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1.)  What is the historical setting?  

2.)  Why did the gospel writers choose to include this 
      story?  

3.)  What does this story teach us about ourselves? 

4.)  What does this story teach us about God? 

  

1. WHAT IS THE HISTORICAL SETTING? 

  

“You may be surprised to hear this, but believe it or 
not, if you are ever asked which is the one figure from 
the ancient world on whom we have more primary 
evidence from original sources than anyone else in the 
world, the answer is not Jesus or Saint Paul or Caesar 
Augustus or Julius Caesar—none of those. Alexander 
the Great? No, no. It is Herod the Great, believe it or 



 

 

not. Why? Because Josephus gives us two whole book 
scrolls on the life of Herod the Great. And that is more 
primary material than anyone else.”  
- Paul Maier, Historian 

  

q  Herod’s Building Projects 

   

q  Herod built his reputation and kingdom on the 
backs of others. 

  

22% of the population were stable but near 
subsistence level 
 

40% of the population were at subsistence level  
 

28% of the population were chronically below 
subsistence level  
 

87% - the vast majority - were at or below the poverty 
line 

  

“[The general trend in the Empire was the] ever 
increasing concentration of land in the hands of its 
governing aristocracy at the expense of the population 
at large.” - A.H.M. Jones, “Rome,” in Third International 
Conference of Economic History 



 

 

 q  Herod the Not So Great 

  

• Herod had a Messiah complex. 

  

•  Herod was paranoid. 

  

“It is better to be Herod’s pig than son.” – Caesar 
Augustus 

  

“[Herod is] a murderous old man.” – Flavius Josephus 

  

“The people will not weep when I die, and I want them 
weeping - even if they weep over someone else.”  
– Herod the Great 

  

 

2.  WHY DID THE GOSPEL WRITERS CHOOSE TO 
INCLUDE THIS STORY? 

  

q  The Butcher of Bethlehem 

  



 

 

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during 
the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been 
born king of the Jews? We saw his star when it rose 
and have come to worship him.” When King Herod 
heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with 
him.  Matthew 2.3 

  

When he had called together all the people’s chief 
priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where 
the Messiah was to be born. “In Bethlehem in Judea,” 
they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: 
“‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no 
means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you 
will come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.’” 
Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out 
from them the exact time the star had 
appeared.  Matthew 2.4-6 

  

He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search 
carefully for the child. As soon as you find him, report 
to me, so that I too may go and worship him.”   
Matthew 2.8 

  

All tyrants are cowards at heart. 

  

 



 

 

q  Old Testament Parallels 

  

A voice was heard in Rama, weeping and great 
morning, Rachel weeping for her children; and she 
refused to be comforted, because they were no 
more.  Matthew 2.16-18 (See also Jeremiah 31.15) 

  

  

3. WHAT DOES THIS STORY TEACH US ABOUT 
OURSELVES AND GOD? 

  

q  Herod is a symbol for the kind of world into which 
Jesus came.  

  

He came to what was his own, but his own did not 
receive him.  John 1.11 

  

(Pilate) said to the Jews, “Behold your King!” They cried 
out, “Away with him, away with him, crucify him!” Pilate 
said to them, “Shall I crucify your King?” The chief 
priests answered, “We have no king but Caesar.” Then 
he handed him over to them to be crucified.    
John 19.14b-16 (RSV) 

  



 

 

q  Herod and his character are meant to be a mirror 
for us. 
 
 

q  God wants to show us what true greatness looks 
like. 

  

Where is He who has been born King of the 
Jews?  Matthew 2.2 (NASB) 

  

Now Jesus stood before the governor, and the 
governor questioned Him, saying, “Are You the King of 
the Jews?” And Jesus said to him, “It is as you 
say.”  Matthew 27.11 

  

And above His head they put up the charge against 
Him which read, “THIS IS JESUS THE KING OF THE 
JEWS.”  Matthew 27.37 

  

…whoever wants to become great among you must be 
your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be 
slave of all.  Mark 10.43-44 

 

 

 



 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

  

1.) Pastor Keith began this message talking about how 
often we gravitate toward the main characters in a 
story while ignoring the role minor characters play. 
What other Bible stories can you think of where minor 
characters play an important function and help us see 
and understand things we might otherwise neglect? 
Who are some of the Bible villains and what do we 
learn from their inclusion in Scripture? 

  

2.) Herod had a Messiah complex. Being called the 
King of the Jews was a Messianic title but not 
conferred upon him by the Jewish people. It was 
Rome that dubbed him by that name. Couple his 
Messiah complex with his paranoia and it was a sure 
recipe for constant suspicion, brutality and murder. 
Though none of us will likely ever sink to Herod’s level, 
sometimes seeing sin expressed in its most egregious 
form can illuminate those same sins in their milder 
forms in us. What I’m saying is, sometimes we can see 
something of ourselves in even the worst of people. 
How are you like Herod? How has his sins (even in their 
less developed form) been issues you’ve struggled 
with as well? 

  

3.) The murder of the children of Bethlehem is both an 
egregious evil and a stark statement about the reality 
of the rejection of Christ from the moment He set foot 
on this planet. What other examples of Christ’s 



 

 

rejection do you see in Scripture? Why was this 
important to include in the gospel record? How is 
Christ still being rejected today? 

  

4.) All of Herod’s greatest accomplishments now lie in 
ruins. What can we learn from that? 

  

5.) All of Christ’s accomplishments continue to multiply 
and give birth to all sorts of amazing ministries and 
institutions dedicated to improving the lives of people 
all over the world. What can we learn from that? 

  

6.) How are the Herods of the world different from 
Jesus Christ? What are you personally doing to ensure 
that your own legacy is one that looks more like Christ 
than Herod? 

 

 


