
MATTHEW 2

MESSIAH ON A MISSION 

PART 3

The Political Threat Named - Jesus



KEY THEMES 

• Matthew contrasts Jesus’ identity as the Messiah—
the true King who enacts Israel’s return from exile—
with Rome’s client-king, Herod, affirming Jesus’ 
identity through Old Testament testimony, God’s 
protection, and worship of  Jesus by the Gentile magi. 

• Jesus the Messiah-King and King Herod are in 
conflict. The Old Testament confirms Jesus’ identity 
as the one who enacts return from exile. 

• Gentile inclusion is intimated in the presence of  
magi. 

• God guides and protects Jesus, Mary and Joseph.



Herod the Great 

Herod the Great, born around 73 BC, 

ruled Judea, Samaria, Perea, and Galilee 

from 37 BC until his death in 4 BC. An 

Idumean (or Edomite) by birth, he was 

appointed by Rome in 40 BC to rule 

Judea because of  his alliance with Rome. 

He gained control of  Galilee and then 

Jerusalem from Antigones, a 

Hasmonean1 allied with the Parthians, in 

37 BC. He ruled the Jewish people until 

his death in 4 BC, at which time his reign 

was divided among three of  his sons, 

Archelaus (over Idumea, Judea, and 

Samaria [see 2:22]), Philip (over the 

northeastern sector of  his father’s 

territories), and Herod Antipas (over 

Galilee and Perea) (Keener, Matthew) 

(2:2) Jesus: King of  the Jews
When the magi ask for information about “the one 

who has been born king of  the Jews,” Matthew 

portrays Herod’s response as one of  agitation over 

this potential rival to his throne. The repeated 

emphasis on Herod as king (2:1, 3, 9) and his power to 

suppress any rivals (2:16) indicates that Matthew 2 is 

about politics as well as religious authority and 

claims. For Matthew, Jesus is the Messiah or “king of  

the Jews.” As such, he threatens Herod’s claim to be 

king of  the Jewish people, the very position granted 

to him by Roman authority. Herod understands Jesus 

to be a threat and responds by killing every boy in 

Bethlehem who might be the one whom the magi 

came to find (2:16), necessitating that Joseph and 

Mary take Jesus and flee to Egypt. Even when they 

return to Israel after Herod dies, they avoid coming 

under the rule of  Herod’s son Archelaus by settling in 

the north, in Galilee. 

(Brown, Birth of  the Messiah) 



One Must Do More Than Know The Bible 
-

One Must Obey It

“Gathering together all the chief  priests and scribes of  the people, he inquired of  
them where the Messiah was to be born. They said to him, “In Bethlehem of  
Judea; for this is what has been written by the prophet:

‘AND YOU, BETHLEHEM, LAND OF JUDAH, ARE BY NO MEANS LEAST 
AMONG THE LEADERS OF JUDAH; FOR OUT OF YOU SHALL COME 
FORTH A RULER WHO WILL SHEPHERD MY PEOPLE ISRAEL.’” (2:4-6) 

The religious experts know precisely where the expected king should be born: in 
David’s hometown of  Bethlehem, as prophesied in Mic. 5:2. But they do nothing to 
follow the Wise Men to see him. 



Magi from the east 

(Gk. magoi). As Mark Powell indicates, Matthew’s 
reader would have likely identified the magi as royal 
servants (e.g., Dan. 2:1–12, with magos used in the 
LXX at 2:2, 10). If  so, the magi in Matthew 2 would 
have provided a contrast to King Herod. While 
kings should be expected to pay homage to the 
Messiah (see Ps. 72:10–11), Matthew instead 
portrays royal servants (and Gentiles, at that) doing 
so. The Magi were wise men—not kings, but 
counsellors to kings.



There seems to be two reactions 
to the sudden appearance of  this 
entourage of  King seekers (1) The Anger of  

Herod 

(2) The Apathy 
of  the Priests 
and teachers of  
the Law in 
Jerusalem



1.) Herod’s Anger:

• Herod as he often did saw this as a threat, 
“when King Herod heard this he was 
disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him” (2:3).

• Herod had been king about thirty years by 
this time. He was old and would die not long 
after Jesus’ birth. Herod was an immensely 
gifted man, skilled in hand-to-hand combat, 
in rhetoric, and in politics. He excelled at 
famine relief  and building projects, but he 
became cruel and paranoid later in life and 
bent all his efforts to retaining power. His 
order to kill all the young males of  
Bethlehem (2:16), in a vain attempt at killing 
Jesus, is consistent with the historical record 
of  Herod, a violent and immoral ruler.



2.) The Apathy of  
the Religious 
Elite:

Two groups of  experts were questioned 
about the Magi’s report, These two groups 
stood at the opposite ends of  Jewish social 
leadership. 

• The chief  priests 

• The scribes. 

These two groups stood at the opposite ends 
of  Jewish social leadership. Herod called these 
rivals together to discover “where the Christ 
was to be born” (2:4). If  these two groups 
should agree on the answer, it had to be true. 
They did answer together and, citing Micah 
5:2, correctly replied “in Bethlehem in Judea” 
(2:5). 



Yet after the scribes and priests give their answer, we 

hear no more of  them. They have been expecting their 

deliverer and here are reports that fit the prophecy. Yet, 

Matthew implies, they do nothing. They do not rejoice; 

they do not join the Magi. They do not go to Bethlehem 

to worship this shepherd and ruler or even to investigate 

the report. They answer the king and go home.

The apathy of  the teachers and priests is pathetic but all 

too typical. “Religious” people were often the last to 

receive Jesus. If  the pagans had seen Jesus ’signs, if  they 

had heard his preaching, Jesus says they would have 

repented (11:20–24; 12:41–42).



“The Mission of  the 
Messiah” 
To bring the restoration 
of  Israel from exile.



”The Mission 
of  the 

Messiah” 
To include 
Gentiles in 
God’s New 

Kingdom

This theme 
spans the 
first two 

chapters of  
Matthew

• Gentile women in Matthew’s 
genealogy signal Gentile inclusion 
in God’s Kingdom and salvation 
work.

• The magi in Matthew 2:2,11. They 
represent non-Jewish seekers of  
God’s plan and work who 
nonetheless are the first worshipers 
of  Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel. In 
spite of Matthew’s emphasis of
Jesus ’mission to the people of  
Israel (e.g., 10:5–6; 15:24), he is also 
interested in foreshadowing and 
highlighting Gentile inclusion in 
God’s messianic people.



As the Messiah on 
a Mission: 

Jesus is to be 
worshiped

Matthew indicates the deity of  Jesus 
Christ by immediately introducing 

the worship motif. Notice the 
tensions of  this book. Not only that 

Jesus is to be worshipped- But by 
whom is Jesus worshipped as the 
King. He wants you to notice that 

worship is a prime indicator of  
where one stands in relationship to 
the story of  Jesus. If  your belief  in 
Jesus doesn’t make you worship -

You are not a believer. 



Matthew illuminates Jesus ’identity 
by emphasizing the worship of  Jesus 
by the magi. Matthew, more than the 

other Gospel writers, portrays 
various characters worshiping Jesus 

in his story. In fact, Jesus is 
portrayed as an object of  worship 

(with the verb proskyneō [rendered 
“knelt” at a number of points]) ten 
times, more than in the other three 
Gospels altogether (2:2, 8, 11; 8:2; 
9:18; 14:33; 15:25; 20:20; 28:9, 17). 
(Keener, Craig, S,. The IVP Bible 

Background Commentary: New 
Testament 2000, p 1671)



HEROD THE GREAT• FOOTNOTES:

Herod the Great achieved power in Judea with Roman backing; he brutally suppressed all opposition. Herod was a friend of  

Marc Antony but, unfortunately, an enemy of  Antony’s mistress Cleopatra. When Octavian (Augustus) Caesar defeated 

Antony and Cleopatra, Herod submitted to him. Noting that he had been a loyal friend to Antony until the end, Herod 

promised that he would now be no less loyal to Caesar, and Caesar accepted this promise. Herod named cities for Caesar and 

built temples in his honour.

Ethnically Herod was an Idumean (an Edomite); his ancestors had been forcibly converted to Judaism, and he built for 

Jerusalem’s God the ancient world’s largest and most magnificent temple. Politically astute, however, Herod also built 

temples honouring the divine emperor Augustus and made lavish contributions to Gentile cities in or near his territory. 

Among his other reported politically savvy acts was the execution of  members of  the old Sanhedrin who opposed him; he 

replaced those council members instead with his own political supporters. He did not usually tolerate dissent. When some 

young disciples of  religious teachers took down the golden eagle that Herod had erected on the temple, he had them 

executed.

Most of  our sources about Herod focus on his acts in Jerusalem, but the character of  Herod that they reveal fits what 

Matthew says about him. So protective was Herod of  his power and so jealous of  potential rivals that his more popular 

brother-in-law, a very young high priest, had a drowning “accident”—in a pool that archaeology shows was very shallow. 

When his favourite wife Mariamne, a Maccabean princess, was falsely accused of  adultery he had her strangled, though he 

later named a tower in his palace in her honour. He executed two of  his sons who were falsely accused of  plotting against 

him. Five days before he died he executed another son (the one who had falsely framed the other two).

So much did Herod crave honour it is said that when he was on his deathbed he ordered many nobles arrested. He thought 

that if  many people were executed on the day that he died, he could ensure that there would be mourning rather than 

celebration at the time of  his death. When he died, however, the nobles were released and the people celebrated. ◆

(Keener, Craig, S,. The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament 2000,p. 1671)



Herod’s Infanticide
• FOOTNOTES:

The number killed has often been exaggerated as being in the hundreds of  thousands. In so small a village as 

Bethlehem, the actual number was probably not large — although the act was no less brutal. No sources outside 

the Bible corroborate this episode, but it fits the character of  Herod as reported in the writings of  the 

historian Josephus. In addition to atrocities he had earlier perpetrated, Herod grew increasingly paranoid in his 

last years and committed or planned several political executions, including those of  members of  his own family. 

The slaughter of  perhaps 20-200 or so babies in an insignificant village to protect his throne is thus entirely 

plausible and would hardly merit mention in historical sources. 

That Herod based his decision to kill all male children two years or younger on the timing ascertained from the 

wise men indicates that they had initially seen the star rise two years earlier. It is unknown whether the initial 

appearance corresponded to the birth (making Jesus two years old at this point) or merely foretold it (so that 

Jesus at this point was still a baby).

This Herod, known as Herod the Great, was different from the other three members of  the Herodian dynasty 

mentioned in the Gospels. They are (1) Herod Archelaus, son and successor of  Herod the Great as ruler over 

Judea (Mt 2:22); (2) Herod Antipas, who executed John the Baptist (Mk 6:17-29) and who returned Jesus for 

sentencing by Pilate (Lk 23:6-12); and (3) Herod Philip, ruler in extreme northern Galilee when Jesus began His 

public ministry (Lk 3:1,19-20). (NIV Archeological Study Bible, Matthew 2:16) 


