
Welcome to our Sunday Service (13/12/20)                                         

Bethlehem: Pain and Promise!                                                          

Prepared by Derek Burnside                                      

Principal of Capernwray Bible College 

Notices for Christmas 2020 

Thurs 17th Dec Prayer meeting/communion                                                                                    

6.30pm  Community Centre 

Sun 20th Dec  Churches Together in Ulverston                                                                                        

Nativity Service - online. Link to be sent as usual! 

Sun 20th  Carols on the Common 3pm                                                                                          

(weather permitting) Further details to follow 

Thurs 25th Christmas Day - Service online                                                                           

Link will be sent as usual. 

Happy Birthday to... 

Martha  14th  Dec                                                  

Steve H - 14th Dec 

 

 

 

May God bless you both! 

Let’s Pray…  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 

Father God, we just want to take some time to remember Amy and 

all her family at this sad time, as they come to terms with the sudden 

death of Amy’s son, John. 

We thank you Father for John’s life and for all the special memories 

that Amy and her family have of him. We ask that you would comfort 

Amy and all John’s children, grandchildren and great grandchildren. 

We thank you for them all, and pray that they may know your peace 

and love during this time of loss.  In Jesus name we pray. Amen. 



Our guest speaker today is Derek Burnside, Principal of                                                          
Capernwray Bible College 

Matthew 2: 13-18  The Escape to Egypt 

13 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.” 

14 So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, 15 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.” 

16 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. 17 Then what was said through the prophet                
Jeremiah was fulfilled: 

18 “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.” 

O little town of Bethlehem How still we see thee lie 

Above thy deep and dreamless sleep The silent stars go by 

Yet in thy dark streets shineth The everlasting Light 

The hopes and fears of all the years Are met in thee tonight 
hello 
For Christ is born of Mary And gathered all above 

While mortals sleep, the angels keep Their watch of wondering love 

O morning stars together Proclaim the holy birth 

And praises sing to God the King And Peace to men on earth 
hello 
How silently, how silently The wondrous gift is given! 

So God imparts to human hearts The blessings of His heaven. 

No ear may hear His coming, But in this world of sin, 

Where meek souls will receive him still, The dear Christ enters in. 
hello 
O holy Child of Bethlehem Descend to us, we pray 

Cast out our sin and enter in Be born to us today 

We hear the Christmas angels The great glad tidings tell 

O come to us, abide with us Our Lord Emmanuel  



Christmas is like a magnifying glass: it makes what’s already there, 
bigger... family, friends and money for example! 

 Bereaved:  here’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? 

 Lonely: the season of parties and romance and getting            
together with loved ones.  But you often feel alone.               
How does that feel? 

 Divorce or estranged from family: and here’s a season where families come together, 
and yours can’t, or won’t.  How does that feel? 

 Disappointed: the season of Christmas letters that brim with the achievements and 
richness of other people’s lives. 

 Debt:  spend more money than you have on things those around you don’t actually 
need. – if you don’t your love for them is questionable. How does that feel? 

That happened that first Christmastime with the town of Bethlehem.  What happened at 
Bethlehem that Christmas just magnified associations that already had. It magnified the 
pain.   

We may forget this, but Bethlehem was a place in the Old Testament associated with pain.  
Some horrible things happened in Bethlehem, or to people from Bethlehem. 

The first reference to Bethlehem in the Bible is of a pregnant woman on a journey,     dying 
on its outskirts as she gives birth to a baby.  Gen 35, Jacob’s beloved wife Rachel, the one 
he had to work another 7 years to marry.  And as she lies dying she names the boy ‘Son of 
my trouble’.  That’s hardly a cheery opening association, is it?  Bethlehem, a place of trou-
ble, of death, a place of pain. 

Bethlehem  was the birth-place of one of scripture’s most brutalised victims.  Judges 19 
has to be one of the Bible’s ugliest       
chapters.  A young woman from           
Bethlehem becomes the concubine           
(a formalised live-in lover you didn’t        
intend to marry) of an anonymous          
Levite who’s living out in the back of       
beyond and needs a companion.  On their 
way home to his house in the sticks they 
stop overnight in a town called Gibeah, 
where some men of the town gang rape 
her until she is killed.  Her master takes 
her body back home with him, and to 
wake God’s people up from the moral filth and godlessness they’re wallowing in he cuts 
her body into 12 pieces, and posts a piece of her body into all the areas of Israel.   

So Bethlehem is branded with brutality and depravity.  Bethlehem is a place of pain. 



Bethlehem  was the home town of one of the Bible’s angriest women. One day the      
women of the town are amazed to see one of their old friends, Naomi, back in town.  
Years ago this woman had moved abroad with her husband and two sons, so they could 
escape famine and enjoy a better quality of life,  but here she is back, stooped, older, with 
no sign of her husband or sons, just a young foreign Moabite woman with her.  She stands 
in the Bethlehem town square and says to everyone Don’t call me Naomi  (pleasant) call 
me Mara (Bitter) because the Almighty has made my life very bitter.  And the story 
comes out – first of all her husband has died, then both her sons, and she returns home 
with just one daughter-in-law – Ruth – in tow.  

I went away full, but the Lord has brought me back empty.  Pleasant?  The Lord has 
afflicted me, the Almighty has brought misfortune upon me. 

Bethlehem:  branded with bereavement, bitterness and disappointment.  Bethlehem is a 
place of pain. And that makes what we read in Matthew 2: Herod’s massacre of all of 
Bethlehem’s baby & toddler boys was absolutely in keeping with the town’s previous     
history.  It’s like a magnifying glass is put on the pain. These weren’t the first children to 
die in Bethlehem.  They weren’t the first citizens of Bethlehem to experience brutality and 
savagery, these weren’t the first Bethlehem mums to weep over the bodies their children. 

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

 

This Christmas time, pain will be present for many of us. Christmas can be a big magnifying 
glass that you hold over the bits of your life that are broken: We all bear the Bethlehem 
brand to one extent or another.  Pain is in all our DNA because sin is in all our DNA.  Beth-
lehem knew this world isn’t the way it’s supposed to be and we know it to. But Bethle-
hem’s DNA wasn’t all pain.  It was also a place associated with promise. That’s what the 
chief priests and the teachers knew from the prophet Micah and told Herod  – from Beth-
lehem was going to come a ruler, a shepherd, a bringer of peace. V.6. 

Micah 5: 2 – 5  

But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of 
you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, 
from ancient times.’ 

He will stand and shepherd his flock in the 
strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of 
the Lord his God. And they will live securely, for 
then his greatness will reach to the ends of the 
earth. 

And he will be our peace 

 

 



Just as the massacre of the babies was in keeping with Bethlehem’s brand identity, so was the 
birth of Jesus.  Bethlehem, managed simultaneously to be a place of pain and a place of promise. 
Bethlehem’s brand identity wasn’t just: the world is an awful mess: Bethlehem’s brand identity 
was also:  God loves broken people and he promises to rescue them. 

Rachel died, but new birth was there as well in Benjamin.  Rachel may have named her boy son 
of my trouble, but Jacob called him Benjamin, son of my right hand.  Naomi didn’t stay bitter,            
because a rescuer appeared, Boaz, a family member who had the love and the resources and the 
faithfulness to God’s law to rescue Naomi and Ruth from their distress and bring love and hope 
back into her life.  To restore them, to unravel some of the knots that pain had wrapped them up 
in. 

And the greatest of Bethlehem’s sons was 
King David himself.  Who as a shepherd                       
boy loved his flock so much he’d rescued 
them from the jaws of lions at considerable                     
personal risk. Who looking weak as water, 
stood before Goliath, the enemy of his                    
people, and killed the threat, setting the 
whole people free with one swing of his             
sling.  

Bethlehem’s greatest brand identity was              
this:  Rescuers come from Bethlehem.                   
Saviours.  God sees the mess we’re in                          
and he promises to do something about it.    
He sends a shepherd king. 

So if the massacre of the children was               
simply the magnification of Bethlehem’s  
pain brand, the birth of Jesus was the                
magnification of Bethlehem’s promise                        
of a rescuer brand.  

That’s Bethlehem.  Within the same                     
town is a heritage of pain and promise.                     
The reality of knowing just how horrible                  
life can be.   

But the promise that God loves lost,                
broken people, that he isn’t abandoning                
the world to death and depravity and                     
brutality and disappointment, but                  
that he was sending a powerful, loving,                  
caring saviour to rescue a world as lost                   
and ugly as ours is, to rescue people as                        
lost and ugly as we are. 



In just the previous chapter we’ve read: Mary will give birth to a son, and you are to give 
him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.’ Matthew 1: 20 - 21 
We’re remembering that God kept his promise to do something about pain by sending  
Jesus to ultimately set us free from the pain of sin and guilt and death. 

 

 

This Christmas:  don’t bury the pain under                 
a  mountain of tinsel – but invite the saviour  
into your life. We know all about pain – but 
have you  trusted God enough to allow him               
in to keep his promise to do something              
about it?  You may have tried everything              
else.  But asking the rescuer Jesus to come               
in?  Is this Christmas the time to do that? 

 

 

 

You have:  pain and promise co-exist in a town – they can certainly                           
co-exist in a life.   They certainly co-exist in the life of Jesus, our saviour,                                    

Lord and example.  

 

 

This Christmas invite Jesus afresh into the areas of pain in our lives, and the promise of 
rescue, and of peace. This advent, embrace the promise of the second arrival of Jesus to 
deal with the pain question once and for all! 

Oh holy child of Bethlehem, descend to us we pray.  Cast out our sin and                
enter in – be born in us today. 

 

 

 

 

May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, The love of God, and the fellowship of 
the Holy Spirit be with us all, now and evermore. Amen. 


