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December 24, 2017 

Micah 5:2-5 

Luke 2:1-15    A Place Called Bethlehem 

 

We have traveled to many places this Advent season. We have visited 

Babylon, a place of exile and emptiness for the people of God. We have 

stopped in the town of Nazareth, an ordinary place where God’s 

extraordinary plan unfolded. We have gone up to the city of Jerusalem, a 

place where power was defended by King Herod, and his like, at any 

cost.  And today, we have come to a little town called Bethlehem, a 

place of shepherds and Messiahs. 

In Jesus’ time, Bethlehem was a little town in the hill country of Judea, a 

small village of small mudbrick houses with maybe a few hundred 

people in it. The climate was a bit dry here, so the surrounding fields 

were used mainly as pastures for sheep and goats. It was a little town but 

it was a special town to the Jewish people. Bethlehem was a place of 

important history and tradition. Ok, it’s hard not to find those places in 

Israel. Because everywhere something happened long, long ago to your 

ancestors. Everywhere you look the story of God is right there before 
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you. And I wonder what that would be like. I wonder how connected we 

feel to this story about Bethlehem that is so long ago and far away. 

The place called Bethlehem is a place of history and tradition. A special 

place associated with the oldest Bible stories, with the earliest fathers 

and mothers of the faith. As in Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, 

Jacob and Leah and Rachel. Rachel’s tomb is located just outside of 

Bethlehem today. And archaeologists have evidence of a settlement 

dating back to at least 2000 BCE. But in spite of its history, Bethlehem 

was a quiet, little town. You can see on your map there. It’s about 9 

miles south of Jerusalem. Far, far away from the hustle and bustle of 

Jerusalem’s temple and Jerusalem’s King.  Bethlehem was small and 

quiet town, but it was a very special town. Because it was the place 

where God’s first Messiah, King David was born. 

Now the story of David is an epic tale. And it begins in the town of 

Bethlehem. With David’s father, Jesse. Jesse of Bethlehem had eight 

sons. And David was the youngest of those sons. His job was to look 

after the families’ sheep. That’s what the youngest son often had to do in 

those days. The older boys handled the ‘grown-up’ business and did the 
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‘grown-up’ work, while the younger sons handled the flocks out in the 

fields. But that’s not to say that shepherding was easy. It was actually 

quite dangerous. But someone needed to do it. And younger sons were, 

shall we say, a bit more expendable. David was the youngest of eight. 

Maybe you can imagine what that would have been like. To be the 

youngest and the last of so many siblings in your family. To know that 

you are the least important and that you are not expected to amount to 

much. 

But that’s not how God sees things. As the story goes, God chooses this 

youngest, least spectacular son of Jesse to be the new king of Israel. And 

God sends the prophet Samuel to Bethlehem to find him. At God’s 

insistence, Samuel arrives at Jesse’s home and one by one he meets 

Jesse’s sons. All of them look tall and handsome. All of them look the 

part of a king. But God says no to each of the older sons. No, God tells 

Samuel: Mortals look at the outward appearance, but God looks on the 

heart. Finally, Jesse summons David, his eighth and final son, from the 

fields and the Lord tells Samuel that this one, he is the one. The one with 

the heart for God. And David is anointed by Samuel. The Hebrew word 
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for anointing is Meshiach (which is where we get the word Messiah). 

David is Meshiach, Messiah, one anointed by God. And there in 

Bethlehem, the Spirit of the Lord comes mightily upon him. 

The story of David is an epic tale. David is a superstar in the story of the 

Jewish people. As a boy, he takes down the giant Goliath with a 

slingshot and a few stones. He becomes a warrior who craftily escapes 

his enemies. He becomes king and makes Jerusalem his capital, which 

we heard about last week. And he defeats the Philistines, the Moabites, 

Edomites, Amalekites, Ammonites, and every other ‘ite’ you can think 

of. David was victorious in the name of the Lord again and again. And 

the people of Israel loved that. They loved that story. And in Jesus’s 

time, a thousand years later, the people longed for those days. They 

longed for a time when another Messiah, like David, would appear. 

Bethlehem was the birthplace of David the Messiah. It was the place 

where shepherds became kings. David was still a shepherd boy at heart. 

His heart, his pure heart, is what God loved about him. It was the heart 

of one who looked after sheep; one who knew how to care for the young 

and the weak, who knew how to seek the good of the flock and put their 
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needs ahead of his own. A good king should be like a shepherd. 

Protective and caring. And that’s what King David was. It was only 

when he became insulated by power that he forgot how to be a shepherd. 

When he took advantage of the woman Bathsheba and had her husband 

killed in battle. He forgot that as the Messiah it was his job to look out 

for his flock, not fleece it. 

But in spite of his mistakes, David’s heart was still a heart for God. And 

that’s why the people of Israel loved David. And that’s why they loved 

this place called Bethlehem. It was the town where Messiahs were born. 

The place of shepherd kings who defeated enemies. The place of 

anointed ones who established kingdoms and ruled with justice and 

might. And the prophets promised a new Messiah was on the way. 

Someday, he would come and he would be from the family of David. In 

fact, he would be JUST LIKE David. He would be a wonderful 

Counselor, a Prince of Peace.1 He would be a good shepherd.2 He would 

come with a new covenant for God’s people.3 In our reading from the 

                                                           
1 Isaiah 9 
2 Ezekiel 34 
3 Jeremiah 31 
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prophet Micah it says the coming Messiah will be great not just in their 

nation but to the ends of the earth. And the people wanted those 

promises to be true. We want them to be true, don’t we? Don’t we long 

for that person, that someone who can lead us, who can defeat our 

enemies and fix the world and make everything right again? 

The place called Bethlehem was a place of the Messiah. And that’s why 

Mary and Joseph are there. That’s why Jesus was born in this little town. 

Because Bethlehem was the place where Messiahs came from. It was the 

place where epic stories began. Where God doesn’t look on the outward 

appearance but on the heart. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? To know a 

place where God looks beyond what the world sees. Where we aren’t 

judged by our appearance or by how handsome we are or how able-

bodied or how fashionable or how skinny or how local we look. A place 

where God looks at our hearts. And says, I need your heart to be at work 

with my heart to love this world. I need your heart. Would you give me 

your heart? 

Bethlehem was the place where the heart of God was revealed. The 

place where the least were made the greatest and the lowly were lifted 
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up. It was a place where shepherds became kings. Shepherds are always 

figuring into the stories of Bethlehem. Just like those living in the fields 

of in Jesus’ day, keeping watch over their flocks by night. We might 

imagine the shepherds out in the fields in warm, cozy bathrobes with 

their fuzzy sheep. But being a shepherd was anything but sweet. It was 

managing livestock. It was going out early in the morning and coming 

home late at night. In rain and heat and ice and mud. It was dealing with 

sickness and wiping off excrement and chasing down strays and 

cleaning up cuts and scrapes, because let’s face it, sheep aren’t that 

smart. And they get into trouble a lot. Being a shepherd means taking 

care of a flock that can’t take care of itself. David described protecting 

his sheep from lions and fending off bears. Being a shepherd meant you 

had to be on guard constantly. You had to be ready to put your life on 

the line for the lives of the sheep. 

Being a shepherd was not glamorous. It was dirty, smelly work. You had 

little education. You lived in the country, far from any kind of culture. 

On the outside, you didn’t look like much to others. The shepherds in the 

gospel of Luke were living in the fields. They were working at night. 
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They might have been hired hands, working the third shift. People did 

not look at them and think they were important. They would have 

noticed their dirty, calloused hands. Everyone would have looked at 

their rough outward appearance instead of looking at their hearts. And 

yet, they are the only ones in the Bible to see a heavenly host of angels. 

They are the only ones who receive a personal invitation to come and 

see the newborn Messiah. Who is lying in a manger. A manger of all 

places! But it’s not the outward appearance that counts. It’s what’s on 

the inside of that manger. Where God’s heart is revealed. Where God’s 

heart has come to love the least and the last and the lost. 

These shepherds are the first to greet the new Messiah. And he will grow 

to be a Good Shepherd himself. He will feed his flock. He will seek 

those who go astray. He lay down his life for the life of the world and be 

the Savior who defeats darkness and death, forever. 

And Bethlehem is the place where God’s heart is revealed. It is the place 

of shepherds and Messiahs. It’s the place where epic tales begin. Where 

God comes to the underestimated and undervalued. The expendable and 

the overlooked. To those living in the fields and looking after flocks and 
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working third shifts. To those who don’t look like much on the outside, 

but on the inside they have the kind of heart God is looking for. 

Bethlehem is the place for those who have nothing to lose and 

everything to gain from the good news of great joy. The Messiah is born 

for them. For us. For the world. May we look past rough exteriors and 

unexceptional outsides to see the love of God. 


