14 August 2011 : Matthew 14 : Herod and his big mouth
The royal house of Herod was not one of the conspicuously successful dynasties in the history of the world. Detested by their subjects, a laughing-stock to their imperial masters, and spectacularly dysfunctional as a family, the Herods managed to combine the charm of Saddam Hussein, the competence of Robert Mugabe, the dignity of Idi Amin, and the moral values of Henry 8th. The Herod in this story is Herod Antipas.
His father, known with some irony as Herod the Great, was a brutal tyrant and devout conspiracy theorist, increasingly so as years took their toll – reaching its sorry climax by ordering the slaughter of all baby boys in Judea when he heard of a new king being born in Bethlehem. Much good it did him, within months he was dead and unmourned.

The Romans had seen enough of Herod the Great not to trust any of his sons with too much power, so Palestine was carved up into four parts and the area around Galilee was given to Herod Antipas. To his credit, he did carry out some major building projects, notably the city of Sepphoris. It is likely that Joseph did some sub-contract work there, as it was within easy walking distance of Nazareth, and it is just possible that he took a very young Jesus along to do some gophering for him in the final stages.
In his personal life, however, Herod Antipas showed all the decency and integrity of a rogue reporter for News International. He was married to the daughter of a Syrian king but, on a visit to Rome, he started an affair with his half-brother’s wife who, as it happened, was also a blood relative. This caused a scandal and – as you can imagine with a very upset and fairly powerful father-in-law – a diplomatic incident to boot.
From what we know of John the Baptist, no silver-tongued pourer of oil upon troubled waters, it is no surprise that he firmly pointed out the error of Herod’s ways regarding his unorthodox marital status. From what we know of Herod, it IS surprising that he at first appeared reluctant to deal with John’s outspoken comments. V.2 hints that Herod had a grudging respect for John the Baptist, and Mark 6.20 suggests that Herod even nipped down to the cells to listen to John at times, and protected him for this reason. 

I suspect, however, that Matthew’s explanation in v.5 may be nearer the truth, namely that having upset popular opinion so often – notably by demolishing an old Jewish graveyard and building the Roman city of Tiberias on top of it, which went down, as you can imagine, like a cup of tepid tea – Herod was watching his back. He was well aware of John’s popularity and didn’t want to push his luck.

However, the real power in the palace was behind the throne. Herod was so infatuated with Herodias that he would meekly climb the highest mountain, or swim the widest ocean, all because the lady loved Milk Tray. Herodias wore the trousers in that royal marriage, for sure, and the king would have borne the full weight of the regal rolling-pin if he hadn’t taken account of his wife’s fierce indignation at John’s sharp rebuke.

First, Herod had John locked up, but then, as we see in today’s lesson, he was tricked into pronouncing the death sentence, much against his better judgement. The story is pathetic. At his birthday banquet, probably fuelled by a few strong irn-bru’s, combined with a hormonal reaction befitting neither a king nor a father to the physical charms of his step-daughter, Herod [v.7] shot his mouth off to please his wife and impress his dinner guests. He fell straight into the ambush Herodias and her daughter had planned. 

In The Message translation of Mark 6.23-24, Herod gushes, "Ask me anything. I'll give you anything you want." Carried away, he kept on, "I swear, I'll split my kingdom with you if you say so!" It is dangerous to drive a vehicle or operate machinery when intoxicated, by anything, including lust. Exactly the same is true of operating the human machinery 1 inch south of the nose. What we say matters, a lot. In the book of Proverbs alone there are dozens of references to the power of speech for good or evil. 
Here are a few. 4.24 : Don't talk out of both sides of your mouth ; avoid careless banter, white lies, and gossip. 10.21 : The talk of a good person is rich fare for many, but chatterboxes die of an empty heart. 12.14 : Wise words bring many benefits. 
12.22 : God can't stomach liars; he loves the company of those who keep their word. 18.20 : A man’s stomach shall be satisfied from the fruit of his mouth ; from the produce of his lips he shall be filled. And, if all else fails, 17.28 : even fools are thought wise when they keep silent ; with their mouths shut, they seem intelligent.
There’s vitally important teaching in the New Testament too. Romans 10.9f : If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you profess your faith and are saved.
James highlights the right and wrong use of words in 3.5-9 : A word out of your mouth may seem of no account, but it can accomplish nearly anything—or destroy it! It only takes a spark, remember, to set off a forest fire. A careless or wrongly placed word out of your mouth can do that. By our speech we can ruin the world, turn harmony to chaos, throw mud on a reputation, send the whole world up in smoke and go up in smoke with it, smoke right from the pit of hell. 
This is scary: You can tame a tiger, but you can't tame a tongue—it's never been done. The tongue runs wild, a wanton killer. With our tongues we bless God our Father; with the same tongues we curse the very men and women he made in his image. Curses and blessings out of the same mouth! 

And Jesus Himself famously states in Mark 11.23f : Truly I tell you, if anyone says to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea,’ and does not doubt in their heart but believes that what they say will happen, it will be done for them. Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours. 
These are but a few of the whole bunch of scriptures telling us that what comes out of our mouth has a massive influence on our own life and on the lives of others, and once a word has slipped out you can no more shove it back in again than push water back up the Niagara Falls. There is no facility to rewind and delete unwise words.

It was Jesus Himself who warned in Matthew 12.36 – as I’m sure you will remember – I say to you that for every idle word men may speak, they will give account of it in the day of judgment. Words matter, a lot. Words build or demolish. Words encourage or demoralise. Words create prosperity or poverty. Words nurture or poison relationships. Words are a precious gift from God, or a kick in the teeth from hell. 

We need to take great care what we say. If someone politely asks : how are you? : don’t launch into an organ recital – you know what that is? It’s reciting every single ache and pain in every organ of our body. Don’t rabbit on and on about the price of this, that and the next thing and how broke you are. Don’t rehearse every time you’ve been hurt or upset in the past 40 years. Not only is that guaranteed to bore the poor helpless listener to tears, it will also talk your brain into believing the problem rather than the promise – remember that from last week? – and dig the hole even deeper.

And dare I ask – what are we saying about the church? Are we going out of here for lunch or for a coffee and venting in public, for all to hear, what we believe is wrong with the church? My spies reported to me a wee while ago of a group of churchgoers in a café rubbishing their minister, the services, the other people in the congregation – which I’m not going to name – and so on. What witness was being given by those words? Not just about the church, but about Jesus, the Lord of the church?     

These are not smart ways to use the precious gift of speech. If I could summarise in a single sentence the Biblical teaching on words, it would be : you will have what you say. Whether that is good or bad is our personal responsibility. We speak our future into being. That may sound odd, but in fact it’s exactly how God operates. 
How does Genesis 1 outline the process of creation? God said, and it was, and it was good. Indeed, Jesus Himself is described as the Word of God. John 1.1 : In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. In this verse is a truth that the church ignores at its peril – that God cannot be separated from His Word. We cannot claim to believe in God yet choose, when it suits us, to disbelieve and disregard His Word. God and His Word are as one.
In a similar sort of way, we cannot readily separate ourselves from our words, because our words – spoken or written – represent who we are. If I am standing talking to you, and out of my mouth suddenly come the words : you are a bone-brained nincompoop : you’d rightly be offended. I couldn’t then turn round and say : no, of course I don’t think you’re a bone-brained nincompoop, what on earth gave you that idea? It was my words wot dun it. Words express the present reality and shape the future reality.
On your Order of Service sheet today I’ve printed out some good things for us to say about ourselves, about our families, about our church. Good things that God has said in His Word, therefore we know they are true and can be relied upon. Put them on your fridge door, or inside your favourite Bible, and use them repeatedly to speak a good future into being, as it says in Proverbs 18.20, Romans 10.10 and Mark 11.23. 
Now I won’t ask if any of us have ever opened our mouth and put both feet straight in it by uttering foolish words. We’ve all done it, and as soon as we realise we’ve done it, we simply have to eat humble pie and apologise. But it’s better if we learn to take care of our words in the first place and have less mess to clean up. How much do you bet Herod Antipas wished, 10 seconds after he spoke, that he’d kept his big blab-mouth shut and not made a reckless promise without counting the potential cost? 

By his foolish words, Herod doused himself with petrol and handed over the matches. His step-daughter, in cahoots with her mother, merely obliged with a light. The king was hung by his tongue. By a lack of self-control, he had committed himself to an act of murder. Oops. Was there any way he could have retrieved the situation? Yes, there was, albeit painful and embarrassing. He could, even at that late stage in the day, have put his hands up and said : No, sorry, I’m not having that. Much as I love you, much as I’d like to make you happy, I am not going down that road. It’s wrong. No way, Jose.
Herod would have risked losing face before his prestigious array of guests. He would certainly have risked a few nights in the spare bedroom and having his tea fed to the dog. But it would still have been better than having the death of a prophet of the Most High God to answer for. The trouble is that Herod had more pride than backbone, and that’s never a good position to be in. Pride has a lot to answer for.
Pride insists on being proved right. Pride chokes at saying the word “sorry”. Pride is determined to save face rather than save a relationship. Pride boasts of all our human achievements, conveniently forgetting that without God we are a great big fat zero. 
As we can see, the Babylonian system of politics, commerce and economics, based on pride, desperate to shove God out, is falling apart right now like a flat-pack chest-of-drawers, and if one good thing were to come out of that mess, it would be the painful realisation that human beings aren’t as smart we like to think we are. We need God, or we are nothing, and we have nothing. It’s time for a reality check, a humility check.

Humility is the strength of character that saw Jesus wash the feet of the disciples, that heard him say – words again – in Gethsemane : Father, if you are willing, please take this cup of suffering away from me. Yet I want your will to be done, not mine. Humility led Jesus to say from the cross of those who had connived and manipulated to put him there : Father, forgive them; they don't know what they're doing. Don’t confuse pride with strength, or humility with weakness. Humility is true strength, because humility is being in agreement with what God says – and He’s always right.
Ten Good Confessions from God’s Word

My True Identity : I belong to Christ. I have become a new person. The old life is gone; a new life has begun! God made Christ, who never sinned, to be the offering for my sin, and so I have been made right with God through Christ. [2 Corinthians 5]
I am protected : Because I have made the Lord Most High my refuge and my shelter, no evil will conquer me, no disease will come near my home. God has ordered his angels to protect me wherever I go. 

[Psalm 91]

I am forgiven : God showed his great love for me by sending Christ to die for me while I was still a sinner. I am God’s child because my sins have been forgiven through Jesus. [Romans 5, 1 John 2]

I am accepted : I have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus once for all time. I can go right into the presence of God with a sincere heart, fully trusting him, for my guilty conscience has been sprinkled with Christ’s blood to make me clean [Hebrews 10].

Prosperity : As I honour God by tithing, He honours me by throwing open the floodgates of heaven and pouring out blessings beyond my wildest dreams. My harvest will be abundant, for God will guard them from insects and disease. [Malachi 3]

Health : The Lord has forgiven all my sins and healed all my diseases. By the wounds of Jesus I have been healed. [Psalm 103, 1 Peter 2]

Family : God will teach all my children, and they will enjoy great peace. The love of the Lord remains forever with me as I honour and worship him, and his salvation extends to my children and grand-children. [Isaiah 54, Psalm 103]

Overcoming Temptation : I will humble myself before God. I will stand firm against the devil, and he will flee from me. [James 4] 

Overcoming Stress : I will not worry about anything; instead, I will pray about everything. I will tell God what I need, and thank him for all he has done. I will cast all my anxiety on Him because He cares for me. [Philippians 4, 1 Peter 5]

Answered Prayer : God will grant my heart’s desires and make all my plans succeed … the Lord will answer all my prayers [Psalm 20]
