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Series: Occupy Bethlehem!
Sermon: Death of Rachel

Genesis 25:16-20 ~ 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 be afraid, 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. 

Matthew 5:3-4  ~ Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are those who
mourn, for they will be comforted.

The turkey is gone, and if you’re like our house, you stuffed yourself silly.  And then as you relax in the chair
this thanksgiving holiday, you realize that Christmas is only 26 days away.  600 hours left until Santa makes his
approach.  This is the beginning of the Christmas Season.  In church circles, however, Christmastide doesn’t
begin till after Christmas, and this season is known as Advent.  Latin, for Coming.  Approaching.  Four weeks to
prepare for the birth of Christ.  The anticipated Messiah.  Four Sundays until Christmas.  This Advent season, I
wish to do a sermon series, not on angels or of shepherds, no wise men or donkeys.  But on the town itself. 
Bethlehem.  It is a hole in the wall kind of place, not prominent, not special, but it shows up on occasion in the
Old Testament, before the birth of Jesus.  And people ask, Why Bethlehem?  Why not Jerusalem, the capital or
some other important city?  Just a handful of huts and businesses make up that sleepy town.  And I believe that
there is some history about the town that will give itself as the perfect spot for the manger scene.  We associate
Bethlehem with the birth of Jesus and you would have to be a bible sleuth to know other things that happened in
that small villiage.  The people of the day had negative associations with Bethlehem.  And it’s history.  What it
was known for.  Think about our cities today, and what they are known for.  Boston and the American
Revolution.  What do we know Philadelphia for?  Declaration of Independence.  San Antonio, the Alamo. 
Anaheim California?  Disney land.  Gettysburg?  Battle of Gettysburg.  The Black hills, Mt. Rushmore.  Places
that are indelibly linked to emotion, culture, a feeling.  So these few weeks as we prepare for Christmas, we will
explore some of the stories of that village, and the associations that the people of Jesus had back in that day to
that O little Town of Bethlehem.

The first record of Bethlehem we find is in Genesis, the opening book of the Bible.  Matter of fact, we don’t
know it was Bethlehem yet, it went by a different name.  There was no Isrealite nation as of yet, they hadn’t
named it Bethlehem yet, it still went by it’s pagan name, Ephrath.  Centuries would go by before it was to be
called Bethlehem.  But the writer of Genesis conveniently tells us that Ephrath would be later known as
Bethlehem.  This is in the promised land.  Land which was promised to them, but they still had not aquired. 
This morning, I want to tell you the life story of Rachel, who is buried at Bethlehem.  In Ephrath.  This might
sound more like a Bible study, but maybe we can see a little bit about what makes Bethlehem special. 

Rachel was the beautiful daughter of Laban.  Every afternoon after the heat of the day had passed, she watered
her flock of sheep at a well near Haran, an outpost of the ancient city of Ur.  One afternoon a young traveler
called Jacob was there. He chatted with the shepherds, telling them who he was and asking about other members
of his family - they had originally come from this area, and he was looking for them. The men obligingly
pointed towards a woman in the distance, telling Jacob she was Rachel, the daughter of his mother’s brother
Laban.  They were cousins.  When Jacob saw Rachel at up close he was instantly smitten. In an act of bravado


