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“HEROD’S RESPONSE TO THE BIRTH OF JESUS”

Matthew 2:1-23


Today’s text includes the visit of the wise men, literally the magi, ancient astrologers, most likely from Arabia.  I heard a story recently that when the third wise men arrived at the home that the Holy Family was staying in at that later time, he tripped as he near the baby Jesus and said “Jesus Christ” to which Mary responded, “Oh, I think I’ll use that.  I like it much better than Sheldon!”

And as long as we’re talking about the Magi, a man who lived in another state was passing through a small Southern town.  He saw a nativity scene there that showed great skill and talent had gone into creating it.  One small feature was strange however.  The three wise men wore fireman’s helmets.  Totally unable to come up with an explanation, on his way out of town he paused at a Quick Stop.  He asked the lady behind the counter about the helmets.  She looked skeptically at him and said, “You Yankees never do read your Bible!’  The man assured her that was not the case, but he simply couldn’t recall anything about firemen in Scripture.  She jerked a Bible from behind the counter and finally jabbed her finger at a passage.  Sticking it in the man’s face she said, “See, it says right there ‘ . . . three wise men came from afar.”


The visit of the magi alerted King Herod to the birth of a rival, a messianic king, which might threaten his rule or that of his descendants over the Jewish people.  And so he took drastic action in response.  Hearing that the “new king” had been born in Bethlehem, he ordered the slaughter of all the infants 2 years old and younger in and around Bethlehem.  

What sort of a person was Herod that he would order such a slaughter of innocent and defenseless infants?  What was Herod’s background?


The Herods composed a dynasty of “client kings” over the holy land who served and were appointed by Rome.  The dynasty was begun by Herod’s grandfather and father, both named Antipaer.  Herod was a complex person!  Racially Herod was an Arab.  His father was from an Arab tribe in Idumea.  His mother was from Petra, the capital of the Nabatean kingdom.


Religiously, Herod was Jewish.  Herod’s father or grand father, had converted to Judaism, which technically made Herod a Jew.  However, Herod didn’t live as a faithful Jew.   While enlarging and remodeling the Jerusalem temple to the delight of his Jewish subjects, he also angered them by building temples for various pagan deities.  

Culturally, Herod was Greek.  Greek was Herod’s first language, and he tried to turn Jerusalem into a Greek city.

Politically, Herod was a Roman.  In all the major conflicts during his tenure in office, he sided with Rome.  

Herod the Great was born about 73 B.C.  First he was appointed Governor of Galilee and later Mark Antony appointed Herod as tetrarch.   After the assassination of Julius Caesar in 43 B.C., Herod had to put down an uprising by the Parthians which led to a civil war in Judea.  He led an invading Roman army, which re-captured Jerusalem in 37 B.C., the year in which he assumed the title “King of the Jews.”  As part of that military campaign, Herod sent the Jewish priest-king Antigonus, who had sided with the rebellious Parthians, to Mark Antony in chains requesting his execution.  Antigonus was the first of many potential rivals to be eliminated by murder or assassination.  
Herod the Great was paranoid and ruthless!  Using power and violence as his chief weapons, Herod managed to stay in power for 33 long years!  In all he married ten women.  Sons for him were often seen as potential political rivals, and two of his favorites were strangled by his order.  Herod was so suspicious of his own sons that Caesar Augustus once said, “It is safer to be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son.”  Later Herod became suspicious of the loyalty of his favorite wife, Mariamne and had her killed. 

Near the end of his life Herod grew seriously ill.  He arrested the crown prince and imprisoned him in the dungeon of his palace.  Then Herod attempted to commit suicide but failed.  The crown prince cried out to be released, so he could assume power.  Recovering from his own suicide attempt, Herod ordered the death of the crown prince.  Five days later Herod died himself.   

With that sort of paranoid and violent record, it is understandable that as an old man Herod could have ordered the slaughter of the babies in and around Bethlehem!

Joseph and Mary fled to Egypt to get away from Herod, who died shortly afterward in 4 B.C.  At that point they returned to Judea.  However, hearing that Herod’s son Archelaus reigned in his father’s place, they settled in the Galilean village of Nazareth. According to Matthew, “Herod the Great” ruled at the time of Jesus’ birth and died shortly thereafter.  One of his three sons, Herod Antipas, ruled Galilee at the time of Jesus’ public ministry.  

So Herod saw the infant Jesus as a rival, as a threat!  Herod thought Jesus was dangerous, reacting to news of his birth with foreboding and alarm!  In a certain sense Herod clearly saw something clearly about Jesus - that he may threaten us!
In his Chronicles of Narnia, C.S. Lewis pointed out many times that Aslan the lion, the great Christ-figure in those books, is not a tame lion!  In his groundbreaking book, The Quest of the Historical Jesus, Albert Schweitzer came to a similar conclusion.  “See how they have weakened Jesus’ imperative world-condemning demands upon individuals, that He might not come into conflict with our ethical ideals, and might tune His denial of the world to our acceptance of it.  Many of the greatest sayings are found like explosive shells from which the charges have been removed” (p.400).  In other words, Jesus is not a “safe Savior,” but a wild, untamed Messiah!

Sometimes non-Christians are more honest than we are, admitting Jesus threatens old attitudes and behaviors and that he calls for ongoing personal change and transformation.  Sometimes people refuse to follow Christ because they know Christ demands that we change and grow!  Matthew’s Gospel especially is replete with challenging demands from Jesus!


To those who serve the false-god of greed, Jesus warns, “No one can serve two masters; you cannot serve God and money” (6:24).  


To those who put family loyalty before him, Jesus says, “Anyone who loves father or mother . . . son or daughter more than me, is not worthy of me” (10:37).


To those who want Jesus to baptize and approve our hatred of personal or national enemies, Jesus says, “You have heard it said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you’ (5:43-44).


To those who think they have the right to withhold forgiveness from those who have injured them, Jesus warns, “. . . if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (6:14).


To those who want Jesus to offer only comfort and consolation, but never challenge, Jesus warns, “Whoever does not take up his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.  Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it’ (10:38-39).


Do we worship a dangerous or a domesticated Jesus?  Have we fashioned a Jesus who looks and sounds and acts like we do, who simply reinforce our culture’s values, or have we allowed the gospels to present Jesus as a threat – to challenge many of our behaviors, values, and beliefs?  

Today we celebrate the Sacrament of the Eucharist.  It reminds us that Jesus’ discipleship demands must be seen as a direct response to Jesus’ compassionate and grace-filled ministry and sacrificial death.  Grace comes first; obedience and discipleship are the ways we express our “thanks” to Christ our redeemer.
  
Let us pray: Gracious God, we thank you that Jesus came not only to comfort and encourage, but to challenge us to ongoing growth and personal transformation as we seek to become fully developed followers of Christ, in Whose Name we pray.  Amen.
