
1 
 

December 17, 2017 

Luke 1:46b-55 

Matthew 2:1-4    A Place Called Jerusalem 

 

During this Advent season, we have been visiting the places and cities in 

the story of Christmas. We started hundreds of years before Jesus’ birth 

in Babylon where the people of Israel lived in exile, far from home and 

far from God. Then we visited the town of Nazareth where Mary and 

Joseph’s ordinary lives were interrupted by God’s extraordinary grace. 

And today, we have come to the city of Jerusalem. The place of ancient 

Kings. The place of power. The place of God’s holy presence. 

It’s hard to imagine a city more important to the people of Israel. 

Jerusalem was the center of their world. It was the center of their lives 

and their identity as the people of God. It was geographically central. It 

was about 45 miles from the coast. Halfway between the deserts to the 

south and the mountains of the north. It still stands, in the middle of the 

Judean hills on a rocky outcropping. The Psalms speak of going up to 

Jerusalem because it’s an uphill climb to the city itself. Being on that 

rocky hill made Jerusalem easy to defend. There is evidence that people 

lived in this spot even before the people of Israel arrived. Around 
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6000BCE, Jerusalem was a place defended by local tribes. It was called 

the city of Urushalima or City of the Canaanite god, Shalem. It had 

natural fort-like wall and there was a spring that flowed at the bottom of 

the hill, the Gihon spring. And to protect themselves even more, the 

Israelites or the earlier Canaanite residents tunneled through the rock at 

the base of the hill and redirected the spring back inside the city to a 

pool. It gave the place an endless supply of water and made it easy to 

defend from assault.  

Jerusalem was a place where power could be protected and defended. It 

was a place people fought over. Throughout its history, Jerusalem has 

been destroyed at least twice, besieged 23 times, and captured and 

recaptured 44 times. It is a disputed city even today. A city claimed by 

Judaism, Islam, and Christianity. It is a place of great power and 

importance, a center of the world. And with that power and importance 

comes defensiveness. With influence and authority comes jealousy and 

selfishness and, even, paranoia. And that was true in the place called 

Jerusalem in Jesus’ day. In the place that was the center of everything. 
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Jerusalem was a place of great power. It was the capital of Israel’s 

ancient kings. King David, the hero and Rockstar of the Jewish nation, 

captured the city from the Canaanites around the year 1000 BCE. He 

made it his own capital, fulfilling the promise that God’s people would 

have a kingdom of their own. Israel’s monarchs ruled from Jerusalem 

for hundreds and hundreds of years. Jerusalem was the place of royal 

courts and royal wealth. Jerusalem was the place of kings, even though it 

would be overthrown by the Babylonians and then the Greeks and then 

the Romans. Even so, Jerusalem was still the place of kings to the 

Jewish people. And in Jesus’ day, King Herod, the Roman-sponsored 

king, ruled from Jerusalem too. 

In our reading, when the wisemen come to Jerusalem, it is King Herod 

that they visit. He was very important, if he did say so himself. And he 

built amazing structures to prove it. Herod had 3 entire cities built, 4 

fortresses, and 5 palaces. His biggest work was the rebuilding of the 

Temple in Jerusalem, which took over 40 years to complete. You can 

see it in an artist’s rendition there on the front cover of the bulletin. The 

granite blocks for the temple mount each weighed between 2-5 tons. The 
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largest was around 660 tons. Today only parts of the outermost walls 

remain. One of those walls, the Western Wall is an important Jewish 

pilgrimage site.  

To build all these great and impressive things, Herod needed a lot of 

laborers. And a lot of expensive materials. And a lot of money. So 

Herod imposed heavy taxes on the people. And taxes aren’t popular. But 

that’s what you can do when you have the power. You can make the 

poor and powerless pay for your prestige. You can put burdens on the 

backs of others and not lift a finger to help.  With power comes abuse. 

With power comes greed; because you don’t have enough, you never 

have enough. Jerusalem was a place of power and importance and 

people who wanted to defend that power. 

The King Herod that we meet in Matthew’s gospel is powerful and 

corrupt. He is suspicious when the wisemen come looking for a new 

king. Of course he is suspicious. “Who is this NEW KING they are 

talking about?  Who is this new ruler who might take Herod’s power 

away?” And that is confirmed by historical accounts outside the Bible. 

King Herod tended to murder those he thought were threatening him. 
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Listen to this. Herod executed his wife, his mother-in-law, his brother-

in-law, and three of his own sons. And we see that paranoia in our 

scripture today. The wisemen come to Jerusalem, expecting that if a new 

king is anywhere, he will be in a palace. They come expecting the 

powerful to be at the place the powerful reside. Instead, the wisemen 

find power, human power that will defend itself at any cost. Herod 

recognizes a threat when he sees one. “Go find the child, then come and 

tell me, so I may worship him.” Yeah, right. King Herod wants to 

eliminate the competition. His true power-hungry self is revealed when 

the wisemen do not return and Herod sends his troops in to kill all the 

children in Bethlehem under the age of two. Those kinds of orders come 

from the place called Jerusalem. Where people will do whatever it takes 

to defend what is theirs. 

In the place called Jerusalem, the powerful protect themselves. Perhaps 

we know of places like that. Where those in charge look after themselves 

instead of looking after others. Where there is anger and hostility and 

fear that outsiders will take what belongs to us. Where the rich are 

comforted and the poor are oppressed. In that place called Jerusalem, 



6 
 

people have so much. But it is never enough. We get what we want, but 

we are not satisfied. We are never satisfied even when we have the 

kingdom because it isn’t the kingdom of God. We still live in fear. 

Because the kingdom that we truly long for, God’s Kingdom is the place 

where the last are first and the least are the greatest.  

Jerusalem was a place of power. It was a place of kings and rulers. It 

was also the place of God, because God’s Temple was in Jerusalem. It 

was the place where God’s glory rested on earth. It was the place where 

people could encounter the divine. 

The first temple in Jerusalem was built under Solomon, King David’s 

son, around 960 BCE. By all accounts, Solomon’s Temple was 

beautiful. It was built of stone and imported cedar and overlaid with 

gold. It stood 400 years until it was destroyed by the Babylonians. It was 

rebuilt shoddily around 500 BCE and then King Herod really fancied it 

up just before Jesus was born. The temple was actually several 

courtyards and buildings. The further you went in, the holier it was. At 

the very center was the Holy of Holies which originally contained the 

Ark of the Covenant, holding the Ten Commandments given to Moses. 
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And in this place, they believed God was actually present. Only the High 

Priest entered the Holy of Holies once a year. Because not just anyone 

could be in the presence of God and no one could do it for long. In the 

altar area just outside, only healthy, able-bodied Israelite men were 

allowed. Women could enter the courts outside of that. And those who 

weren’t Jewish were kept in the outermost court.  

Jerusalem was the place of God. It was a place of power and importance. 

And Jesus came to Jerusalem many times during his life. But he would 

only visit the temple. He wouldn’t stay there and spend all his time 

there. He wouldn’t remain in the holiest of holy places. Because Jesus 

knew that God wasn’t only in holy places with holy people. If God was 

anywhere, God was with those who needed God. The poor, the meek, 

the broken-hearted, the blind, the lame, those held captive to sin and 

despair. And the thing about those at the temple with the power of God, 

is that they didn’t want to share that power. And in the name of God 

they excluded others and ignored others and acted with cruelty toward 

others. Jesus knew that that wasn’t what the power of God was for. 

Perhaps he had heard Mary’s song from the gospel of Luke a few too 



8 
 

many times; in which God scatters the proud and brings down the 

powerful and fills the hungry and sends the rich away empty. 

Perhaps we know places of divine power. Where people claim God’s 

authority and use it as a weapon. Where tradition and appearance are 

more important than faith. Where clean hands are more important than 

pure hearts. In this place, in God’s house, Jesus would get angrier than 

he ever had before. He would speak out against the temple being a 

marketplace and a den of thieves. He would speak out against 

worshipping a building, saying its great stones would be overturned. He 

would speak out against empty piety, saying that the Spirit of God 

needed to live in people’s hearts. But the chief priests and elders would 

do anything to defend what they had. 

This place called Jerusalem is a place of holy power and authority. A 

place of magnificence and beauty, a place of kings and a place of God. 

A place of history and tradition that is central to who we are.  But this 

place is just a place. And if we are in a place of power, like Jerusalem, 

we must not let it overpower us. We must not let our sacred things 

become sacred cows. The Bible tells us this over and over again. The 
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Bibles we have blessed and presented today, Locally Grown members, 

these Bibles remind us of God’s power that is not held in one time or 

one place or one youth group. It is held in the person of Jesus Christ who 

turns power upside down. Who does not protect his own privilege, but 

shares it with others. Who does not keep God’s grace to himself, but 

offers it to us on a cross in a place called Jerusalem. In a place called 

Jerusalem, Jesus shows us God’s power by loving us and forgiving us 

and dying for us and rising again for us. 

In this place called Jerusalem, all that is human will meet all that is God. 

In this place, humanity will continue to resist the surrender of love. The 

powerful will be suspicious and defensive. They will seek to defend 

what is theirs. They will say NO to God in Jesus Christ, but God will 

still say YES to us. In the place called Jerusalem on an Easter morning, 

God’s power will burst from the grave, overcoming all death and 

darkness. So, in the places of power, may there be peace. May jealousy 

and resentment and the fear of what we might lose be set aside. May we 

welcome a new king in our lives. May God be present not in one place, 

but everywhere. 


