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… whose origin is from of old 
 
Micah 5:2–5a 
Luke 1:46b–55 
Hebrews 10:5–10 
Luke 1:39–45 
 
Text: Micah 5:2 
But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from 
you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of 
old, from ancient days. 
 
Introduction 
Among the books by sociology professor Hartmut Rosa is his recent publication 
The Uncontrollability Of The World.  He writes, “the driving cultural force of that 
form of life we call “modern” is the desire to make the world controllable. Yet it is 
only in encountering the uncontrollable that we really experienced the world—only 
then do we feel touched, moved, and alive. A world that is fully known, in which 
everything has been planned and mastered, would be a dead world.”  Trying to 
control—I wonder if that is what our notions of ‘sustainability’ are trying to 
achieve? 
 
1. It was in the seventh century BC that the prophet Micah was active in his 
preaching ministry; when king Hezekiah reigned in Jerusalem and during the 
ascendancy of the Assyrians as a world super power.  In response to the Assyrian 
military threat kings of smaller nations like Hezekiah often made alliances with 
neighbouring kings as a defensive strategy.  Doing their best to control their world.  
 
The name Micah means “who is like Yahweh.” (Jewish people so revered the 
name of God they did not write it, rather they wrote a four consonant word—thus 
unpronounceable—when they wanted to refer to God.  Christians later supplied 
vowels to this word and thus the name “Yahweh.”)  Thus, for Micah, God is 
incomparable.  This is the theme of his preaching.  In one of his sermons he 
proclaimed, “Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity and passing over the 
transgression of the remnant of your possession? He does not retain his anger for 
ever, because he delights in showing clemency.”  Micah’s word of wonder at 
God’s mercy, “who is a God like you?”, is likely a word play on Micah’s name.  
For Micah, God is the ultimate-uncontrollable One whose purpose to have a people 
for himself moves forward relentlessly in the ebb and flow of the history of 
nations. 
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In the midst of the threatening world situation in which Micah preaches, he 
pronounces God’s promise, “But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of 
the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in 
Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.”  It is a great word of 
hope that God will restore his people by this One who will come and rule.  What 
does Micah envision?  Micah concedes that the situation is grim: the nation is in 
extreme distress, Jerusalem is under siege, and the king has suffered humiliation.  
The people see no hope.  But Micah sees hope.  He sees beyond the current 
circumstances to what God is promising to do.  
 
As I reread this text in preparation for preaching I was struck by this descriptor of 
the promised one who would rule, “who origin is from of old, from ancient of 
days.”  Does Micah simply mean that the origin is the ancient promise to David to 
ever have a ruler on David’s throne?  Perhaps.  But prophesies can have an 
immediate fulfilment but a richer unforeseen fulfilment emerges in the future 
because this is God’s promise and we are not in control of the full outcome. 
 
We live in a culture that is obsessed with the present; history is rewritten in service 
of the ideology of the immediate.  Thus, one whose ‘origin is from of old, from 
ancient of days’ is a bit of a yawner for those wrapped up in the immediacy of all 
things ‘now.’  In the midst of a culture obsessed with the present,  I would invite 
you to consider that the One Micah proclaims is the One who is ever present.  
When God creates the world he also creates time; God creates the world with time, 
not in time as if time existed before the world.  Therefore God stands in the same 
relationship to all times in his ever-present reality.  Our present actuality is the iffy 
thing; we have control of very little.  It is God’s ever-present reality that is certain.  
So who is this ruler “whose origin is from of old, from ancient days?” 
 
2. One of my brothers recently sent an email announcing the birth of a grandchild.  
What are the crucial details that must be included in such an announcement; name, 
is it a girl or a boy, the well being of mother and child, AND how big is the baby.  
It is my experience that women are particularly interested in the weight of the child 
(understandably so).  Rev. Victor Shepherd has written a wonderful Christmas 
sermon titled, “How big is the baby?, probing the magnificence and wonder of the 
child born to Mary. 
 
In the New Testament this prophesy from the prophet Micah is cited in reference to 
Jesus.  In Matthew’s gospel when the wise men meet with Herod to find out where 
the child born king of the Jews is to be found the chief priest and scribes answer 
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Herod’s enquiry with this word from Micah.  And Herod sends the wise men to 
Bethlehem.  One day Jesus said to the crowds, “let anyone who is thirsty come to 
me.’ Upon hearing Jesus, some said he was the Messiah, others were not so sure 
because the scripture says the Messiah is from Bethlehem and they only knew 
Jesus as being from Nazareth. (John 7:42) 
 
Who is this child born to Mary?  …  whose origin is from of old, from ancient 
days.  All the gospel writers agree that the One we meet in the child of Bethlehem 
is this One whose origin is of old; this One who stands in the same relationship to 
all times in his ever-present reality.  Matthew, one of the disciples, records the 
conviction of all the disciples uttered by Peter who said to Jesus, “You are the 
Messiah, the Son of the living God.  Mark tells us right at the beginning of his 
gospel that it is ‘the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  Luke records the 
angel Gabriel’s word to Mary, “he will be called the Son of the Most High.”  And 
John’s soaring prologue declares, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All 
things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into 
being … And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his 
glory.” 
 
“Son of” in biblical parlance means “of the same nature as”. To behold the child 
who is Son of God is to behold the nature of God; or at least as much as can be 
beheld. Is there another child like this One?  This wonder is on the lips of Elizabeth 
as she greets her now-pregnant cousin Mary as she comes to her home; “Blessed 
are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. And why has this 
happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me?  Elizabeth is a devout 
Jew and when she says “Lord” she means the God whose name is 
unpronounceable, “Yahweh”.  
 
3. All well and fine…but so what?  Why all the fuss about this One ‘whose origin 
is from of old, from ancient days?’  Well that is the point of the gospel story; it 
claims to be the disclosure of this One whose origin is from old; it shows us who 
he is, what he is like.  Is knowledge of God accessible to human reason alone?  The 
gospel says no, that this has to be revealed to us.  In the fall the integrity of reason 
is lost while the structure remains in place.  With the structure of reason still in 
place we can understand many things about our world, but ultimate reality remains 
inaccessible. Humans using reason speculate much about God—usually about 
power or first cause or life force.  But you will notice that no one from reason 
alone in postulations about God speaks of the humility of a manger or the 
humiliation of a cross. 
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In the wake of the Angel Gabriel’s announcement to Mary and her becoming 
aware that she is now pregnant with the promised child she offers the wonderful 
song we call the Magnificat.  In that she sings of God, “His mercy is for those who 
hear him from generation to generation.”  I invite you to underline the word 
‘mercy.’ Mary is a devout Jewish woman steeped in the good news of the Hebrew 
scriptures.  In Mary’s day she would have knowledge of the Hebrew Bible and a 
Greek translation of that Hebrew Bible known as the Septuagint.  In Hebrew the 
word for the steadfast love of God was ‘hesed.’  In the Greek translation of the 
scriptures the word ‘hesed’ is translated, depending on context, with the Greek 
word for mercy, ‘elehos’; in many places it is translated with the Greek word for 
love, ‘agape,’ the word the New Testament takes over to speak of the self-
forgetful, self-giving of God at the cross. 
 
So when Mary sings about the child in her womb and proclaims that it is the event 
of the mercy of God she means this Hebrew word for the steadfast love of God.  
On this the fourth Sunday of Advent we lit the candle of love proclaiming that the 
coming of Jesus into the world is the coming of this love…the love of this One 
who is from of old.  The gospel claims that when God’s love meets our sin it issues 
in mercy.  John Calvin was quick to say the Jesus is the mercy of God.  
 
The gospel asserts that humankind needs saving.  Dr. Victor Shepherd will ask his 
students studying theology, saving from what? From whom?  In other words, what 
is the gravest threat confronting sinners?  Invariably students will answer, “Sin is; 
or satan is; or cosmic evil is.” And invariably Dr Shepherd replies, “No: God is; 
God is the sinner’s gravest threat”.  Startled now, the class ripostes, “But isn’t God 
our saviour? 
  
While the shocked class splutters, the next question is posed: “If you insist God is 
our saviour, then from what does God save us?”.  The class thinks this question 
easier: God saves us from sin, or from ourselves, or from meaninglessness, from 
frustration, from futility, or from alienation of any and every sort. 
 
To conclude the exercise Dr. Shepherd informs students that the gospel isn’t good 
news because it alleviates depression or despair or frustration; the gospel is good 
news in that it spares us condemnation at God’s hand.  The gospel, simply, is God 
in his mercy saving us from God in his condemnation. God is the sinner’s enemy 
and therefore the one the sinner is to fear; and finally, God is the sinner’s saviour 
and therefore the one we are to trust, love and obey. 
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In the cross, God, the implacable foe of sinners, has executed his judgement upon 
them; and then, in his incomprehensible mercy, has absorbed that judgement in 
himself and thereby rendered himself the undeflectable friend of sinners. 
 
Luther knew that when God looks out over the entire human creation, God can’t 
find one human being, not one, who renders him the glad and grateful, cheerful 
obedience God expects from the people he has created.  Whereupon God says to 
himself, “If I’m going to find even one human being who renders me such cheerful 
obedience, I shall have to provide that human being myself in the person of my 
Son”.  And so we have Christmas, where God in his mercy provides the human 
covenant-partner of God who remains rightly related to his Father in life and in 
death. 
 
Luther also knew that when sinners provoke God’s just judgement upon them, 
God’s judgement is just and there is nothing sinners can do to relieve themselves 
of it.  Yet the breathtaking news of Christmas is that in the Son whom God has 
brought forth in our midst: in him, on Good Friday, the just judge visits his 
judgement on the Son who has identified himself with sinners, even as the just 
judge, the Father, one with his Son, absorbs his judgement in himself. If the just 
judge has exercised his judgement upon us only to absorb it in himself, what is left 
you and me? – mercy, pardon, acquittal, acceptance. 
 
At the same time, through the cross God declares that his mercy is without measure 
and without end, for he hasn’t spared his Son, hasn’t spared himself, all for the 
sake of sparing us. So it is that Paul exclaims, in limitless amazement, “God 
instantiates his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” 
 
But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from 
you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of 
old, from ancient days. 
 


