
THE BATTLE OF BETHLEHEM
Finding Peace in the Midst of Struggle

WELCOME & INVITATIONS

PROCESSIONAL HYMN: O Come All Ye Faithful

THE BIBLE PROCLAIMS CHRIST’S COMING 

SOLO: Away in a Manger

When I was in my mid-twenties, I spent two years working in the inner-city of 
Belfast, Northern Ireland. It was the height of the famous Troubles there. 
Demonstrations in the streets, devastating bomb blasts in public places, 
execution-style shootings, politicians attacking one another, fear, anxiety and 
loathing were the daily news. Sound at all familiar? 

All of us wondered then, as so many of us do now: What will ever stop this 
violence and division? Or are hatred and hostilities only bound to get worse? 

I remember that a new snow fell in Belfast a few days before Christmas. As I 
walked home that evening, it seemed like the dirty streets had been magically 
cleansed by that blanket of white. Coal-fires burning in hundreds of hearths 
across the city perfumed the air with a rich, sweet fragrance. And as I turned 
the key in my front door, the sound of distant music reached my ear. I paused 
at the door and listened harder. The melody became clearer and I instinctively 
mouthed the words: “Hark the herald angels sing, glory to the newborn king. 
Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled.” 

The song seemed to come from some tinny music box that was growing closer 
all the time. Curious to know the source, I stepped around the corner and saw 
something I will never forget. Coming down the street towards me was a huge, 
armored combat vehicle out of which was playing that song. On either side of it 
marched a young soldier in full battle fatigues. And strung across the turret of 
this war machine, illuminating the faces of those unusual shepherds, was a 
brilliant array of Christmas lights.

CHOIR: The First Noel

I have to confess that when I first saw that battle machine, my initial feeling 
was one of outrage. How dare they play such music and sport such festive 
lights?! How does a vehicle of war claim to have anything to do with the peace 
and hope of Christmas? And then, as the bizarre procession passed on by, other 
thoughts flooded in. I remembered the terror against which these young 
soldiers were fighting and the sacrifices they and others had made. I 



remembered the hope that so many were putting in them to help bring an end 
to the days of bloodshed and turmoil. And a strange new thought began to 
work within me. 

Is it possible that I've misunderstood the nature of Christmas all along -- seen 
only one side of that day? Is it possible that in focusing so much on the the 
peace and joy which is God's deepest desire for us, that I’d forgotten HOW God 
made that hope possible? Could it be that Christmas is meant to be more than a 
gentle sentimental holiday, but rather a reminder of what God did at the Battle 
of Bethlehem?

CHOIR W/ CONGREGATION: Angels From the Realms of Glory

When you read the Apostle John's account of Christmas you can’t help but be 
struck by how different it is from the others. The other gospel writers tell us of 
mangers and shepherds and stars – but the focus of John’s Gospel is on the 
glory of the Savior King born to Mary and Joseph. John reminds us that in 
Christ we are not just meeting a sentimental figure who belongs in a holiday 
nativity scene. In Christ, we are being visited by the shining power at the root 
of all creation. Listen to John chapter 1…

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all 
things were made; without him nothing was made that has been 
made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. The 
light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. 
(John 1:1-5)

You see, says John, there is a conflict at the heart of Christmas – a battle 
between light and darkness. Yet in the midst of the struggle, there is a pathway 
to peace -– a path you can pursue through a few vital perspectives I want to 
touch on tonight. For this is the good news… The Word became flesh and 
lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s 
only son, full of grace and truth. (John 1:14)

SOLO: Joseph’s Lullaby

First of all: Don’t be surprised by the darkness of life. Honestly, we often are, 
aren’t we? We have this sense that if God was truly GOD, then life ought to be 
basically fair, peaceful, and struggle free -- a bit more like the Christmas cards. 
When dark troubles press in upon us or terrible things happen to others, we 
end up wondering why the basic order of things is going awry. Why is this 
divorce, this stress, this failure, this joblessness, this loneliness, this illness 
happening to me, when anyone can plainly see I've been far nicer than naughty 
of late? Why are the stockings of some very good people or some innocent 
children, sometimes so full of coal? Surely, if the God of Christmas is real, then 



darkness would be the exception and light the rule.

But the Bible pictures a universe in which just the reverse is true. Genesis speaks 
of a universe whose original state and natural tendency is disintegration and 
darkness -- “a formless void [where] darkness covers the face of the 
deep" (Gen 1:2). The blblical description of the universe is remarkably 
consistent with the laws of physics and entropy as science observes them. 
Astrophysicists will tell you that all the breakdowns, explosions, deaths, and 
losses we experience on this speck of a planet are just microcosms of a process 
of disintegration going on at a vast and cosmic scale. Anthropologists will tell 
you that human civilization has been a long dog-eat-dog struggle for survival 
and dominance in which bloodshed and heartache is the norm.

The surprising fact, dare I say staggering fact, is that darkness is not ALL there 
is. By most laws of physical and human nature there should be nothing but the 
uninterrupted decay and loss of everything we hold dear. And yet there is not. 
Why does “the light shine in the darkness, and the darkness not 
overcome it" (John 1:5)?

CHOIR: Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence

It is the persevering presence and power of light, life, and love -- where there 
should by all rights be none -- that is the puzzle that begs to be explained. 
That’s the question that matters more than the question of why we have 
violence, death, or decay? Why is there laughter and music to startle the silence 
of space? Why do cells exist and divide and combine to form life? Why do 
flowers keep sprouting through the cracks in ghetto sidewalks, and people who 
were abused in childhood still find the capacity to love? Why do churches and 
freedom movements spring up in the face of oppression? Why do people who 
have been terrorized persevere in courageous hope?

I’ll tell you why. “It is because into this dark universe has come One whose 
grace has commanded "Let there be light!" (Gen 1:3). And into the 
downward progression of human affairs that same One has come shouting 
"Away with the darkness! Let there be light!!" And into every dark corner of 
our hearts and our homes, our workplaces and shopping malls, our ghettoes 
and our governments the Word that made the world still comes, crying: "Fear 
not! Follow me! For there will be light!!!"

Beloved, the people of Christmas find peace in the midst of struggle because 
they are not surprised by the darkness, they expect it. They are not befuddled 
when they are turned away from the Inn. They are not amazed that the night is 
cold. They are not confused by the Herods of this world who would reek hurt 
and havoc upon the earth. Christians can stare into the darkness of moral and 
physical decay, do battle with it through the long day and night, and at the 
end still confidently say: "You DON’T have the last word. For there will be 



LIGHT." 

Stand with me as we sing that truth together.

CONGREGATION: God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen 

You want to know another interesting thing about the darkness? It’s in dark 
places where God has a record of showing up most fully. We forget sometimes 
that it wasn't in the warm sunlight that God arrived on earth. Mary was 
probably about 14 years old and 9 months pregnant when she set out on the 
seventy mile journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem. There is nothing in Scripture 
or in the hard rule of peasant economics to suggest that she rode on a donkey 
a single step of the way. It is doubtful that she got a whole lot of emotional 
support from a high-school age fiance who had to have his doubts about the 
paternity of her child.

When Mary went into labor, it was in a cave behind a cheap motel -- not a well-
lit barn with perma-fresh hay and shampooed animals -- but a dark, drafty hole 
in the wall, no doubt stinking with urine and insects. Custom almost certainly 
required Joseph to leave the scene once labor began. So without anyone she 
knew, very possibly all by herself, this exhausted, impoverished youngster, 
miles away from mom and home, endured the most terrifying, painful 
experience a woman may know. 

And there in that lonely place -- not in some sterile delivery room, or palatial 
chamber, or glitzy media conference, but in that dark dismal hole in the wall of 
the world -- "the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among 
us" (John 1:14). The blinding glory of God voluntarily reduced itself to the 
light in a baby’s eyes in order to get in the hole beside us. 

That’s good news, isn’t it? I mean we’re not strangers to dark holes either, are 
we? Some of us are deep in one now. If that describes you, then take 
encouragement from Bethlehem. Remember that God seems to have a thing 
about infiltrating the darkest dark and beginning his redeeming work in lonely 
places. Even yours.

CHOIR: Night of the Father’s Love with Silent Night

There is a peace that comes to those who are not surprised by the darkness of 
life. There is a peace that grows in those who choose to marvel at wherever the 
light of life and love shines. There is a serenity that rises in those who know 
that God is with them in the darkness. And FINALLY, there is a peace for those 
who know the Light will finally prevail. 

While out on a camping trip with his father, a young boy ate something for 
dinner which made him violently sick. Because they were so far out in the 



woods and the night was so dark, it was clear that returning home was out of 
the question till morning. All night long the boy longed for the warmth and 
comfort of his home. Finally, he cried out in despair: "My God, why won't the 
night end!!"

It was then that he felt the reassuring form of his father roll over next to him. 
"Do you see that star out there, son," his father said, pointing to a light in the 
eastern sky which seemed to shine just a bit brighter than all the rest. "Yes," 
said the boy through muffled tears. "Well, son, that's the morning star; and 
when that light appears in the sky you can know for sure that the night's 
almost over.  Nothing can stop the morning now."

I don't know how long it will be until we all know the warmth of that place 
where, the Book of Revelation tells us, “there will be no more night” (Rev 
22:5). I know only that the God who pierced the physical darkness of the 
Universe at Creation, and who shattered the moral darkness of the world at 
Bethlehem, once also burst forth with brilliant Life from the darkness of an 
empty tomb. True Story. He did that to remind his children that the days of 
cold and shadow are now numbered. 

So no matter how dark it looks right now… No matter how unsettling the 
news… No matter how chaotic or confusing the circumstances of your life at 
this moment… you can put your trust in your Father's presence and his power 
with you. You can trust his promise that the light will finally prevail. 

So let this be a sign unto you. Go in your heart tonight to Bethlehem. There 
you shall find a babe wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger with 
the twinkle of victory in his eye. Follow that child. Ask him to be your Savior 
and Lord. Honor him with your gifts as our ushers come forward. Align yourself 
with the redeeming work his people are trying to do in this nation and on this 
planet. For the Apostle John was right. In this Jesus is life, and that life is still 
the LIGHT available to all.

OFFERTORY SOLO: O Holy Night

A PRAYER AT CHRISTMAS

Please pray with me…

O God of Light and Love, you have told us that in this world we will sometimes 
struggle and suffer, but to be brave, because you have overcome the world and 
all that ultimately threatens us. We choose to put our faith in the truth of that 
story tonight. So wrap your strong arms around any of us who are grieving or 
anxious or feeling abandoned and let us know that we are not alone. Send 
people to supply the practical help some of us need right now. Bring the 
illuminating guidance some of us seek to discern our next steps into the future. 



Fill all of us with your hope. Then send us out into the darkness with our hand 
in yours, to be agents of the Light and bringers of peace, until that coming day 
when you reconcile and restore all things to yourself. For we pray this in the 
name of Jesus. And all God’s people said: Amen. 

And now, would you stand with me now as we join our voices with God’s 
grateful servants in heaven and earth, singing together: “Joy to the World!”

CONGREGATION & CHOIR: Joy to the World

BENEDICTION

POSTLUDE
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