Sunday 11 January 2009 : Matthew 2 :  7-18  [p. 966]

Beware. After the touchy-feely user-friendly narrative of the Nativity comes the x-rated story of the Slaughter of the Innocents. There is no cause to think that the events related here by Matthew are anything other than historical in nature. It has been suggested that, since the Slaughter of the Innocents does not feature in contemporary Jewish or Roman records, it didn’t happen. That is naïve. Such was the brutality of that age that it simply would not have registered on the radar – a bit like today, in fact.

How many deaths have to occur nowadays, be it of hunger, poverty, neglect or conflict, for it be newsworthy, unless it occurs on our doorstep? Herod didn’t like the sound of a new king in the land, so he took steps to eliminate a potential rival. Rulers throughout the world, throughout the ages, in our own land too, have done exactly the same, and it’s certainly in keeping with the temperament of the ageing and paranoid Herod that he would deal so ruthlessly with any perceived threat, no matter how logically absurd.

By no stretch of the imagination could the Herod dynasty be included among history’s most distinguished royal families. The ironically named Herod the Great, who ordered this massacre, was a puppet installed by the Romans around 40 BC, whose character flaws and methods of keeping law and order bear a remarkable resemblance to those of a much later tyrant known as Saddam Hussein. Herod thought nothing of putting to death members of his own family if they stepped out of line, including a wife and a son. 
Indeed one later Roman historian suggests that among those male infants about two years old, which Herod ordered to be slain, was one of his own children, adding the damning commentary : It is better to be Herod’s HOG than his SON – the reasoning being that Herod, claiming to be a Jew, was forbidden to kill or have anything to do with pigs, so they were safe – more than can be said for his own flesh and blood.

By the time Jesus was born, Herod’s days on this earth were numbered, so the Romans thought it wiser to divide his territory among his surviving sons who, alas, shone no brighter in the intellectual or ethical firmament than did their late, unlamented father. Of these sons, Archelaus, mentioned in v.21, was so unstable that the Romans soon got rid of him and replaced him with governors, one of whom was a certain Pontius Pilate. Another son, Antipas, is the Herod responsible for the death of John the Baptist to please a lady, and in front of whom Jesus appeared before His crucifixion.

Other members of the disreputable Herod clan appear in the Acts of the Apostles, but in summary we can say that they were feared and loathed by their own people, and despised by the Romans. All that said, the truly scary thing is that the behaviour of this pathetic apology for a king that we find in Matthew 2 is that it is unexceptional. It is not that Herod was especially demonic, but that he was simply ruled by the desires of his self-centred flesh. In essence, he was just doing what it took to look after No.1.

And if there is one thing that is a sure prescription for disaster for any of us, that’s it. All right, I grant you Herod pursued that policy to excess but, in principle, what we see here is basically human nature, without God, left to its own foolish devices and reaping its inevitable harvest of chaos and misery. There are only two ways of living our life. Each of us chooses one or the other, and takes the consequences.

One is to trust God, to let the Father accept responsibility for us who are His children ; to be at peace and allow Him to pour out His goodness, His plenty, His protection upon us and upon those we love. That is one option. The only other one is to write God out of the picture, to trust our own ingenuity, our own achievements, our own resources, our own ruthlessness, our own everything ; and let the full burden of responsibility fall on our own mortal, fallible shoulders. A life based on faith, leading to peace and prosperity ; or a life based on fear, leading to toil, stress and disappointment.

It’s one or the other, we get to choose. We do things God’s way, and look forward to success ; or we do things man’s way, Herod’s way, and failure is just round the corner. And if you think it’s a bit extreme to lump everyone who doesn’t have faith along with Herod, that in itself is a sign of mistaken thinking. There is no league table of sinners, with Herod, Hitler and Robert Mugabe at one end, and those of us who occasionally park on double-yellow lines or use a naughty word at the other. 

That is the classic works mentality, and it will drive you nuts. That is the idea that your place in God’s heart has to be earned by doing good, or at least not doing anything too bad, the concept that heaven or hell will be determined by a bunch of angels poring over a big spreadsheet with your name on top of it and a whole load of ticks and crosses signifying your good deeds and your bad ones – and if the accounting angels see that the good outweighs the bad, or if you’re in the top 50% of the human race, thumbs up, you’re in – otherwise, grab your shovel and a whole lot of sun-tan lotion.

That’s a dangerous nonsense that is disturbingly popular even now among members of the church, and it needs to be exposed before it drives us all to drink. Here is the truth that sets us free : Romans 3.22f : the righteousness of God comes by believing with personal trust and confident reliance on Jesus Christ. And it is meant for all who believe. For there is no distinction, since all have sinned and are falling short of the honour and glory which God bestows and receives. All are justified and made upright and in right standing with God, freely and gratuitously by His grace (His unmerited favour and mercy), through the redemption which is [provided] in Christ Jesus.

Aren’t you glad that your eternal destiny, basically, has nothing to do with you? Aren’t you glad that when you said Yes to Jesus the old you died and a new you altogether came into being – 2 Corinthians 5.17 : you are a new creation in Christ, the old is gone. Aren’t you glad that when you stop relying on your own good deeds, a singularly ugly thing that the Bible calls self-righteousness, and recognise you needed a Saviour, God now no longer remembers your mistakes and messes, but looks at you and sees Jesus?

That’s what happens when we escape from the madness of self-reliance and instead choose to live by grace. What Jesus did on the cross has assured our salvation forever, not because we try to be good but because He is good, and always keeps his promises. Now I think most of us here today can just about accept that doctrine of grace when it comes to heaven-and-hell issues for eternity, but not necessarily for daily living. 

We need to think about that, very seriously. If we say we trust Jesus for that ultimate blessing of eternal salvation, why do we find it so hard to trust him for nuts-and-bolts blessings on an everyday basis? That doesn’t make sense. In Romans 8, Paul writes :  
With God on our side like this, how can we lose? If God didn't hesitate to put everything on the line for us, embracing our condition and exposing himself to the worst by sending his own Son, is there anything else he wouldn't gladly and freely do for us? And who would dare tangle with God by messing with one of God's chosen? 
Who would dare even to point a finger? The One who died for us—who was raised to life for us!—is in the presence of God at this very moment sticking up for us. Do you think anyone is going to be able to drive a wedge between us and Christ's love for us? There is no way! Not trouble, not hard times, not hatred, not hunger, not homelessness, not bullying threats, not backstabbing, not even the worst sins listed in Scripture:
In this Year of Our Lord 2009, let’s make a quality decision once and for all to get out from the Herod camp, from that wrong way of thinking based on fear, self-reliance and self-righteousness. Herod claimed to believe in God, but it was a form of religion with no substance and it led him to make a royal mess of his life, not to mention the lives of just about everyone connected with him, for which a bald epitaph appears in Matthew 2.19 : Herod died. Full stop. He died, and not even his family shed a single tear.
Ghastly. Instead, let’s get over into the Jesus camp, that godly way of thinking based on faith and trust in the promises of God. Rejoice that his Word is a shield and a city wall to keep us safe, so that we need not fear disease or disaster [Psalm 91]. We are not to be afraid, like unbelievers, when all the news seems bad [Psalm 112], because the blessing of the Lord brings wealth and he adds no trouble to it [Proverbs 10].

I’m told the Bible says in 365 separate places : Do not be afraid. That’s once for every day in the year. Let this be the year when we take that to heart, forget the Herod-like delusion of self-importance, self-reliance and self-righteousness, and enjoy having our Heavenly Father love us, protect us, guide us and provide for us, just as He has always promised, knowing that the whole cost has already been charged to, and paid by, Jesus.
Jesus himself encourages us in John 14.13 : I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father. Let’s not be shy to ask, for we will receive.
