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OUR PROGRAM & GOD’S 
The Conflicts of Christmas 

Text: Micah 5:1-6 
 

Introduction to the Scripture 
 
I invite you to turn with me to the Book of the Prophet Micah, the fifth chapter, and 
simply to listen today as I read to you from its opening verses. 
 
The setting of this text is a time of war.  One may wonder what the subject of war has to 
do with the sweet serenity we like to associate with the Christmas season.  I submit to 
you that it has everything to do with it.  On one level, the peace Christ brings is such 
good news precisely because we so seldom live in a time of peace.  But, on a deeper 
level, the story of Christmas lays bare those crucial inner conflicts that afflict us all, and 
whose resolution alone can open the door to the permanent Peace of God’s eternal 
Kingdom.   
 
Over these Advent Sundays, we’re going to look together at some of those conflicts.  
We’re going to see that in order for a deeper Peace to enter our lives, God must 
overthrow our Lordship and establish His Kingship within us.  As we learn to surrender 
our program, possessions, priorities, and power to God, it often feels like loss at first.  
But it is actually the beginning of a glorious victory. 
 
Let’s listen for that truth this morning as we turn ourselves now to the Word of our 
God… 
 

War, Woe, and Waiting 
 

In Micah's day, as in ours, the Middle East was ablaze with violence and rumor of war.  
Beginning in 734 B.C., the armies of Assyria had initiated the systematic conquest of its 
neighbors, reducing their fortifications to rubble, submitting their citizens to burdensome 
taxation, and crushing their national will.  By the year 701, the army of Assyria’s King 
Sennacherib were massed outside the gates of Jerusalem.  The city which, under 
Israel’s King David, had once commanded one of the most glorious kingdoms of the 
ancient world, now vainly struggled to marshall its troops against the enemy seige. 
 
The royal scepter of divine authority had been snatched from the hand of Jewish kings, 
and -- as Micah observed -- was now, ironically, being used to "strike Israel’s ruler 
upon the cheek".  For Israel it was an hour of dramatic reversal and humiliation.  Every 
hope of the Jewish people seemed crushed underfoot once and for all, and a blanket of 
sorrow covered the land.  The poet Shelley once personified Sorrow as a mother "with 
her family of sighs."  If that characterization is apt, then we know there was a great deal 
of sighing in Zion that day.    
 



2 
 
 

Then, again, perhaps this is something we understand.  How is it with you this year?  Is 
there anyone among us today who comes to this time of year and feels with peculiar 
pain the loss of by-gone glory days?  Maybe there was someone you once loved who is 
now gone, and sometimes you miss him or her more than words can express.  Perhaps 
there were golden days in your marriage or family life that now have passed away.  
Maybe a once-promising relationship didn't work out, or your career seems sliding south 
or church isn't what it used to be for you, or the strength of your youth has now been 
replaced by declining health. 
 
Life can feel like “a siege” at times.  The critics or creditors clamor at the gates.  The 
arrows of temptation fly over the wall.  We’re assaulted by demands at work or at home.  
We face changes or choices that leave us scared.  The thought of all that has to be be 
done overwhelms our energies and drains the resources we’ve stored up within.  Amidst 
a season when we're supposed to be filled with buoyant cheer, maybe we find 
ourselves sighing.  We wonder why life does not play to our program.  And then, to us, 
the Word of God comes.  In the face of all the losses, threats, and pressures of life, God 
speaks to us through the prophet Micah, calling us to put our trust in Him. 
 

Great Expectations 
 

The God Micah speaks of is someone who relates to us like the composer Handel does 
to the listener in his brilliant work, The Messiah.  You know the flow of that work, don’t 
you?  Just when you think you've got the pattern of his verses pegged, along comes 
that dramatic surge, picking up refrains of what has gone before, and building like a 
succession of ever larger waves into that amazing Hallelujah chorus -- crashing down 
and sweeping us up like the flood of God's grace. 
 
Micah knew the same God Handel did.  He spoke to a people who believed that the 
crescendo of God’s grace had already come and gone.  Never again would Israel have 
it so good as they did during the glory days of King David.  But Micah says, “Just wait: 
The chorus is coming!  God is planning to send to Israel a ruler who will make you see 
that even the glorious kingship of David was just a prelude.”  Like David, he "will stand 
and shepherd his flock."  But this Good Shepherd will lead not with the moral 
weakness common to David and the rulers of earth, but "in the strength of the Lord"; 
He’ll lead not by the authority of the people alone, but "in the majesty of the name of 
the Lord."   
 
As the Assyrians battered at the very walls of Jerusalem, her inhabitants 
understandably longed for the secure borders of David's kingdom.  But the One whom 
God will send, says Micah, is going to offer you a security that will make the 
fortifications of David look like sand castles in comparison.  This coming Messiah will 
extend His dominion far beyond even David's dreams -- and His people " will live 
securely, for then his greatness will reach to the ends of the earth.” 
 
At Advent, Christians celebrate with joy the reality that God has kept that promise in 
Jesus Christ.  Yet still they look for God to do something greater still.  They wait with 
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earnest longing for that final chorus of Hallelujah yet to come when Jesus returns to 
establish His kingdom fully.  This expectation transfigures a Christian’s view of life.  He 
or she lives in a state of wonderful anticipation – not only listening for that coming day, 
but for all its early notes.  Every day of life is worth waking up to in the belief that today 
might be the day that God does something greater and more amazing than ever before.   
 
Who knows what sudden insights you may have into a member of your family tomorrow 
that will transform that relationship into something greater?  Who knows when the friend 
or lover for whom you've been searching will suddenly walk into your life?  Who knows 
what brilliant idea God may suddenly give you that will change your working life?  Who 
knows what event will suddenly come your way that will deepen your character in 
preparation for even greater achievements to come?  Who knows when history will 
thrust you into a place of service and significance of which you never dared dream?  
Who knows?  Only God knows.  But that is enough for you and me, if we are willing to 
expect His grace when others are inclined to lose hope and sigh.  Micah challenges us 
to expect God to do greater things than seems possible, based on past history.   
 

Surprising Grace 
 

And SECONDLY, the prophet call us to expect God to work His wonders in the most 
unlikely way.  If we had access to the front page of the Jerusalem Times in the year of 
the first Christmas, there might have been many important news items that would have 
caught our eye.  We might have read of the appointment of Publius Quirinius as 
governor of Judea, or of cost-overuns in the Roman road project.  We might have read 
of the public outcry over Caesar Augustus' new tax package, or noticed recruitment ads 
for census-takers.  We would certainly have read about continuing political unrest in the 
Middle East and economic worries at home.  But there wouldn't have been a single 
reporter covering the story of a young couple named Mary and Joseph as they made 
their way towards Bethlehem. 
 
As one historian comments: "Of all the clans of the tribe of Judah, the Ephrathite clan 
around Bethlehem would hardly supply a respectable army unit at times of tribal levy"1 
much less a leader of any significance.  Not since the time of David had anything 
newsworthy come out of that region.  So who would ever have guessed that history was 
about to be changed forever -- not in the palace of Caesar or the mansion of Quirinius, 
but in that little town whose name means "house of common bread"?  Micah might have 
guessed: “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.” 
 
Micah knew a God whose program works differently than our programs.  He comes to 
us not just in Roman Holiday periods of our lives but in the Bethlehem days: When your 
marriage is dragging; when your best-laid plans have been frustrated; when your 
faculties are failing or someone you love has been taken away; when you're reeling 
from divorce or the job is a hassle or  the kids have the flu.   Those are the places that 
God likes to come.   Sometimes we look around us at the turmoil in our lives and the life 
of our planet and we wonder how we can withstand the seige.  What's the sense in this 
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mess, and where's it all going?  My God, we want to shout, sometimes it's all death and 
taxes!  “That's right,” says the God of Micah.  “But don't forget I am the one who uses 
even death as a doorway to greater life, and even taxes to bring a pregnant girl to 
Bethlehem.”  
 

Action And Abandonment 
 

"As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways 
and my thoughts than your thoughts,”2 says the Lord our God.  As we enter this 
Advent season together, expect God to do even greater things than you’ve seen Him do 
before.  Expect God to act in ways and places that might surprise you.  And FINALLY, 
expect God to do these wonders in the fullness of His time.  Micah puts it this way: 
"Therefore Israel will be abandoned until the time when she who is in labor gives 
birth."  
 
It is hard to wait for a birth to arrive.  The news comes that a great wonder has been 
conceived and then, for the longest time, there seems so little to show for it but morning 
sickness, a sore back, and a burgeoning lump -- or so some mothers tell me.  And yet 
all along, something amazing is happening where human eyes can't really see.  An 
unrepeatable masterpiece of God's creation is being formed.  When that gift finally 
shows its face to the world, there is not a mother or father on earth who would not say 
that the final joy is not worth the wait! 
 
Dare to wait for God's joy to be born in you.  Consider the possibility that those times 
when God seems to have abandoned you are actually periods of gestation -- days when 
God is forming within you a reason for new joy.  Consider the possibility that those times 
of pain are actually periods of creative labor -- days when God is bringing forth 
something in you worth singing about.  The waiting must have been difficult for Micah as 
he saw the Middle East ablaze with violence, watched the world as he knew it crumble, 
yet dared to dream of peace.  The waiting must have been tough for Mary too as she 
began that long uncomfortable trip to Bethlehem, yet dared to hope for days of peace.   
 
The waiting still is hard for us who long to see born in us and our world the hope of 
which the angels sang.  But, dear friends, like Micah and Mary before us, dare to 
believe in a God who does even greater things than He has before.   Dare to look for 
God's coming in ways and places that oft surprise.  Dare to wait for that “fullness of 
time”3 in which God will deliver the gift He has promised.  Like Micah before you, 
amidst the siege and the struggles of life, surrender your program to God’s perfect one, 
and "He will be [your] peace." 
 
Let us pray... 
 
Lord of all time and space, as we go forth into the world today, fill each of us with a 
renewed trust in your capacity to do exceedingly more than we could ever ask or 
imagine.  Give to every open soul here the discernment to perceive your presence in 
the common elements and unexpected events of our lives.  And give us patience to 
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await your gifts in the fullness of your time.  For we pray these things not in our own 
strength or wisdom, but in the mighty name of Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
 
                                                 
1 Leslie Allen, New International Commentary on the Old Testament, Micah, p. 343. 
2 Isaiah 55:9 
3 Galatians 4:4 


