerie totem pole at the edge of the devastated city, to say to every who traveled past it:  This is what happens if you oppose the Assyrians. 
Micah lived in the southern kingdom of Judah, and he and his fellow countrymen must have been petrified when in 722 BC news reached them that the Assyrians had invaded the northern kingdom of Israel, had completely surrounded the northern capital of Samaria and were besieging it. They must have been even more terror stricken when news arrived the following year that Samaria, which was just 35 miles north of Jerusalem, had been completely destroyed. The Assyrians returned home after that campaign, but 20 years later in 701 BC they were back. And this time, perhaps with Micah there as an eye witness, the huge Assyrian army (185,000 strong!) completely surrounded Jerusalem. The complete slaughter of every inhabitant of Jerusalem seemed imminent.
Perhaps that’s what Micah is referring to in the verse that goes before our sermon text for tonight. Look with me at v. 1:  “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.” 

What an odd time for the Lord to give a sign about the coming Savior. It would not be until 700 years later that the Savior would be born. This Savior certainly doesn’t seem at first glance to be the solution to the trouble that Micah and his countrymen were facing. Judah was facing the same menace when Isaiah received the sign that we heard about last Wednesday—that the virgin would bear a Son. What help could a child born to a poor virgin 700 years after the invasion be to the Jews in all their trouble at this time? Micah tonight reveals to us for the first time where the Messiah would be born. But it seems like such an unlikely place, too. “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.”

Bethlehem was a tiny village. There was nothing outstanding about it. It was a home to shepherds and farmers. Its name is interesting. In the Hebrew language it’s pronounced  jµ AtyBe,l, .  “Beth” is the Hebrew word for house, “lechem” is the Hebrew word for bread. So “house of bread” is what it means. It was the bread basket of Judah back in Bible times. Maybe you remember the story of Ruth. Most of that book takes place in the grain fields around Bethlehem during harvest time. That’s how the Jews made their bread—starting by growing their own grain and grinding it into flower for bread. David, 300 years before Micah, had started as a shepherd boy in the fields around Bethlehem. It was a very humble place. The second name, Ephrathah, was the name of the area around Bethlehem, a small area whose name means “fruitful.” It was a place where food was produced. It was a place where humble, working class people produced the basics of life. It was not the kind of place that would typically produce kings. “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.”
Although this King would come from a very insignificant clan in Judah, His origins would be from of old. Origins are where you come from. It could refer to your parents or your ancestors. The wording about the King’s origins are interesting:  “[His] origins are from of old,” and then Micah adds another phrase, “from ancient times.” But can you see the little footnote on that phrase. The New International Version has a footnote on the phrase, “from ancient times.” It’s printed near the bottom of the page in your worship folder:  Or:  “from days of eternity.” There’s only one word for “ancient” and “eternal” in Hebrew. It’s a word that means “a long, long time.” This word is used in the Bible to describe things that are so old that their beginnings are clouded in obscurity. It can be translated “ancient” or “eternal.” Martin Luther and many other Bible scholars have translated it as “from eternity,” “whose origins are from eternity.” Isn’t that interesting? Could the little prophet Micah have had such insights into who the Messiah would be? Could Micah have known 700 years before Jesus, that the Messiah would come from a very lowly human background—from Bethlehem and from one of the most insignificant clans of Judah—and yet at the same time could have existed forever as God? Could Micah really have believed that God could do something so amazing?
Let’s go back to Micah’s background. When I left off with the history of what happened during Micah’s lifetime, I left the city of Jerusalem surrounded with a huge army of Assyrians. 185,000 Assyrian soldiers were besieging the city of Jerusalem. The Jews had closed all the gates and were trying to hold out against the Assyrians. But one night God sent the angel of the LORD against the Assyrian army, and in one night all 185,000 of the soldiers were struck dead by the angel. When the citizens of Jerusalem awoke the next morning, they were amazed to see all those soldiers lying dead around the walls of the city. God saved His people from almost certain annihilation. 
Micah knew from firsthand experience what God was capable of. And when the Holy Spirit inspired him to write down even more amazing things that God would do in the future, in faith he wrote those prophecies down. His short book is filled with prophecies about other disasters that would come to his people. It was revealed to him that after the threat of the Assyrians was past another people would invade Judah, and this time they would succeed in leveling Jerusalem. The next superpower, Babylon, would come and destroy Jerusalem about a hundred years after Micah’s death. But the ups and downs of Judah were not important. What God wanted the people to know amid all their troubles was that a Ruler was coming. He was a Ruler who would come from a very lowly background. But this Ruler would be God Himself, and He would do what was truly good for God’s people. What he would do would make all the ups and downs of Israel’s history pale in comparison. He would bring them true peace. 
Notice how the verses that follow our text make it clear that Micah was prophesying Jesus:  “Therefore Israel will be abandoned (speaking of the Babylonian captivity) 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.” Jesus was a Ruler who would come in the strength of the LORD. His rule would extend to the ends of the earth. He Himself is our peace—all of our peace. 

This may not have seemed like the solution to the trouble of Micah’s day. But Jesus is the solution for everyone’s troubles—whether it be the political tensions that were going on 700 years before He was born or the tense political situation that we are experiencing 2,000 years after His birth. Jesus is the one who brings peace—inner peace to us, no matter how badly the world around us seems to be spinning out of control. The signs that point Him out to us are very simple and humble. They don’t indicate at all what lies inside Him. When He was born in Bethlehem, there was nothing about His appearance as He lay there in that manger in His swaddling clothes that would give an indication of who He really was. It was only through the Word of God delivered by the angels that the shepherds and Mary and Joseph had an inkling that He was the very eternal Son of God. So we today find Him marked by very humble signs. When we come to this “house of bread,” this simple looking house to receive the bread (and the wine), He comes to us so unseen and unfelt and gives us part of the sacrifice that He made to bring us peace—His very body and blood. May you always be watching for the signs and listening for the way God’s Word describes their meaning, because then you will always have the solution to troubled times. Jesus is the solution to all your troubles.  Amen.
