CLASSIC CAROLS OF CHRISTMAS

#2 O Little Town Of Bethlehem

December 07th, 2008 – Micah 5:1-5

In a Peanuts cartoon strip, good old Charlie Brown says to Linus, Life is just too much for me. I’ve been confused from the day I was born. I think the whole trouble is that we’re thrown into life too fast. We’re not properly prepared. Linus asks, What did you want…a chance to warm up first? The Advent season is supposed to be our chance to warm up, as we prepare our hearts for celebrating Jesus birthday. To help us prepare we are looking at some of the CLASSIC CHRISTMAS CAROLS. Just because something is well – known does not mean it is well understood! I was amazed at how much there was to reflect upon in last weeks carol, Hark! the Herald Angels Sing!

Today’s carol is O Little Town of Bethlehem, written by Phillips Brooks. He was known as the most dynamic and inspirational preacher of his time. In his mid twenties he had become pastor of the Holy Trinity Church in Philadelphia. But then the Civil War came the mood in the church became somber. Brooks tried to be inspirational and encourage his church but it was draining him. In fact, after the Civil War ended, Brooks was asked to preach the funeral sermon for President Lincoln. After preaching that sermon, Brooks felt so spiritually drained that his Church gave him a Sabbatical. He took a trip to the Holy Land. 

On Christmas Eve in Jerusalem, he mounted a horse and went off riding. Brooks wrote about his horseback journey from Jerusalem to Bethlehem, where he assisted with the midnight service at Church of the Nativity, on Christmas Eve, in 1865: I remember standing in the old church in Bethlehem, close to the spot where Jesus was born, when the whole church was ringing hour after hour with splendid hymns of praise to God, how again and again it seemed as if I could hear voices I knew well, telling each other of the Wonderful Night of the Savior’s birth. Three years after he returned Brooks wanted to have a special song for the children to sing in their Sunday School Christmas program. Recalling the peaceful scene in Bethlehem, he wrote the words in one just one evening. He then gave the words to his organist Lewis Redner to compose a melody easy for the children to sing. On the evening just before the program was to be given, Redner awakened suddenly from his sleep with the melody in his mind which he quickly wrote out.  It was first sung by 6 teachers and 36 children on December 27, 1868. Today this carol is sung by millions around the world. Let’s sing the first two verses:
O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie! Above thy deep and dreamless sleep the silent stars go by.
Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting Light; The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.

For Christ is born of Mary, and gathered all above, While mortals sleep, the angels keep their watch of wondering love .O morning stars together, proclaim the holy birth, And praises sing to God the King, and peace to men on earth!

GOD STILL USES SMALL THINGS TO ACCOMPLISH GREAT PURPOSES
O little town of Bethlehem…You may recall the prophecy from Micah 5:2-5 - 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. Therefore Israel will be abandoned 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.
 Micah (eighth century B.C. prophet, contemporary of Isaiah) was prophesying of the coming invasion of Assyria, and that Assyria will come down (having already ravaged the northern kingdom of Israel) will actually come all the way down to Judah and will threaten Jerusalem, and, more importantly for our text, Bethlehem, which lies very close at hand to Jerusalem. The Assyrians never did attack Jerusalem. They were sent packing by the angel of the Lord.  But they certainly did ravage Bethlehem, and the question that’s being asked here in the passage is Will Bethlehem always be downtrodden? There was good news. We find in Matthew the answer to the Magi’s question about Jesus birth. Herod discovers that Jesus was to be born in Bethlehem. But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least…for out of you will come a ruler who will be shepherd of my people Israel (Matthew 2:6). Absolutely not! God had other plans. How can we apply this truth to our life?
God still uses small things to accomplish his great purposes.  This familiar carol points out that Bethlehem was a LITTLE town. You see, God chooses to use SMALL things to accomplish his GREAT purposes. Let’s look at three insignificant things God uses:
God often chooses insignificant places to accomplish his great purposes. Maybe you heard about the quiz show contestant who was asked, Where was Jesus born? He first guessed Pittsburgh. When told he was wrong, he tried Scranton, then Harrisburg. When he was finally given the answer, Bethlehem, he said, I knew it was somewhere in Pennsylvania. There are two Charleston’s ( South Carolina, West Virginia). There is more than one Bethlehem in the Bible. Even in Jesus’ day in Palestine there were at least two. One was Northern – in Galilee – only 7 miles from Nazareth, where Mary & Joseph grew up and where Jesus spent His childhood. It is mentioned only once in Scripture( Joshua 19:15). The other was Southern – in Judea – only 5 miles from Jerusalem, where Jesus was born. Micah calls it Bethlehem Ephratha and Matthew calls it Bethlehem in the land of Judah to distinguish it from the other Bethlehem. 
The name Bethlehem means house of Bread. It’s fertile land. In biblical times there were rich grain fields. You remember the Old Testament account of Ruth, Naomi and Boaz? They were in Bethlehem, gleaning in those fields.
In New Testament times it is also a place of enormous fertility, and in this bread basin the Bread of Life would be born. Someone said, Sounds more like a home for the Pillsbury Dough Boy than it does the birthplace of a king. 
Even to this day, if you go to Bethlehem, it’s a place where they grow olives and grapes for making an Israeli wine.

Bethlehem was not very impressive. It was kind of a suburb of Jerusalem.  Its population at the time was estimated to be about 150. There were no crossroads, no notable resources.  It was so small that it was overlooked in the listing of cities in Judah (Joshua 15 and Nehemiah 11).  How many of you grew up in a small town (under 10,000)? Our first call out of seminary was Meeker & Rangeley, Colorado (pop.  1,500) You know you’re from a small town when: • The city limits signs are both on the same post! • The local Motel 6 sleeps 6. (You’ll notice is says that in Bethlehem “…there was no room in THE Inn. • You call a wrong number and they supply you with the correct one. • You don’t signal turns because everyone knows where you’re going anyway. • The one-block-long Main Street dead ends in both directions. (That’s actually the case in Juneau, Alaska.) • A Night on the Town takes 11 minutes. • The New Year’s baby was born in October. • You have to name six surrounding towns to explain where you’re from.  That’ small wouldn’t you say?
Bethlehem was too little to be called on to muster an army of any kind. Though Bethlehem was small in the eyes of men, Bethlehem was going to be part of something very big in the eyes of God. That is the essence of this great Christmas carol. A series of pictures in a popular magazine portrays the story of a one-note musician.  He takes his seat in the orchestra with the other musicians, arranges his score, and tunes his instrument. On the arrival of the conductor, the music begins with the leader skillfully bringing in first one group of musicians and then another. After a long time the crucial moment arrives — it is the time when the one note is played. The conductor turns to him and his one note sounds forth. Once more the orchestra plays and the one-note man sits quietly throughout the rest of the concert.  One note only! It may be that our part in life’s work may be very small, but even that is important. Bethlehem had only one note to play in the orchestration of God’s redemptive plan. So significant!
God often chooses insignificant people to accomplish His great purposes. For Christ is born of Mary…  Paul said in 1 Corinthians 1:27-29: 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. God loves to show His strength through human frailty. God can use YOU in big ways. He does not require you to be strong or extremely intelligent or amazingly talented. The one thing God requires is faithfulness. Joseph and Mary were chosen because they were faithful to everything God called them to do. Mary and Joseph were not big shots in their community. Joseph was a Carpenter, and Mary was a simple Peasant girl. They were far from rich and famous or influential.
Phillips Brooks once said, It is while you are patiently toiling at the little tasks of life that the meaning and shape of the great whole of life dawns on you. For most of their lives, Mary and Joseph simply went about the mundane little jobs of daily life, living small lives in small towns. But in the process, they protected and nurtured and raised up the
Son of God, Hope of the entire World.


I heard a World War II story that shows how the smallest deed can make all the difference. During the last months of the War, the British conducted daily bombing raids over Berlin. One night the bombers were attacked by a large group of German fighter planes. During the dogfight one of the Bomber Planes got separated from the protection of British Fighter Planes. They watched helplessly as a German Fighter Plane came within range. Bullets whizzed by over and over until Thud! Thud! Thud! Thud! Thud! Five bullets slammed into the fuselage of the bomber near the gas tank. The crew braced for the explosion, but it never came. Fuel poured from the bullet holes, but there was no explosion. After landing, a mechanic handed the pilot 5 bullets he had pulled from the plane. The pilot carefully opened the shells. They were empty --- except for a tiny wad of paper with a note that read: We are Polish POWS forced to make bullets. When guards do not look, we do not fill with powder. Is not much, but is best we can do. 
Five tiny bullets made by a few weak and lowly prisoners, but for the Crew of that British Bomber it was huge!
Jesus’ parents were insignificant people in the world’s eyes, but God used them in a big way.
God often chooses insignificant events to accomplish His great purposes.  When Bethlehem is first mentioned (Gen. 35:19) it leaves us with mixed emotions. We are confronted with a life and death struggles. Joy and sorrow clash .Rachel is giving  birth to Jacob’s youngest son. Before Rachel died, she named him Benoni, which means son of my sorrow. But Jacob changed the name to Benjamin which means son of my right hand. Jacob erected a tomb without realizing this simple and customary act ties the future generations of Israel to this virtually unknown plot of ground. So too, each of our lives is affected by what is sometimes just called in the world fate but to people of faith it is best described as Divine Providence.  People of faith acknowledge that God is in control of every area of their lives. Proverbs 16:9 says, In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps. That’s not chance!
What truth emerges from this event? God guides our steps and our stops.  God’s perfect plan is not always immediately recognized by us. We are often the happy victims of His overruling providence. The cycles of life include good things and bad, life and death, sorrow and joy. When we are committed to doing God’s will we happily confess: And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose (Romans 8:28). I suffered a season ending knee injury playing football my sophomore year in college. I was not able to play again till my senior year. I decided to play as a super senior. I graduated from college in December. I started seminary in the spring of 1981, and needed to find a church where I could assist. It just so happened that a person I was speaking with in the dorm said, Why don’t you come down to Saint Paul’s in Troy, Illinois, they could use someone in the fall while I go on vicarage. I did. You’ll never guess who showed up there one year later (Connie Kahre)? We were married three year later. In our first congregation I only had one student, Matt Hughes. After we moved to New York, one day I got a call from his parents.. Matt had been flying in a stunt plane with the pilot. Somehow the pilot lost control, and both were killed. The only good news I could share was that Matt had confessed Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior. His dad was not a Christian. Bloom where you are planted. God often uses insignificant events to accomplish His great purposes.
Often through unassuming places, people and events God is at work to carry out His work in this world. As Theodore Cuyler once put it, Often the most useful Christians are those who serve their Master in little things. He never despises the day of small things, or else He would not hide His oaks in the acorns, or the wealth of a wheat field in bags of little seeds. Do not make the mistake of bypassing the little opportunities to look for some big responsibility to fall into your lap!  F.B. Meyer said; Do not wait to do a great thing. The opportunity may never come. But since little things are constantly claiming your attention, do them for the glory of God. A man saw a young lad throwing starfish back into the ocean. What difference can that make? There are thousands of starfish and hundreds of miles of beach? He said, It makes a difference to this one. What about your life? God wants to use our small efforts in big ways in the lives of others? God wants to use our small church in big ways in this community!
Will you let Him? He’s willing. Are you?
GOD STILL GIVES HOPE DURING OUR DARK AND FEARFUL DAYS
The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight. When Jesus was born, the Romans were busy conquering Jerusalem and all of Israel. It was a dark time in Israel. It has been said, It is darkest just before dawn. These were the darkest of times, and the people of Israel were desperate for the promised Messiah. Could this really be the one to fulfill our hopes amidst our fears? Yes! In the midst of your deepest darkness Jesus is the everlasting light. In the midst of your deepest fears Jesus is the everlasting hope. God still gives hope during our dark and fearful days! The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight!
Shohoiya Yokowai spent 28 years of his life in prison. It was not a prison of bars & locks & wardens, but a self-imposed prison of fear. He was a Japanese soldier on the island of Guam during WW2. And when the American forces landed, he fled into the jungle & found a cave in which he hid for 28 years because he was afraid of being captured by the Americans. He learned that the war was over by reading one of the thousands of pamphlets dropped into the jungle. But he was afraid. So for 28 years he lived in the cave, coming out only at night to look for roaches & rats & frogs & mangoes on which he survived. Finally some natives found him & convinced him that it would be all right for him to come out of his jungle prison. We think, What a waste! Imagine, spending 28 years living as a prisoner of fear. Yet, there are a lot of people who are prisoners of fear. 

Everyone knows what its like to be afraid. Fear is very much a part of our lives. Maybe you’re afraid of losing your job, or your health, or losing your finances. Maybe you’re afraid of not being accepted by others. Or maybe you’re just afraid of the future. The list goes on and on. What is causing you fear this morning? Now there is good fear which I believe God has instilled in us to keep us safe. It helps us avoid dangerous situations like walking across a yard full of pit bulls with a pork chop tied around our neck. Then there is harmful fear which paralyzes us!

Our fear of failure can cause us to put things off. We do everything we can to avoid facing the possibility of messing up. Fear of rejection makes us afraid to do anything that could draw criticism or give someone a chance to laugh at us. What will they think of me? What if I turn them off? What if I mess up? They probably won’t listen to me anyway! There will be times when anxiety and fear will come into our lives it is then that we have a choice to make; we can choose to focus on the problem and be overcome with fear or we can choose to overcome fear with faith! ? Fear imprisons, faith liberates; fear paralyzes, faith empowers; fear disheartens, faith encourages; fear sickens, faith heals; fear makes useless, faith makes serviceable-and, most of all, fear puts hopelessness at the heart of life, while faith has hope at the heart of life. May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may have hope by the power of the Holy Spirit (Romans 15:13).The last two verses addresses the fears &sins of  life:

How silently, how silently, the wondrous Gift is giv’n; So God imparts to human hearts the blessings of His Heav’n .No ear may hear His coming, but in this world of sin, Where meek souls will receive Him still, the dear Christ enters in.

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 angles, the great, glad tidings tell. O come to us, abide with us, Our Lord Emmanuel.
            

How silently…The blessings of His Heav’n…Cast out our sin. Don’t you wish, sometimes, that God would say it louder?! Don’t you wish that God would be more obvious with what He is trying to say to us? Let me suggest that sometimes God is speaking plenty loud, but there is too much noise to hear Him. In a world of busyness, we need to stop and reflect on God’s Word – allowing the Holy Spirit to convict us of the sin within – that He may bring us to the cross. So God imparts to human hearts the blessings of His heaven (mercy & grace.) i The mercy & grace of God wants to bring us to a place of confession and repentance as we welcome the accompanying forgiveness of sins. As faith takes hold of the blessings of His Heav’n, that fear and all other sin is cast out. Repentant hearts are set free from guilt, shame, and condemnation.
Psalm 27:1says, The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid? When we consider and think about who God is and what He can do in our lives there is no real reason to fear. The Lord is my light....Our fear disappears because the Lord is our light in dark and fearful times. Whom should I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life... A stronghold is a refuge, a place of safety from danger. We have peace not because there is no fear in our life but because we have a refuge.
One tribe of Native Americans had a unique practice for training young braves. On the night of a boy’s thirteenth birthday, he was placed in a dense forest to spend the entire night alone. Until then he had never been away from the security of his family and tribe. But on this night he was blindfolded and taken miles away. When he took off the blindfold, he was in the middle of thick woods. By himself, all night long. Every time a twig snapped, he probably visualized a wild animal ready to pounce. Every time an animal howled, he imagined a wolf leaping out of the darkness. No doubt it was a terrifying night for many. After what seemed like an eternity, the first rays of sunlight entered the interior of the forest. Looking around, the boy saw flowers, trees, and the outline of the path. Then, to his utter astonishment, he beheld the figure of a man standing just a few feet away, armed with a bow and arrow. It was the boy’s father. He had been there all night long. We can have assurance during our darkest hours and most fearful times because we have our Heavenly Father standing right there beside us the whole time. Great is His faithfulness!
There is a fourth stanza, which is omitted from most hymnbooks. Reflect on these words this week as you remember that faith holds wide the door…without faith it is impossible to please God (Hebrews 11:6).
Where children pure and happy pray to the blessed Child, Where misery cries out to Thee, Son of the mother mild; Where charity stands watching and faith holds wide the door, The dark night wakes, the glory breaks, and Christmas comes once more.
Brenda was a young woman who was invited to go rock climbing. Although she was scared to death, she went with her group to a tremendous granite cliff. In spite of her fear, she put on the gear, took a hold on the rope, and started up the face of that rock. Well, she got to a ledge where she could take a breather. As she was hanging on there, the safety rope snapped against Brenda's eye and knocked out her contact lens. Well, here she is on a rock ledge, with hundreds of feet below her and hundreds of feet above her. Of course, she looked and looked and looked, hoping it had landed on the ledge, but it just wasn't there. Here she was, far from home, her sight now blurry. She was desperate and began to get upset, so she prayed to the Lord to help her to find it. When she got to the top, a friend examined her eye and her clothing for the lens, but there was no contact lens to be found. She sat down, despondent, with the rest of the party, waiting for the rest of them to make it up the face of the cliff. She looked out across range after range of mountains, thinking of that Bible verse that says, The eyes of the Lord run to and fro throughout the whole earth. She thought, Lord, You can see all these mountains. You know every stone and leaf, and You know exactly where my contact lens is. Please help me. Finally, they walked down the trail to the bottom. At the bottom there was a new party of climbers just starting up the face of the cliff. One of them shouted out, Hey, you guys! Anybody lost a contact lens?
Well, that would be startling enough, but you know why the climber saw it? An ant was moving slowly across the face of the rock, carrying it. Brenda told me that her father is a cartoonist. When he told him the incredible story of the ant, the prayer, and the contact lens, he drew a picture of an ant lugging that contact lens with the words, Lord, I don't know why You want me to carry this thing. I can't eat it, and it's awfully heavy. But if this is what You want me to do, I'll carry it for You. I think it would probably do some of us good to occasionally say, God, I don't know why you want me to carry this load. I can see no good in it and it's awfully heavy. But if you want me to carry it, I will. God doesn't call the qualified, He qualifies the called. Your mission should you choose to accept it this week is to reflect on the truths of this carol! Be blessed in knowing our small efforts do make a difference to this one! Our God gives us  hope during our dark and fearful days because our Heavenly Father is standing right beside us! AMEN!
