BYZANTEEN FAITH FORMATION 	LESSON 5
GOD BECOMES MAN—THE MYSTERY OF CHRISTMAS PART TWO	THE OLD TESTAMENT PROPHECIES OF THE BIRTH OF JESUS CHRIST

In this second part we continue to study the icon of the Nativity of our Lord and trace its details back into the Bible.  Preaching, dogma (authoritative definitions of what we believe), liturgical texts and the holy icons are all different media for presenting what God has revealed about Himself and His plan for us. This week, we explore the Old Testament prophecies that predicted the birth of the Messiah.

Birth from a virgin mother (Matthew 1,23; Luke 1,27):  As we saw last time, nearly 800 before the event, Isaiah prophesied:  “The virgin shall conceive and bear a son and you shall call his name Emmanuel (God is with us;  Isaiah 7,14).  

Birth in Bethlehem as a descendant of David (Matthew 2; Luke 2): Some time prior to 710BC, the prophet Micah predicted:  “But you, Bethlehem-Ephrathah too small to be among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel; whose origin is from old, from ancient times.. . .He shall stand firm and shepherd his flock by the strength of the  Lord, in the majestic name of the Lord his God. And they shall remain, for now his greatness shall reach to the ends of the earth.  He shall be peace.”  (Micah 5,1-4).  

Bethlehem was the birthplace of King David (1 Samuel 16,18) to whom God had promised an eternal dynasty (2 Samuel 7).  Such a promise was never fulfilled for the political state of Israel.  It has been fulfilled by the fact that Christ’s Church extends to all corners of the world.   The “origin from of old” is understood to mean that, as True God, the Son of God always existed, even though He became man at a certain point (cf. Psalm 110,3:  “Yours is princely power from the day of your birth.  In holy splendor before the daystar like the dew I begot you.”) “Shepherd” is an ancient title for kings.  Jesus said: “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep” (John 10,11).

In a manger with domestic animals (Luke 2,7) Nearly 800 years earlier) Isaiah reports God’s complaint:  “An ox knows its owner and an ass it’s master’s manger, but Israel does not know; my people have not understood” (Isaiah 1,3).  Apart from the shepherds, no Israelites attended Jesus’ birth.

Indicated by a star (Matthew 2).  In the last months of the Exodus from Egypt (@1407 BC), the Israelites passed through Moab (modern Jordan) and the Moabite prophet Balaam predicted this about a future ruler in Israel:  “I see him, though not now; I behold him, though not near.  A star shall advance from Jacob and a staff shall rise from Israel. . . “ (Numbers 24,17). 

Visited by dignitaries from the East with gifts (Matthew 2):  Psalm 72,10-11 says this about the expected Messiah: “May the kings of Tarshish and the isles bring tribute, the kings of Arabia and Seba offer gifts.  May all kings bow down before him, all nations serve him.”  Psalm 72,15 specifically mentions gold as one of the gifts.  Note the three place names (hence three Magi).  Isaiah 60,6 predicts a day in Jerusalem when “Caravans of camels shall fill you, dromedaries from Midian and Ephah.  All from Sheba shall come bearing gold and frankincense and proclaiming the praises of the Lord.”  (Once again, three place names, suggesting three magi).  Traditionally, gold recognizes that Jesus is King of the Jews as True Man;  frankincense (used in the Temple to worship God; Exodus 30,34) recognizes that Jesus is also True God.  Where else does myrrh appear in the Gospel and how is it used?  (John 19,39).  

Look carefully again at the way the iconographer depicts Jesus in the manger.  What do the details resemble?  What is the iconographer hinting at?  What about the scene of Jesus being bathed?  What might that hint at?
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