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O Jerusalem, Jerusalem! 

—Isaiah 53:1-8 

At the command of the Roman Caesar August that a census be taken of the entire Roman world, Mary and 

Joseph set out from Nazareth. Their destination was Bethlehem in Judea, because Joseph was of the house and 

line of David. Their travel almost certainly took them through Jerusalem. 

Jews who traveled from Galilee to Jerusalem didn’t like to take the direct route straight south because it went 

through Samaria. There was bad blood between Jews and Samaritans, and Jews preferred to take the trip around 

Samaria. This meant traveling east and going down to the Jordan River. They followed the river south until they 

came to Jericho, and then they turned west again to climb up to Jerusalem. 

I’ll give you some references to help you understand the geography along Mary and Joseph’s road to Jerusalem. 

Nazareth is about 1,100’ above sea level—about the same elevation as Phoenix. As they traveled east toward the 

Jordan River, they went down, down, down, and when they reached the river, they were almost 700’ below sea 

level. Picture Mary and Joseph making this journey. The air in the Jordan River Valley is heavy. Sometimes it is 

blazing hot. Sometimes it can be tropical and sultry. Remember that Mary is pregnant. Their last stop along the 

way was at Jericho, and by then they had descended to about 850’ below sea level. Then they turned west 

toward Jerusalem. Jerusalem is about 2,500’ above sea level—about the same elevation as the top of South 

Mountain. The road from Jericho to Jerusalem climbs nearly 3,400’ in just 15 miles. It’s a steep climb. Did I 

mention that Mary is pregnant? 

The last steps up that steep road brought them to the Mount of Olives, and as they crested the Mount of Olives, a 

magnificent sight met their eyes. Spread out in front of them was the holy city, Jerusalem, and right across the 

valley from where they stood was the magnificent temple that was dedicated to the worship of the One True God, 

the God of Israel. It is an astounding sight today, but when Mary and Joseph laid eyes on the temple complex it 

was perhaps only 10 years old! King Herod the Great had undertaken a massive building project to renovate 

Jerusalem, and his star attraction was the new temple he built. He built massive walls to support a 35-acre 

platform. It took decades to complete. Some of the stones that were quarried and moved into place are estimated 

to weigh over 1,200,000 pounds! (How did they move them?) As they came over the Mount of Olives and laid 

eyes on the spectacular view, we can imagine Mary and Joseph singing a song of praise to God for this holy city 

and the end of a difficult but safe journey. 

Jerusalem was not always the capital of the Jewish people. 1,500 years before Christ, Moses led the Israelites up 

to the Promised Land, but he was unable to enter it. Joshua led the campaign to conquer the land, so that the 

Israelites could settle in their inheritance, but all during the years of Joshua and the Judges, Jerusalem was the 

home of people called the Jebusites. They built a fortified city that had a good water supply, and for centuries it 

was unconquerable. It was King David who captured the city from the Jebusites and made it his capital. He built a 

beautiful palace for the royal dynasty on Mount Zion. Then David’s son Solomon built a beautiful temple on top of 

Mount Moriah, the same place where Abraham was ready to sacrifice his son Isaac 1,000 years earlier. 

The temple was the centerpiece of Jerusalem. That is where the priests from the tribe of Levi performed 

sacrifices. Those sacrifices meant to teach some very important truths: Sin is deadly. Sin is costly. To clean up 

the mess of sin something must die. Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness. The Passover 

remembered God’s deliverance from slavery in Egypt—deliverance by blood—and looked forward to the 

deliverance of the Messiah. The Day of Atonement showed the people that their sin needed to be paid for, 

covered by the sacrifice of blood. Day in and day out the priests carried out their functions standing in the temple, 

burning incense, slaughtering animals, burning offerings, sprinkling blood, doing all the vivid, graphic, bloody, 

gory, smelly things that the law of Moses commanded them to do to drive home these important points about sin 

and forgiveness. It all happened in Jerusalem. 

All the kings of David’s line who ruled in Jerusalem were not good. Some abandoned the LORD. They built altars 

to foreign gods in the temple area. They built statues and images that represented idols. Not only did they turn 

away from God, they led the people astray. Then God placed a good king on the throne, who cleaned up the 

idolatry and restored worship of the true God. 



And when the people’s hearts became hard and their attitudes calloused, when the wicked kings encouraged 

idolatry, God sent the prophets to preach repentance and redemption. Many of the prophets preached in 

Jerusalem, warning people about the wrath of God if they did not turn from their sinful ways and promising God’s 

grace in abundance to those who humbled themselves before the LORD God. The prophets were often mistreated, 

sometimes killed for their words. But God continued to speak the truth through his messengers, even when the 

people ignored them. This was the pattern throughout the history of Jerusalem. 

So the sight that greeted the eyes of Mary and Joseph as they viewed the holy city from the Mount of Olives was 

both spectacular and sad. The city that was so beautiful was at the same time the scene of so much violence, so 

much sin and so much shame. At the beginning of the New Testament age, as Mary and Joseph traveled the 

road to Bethlehem, the people were harassed and helpless like sheep without a shepherd, with no one to teach 

them the real meaning of God’s law or the real meaning of God’s love. The baby that Mary was carrying in her 

womb would one day look at the crowds of people who followed him, and he had compassion on them in their 

spiritual distress. Jesus came to heal them, to heal their diseases and to heal their hearts from the spiritual 

burdens that afflicted them. Jesus preached the Kingdom of God, the forgiveness of sins, God’s free grace and 

favor. He preached in Galilee and in Samaria and in Judea. He preached in Capernaum, and he preached in 

Jerusalem. He taught on the hillsides and in the temple courts. But the day would come when the baby that Mary 

carried in her womb would stand on the Mount of Olives overlooking that splendid city, and Jesus would say, “O 

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather 

your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing. Look, your house is 

left to you desolate (Matthew 23:37,38). 

Only days after Jesus spoke these words the prophecy that Isaiah spoke about the baby in Mary’s womb was 

brought to fulfillment. (Read Isaiah 53.) It happened outside the walls of Jerusalem on a Roman cross. It was the 

ultimate sacrifice. It was the final payment for sin. It was the price of peace and reconciliation with God. 

We visit Jerusalem tonight to recall what Jesus, the son of Mary, did for us there. He took away our sin. He 

suffered eternal agony, so that with his life he bought you and me back from eternal death in hell. He turned 

God’s face away from our sins. Take heart! Be filled with joy! Your sins are forgiven! Your Savior has loved you 

and freed you from your sins with his own blood. The punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his 

wounds we are healed. 

If you visit Jerusalem today, you will find the surrounding hills sprawling with houses and shopping malls. You will 

find new buildings and modern infrastructure. You can ride the light rail and take in the night life in Jerusalem the 

modern city. But there is also the part of town called the “Old City.” It’s ancient. It feels ancient. Some of its 

buildings and monuments were built thousands of years ago. It’s also divided. It’s divided into four quarters: one 

for the Muslims, one for the Jews, one for the Christians and one for the Armenians. Because of war and violence 

and conflict between people of different races and religions, the city of Jerusalem—whose name ironically means 

“City of Peace”—the Old City is partitioned into different quarters that keep people apart. It’s a sad reflection of 

the reality of our human existence: sin, conflict, hatred, murder, death. 

That’s why we look forward to the New Jerusalem. That’s a picture that the Bible uses for heaven. In his 

Revelation, St. John writes, “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth 

had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of 

heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the 

throne saying, ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God 

himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes’” (Revelation 21:1,4a). This is 

the eternal reward that Jesus bought for his people with the sacrifice of his own blood. This is the heaven that is 

waiting for you: The New Jerusalem, the eternal city of God. 

Five more miles! That’s what we have left to go, as we journey with Mary and Joseph. Five miles south of 

Jerusalem we come to Bethlehem, where the Virgin Mary will give birth to the Savior of the world. Amen. 


