The Voices of Christmas Past #3

“A Season of Sorrow”

Jeremiah 31:15; Matthew 2:16-20

Two days ago, a small rural town few people outside the region had ever heard of suddenly became known around the world. The shocking bits of news that broke onto the national consciousness literally stopped people in their tracks. When the dust had settled, twenty young children were brutally murdered, along with six others at their school. Images of mourning parents and children filled television screens while psychologists tried to make sense of the senseless. December 14, 2012 became another day that will live in infamy.


Two thousand years ago, a small rural town few people outside the region had ever heard of suffered a similar tragedy. Unlike the past forty-eight hours, though, the news of that ancient slaughter did not spread widely outside that small town, and would have passed into obscurity if not for one biographer who described the disaster. 


While these two incidents happened thousands of years and half a world apart, what we can learn from the suffering of the past may help us to deal with the sadness of the present. For the families of the victims and the community of Newtown, Connecticut, Christmas is—and probably always will be—a season of sorrow. Many others suffer their own season of sorrow this holiday season, and, even though their stories may not be as dramatic, they are no less devastating.

The Unspeakable Horror


That ancient biographer was named Matthew, and his account is found in the New Testament. We read of the unspeakable horror in Matthew 2:16-18,

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.”


Few sections of this account of Jesus’ birth in Matthew 1-2 have been as widely criticized as this one. Most modern scholars think Matthew made the story up.
 It is felt that such a horrifying event as this slaughter of little boys would be referred to elsewhere if it really happened.
 


Fueling such speculation is the inflated number of children involved in the massacre. Some critics argue that the murder of hundreds or thousands of baby boys could not have escaped the notice of Jospehus or other ancient historians, who make no mention of it. Historians estimate the total population of the “little town of Bethlehem” as under one thousand people, so the number of male children under the age of two years would be about…twenty. (The same number of children murdered in Connecticut last Friday.) Terrible as such a slaughter would be for the local community, it is not on a scale to match the more spectacular assassinations recorded by Josephus.
 Paul Maier recounts:

Herod was so jealous of his favorite wife that on two occasions he ordered that she be killed if he failed to return from a critical mission. And then he finally killed her anyway, as well as her grandfather, her mother, his brother-in-law, and three of his sons, not to mention numerous subjects. During a swimming party at Jericho, he also drowned the high priest, who happened to be another of his brothers-in-law.

Actually, the story is in perfect harmony with what we know of Herod’s character in his last years. That there is no extra-biblical confirmation is not surprising; the same can be said of Jesus’ crucifixion.
 It may fairly be countered that Herod’s declining years were so full of bloodshed that an incident of this kind might well have gone unreported in the ancient historical sources. And we cannot reject a narrative simply because only one of the Evangelists records it.


This does not diminish the horror and dismay that accompanied the deed. Maier attempts to recreate the setting:

Mothers madly try to hush their crying infants so as not to be discovered only to see them snatched out of their arms by Herod’s soldiers, thrown to the floor, and run through with swords.
 


As details of the Newtown, Connecticut shooting emerge, people shake their heads in unspeakable horror and wonder, “Why? How could anybody do such a thing?” I am certain people in first-century Bethlehem and the surrounding area wondered the same thing.


These questions are no less real for those who lose loved ones to disease, disasters, accidents, or even so-called “natural causes.” (I wonder if we can truly call anything about death “natural.”) Intellectually we struggle to make sense of it all, but quite honestly, answers are not easy to come by. But this is not the end of the matter.

The Unfathomable Heartache


The unspeakable horror leads to the unfathomable heartache for those directly affected by the catastrophe. Matthew refers to the emotional agony in the aftermath of the killings by quoting Jeremiah 31:15,

This is what the Lord says: “A voice is heard in Ramah, mourning and great weeping, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because her children are no more.” 


Jeremiah’s sad prophecy captures a mother’s grief.
 

The loss of a child is generally considered the worst possible grief. In the natural order of life, children are supposed to outlive their parents. Parents universally say that when their child dies, a part of them dies. A child is a symbol of the future and losing a child represents a loss of hopes and dreams.

“The death of a child is like no other,” says Theresa Huntley, clinical social worker and grief counselor at the Children’s Hospital and Clinics in Minneapolis, in her book, When Your Child Dies. “Your life has been irrevocably changed. Life is different. You are different.”

And grief does not completely disappear with the passage of time. The old phrase, “Time heals all wounds” does not apply to grief. (I’m not sure it applies to any emotional wounds, myself.) Nor does anyone “get over” the death of a loved one; it’s more a matter of surviving the grief.

Perhaps the most troubling aspect of the unfathomable heartache following such a tragedy is the spiritual question that inevitably arises. Often the question “Why?” turns into “Why, God?” Those who trust in a Heavenly Father they believe is both all-powerful and completely good struggle with His seeming inactivity in the face of such senseless calamity. “Why did all allow this to happen?”

To such heart-wrenching queries there are no easy answers. Some experience what Chuck Swindoll describes in the experience of Job losing all ten of his children at once: “The silence of heaven became more devastating than the shocking news on earth.”


Add to this the assertion of some theologians that everything that happens had been predetermined by God ahead of time, and you may have the makings of a real atheist. How can anyone trust a God who not only knew what was going to happen and allowed it, but actually planned it in advance? Doesn’t that make God responsible for what transpired in Newtown, in Columbine, in Auschwitz, and in ancient Bethlehem?


These questions take on even greater impact in the context of our series of messages. Throughout the first two chapters of Matthew we read of one prediction after another from the Old Testament being fulfilled in the birth of Jesus. Since Matthew says that the slaughter of the babies in Bethlehem was prophesied by Jeremiah centuries before, does this mean that God planned for Herod to murder the children?


To this I answer unequivocally, NO! To make God responsible for the evil that happens on earth is a blasphemy to His holiness. We read in James 1:13-15,

When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.


Not only does this passage absolve God from responsibility for sinful actions but it answers the question, “How can this happen?” The horrible deeds of mankind occur through the temptation of Satan. But that does not mean we can pass the buck in the words of Flip Wilson, “The devil made me do it.” Truth is, Satan only tempts; we as humans make the choices that direct our lives and affect the lives of others. The atrocities that stain the pages of human history come from the hands of man, not the hand of God.


There’s not much comfort in those words, though. Sometimes knowing the truth in our minds does little to ease the ache in our hearts. Even knowing the answers and details surrounding the death of our loved one does not take away the pain.


Only one thing can do that.

The Unending Hope


It is my favorite of biblical words. I know some like better “love” or “faith,” but my personal preference is the term, “hope.” Where faith or facts may fail to touch our painful feelings, hope heals.


God offers hope to those who hurt.  Psalm 34:18 says, “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”  Psalm 30:5 says, “weeping may remain for a night, but joy comes in the morning.”  Our God is a God of hope.


And even in this passage of unspeakable horror and unfathomable heartache arises unending hope. I must admit that I didn’t see it at first. I’ve preached on this very text more than once and I missed it. It comes from the reference of Jeremiah’s prophecy.


One commentator points out,

Matthew quotes from one verse but was pointing to the entire context in which it was originally written, intending that his readers understand that God by His grace would produce victory out of man’s misery and defeat. Jeremiah 31:16 reads, “Restrain your voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears; for your work shall be rewarded.” Out of the sorrow of the Babylonian exile would come a disciplined and revived Israel who would rebuild the destroyed cities and bring forth the Branch of Righteousness who would “forgive their iniquity” and “remember their sin no more.” So also the sorrow of the Bethlehem mothers was destined in the divine providence to result in great reward. Young children had been the first casualties in the battle with the kingdoms of this world that would end in the death and resurrection of Christ. The Savior would overcome all hatred, sin, and death in His glorious act of redemption.
 


Let’s turn back to the original context of Matthew’s citation. Though we don’t have the time to do it this morning, if you were to read all of Jeremiah’s thirty-first chapter, you would be struck by the tone of the passage. Thirty-nine of the forty verses in this chapter are positive—the only exception is the verse Matthew quoted. 


Consider the two verses immediately following Matthew’s quote in Jeremiah 31:

This is what the Lord says: “Restrain your voice from weeping and your eyes from tears, for your work will be rewarded,” declares the Lord. “They will return from the land of the enemy. So there is hope for your future,” declares the Lord [Jeremiah 31:16-17].


A bit of history may help. Rachel was the mother of Joseph and Benjamin, and Joseph was the father of Ephraim and Manasseh, the two leading tribes in the Northern Kingdom. Jeremiah heard Rachel weeping at Ramah, where the Jewish prisoners were assembled for their long journey to Babylon. Her descendants through Joseph had been captured by the Assyrians, and now her descendants through Benjamin (the Southern Kingdom) were going to Babylon. Her labor as a mother had been in vain! (Remember, Rachel died giving birth to Benjamin.) But God assured her that both Ephraim and Judah will be restored, and therefore her sacrifices will not have been in vain.
 


You see, Jeremiah 31:15 occurs in a setting of hope. Despite the tears, God says, the exiles will return; and now Matthew, referring to this same verse, likewise says that, despite the tears of the Bethlehem mothers, there is hope because Messiah has escaped Herod and will ultimately reign.
 Jeremiah 31:15 is not a prediction but a lament in the context of hope for future blessing. This context of hope is probably Matthew’s main theological interest.
 
And so the message of Christmas is the same as the message of Easter. We read in Matthew 2:19-20,

After Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the land of Israel, for those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.” 

In the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 

“…those who were trying to take his child’s life are dead.” The mighty Herod is dead without achieving his purpose. But Jesus lives. So has it always been in the his​tory of the Church. First distress, persecution, fear of death for the children of God, for the disciples of Jesus Christ. But then came the time when it is said, “…those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.” Nero is dead, Diocletian is dead, the enemies of Luther and the Reformation are dead, but Jesus lives, and with him, those who belong to him. The times of persecution come to an end and the truth emerges—Jesus lives!


Jesus lives! And because He lives, we too shall live eternally! And all those precious children whose lives were snuffed out violently—in Newtown as well as in Bethlehem—will live forever in Heaven as well. Returning to Psalm 30:5, “Weeping may remain for a night, but joy comes in the morning.”  We live in the night of this dark world, but when dawn breaks on God’s eternal shore, joy will replace the grief. According to Isaiah, “never again will there be in [that kingdom] an infant who lives but a few days” (Isaiah 65:20). Nor will parents worry about the safety of their precious babies, for “the infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child will put his hand in the viper’s nest” (Isaiah 11:8–9). Jesus says, “The kingdom of God belongs to such as these” (Luke 18:16).
 

For some, this Christmas will be anything but “the most wonderful time of the year.” For them it will be a season of sorrow. Every Christmas may be a season of sorrow for those caught up in grief over a lost loved one. 


Yet the truth of Christmas echoes to grieving souls. To the loved ones of the murdered children in Newtown, Connecticut, our hearts go out to you. God Himself is touched by your grief; remember it was at the tomb of Lazarus that we read the shortest verse in Scripture: “Jesus wept” (John 11:35). And the Father knows what it means to lose a son to a violent, undeserved death.


But God does more than simply weep with those who weep. To those who wonder why God doesn’t do anything about the evil in our world, the answer is that He has. He sent His Son, Jesus, into the world to defeat Satan, sin, and ultimately, death itself. 


For all those who carry with them the grief of losing a loved one especially during the holiday season, we acknowledge your pain. We simply ask that you allow the truth of Christmas to give you hope. 

“Weeping may remain for a night, but joy comes in the morning.”

Allow the Sun of righteousness to rise with healing in His wings
 in your life.
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