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The year was 1985.  I was ten years old.  Somewhere on the radio was playing a song 
by John Cougar Mellencamp called “Small Town”, written about his life growing up in a 
small town in rural Indiana – a town with a population of about 17,000 people.  It could 
just as easily have been written about my life growing up in a small, rural Connecticut 
town called Ellington.  Our population at the time was probably around 11,000, and it’s 
possible that we still had more cows than people. 
 
Our High School was small enough that we didn’t have the money or the talent to field 
our own football team, so we didn’t have one.  When I graduated 8 years later our total 
high school population was only about 550, and we all had this sense that our small 
town felt really, really small the older we got. 
 
We constantly compared ourselves to the bigger towns next door where they had things 
like McDonald’s and Taco Bell and a movie theater and places to hang out on a Friday 
night that weren’t the local Dairy Mart parking lot.  We definitely had a complex about 
the other, bigger neighbors who seemed to have more options for life and lots of us 
wished that our town would have felt bigger or more significant. 
 
But looking back in hindsight, I can see that the size of the town really had very little to 
do with the size of the people who would come from the town.  I look back and see how 
some of those same kids I went to High School with went on to prestigious colleges and 
universities, and how they, in their own ways, have made bigger stories out of their lives 
than just what little old Ellington could have contained.  I learned looking back, maybe 
like some of us have, that the boundaries of the little town we grew up in couldn’t 
forever limit our growth. 
 
We learned to make the best of the opportunities presented to us, learned to position 
ourselves in such a way that we could leave the small town and make a big change.  
Like every high school graduation, ours was filled with dreams of bigger places and 
better opportunities and sky’s the limit kind of speeches.  And while I don’t think any of 
those small town graduates have gone on to change the world (at least not the way we 
think of the phrase), I would be confident enough to say that they have, in their own 
ways, made a change in the world I live in, and even the one you live in – probably for 
better and for worse. 
 
So what does all this have to do with Christmas, you ask?  Well, let’s look together at 
the gospel of Matthew, chapter 2, verses 1-12 to see just what impact a “small town” 
can have on the world. 
 
Matthew 2:1-12 
 
The story of Jesus’ birth in Matthew 2 tells about this small town phenomenon.  This 
little town of Bethlehem that we sing about each Christmas could have been incredibly 
limiting.  If you’re like me you can’t help but wonder what this place was like.  What was 
it like to be born in this small town, and then move to another small town to grow up?   



I can’t help but wonder if there were days he felt the same way I did about that small 
town and its limits.  And yet, this was the perfect place for his birth. 
 
The Magi come to Jerusalem because they are looking for the one born king of the 
Jews, and the logical place to look for the son of a king is in the house of the existing 
king.  So they arrive at the big city, with the big palace and the impressive political and 
religious capital of the nation, but they find that the current king doesn’t know anything 
about a newborn king.  It has to be an awkward situation, right?  Herod calls in his own 
wise men and asks them where the Messiah was supposed to be born. 
 
The answer is, probably to his great surprise, not Jerusalem with all of its power and 
prestige, but small town Bethlehem, the ancient but maybe now overlooked home of 
King David.  The prophet Micah had prophesied 800 years or so before this time that 
this small town would nonetheless be God’s town, his place at his time to bring forth his 
son.  They quote the verse that Bethlehem would by no means be least among its 
rulers, among the towns and villages of Judah.  It will be small but not insignificant 
because God will raise up his own ruler from this place.  The impact of this ruler on the 
world will be so great that even 2000 years later, few on the face of the earth would 
hear the name “Bethlehem” and not think of his birth.  His importance to the world 
would be that great. 
 
So Matthew is convinced (and Luke as we will read in a couple of weeks) that it is not by 
chance that Joseph and Mary arrive in Bethlehem as Jesus is about to be born, but that 
their arrival is by the providence and will of God.  For whatever reason, God wanted this 
town, least among its neighbors, to be the birthplace of his son.  But, of course, this 
strategy would be in perfect harmony with God’s actions in the world already. 
 
For it was God who chose Abram the nomadic nobody and promised to make of him a 
great nation even when he didn’t have any children of his own and it seemed that there 
was no hope for it to ever happen.  It was God who took the small, slave nation of 
Israel, Abram’s descendants, and called them out of Egypt into a promised land, making 
them into a great and powerful nation.  It seems to be God’s strategy to use the small 
and insignificant despite, or maybe even because of, their insignificance so they could 
never pretend they made themselves great.  It is exactly what he says about the church 
throughout the New Testament as well – he takes small things, small places and uses 
them to make great impacts on the world. 
 
There is something powerful and symbolic about the disturbance the news of the Magi 
causes.  A small child born in a small town creates an uproar in the halls of the king and 
the city of his power.  Herod’s great fear (maybe the great fear of powerful people 
everywhere) that he would be exposed as powerless and that his kingdom would come 
to an end comes to the surface and he hatches his plan for the destruction of this child. 
The king clothed in power is so devoid of the true power that he responds to the 
situation with absolute fear.  The rightful king clothed in humility and hidden behind a 
nondescript persona that is far from impressive on the surface, but makes a much 
deeper impression on the heart. 
 
But this is the gospel from front to back, beginning to end.  The true kingdom with 



power and authority from a world more real and certain than this one stands in humble 
but stout opposition to the kingdoms of this world.  While the kings and kingdoms of 
this world lash out in hopes of crushing the true kingdom, the kingdom of heaven does 
not shake, nor tremble in fear, but rises up from small places in small ways all the time 
with great power.   
 
This account really sets the stage for the conflict and tension that will shape the entire 
gospel of Matthew and the life of Jesus.  Bethlehem (and eventually Nazareth) and 
Jerusalem are set in contrast to one another, with the wise men given the choice of 
laying down their allegiance to the king in power or the king born in Bethlehem.  It is 
the tension between outsiders and insiders, the king of the Jews and the King Herod 
and the others who follow his footsteps.  The conflict is between the kingdom of the 
heavens and the kingdoms of this world.  And from the story of Jesus’ birth it is very 
clear where God is moving in big, powerful ways – it is through the small things in small 
places.  These will rise to prominence above the seats of religious and political power.  
Bethlehem is not as small as it seems because it is God’s place at God’s time – the right 
place and right time. 
 
The powerful kingdom sneaks in under Herod’s nose.  The king of the Jews who wins 
the worship of the wise men disturbs the centers of power.  Those who recognize God 
at work see him at work in Bethlehem, not in Jerusalem.  They find him at work in the 
unlikely places, with the unlikely people, and he is worthy of their worship from 
Bethlehem to the cross, where he is crucified outside of the city again – exiled from 
power, but never devoid of the real power of God.  Pilate finishes what Herod attempted 
to start, but this kingdom won’t die.  This revolution begins small, but eventually 
encompasses the world and still moves forward in our world despite opposition from the 
elite and powerful. 
 
You should be reminded today as you read about Bethlehem, and sing about its 
smallness, that your place, no matter how small it is and how insignificant it seems is 
not small.  If God has brought you to this place at this time, then he can accomplish 
things through your life that you cannot begin to imagine.  You don’t change the world 
from the big places, but from the small places, in the small ways at the small times.  
The kingdom of God moves forward this way, through you, so position yourself now to 
be in God’s place for you no matter how small it seems.  Be here and now, and ask God 
to birth something in you in your Bethlehem that would leave a mark in the year to 
come. 
 
We underestimate what God wants to do and we limit him by the size of our small place.  
But let me say that I believe God has a big impact in mind for us, that he wants to use a 
small group of people from a small town in a small state to make a huge impact on the 
world.  I think God wants to do something significant through us in the year to come, 
and this Christmas season can be a time of preparation for us to invite God’s 
unshakeable, unstoppable kingdom to be born among us and to move forward in big 
ways. 
 


