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Herod the King / Jesus the Messiah……..….…………………Matt. 2:1-16

When Matthew penned the words we read in chapter 2 v. 1 "Now when Jesus was born in

Bethlehem of Judaea1", he wrote in a specific historical/cultural context.  Today we

would like to examine that context and draw some lessons from it.  We will examine and

contrast two kings.  Herod the Great, the King of the Jews and Messiah Christ, the King of

the Universe.

As our story opens one of the great kings in the history of Israel was sitting on the throne.

Herod the Great was a man of many contrasts.  He was a prodigious builder, a great

administrator and a cruel tyrant.  He was "King of the Jews" even though very little Jewish

blood flowed in his veins.  His family was from Idumaea south of Judea.  By a series of

shrewd political and domestic moves he persuaded the Roman government to appoint him as

king of the area of the Roman world which we now know as Palestine.  He married into

some of the best Jewish families in order to cement his relationship with the Jewish people.

He had at least 10 wives.  Not one to suffer competitors gladly, this cruel man ruthlessly

eliminated anyone who he perceived as a threat.  Many relatives, several sons and a favorite

wife suffered the fate of execution because of his paranoia.

His favorite wife was dispatched because of rumored adultery.  After he killed her he

nearly went mad with grief, walking the halls and walls of his palace calling her name.

When Matthew writes that Herod was troubled by the news of a new king and all

Jerusalem was troubled with him, Matthew is not just filling pages.  If Herod was troubled no

one was safe.  v 16 records the result of his paranoia as he dispatches soldiers to kill all the

boy babies in and around Bethlehem.

We tend to view this as a major genocide.  And if your child was killed it was certainly a

tragedy.  In the scheme of things, against the backdrop of Herod's cruelty, it was actually a

relatively minor event.  Bethlehem at the time of Christ's birth had probably no more than

100 to 200 inhabitants.  Possibly no more than 10 or 20 children were killed.  That was an

incredible loss to those 10-20 families, but the massacre was a relatively small one for Herod.

As we mentioned already Herod was an incredible builder.  He ruled from 41 BC to 4 BC,

which presents an interesting quandary since Jesus was born during Herod's reign which

ended 4 BC.  Apparently there was a small glitch in the calendars which accounts for the

discrepancy.

                                                          

1The King James Version,  1769.
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Herod was involved in building projects at 20+ sites in Israel and at least 13 sites scattered

over the Roman world.

Herod built a series of desert palace/fortresses around Palestine.  His engineers and

architects constructed a brand new city from the ground up at Caesarea.  It was truly a

magnificent undertaking.  There were broad colonnaded streets, an amphitheater which

could seat 4,000 people.  The city covered approximately 164 acres.  There was a magnificent

palace which included a freshwater swimming pool which extended 100 yards into the Salt

Sea of the Mediterranean.

His engineers pioneered the use of underwater concrete to construct huge coffers and

barriers which created one of the best seaports on the Mediterranean coast of Israel.  Loading

docks and warehouse complexes made the city an important trading seaport.  A massive

aqueduct was constructed to bring water to the city.  Sections of this aqueduct still remain,

testifying to the skill of the Roman engineers.  Incidentally, excavators here found a stone

bearing the inscription "Pontius Pilate, prefect of Judea" at Caesarea.

Herod's work at the temple complex in Jerusalem was enormous.  The platform Herod

built measured 1,591 feet on the west, 1,033 feet on the north, 1,542 feet on the east and 918

feet on the south.  It enclosed an area of 1,527,920 square feet on roughly 35 acres.  The

temple was magnificent, constructed of white stone and gold; it was one of the wonders of

the ancient world.  Excavators have discovered a massive stone along the western side of the

temple mount which weighs about 415 tons!  It is 46 feet by 10 feet by 10 feet.  It was placed

approximately 30 feet above street level.  Archaeologists aren't sure how such a massive

stone was handled.

For some perspective, the largest stone at the massive Stonehenge monument in England

weighs only 40 tons and the stones used in the Great Pyramid of Giza weigh only 15 tons.

Herod's largest palace/fortress the Herodium was constructed several miles south of

Bethlehem on the edge of the Judean desert.  When it was built it was the largest palace in

the Roman world.

Herod had his engineers slice the top off a mountain and construct a magnificent 7-story

palace/fortress.  Then dirt from a nearby mountain was piled up around the bottom two

stories, leaving 5 stories above ground, two below.

Massive circular walls formed the outside shell of the palace.  There were two walls

located approximately 18 feet apart.  The walls were covered over and there were apartments

between them.

There were 4 towers at the 4 points of the compass.  The largest tower was 55 feet in
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diameter, standing 120 feet high.  The bottom was solid; the top contained living space

where many scholars believe Herod's family lived.

There was a triclinium or dining hall 45 feet by 30 feet inside.  There was a rectangular

garden which contained figs, dates and other exotic plants and flowers.

The palace was reached by a massive 500-foot marble staircase.

The palace was only one of approximately seven major structures located on the 45-acre

site.

From this palace 2,460 feet above sea level, the mighty king could look down on his

subjects.  He thought the massive fortress was a lasting memorial to his glory and strength.

He thought it would keep him entirely safe.

Here in regal splendor reigned "Herod the King of the Jews".

Come with me now 3 miles southeast to the humble hamlet of Bethlehem, City of David.

Here another king was born.  This king had none of the trappings of royalty.  He had no

military or political power.  Instead of wealth and splendor this king was born in a dirty,

smelly shepherd's cave.

We have sanitized the nativity, showing a clean barn with fresh straw.  Almost certainly

it wasn't like that.

In Palestine in the first century shepherds stayed in caves with their sheep.  These caves

have been used for thousands of years.  Several feet of manure had accumulated from the

thousands of sheep who used the caves.  The roofs of the caves were black and soot-covered

from thousands of shepherd's fires.  The stench was incredible.  The caves were dirty and

smelly.  It was probably in a cave like this that the Messiah king was born.

In his book, God Came Near, Max Lucado sets the scene.  Allow your mind to take you

back as I read it to you:

THE ARRIVAL

THE NOISE and the bustle began earlier than usual in the village. As night gave way to

dawn, people were already on the streets. Vendors were positioning themselves on the corners of

the most heavily traveled avenues. Store owners were unlocking the doors to their shops.

Children were awakened by the excited barking of the street dogs and the complaints of donkeys

pulling carts.

The owner of the inn had awakened earlier than most in the town. After all, the inn was
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full, all the beds taken. Every available mat or blanket had been put to use. Soon all the

customers would be stirring and there would be a lot of work to do.

One’s imagination is kindled thinking about the conversation of the innkeeper and his

family at the breakfast table. Did anyone mention the arrival of the young couple the night

before? Did anyone comment on the pregnancy of the girl on the donkey? Perhaps.

someone raised the subject. But, at best, it was raised, not discussed. There was nothing that

novel about them. They were, possibly, one of several families turned away that night.

Besides, who had time to talk about them when there was so much excitement in the air?

Augustus did the economy of Bethlehem a favor when he decreed that a census should be taken.

Who could remember when such commerce had hit the village?

No, it is doubtful that anyone mentioned the couple’s arrival or wondered about the

condition of the girl. They were too busy. The day was upon them. The day’s bread had to be

made. The morning’s chores had to be done. There was too much to do to imagine that the

impossible had occurred.

God had entered the world as a baby.

Yet, were someone to chance upon the sheep stable on the outskirts of Bethlehem that

morning, what a peculiar scene they would behold.

The stable stinks like all stables do. The stench of urine, dung, and sheep reeks pun-

gently in the air. The ground is hard, the hay scarce. Cobwebs cling to the ceiling and a mouse

scurries across the dirt floor.

A more lowly place of birth could not exist.

Off to one side sit a group of shepherds. They sit silently on the floor, perhaps perplexed,

perhaps in awe, no doubt in amazement. Their night watch had been interrupted by an explosion

of light from heaven and a symphony of angels. God goes to those who have time to hear

him—so on this cloudless night he went to simple shepherds.

Near the young mother sits the weary father. If anyone is dozing, he is. He can’t

remember the last time he sat down. And now that the excitement has subsided a bit, now that

Mary and the baby are comfortable, he leans against the wall of the stable and feels his eyes

grow heavy. He still hasn’t figured it all out. The mystery of the event still puzzles him. But he

hasn’t the energy to wrestle with the questions. What’s important is that the baby is fine and that

Mary is safe. As sleep comes, he remembers the name the angel told him to use . . . Jesus. "We

will call him Jesus."
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Wide awake is Mary. My, how young she looks! Her head rests on the soft leather of

Joseph’s saddle. The pain has been eclipsed by wonder. She looks into the face of the baby. Her

son. Her Lord. His Majesty. At this point in history, the human being who best understands who

God is and what he is doing is a teenage girl in a smelly stable. She can’t take her eyes off him.

Somehow Mary knows she is holding God. So this is he. She remembers the words of the angel,

“His kingdom will never end.”

He looks anything but a king. His face is prunish and red. His cry, though strong and

healthy, is still the helpless and piercing cry of a baby. And he is absolutely dependent upon

Mary for his well-being.

Majesty in the midst of the mundane. Holiness in the filth of sheep manure and sweat.

Divinity entering the world on the floor of a stable, through the womb of a teenager and in the

presence of a carpenter.

She touches the face of the infant-God. How long was your journey!

This baby had overlooked the universe. These rags keeping him warm were the robes of

eternity. His golden throne room had been abandoned in favor of a dirty sheep pen. And

worshiping angels had been replaced with kind but bewildered shepherds.

Meanwhile, the city hums. The merchants are unaware that God has visited their planet.

The innkeeper would never believe that he had just sent God into the cold. And the people would

scoff at anyone who told them the Messiah lay in the arms of a teenager on the outskirts of their

village. They were all too busy to consider the possibility.

Those who missed His Majesty’s arrival that night missed it not because of evil acts or

malice; no, they missed it because they simply weren’t looking.

Little has changed in the last two thousand years, has it?

Think with me about these two kings.  One powerful, regal and wealthy, the other poor,

puny and helpless.

Probably Mary and Joseph, the shepherds and later the wise men passed by Herodium on

their way to the nativity.  How many people passing by that mighty fortress and that lowly

cave would have guessed that the king in the stable would conquer?  No, every one of them

would have picked the king in the palace.  Who would have guessed that 2,000 years later

the mighty king's palace would lie in ruins?  That the baby king's movement would circle the
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globe?  That His followers would be numberless.

Hospitals, schools, universities, orphanages and charitable organizations would flourish in

this king's name.  Who would have guessed that this baby would grow up to die on a cross,

which he had created, to atone for all the world's sins even though he had never sinned?

Who would have guessed that this king's death would have done more for mankind than a

thousand Herods?

The poem One Solitary Life captures the essence of that thought.

One Solitary Life

He was born in an obscure village,

The child of a peasant woman.

He grew up in still another village,

Where he worked in a carpenter shop

Until he was thirty.

Then for three years

He was an itinerant preacher.

He never wrote a book.

He never held an office.

He never had a family or owned a house.

He didn't go to college.

He never visited a big city.

He never traveled two hundred miles

From the place where he was born.

He did none of the things

One usually associates with greatness.

He had no credentials but himself.

He was only thirty-three

When the tide of public opinion turned against him.

His friends ran away.

He was turned over to his enemies.
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And went through the mockery of a trial.

He was nailed to a cross

Between two thieves.

While he was dying,

His executioners gambled for his clothing,

The only property he had on Earth.

When he was dead,

He was laid in a borrowed grave

Through the pity of a friend.

Twenty centuries have come and gone,

And today he is the central figure

Of the human race,

And the leader of mankind's progress.

All the armies that ever marched,

All the navies that ever sailed,

All the parliament that ever sat,

All the kings that ever reigned,

Put together have not affected

The life of man on Earth

As much as that

One  Solitary  Life.

-Dr James Allen Francis, © 1926

Quickly, some lessons…

1. Herod did it his way – He lost it all.

All over Palestine today the ruins of Herod's massive buildings give mute testimony to the

fact that none of us can do it on our own.  You can go to Caesarea today and watch the waves

roll over the massive pillars from Herod's palace.
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The incredible desert fortress of Masada stands in stark testimony to the fact that man is

finite.

The incredible Roman siege ramp still stands against the 1,300 foot fortress.  The ruins of

the buildings and palaces on top of the rock speak to man's frailness.

Herod did it his way.  He built/lived for himself.  He had no time for God.  And

somewhere in the Judean desert his body molders in the dust.

If we want our lives to count for eternity we need to keep our eyes on eternity.  The

martyred missionary Jim Elliot said, "He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain

what he cannot lose".

Let's focus on eternity and on others as we go into the New Year.

2. Herod's riches, wealth, power did not help him when God called his number.

On earth Herod could bully, cajole, force or take what he wanted.  When he stood before

God there was no power, no answer, no excuse.  Let's you and I be sure we are basing our

soul's eternal destiny on the precious blood of the baby king instead of on power, wealth or

fame.

3. Every time I look at the Christmas story I am struck by the fact that God used

ordinary people.

The shepherds were shunned by some in society.  They smelled badly; they could not be

in church on Sunday because they had to care for the flock.  They were looked down on by

many in society, but God chose to reveal His son's birth to them.

Mary and Joseph could not have been more ordinary.  Joseph, a simple village carpenter –

a king's descendant, but a poor ordinary tradesman.

Mary, a simple, ordinary teenager, probably helped at home with the chores.  But God

used her to be the mother of His son.

4. Herod could have been different.

No one made him choose to be a cruel tyrant.  He chose to become the man he did.  Today

you and I have the power to choose the course of our life for good or for evil.
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For Christ or for the devil.  And in not choosing Christ we are choosing to serve the devil.

Let's be sure we are choosing for good, for Christ.

5. We must never be ashamed to stand on Christ's side.

In Herod's day it took courage to side with Christ and against Herod.

Today we face many Herods who come against us trying to get us to compromise or give

up our faith.

Today it is not fashionable to believe in the inerrancy and accuracy of God's Word.  Today

it's not fashionable to believe that Jesus is the only way to salvation.

You and I must place our faith in God's infallible Word and not compromise or abandon

any of its clear teachings.

6. Little is much if God is in it.

Herod is gone; his buildings lie in ruins.

The baby's movement rolls on and on.

God doesn't pick talented, smart people to accomplish his purposes.

God looks for simple, ordinary people who will totally yield to Him and allow Him to

work through them.

God will use us far above our natural ability if we will yield to him.

He isn't looking for smart people; He is looking for yielded people through whom he can

show the world that little is much if God is in it.

7. Fulfilled prophecies.

We haven't talked about it, but there are hundreds of prophecies, some made 5-700 years

before the event.  In this chapter there are four specific prophecies listed.

vv 5 and 6 predict the birth in Bethlehem.

v 15 predicts the Christ's call out of Egypt.

vv 17-18 predict the slaughter of the innocents, and v 23 predicts His being called a

Nazarene.

What an amazing confirmation of the Bible.  You and I can trust the Bible to shape our

moral choices.
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You and I can trust the Bible to provide the way of salvation for our eternal souls.  A faith

anchored deeply in the teachings of God's Holy Word will keep us safe in the storms of life.

8. The king in the palace was all about getting; the king in the cave was all about giving.

Christ's very coming meant He gave up His heavenly home to come to earth to give

Himself for us.

On earth He lived to do His Father's will.

On the cross he gave the ultimate sacrifice as He lay down His life for us.

I wonder, have we found this Christmas season has been about getting or about giving?

Have we lived to do our father's will or our own will?

Are we willing to serve or do we wish to be served?

It's not too late; we can still give.

We can still find someone to serve.

We can share with those who have less.

We can befriend the friendless.

We can truly serve Christ by serving with and among the lost, the least and the lonely.

May God help us to catch the true spirit of Christmas and take it with us into the coming

year.

Mummerts - 2010


