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“Bethlehem, birthplace of  Jesus”

In Luke’s account of  Jesus’s birth, we have the historical background into which

Jesus was born. Roman Emperor Augustus issued a decree that everyone had to be

registered. This registration was likely for the purpose of  Jews having to pay taxes to

the oppressive Romans who occupied their land. According to Luke, Jewish citizens

had to go to their place of  origin for this registration. So Joseph, being a descendent

of  David, made the arduous journey with Mary who was very pregnant—hence for

her it most likely was anything but a joy-ride! For Mary, it was probably physically

very gruelling. However, they did make it safely to Bethlehem. When they arrived

though there was no place to stay, so they ended up in what was likely a cave-barn

for animals, where, ironically, Jesus the Messiah, the Saviour of  the world, the Lord

of  lords and King of  kings was born. Bethlehem, centuries earlier was also the place

where David was anointed king (1 Sam 16:4-13). Jesus, a descendent of  David, was

born  at  Bethlehem,  in  fulfillment  of  the  Messianic  prophecy  of  Micah  5:2.

Bethlehem, in Hebrew the word means “house of  bread,” a very fitting birthplace

for Jesus who referred to himself  as “the bread of  life” in the Gospel of  John. 

   Bethlehem,  the  place  that  the  angel  announced  Jesus’s  birth  to  the  humble

shepherds. Bethlehem, the place that those humble shepherds travelled to in order to

visit and worship the new-born Messiah and Saviour of  the world.   

   Bethlehem, about five miles south of  Jerusalem. In 2014, Pastor Julianna and I

travelled to Israel and visited Bethlehem. We saw the Church of  the Nativity, which

was built over the cave believed to be where Jesus was born. Even in the off-season

during February when we were there, hundreds of  tourists crowded together inside

the church. The place of  the manger is marked by a star with the Latin inscription
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Hic De Virgine Maria Jesus Christus Natus Est, “Here Jesus Christ Was Born of  the

Virgin Mary.”  In the 19th century there was a bitter disagreement concerning this

star involving the Orthodox and Roman Catholic denominations. 

   Bethlehem was destroyed by the emperor Hadrian in the second century A.D., but

in about 325, after the empire had become Christian, Queen Helena, the mother of

Constantine, promoted the building of  the great church. Badly damaged during the

Samaritan revolt  of  521-528, the church was rebuilt  in the sixth century in very

much its present form by the emperor Justinian. Today four denominations have

agreed to share the Church of  the Nativity—the Eastern Orthodox, the Oriental

Orthodox, the Armenian, and the Roman Catholic churches. 

   Bethlehem, a place of  division and conflict, as well as a place of  love and hope for

a better world.       

   Many  hymns  that  were  written  originally  for  children  have  captured  the

imagination of  everyone. Such is the case with “O little town of  Bethlehem.” 

   Phillips Brooks (1835-1893) wrote this beloved Christmas hymn for the Sunday

school  children  at  his  Philadelphia  parish,  Holy  Trinity  Church,  following  a

pilgrimage to Bethlehem in 1865, according to British hymnologist J. R. Watson.

The hymn was printed on an informal leaflet in December 1868 and then appeared

in The Sunday School Hymnal in 1871. 

   In the United States, the hymn is generally sung to its original tune, ST. LOUIS by

Louis H. Redner (1931-1908), a wealthy real estate broker who served as a church

organist  for  his  avocation.  Carlton  Young notes  that  Redner  “increased  Sunday

school attendance at Holy Trinity Episcopal, where Phillips Brooks was rector, from

thirty-six to over one thousand during his nineteen years as superintendent.” 

   According to the story, Brooks traveled on horseback between Jerusalem and

Bethlehem on Christmas Eve. 
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   Brooks wrote: “Before dark we rode out of  town to the field where they say the

shepherds saw the star. It is a fenced piece of  ground with a cave in it, in which,

strangely enough, they put the shepherds. . . . Somewhere in those fields we rode

through,  the  shepherds  must  have  been.  As  we passed,  the  shepherds  were  still

‘keeping watch over their flocks,’ or leading them home to fold.” 

   Later,  Brooks  attended  midnight  worship  at  the  Church  of  the  Nativity  in

Bethlehem. He was deeply moved by this whole experience, and could not forget

what he saw and heard on that marvellous night. The service lasted from 10 P.M. to

3  A.M.!”  This  sequence  of  events  provided  the  backdrop for  Brooks’  children’s

hymn.

   Coming back to our passage from Luke’s Gospel, we too are told of  how the awe

and wonder of  Jesus’s birth led the angels and the shepherds to worship Jesus the

Saviour  and Messiah.  The  awe and wonder  of  that  first  Christmas  touches  our

hearts and lives too; and leads us to worship here tonight. Like that first Christmas

God chose Jesus the King of  kings and Lord of  lords to be born to humble parents,

in a most unlikely place—in a cave-barn, in a small place called Bethlehem; so too

God chooses you and I to be his people, most of  us ordinary folks in this small place

—yet in God’s eyes special and precious. Now God blesses us as we sing of  God’s

love to us through Jesus our Saviour and Messiah. 

   So,  as we celebrate the birth of  Jesus our Messiah and Saviour of  the world

tonight, may the words ring true in our hearts and lives as we sing the following

words from Bishop Brooks’s carol: O holy child of  Bethlehem, descend to us, we

pray;/ cast out our sin, and enter in, be born in us today (#279 Evangelical Lutheran

Worship). And, as Jesus is born in our hearts and lives today, may we go out into the

world and share his love with everyone, that Jesus may be born in their hearts and

lives too.  
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