The Somber Side of the Christmas Story
Matt 2:11-23 And going into the house they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their treasures, they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. 12 And being warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another way. 13 Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, "Rise, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you, for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him." 14 And he rose and took the child and his mother by night and departed to Egypt 15 and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, "Out of Egypt I called my son." 16 Then Herod, when he saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, became furious, and he sent and killed all the male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old or under, according to the time that he had ascertained from the wise men. 17  Then was fulfilled what was spoken by the prophet Jeremiah: 18  "A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be comforted, because they are no more."19 But when Herod died, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt, 20 saying, "Rise, take the child and his mother and go to the land of Israel, for those who sought the child's life are dead." 21 And he rose and took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel. 22 But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there, and being warned in a dream he withdrew to the district of Galilee. 23 And he went and lived in a city called Nazareth, that what was spoken by the prophets might be fulfilled: "He shall be called a Nazarene." ESV
Our text begins where most Christmas-sermon texts end.  This time, though, we didn't stop with the wise men giving their gifts to the Christ child but we kept reading.  This is the other side of the Christmas story, which is largely ignored today.  “Tis the season to be jolly” and so there are no carols commemorating Herod, the Butcher of Bethlehem.  We have no cards with Herod's name on them for this time.  We do not serve “Herod Cakes” on Christmas Eve or set out cookies for him.  We'd like to forget about this happening and understandably so for it is a very startling and somber event.  We rightfully like to focus on the three wise men and forget the one killer who was no fool and yet in every way foolish.  We'll let the Grinch entertain us in fairy tales and try to not think about the real, live king who tried to kill Christmas at the beginning.  This is no fairy tale – it really happened, and there is actually more scripture about it than the wise men visiting Jesus.  God, it seems, wants us to remember Herod and what he did and that is because there are some very valuable and lasting lessons to learn from the somber side of the Christmas story.  

________________________________________

To put the story of our text in proper context, you have to know something about the years before.  Let's rewind to the year 47 B.C., and this man we know as Herod was only twenty-five years of age.  He has just been named the governor of Galilee, a high position for such a young man and the Romans hoped that he could pacify the troublesome Jewish people.  He does, after a fashion.  But first things first, well first Herod captured the outlaw leader, Ezekias and has him executed.  Then he married into a leading Jewish family of the time, the Hasmoneans.  His wife was a gal by the name of Mariamne.  In 40 B.C., the Roman Senate named him, “The King of the Jews” a title that the Jewish people hated because Herod was not Jewish by birth or by religion.  He pretended to accommodate some of the Jewish religious laws to try to please the people, but ultimately Herod was married to one thing, himself and his own power.

As the years passed, some people dared to stand up and – to his mind – threaten his throne and so he had them executed too.  First he killed his brother-in-law, and then his mother-in-law.  And then came the turning point where his wife crossed him and he had her executed.  Historians believe that it was the killing of his wife that finally did it – something snapped.  He killed her because he thought that she was working behind the scenes as a threat to his power but he never really got over her death.  He was only forty-four when he killed her and he would live to be seventy, but her murder was the beginning of the end.  He had become a killer and nothing ever would satisfy him.  He was insecure and yet very deadly.  Writers of the period like Josephus label him as “barbaric” and “the malevolent maniac.”  He was called by some Jews (not to his face, mind you) as “the great pervert.”  

Perhaps one of the most memorable portraits of his character was seen in 7 B.C.  Herod is an old man now and has been in power for forty-one years.  He knows that he doesn't have much longer to live.  Words come out that some of his sons are plotting to overthrow him or at least already thinking of what they will do with the throne once he is gone.  These are his own sons by his late wife, Mariamne, and he does something predictable:  he orders two of his sons killed, but this time by strangling.  

No wonder Caesar Augustus once said about this man, “it is safer to be Herod's pig than his son.”  Herod wouldn't eat pork per the dietary laws of Moses that the Jews taught, but he would kill whomever and whenever.  His wife, His mother-in-law, his brother-in-law, his two sons and hundreds of others.  Killing was what Herod did best.

When we get to the time of our text, it is a few years later after his murder of his own sons.  Herod is very sick and is slowly dying.  The historian Josephus describes his disease as a kind of foul distemper.  His body is racked with convulsions, his breath stinks horribly, and his skin is covered with loathsome sores.  He is rapidly losing his mind but he is content now for there are finally no more opposition to his throne and his place of power is a sure thing.  And then these wise men show up from the far east.  And these strange men are coming with a strange question.  A question that chills everyone in the throne room even as it enrages the old, dying despot.  He cares less about who they are and much about why they have come.  Their question is simple,

Matt 2:2b "Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him." ESV
The Bible then says that Herod was “troubled.”  And all of Jerusalem with him!  Jerusalem was troubled because Herod was troubled – they knew all to well that somebody was going to be killed.  The word in the Greek means “to shake violently.”  Get the picture of this sick, old, perverted king shaking on his throne!  And no wonder:  he had subdued all of his enemies, he had killed all his foes, he was ready to die triumphantly and now this with this strange question.  He knew that the Jews had for hundreds of years prophesied that their king would come, their Messiah.  He quickly called for the Jewish scholars on his staff and they were easily able to quote the birthplace of the Messiah by quoting Micah 5:2:  Bethlehem was the place.

And then, in this evil man's mind, a devious plan began to hatch.  What if these men were telling the truth?  He'd acted on less surer information than this before:  what if?  What if?  And so Herod was no fool, he leaned forward and sneered a smile and said, “Why don't you guys go find out where he is and then come back and report to me?”  And so the wise men go out and Herod leans back in his throne, still troubled, but convinced that he is still in control.  He will let them do the dirty work of discovering the child's whereabouts in Bethlehem and then he will move in and do what he's always done:  kill those who would dare to stand against him.  Never mind this child is the Messiah, the Anointed One, he is Herod and nobody has ever outfoxed him before.

Except you know the rest of the story.  The wise men found the baby and worshiped, offering their gifts.  And then we find that God warned them in a dream and they did not return to tell Herod of the child's whereabouts.  Meanwhile, God also warned Joseph in a dream and they fled in the night to Egypt, out of Herod's clutches.  The evil Herod had been outmaneuvered, by the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords!  And slowly as time passed, it slowly dawned on this evil old man that the wise men weren't passing back through Jerusalem and that he had been tricked.  The sharp ruler had been out done by these wise men who listened to God.  And Herod was enraged.  

What he did next is a horrible tragedy, but it happened all too real.  He gave the orders that every male child in Bethlehem under two years of age was to be killed.  Josephus tells us that he fixed an elaborate feast for the mothers of male children and while they ate, the soldiers who had been assigned with watching the little ones performed a horrible massacre.  And after the banquet, Herod had the women led out onto a balcony overlooking the horrible and gruesome scene.  Many of them in panic jumped over the balcony and crawled towards the pile, screaming.  They should have known better than to leave their children in the hands of such false hospitality but the food and the offer had seemed too good to pass up.  The old king had done something worthy of Hitler or Stalin.  2,000 years later, we remember him most as the Butcher of Bethlehem and the Slaughter of the Innocents.  

The Bible concludes what we are told about Herod by noting his death in verse 19 of our text.  Josephus tells us that when Herod died, he died in agony – insane, tormented, and delirious.  Maggots had eaten away at parts of his body while he had yet lived.  When he died, they put his body in a grave not too far from Bethlehem and soon after Joseph and Mary and the young child returned to Judea, but went north into Galilee to avoid another of Herod's sons who was now reigning over the region.  And so Jesus would grow up in Nazareth.

______________________________________________ 

This is the other side of the Christmas story, the somber side!  And yet let us pull from it some of the principles that it teaches us today:

It reminds us that sin is a horrible ruler in our lives.
Herod represents sin and the devil having his way in a person's life.  My pastor used to say, “sin will take you further than you wanted to go, keep you longer than you wanted to stay, and cost you more than you ever wanted to pay.”  My father used to say, “give the devil and inch and he'll think he's a ruler.”  I think of that story of Jewish history of those mothers being invited to Herod's place.  What a fool they were to fall for such a thing!  Surely they knew his past and his history and yet the enticement of a night at the palace and a great promised feast was too much for them to pass up and yet it cost them because in the end, Herod was still Herod.

This reminds me of the old story about the man who met the rattlesnake on the path and the snake told him, “I'm cold and about to die, please pick me up and put me in your coat and warm me up.”  And the man at first said, “no way” but after the persistent and repeated appeal of the snake, finally did so and was immediately bitten and as he was dying, he said, “Why did you do that?  You promised that you wouldn't bite me?”  To which the snake replied, “You knew that I was a snake when you picked me up.”  

So it is with sin!  It doesn't matter how much fun it looks at first nor how much it appeals to your flesh, yet the wages of sin will always be death.  Just like Pharaoh, at first giving the children of Israel the best of the land, yet sin always turns from blessing into slavery!  And the end result is always worse than you imagined that it would be.  It far exceeds what you imagined at the first.  And yet at the end, did you not know what it was when you chose it?  Herod will never change and sin will never either.  It matters not how fine the palace or the banquet offered nor how you dress it up.  In the end Herod will be Herod and sin will be sin!  Oh, that we would ever remember that lesson of the somber side of Christmas!  Let's move forward in thinking about this other side of Christ's birth:

It reminds us that when Jesus comes into a place, the rulers of darkness are threatened.
There was relative peace until the Prince of Peace was born and then the evil Herod was once again stirred up to his diabolical actions!  How ironic it is that the One for whom the angels proclaimed, “Peace on earth and good will towards men” is the One whose coming shook up the status quo so much as to result in this scene of weeping and regret!  It is not pleasant to have Herod as ruler in your life – let's get that clear – but he will become especially disagreeable when he realizes that you are looking for Jesus!

I see this in lives often.  I read recently where this lady was talking about how frustrated that she got with her neighbors once because it seemed like their little lives were perfect and lacking hardship.  She was a minister on staff at her church and her life seemed hectic with weekly surprises and spiritual attacks.  And she said that one day she paused and saw them leaving their house, all non-stressed and nonchalant with their always perfectly manicured lawn and starched clothing and with the normal smile on their face, got into their luxury vehicle and drove off.  And she had learned that they were Mormon and she told God one day, “how come my life seems so turbulent to what there's is?”  And God spoke to her and said, “they have no enemies.”  

Think of it – their life really wasn't perfect as much as it probably seemed from the outside – but even so, they do not have a genuine faith in Jesus Christ and have never been baptized in His Name or filled with His Spirit.  The devil isn't attacking them because he is not worried about them!  But when a person begins to move forward in God and embrace truth in their life, then the devil suddenly becomes roused to action and to try to bring about turmoil and distractions.  That is why the Prince of Peace had to tell His disciples:

Matt 10:34-39 "Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring peace, but a sword. 35  For I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law. 36  And a person's enemies will be those of his own household. 37  Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. 38 And whoever does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. 39  Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. ESV
Truth leads to true, eternal freedom but in the short term, it divides.  It divides falsehoods from truth, dark from light, true believers from non-believers, and the committed from the halfhearted.  Jesus came to bring true peace and that starts with a person being right with God and His Spirit coming into a life.  But when that happens sin and the devil, who had previously had their way with that life, become threatened and worried.  And usually they become more active and you've got a fight on your hands.  And so it can seem that receiving the Holy Spirit actually causes more turmoil in the here and now than peace, but if you persevere, the peace will come!  And that is that our text, the other side of the Christmas story reminds us of this, too:

It reminds us that God is always one step ahead of the enemy!
Yes, there is an uprising of the enemy when you begin to move forward, but if you will trust God and follow the leading of His Spirit and Word, you will discover something great:  God is smarter than sin and the devil!  God is greater than any person on this planet and greater than any situation that you might find yourself within!  Be encouraged by this old tale of a sadistic Herod, for even if you have the most diabolical, shrewd, and powerful pervert against you, then if God be for you, you will be victorious and you cannot be destroyed!  The devil will try to use people to destroy Jesus Christ in your life and the kingdom that He is wanting to set up within you, but if you keep listening to His Voice and His Word, then no weapon formed against you can prosper.  Herod was the ultimate evil, almost the devil incarnate, and yet he was no match for the wisdom and direction of God.  Even simple carpenters could outwit him because God made sure that it was so.  Be encouraged today!  God is always ahead and greater than your enemy!  The enemy may threaten and may make offers, but God is in control!  If you will listen to Him, Jesus Christ will not be killed in your life and you can know that the good work that He has begun in you shall be completed!  Even in the most horrible and hectic of times, God is still in control!

And that leads us to another great truth of this other side of the Christmas story:

It reminds us that God is often at work in cross-handed providence.
Think of that turn of phrase, “cross-handed providence.”  I read recently where an old preacher used that term and it has stuck with me.  “Cross-handed providence” is when God moves in unexpected or what to us are mysterious ways.  When things don't make sense to us and yet God is very active and at work in the situation.  Cross-handed providence is when you look back years later and say, “I see now that God was in that, but I still have questions.”  That even looking back and knowing that He was active, yet we do not understand everything about it even when hind-sight.  

Think of it:  through Herod's evil and God's warning, scripture was fulfilled in that Jesus was taken for a time into Egypt.  It was prophecy that the Messiah, the Savior of the World would be “taken up out of Egypt.”  And when Joseph took Him there for a few months and then returned, he fulfilled some key scriptures as to the precise identity of Mary's Son!  Furthermore, there were some Old Testament scriptures that were fulfilled by Joseph's being wary of returning to Bethlehem and instead traveling from Egypt to Galilee and choosing the town of Nazareth.  Maybe they had a vacancy at the town carpenter position or something.  But it was prophesied that the Messiah would be called a “Nazarene.”  That's cross-handed providence.  Joseph and Mary certainly wouldn't have been aware of it at the time, when they were traveling with a small child in the dark, headed out of the country and probably wouldn't have understood it then in their lifetime had someone made it make sense, but Matthew – writing years later – wanted you and I to know that God was in all of this.  One of the greatest proofs of Jesus' claim to be the Messiah is in the dozens of obscure and non-obvious ways that He fulfilled scripture to the nth degree and there was much of this at work here.  God's ways are beyond our ways and if He were to explain to us why He did things the way He did in our lives, it probably still wouldn't make sense.  We have to trust that He is God and even when He is at work in cross-handed providence, yet He does all things right and well!  And you can trust Him!

Thinking of this cross-handed providence leads me to consider something:

God likes to prove to us His power and to rub it in the enemy's face all at the same time.
Why did God do all of this as He did?  Why the wise men and the whole star thing?  God gave those wise men just enough information to get them to Herod's palace and to announce to this troubled tyrant that the true King of the Jews had been born.  It was like God wanted to go out of His way to make sure that Herod knew about it and to set all of this motion.  What difference would it have made if Herod had not known and died in peace, thinking he had succeeded?  But it is as if God wanted to give the devil a black eye and humble Herod.  God wanted to make sure that if this evil man was to continue his ways that he would not die happy and victorious but that he would breath his last breath, having known that the King of the Jews was possibly still alive and that it was not he.  

I see this often in people's lives.  Once God has been birthed in a life, He likes to announce to the devil what He intends to do in that person's life and then let all hell break loose in that person's life.  And then let things get so impossible looking that even to us it would seem impossible and then, when we feel as if the attack and the opposition could not get any worse, God likes to step in and do the miracle as if to say to us, “see you I can do what is impossible with men and turn around impossible situations” and to tell the devil, “you knew ahead of time and you still couldn't stop me!”  This is why God often gives people the prophecy of what He wants to do in their life before the position or the power to have it.  He proclaims little David as King years before the other king dies.  He gives Joseph a dream of leadership that results in his brothers turning on him when it is shared.  And yet through this cross-handed providence, what God proclaimed comes to pass in a way that only He can get the glory!  That's how God works even today!  God has proclaimed some things in your life that you have not see and cannot see how they could happen and the enemy has ramped up against it, and yet the point is so that your faith will be increased and you will come to know God in the fullness of His power and so that God can remind the devil that he cannot win and will not win when people will listen to His Word and Spirit.  For God cannot fail!  And He enjoys revealing Himself as a very real victor in our lives!

You know, as a side note, I also see mercy in God's ensuring that the wise men told Herod that the King of Kings had been born and where.  Don't blame the butchery of Bethlehem on God for it is was Herod's choice.  Even as a sadistic, massacre-prone despot, and even as far gone as Herod was, yet what would have happened if the old king, dying, would have said, “Carry me to Bethlehem” and would have made the trip and bowed everything before the King of Kings and asked for forgiveness?  The same God who forgave the evil Manasseh would have done the same for Herod.  I see mercy in God's ensuring that Herod knew and God was giving Herod every opportunity to get things right with Him.  Unfortunately, Herod used his opportunity for evil and not for repentance.  

It is the same with Saul, whom God knocked to the ground.  It wasn't that God enjoys blinding people – over and over again in scripture, we discover that He enjoys healing blindness! – but rather God was being merciful in getting the attention of Saul.  Who would become Paul because he responded correctly to the message!  If God lets your world in sin fall apart and even tragedy to befall you while you are living for yourself, don't be quick to blame God before you realize that it could be viewed as merciful actions towards you.  God cares more for your eternal home than He does your temporary comfort.  If He wakes you up rather rudely and the result is your coming to Him through the turmoil, then know that one day you will thank Him for His rude awakening!  It could be that God was being merciful to you in not letting things continue peacefully in your sin.  That He loved you enough to stir things up!

_________________________________     

This leads us to the hardest question to consider when we consider the somber side of the Christmas story.  Think of this with me:

Why did God not forewarn the other ladies in Bethlehem as he forewarned Mary and Joseph?
It's not like God didn't know it was going to happen, for it even fulfilled Old Testament prophecy as Matthew noted in our text!  There is no complete answer to this question, but there are some instructive things that we can learn from the fact that God would allow such a thing to take place.  For one, it could be that

God allowed this massacre because it highlighted the true reason for which Jesus came.

Simply put, had the baby Jesus been killed and those other babies spared, then one day Jesus could not have died for their sins and they would have been lost.  Had He not saved Himself, then He could not save them.  There would come a day, where people would ask the opposite question, “If He is the Messiah, why does He not save Himself from the cross” and the answer then would be, “He cannot save Himself, for if He saved Himself from dying, then He could not save them.”  Theologically speaking, those babies were killed before they reached an age of accountability and so will raise up in the resurrection as innocence’s, but there would be no resurrection had the Mary's baby not lived to begin a ministry and taken on a cross!  

Although Herod did not have to respond as he did, yet I believe one of the reasons that this is recorded so clearly in scriptures alongside the Christmas story is that from the beginning of Jesus' entrance into this world we are confronted with why He had to come this way.  Without His entrance into this world and without His growing into a man who could minister and without the work of the cross and his confronting man-made doctrines, as Herod, sin would have reared its ugly head in all of our lives and destroyed us.  This other side of Christmas, the somber side of Christmas, brings us face to face with our need for a Savior and that is one reason why we never need to forget it.

Another possible reason is that perhaps:

God allowed this massacre because it reminds us that for Christ to live within us flesh has to die.
He would live and grow and yet what was dearest to these mothers died in order for it to be so.  Without elaborating greatly, I can say that for Christ to live in our lives, we often have to sacrifice and be willing to put to death parts of our flesh that we hold dear and yet His living within us is the most important thing!  And like those women, we have a choice in whose voice we listen and we have a say in what happens in our lives.  

I think, though, that the greatest lesson to be learned here is that:

Sometimes tough things have to come about in our lives for God's plan to be able to grow up to full power and fruition!
There are some people in church that I pray fervently for because I see the hand of God has destined them for doing great things in His kingdom and yet the work of preparation involves you first having to face and endure tough and even tragic times.  That just like Saul was struck down, humbled, and blinded in order that the power of God and ministry that God had for him could come forth, so is God having to work in your lives through seemingly heavy-handed ways and yet the glory that is coming as a result of your enduring is precious and great indeed!

If this other, somber side of the Christmas story teaches us anything, it is that the degree of trial and storm is always in proportion to the greatness of what God is preparing.  In Matthew, we see a great slaughter and yet it took place to produce a great Savior and the salvation of the world!  Your trial and storm will likely be less than the jealous rage of Herod, but know that when it seems dark and down, that this testifies to the greatness of the coming promise and glory!  The spirit of Herod lives on in evil men and yet the devil only truly reacts to the greatest threats!  When he is the most perturbed, God is up to producing truly great things in my life and the darker it seems and the more concentrated the attack, the greater the coming blessing and ministry that God is preparing and bringing to pass.  We are often like the scholars who knew the scripture and yet were in the dark as to what was really happening.  And the devil is often like Herod in that he can see more fully what God is trying to do for us than we!  

And yet we must not get weary in well doing or faint when doing right gets a bit tough, and if it gets worse, this story ought to remind us to pray and not faint and to just bear down and trust God all the more, because the severity of the trial is in direct proportion to the greatness of the blessing that lies on the other side!  Instead of getting into a defeated mode because of stiff trials, why don't you rise up and say, “greater is He that is in me than He is that is in the world?”  And, “I know that my God will come through and He is working all things together for my good, even though I cannot see how and even in the darkest of events!”  For this is the true message of Christmas, although many would miss it for the tinsel and lights:

· God has not forgotten that you need a Savior and always acts toward you with eternity in mind.

· He will come to you with salvation and glory and you will have a chance to choose one way or the other.

· If you choose to pursue Jesus, then know that the enemy will fight against it with a ferocious fight.

· If you will endure, then know that God will win and always have the last say.

· If you endure until the end, then know that the glory and salvation that is produced from the fight will far outshine the darkness of the trial.

· Since this is true, we should today trust Him in all things for He is at work and does all things well!

This year, try to remember that the only reason that it is “Tis the season to be jolly” is because He came and has come to your life.  And don't forget the somber side of Christmas for it is too often played out in our lives but always remember, Jesus Christ shall triumph and we who are with Him, shall triumph with Him over all!  And when that has come to pass, even the somber side of Christmas shall prove a reason to rejoice and give thanks.  Thank You, Jesus for working great things in our lives and thank You, for coming to us!

