
Bethlehem: Pain and Promise!  

During Sunday’s service Derek Burnside spoke about 
Christmas being like a magnifying glass that examines 
both the positive and negative aspects of our lives, 
with the positives being things like our friends and  
family, and the negatives the areas of our life where  
we carry brokenness. Let’s consider and discuss              
some of the things that Derek talked about.  

At Christmas we celebrate the glorious, joyful birth of Jesus Christ, but Bethlehem was a location 
in the Old Testament that was also associated with pain. In fact, its history meant that it was 
branded with bereavement, bitterness and disappointment. For example:  

Genesis Chapter 35 verses 16 to 20  

Then they moved on from Bethel. While they were still some distance from Ephrath, Rachel began 
to give birth and had great difficulty. And as she was having great difficulty in childbirth, the                
midwife said to her, “Don’t despair, for you have another son.” As she breathed her last—for she 
was dying—she named her son Ben-Oni. But his father named him Benjamin. So Rachel died and 
was buried on the way to Ephrath (that is, Bethlehem). Over her tomb Jacob set up a pillar, and to 
this day that pillar marks Rachel’s tomb.  

Judges Chapter 19 (A Levite and his Concubine)  

Today’s reading (see below) about Herod’s massacre of Bethlehem’s young boys was in keeping 
with the town’s previous history. These weren’t the first children to die in Bethlehem, the first 
Bethlehem citizens to experience brutality and savagery, or the first Bethlehem mums to weep 
over the bodies of their children.  

Matthew Chapter 2 verses 13 to 18 

When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to  
Joseph in a dream. “Get up,” he said, “take the child and 
his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, 
for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him.” So            
he got up, took the child and his mother during the night 
and left for Egypt, where he stayed until the death of           
Herod. And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said 
through the prophet: “Out of Egypt I called my son.”   
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When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders 
to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance 
with the time he had learned from the Magi. Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah 
was fulfilled: “A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her 
children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more.”  

Bethlehem was like Lockerbie, Enniskillen, Hungerford and             
Soham. It had first hand experience of just what a sad and          
ugly place the world can be. But you don’t need to live in a 
particular place to know pain. It is true that certain places           
become synonymous with pain, but every human heart             
carries some of it around to one extent or another.  

We all bear the Bethlehem brand. Pain is in all our DNA                   
because sin is in all our DNA. But Bethlehem’s DNA wasn’t              
all pain, as it was also a place associated with promise. And                
we still have promise and hope right in the middle of our               
very worst struggles.  

Lots of people (including us) may be struggling at this time of year with bereavement, loneliness, 
divorce, debt, estrangement or disappointment. But we have hope in the form of our saviour               
Jesus Christ, whose birth we will be celebrating in just over a week.  

At Christmas we remember that God kept his promise to do something about pain by sending 
Jesus to ultimately set us free from the pain of sin, guilt and death.  

Is Christmas a time of year when you personally have experienced any of the following struggles?  

Bereavement: It’s a time of year when the focus is on loved ones. There’s a big hole in your life 
where one of them used to be. How does that feel?  

Loneliness: It’s the season of parties and romance and getting together with loved ones. But you 
often feel alone. How does that feel?  

Divorce or Estrangement: We’re in a season where families come together but yours can’t or 
won’t. How does that feel?  

Disappointment: It’s a time of Christmas letters and social media posts that brim with the 
achievements and richness of other people’s lives. How does that feel?  

Debt: Christmas can mean spending more money than you have on things those around you don’t 
actually need, for fear that if you don’t your love for them is questioned. How does that feel?  

Do you find it difficult to invite God, or to invite other people, into the broken areas of your life?  

During these times of social restriction, how can we reach out to those who may be having issues 
in one or more of the above areas?  

 



Spend some time thanking God for the gift   
of his son Jesus Christ. You may also wish to 
pray for any people you are aware of who           
are currently going through a difficult time.  

If you are experiencing any struggles as 
Christmas approaches, take a leap of faith 
and ask others to pray that Jesus will bring 
you freedom in those areas of pain.  

Our Father in Heaven, thank you for sending Jesus, and that in him the hopes and fears of all 
the years are met. Thank you for your promises which shine into our darkest times. We come 
before you with our own fears this Christmas, anxieties and concerns for our health and the 
well-being of our families, concerns for the future and the outlook going into 2021. We bring 
you our hopes for the new year: that the corona virus may be swiftly overcome, that new  
prospects and opportunities may be birthed within our nation for meaningful work, and the 
provision of adequate support and caring services to bring hope and purpose to those broken 
by their experience of life. We ask that in these times, we as a church would shine with hope 
and love more brightly with a deeper compassion as we wait and listen for your guidance. In 
Jesus' name we pray, Amen.  


