IF WE HAD ONLY ROMAN SOURCES WE WOULD KNOW VIRTUALLY NOTHING ABOUT HEROD THE GREAT.  HE WROTE AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND ONE OF HIS COUNSELORS WROTE A BIOGRAPHY OF HEROD’S LIFE.  
BOTH ARE LOST TO US, BUT THEY SERVED AS FLAVIUS JOSEPHUS’ SOURCE.  JOSEPHUS, AKA JOSEPH BEN MATTHIAS, WAS A JEWISH ARISTOCRAT WHO BECAME THE SLAVE OF FLAVIUS VESPASIAN, THE FUTURE EMPEROR OF ROME.  JOSEPHUS WROTE A HISTORY OF THE JEWS AND A HISTORY OF THE JEWISH WARS.  IN THESE TWO HISTORIES WE GET AN INTIMATE PORTRAIT OF HEROD.  
HE HAVE ONLY A HANDFUL OF OTHER SOURCES ON HEROD AND HIS DESCENDANTS, INCLUDING THE NEW TESTAMENT.  MOST OF THESE PORTRAITS GIVE US ONLY A FLEETING GLIMPSE OF JUDAEA’S PENULTIMATE KING.
WE KNOW HEROD’S FATHER WAS IDUMEAN, THAT HIS MOTHER CAME FROM PETRA.  THIS IS A CITY IN MODERN DAY JORDAN; IN THOSE DAYS THE LAND WAS CALLED ARABIA.  WE KNOW MOST OF HERODS BROTHERS AND SISTERS, HIS SONS AND DAUGHTERS, AND EVEN MANY OF HIS DESCENDANTS.  
THE NOTION OF HALF-JEW ONE HEARS FROM KNOW-NOTHINGS IS MISLEADING.  HE WAS NOT JUDAEAN—WHICH IS THE SAME WORD IN GREEK AS JEW—BUT HE WAS A JEW AND THERE IS NO MENTION OF THIS AS AN ISSUE IN JOSEPHUS, NOR IS IT AN ISSUE IN THE NEW TESTAMENT.  
HEROD’S FATHER ANTIPATER CONVERTED TO THE JEWISH FAITH AS A CHILD.  THAT HIS MOTHER WAS NOT JEWISH DID NOT AFFECT HEROD’S STATIS; IN LATER JUDAEISM THIS WOULD HAVE MATTERED.  NOT IN THE SECOND TEMPLE ERA.
OUR FIRST PUBLIC NOTICE OF HEROD IS NOTHING SHORT OF SPECTACULAR.  JULIUS CAESAR HAD GONE TO EGYPT WITH HALF-A-LEGION, INTENDING TO PLAY THE DIPLOMAT.  THINGS GOT OUT OF HAND AND THE CITY OF ALEXANDRIA BROKE INTO OPEN REVOLT.  AT THE WORST OF IT, CAESAR WAS TRAPPED INSIDE THE PALACE WALLS, FIGHTING FOR HIS LIFE WITH HIS WATER SOURCE CONTAMINATED BY SEAWATER.  OUT OF THE MIST OF THE EAST COMES A CAVALRY RESCUE—THREE THOUSAND JEWS, LED BY ANTIPATER AND HIS TWENTY-SIX YEAR OLD SON HEROD.
FOR THE REST OF HEROD’S LIFE HE WAS A FRIEND OF THE CAESARS.  MORE SIGNIFICANTLY, JUDAEA WAS ACCORDED SPECIAL PRIVILEGES IN HONOR OF THEIR PECULIAR FAITH.  ALL OF THESE THINGS CAME TO JUDEAE BECAUSE OF THAT RESCUE.
IN ORDER TO UNDERSTAND HOW HEROD BECAME KING, WE NEED TO REALIZE THAT AFTER YEARS OF SUBSERVIANCE TO A SYRIAN-GREEK DYNASTY JUDAEA FOUGHT FOR ITS INDEPENDENCE AND WON IT.  A ROYAL FAMILY EMERGED AND RULED JUDAEA FOR NEARLY A CENTURY.  
WHEN THIS FAMILY FRACTURED A CIVIL WAR ENSUEDED.  IT WAS THIS CIVIL WAR THAT FIRST BROUGHT THE ROMANS INTO THE PICTURE—AS AN ALLIED FORCE OF ONE OF THE FACTIONS.
IN HEROD’S YOUTH HIS FATHER SERVED AS A MILITARY COMMANDER TO THE REIGNING ETHNARCH—OR RULER—OF THIS ROYAL FAMILY.  THE DISAFFECTED ROYALS LOOKED TO THE PARTHIAN EMPIRE AS THEIR HOPE.  SO JUDAEA BALANCED BETWEEN TWO GREAT WORLD POWERS—ROME AND PARTHIA.  PARTHIA, BY THE WAY, IS THE OLD PERSIAN EMPIRE—SAME LAND, NEW BOSSES.
IN THE WAKE OF THE MURDER OF JULIUS CAESAR ROME’S CONCERNS TURNED INWARD.  JUDAEA BECAME VULNERABLE AND SOME FOUR YEARS INTO THE GREAT ROMAN CIVIL WAR JERUSALEM FELL TO THE OTHER HALF OF THE ROYAL FAMILY—WITH THEIR FRIENDS THE PARTHIANS.
BY THIS TIME HEROD’S FATHER HAD BEEN MURDERED AND HIS ETHNARCH, WHO WAS ALSO THE HIGH PRIEST OF THE TEMPLE, HAD BEEN CAPTURED.  HEROD WAS TRAPPED IN THE PALACE OF JERUSALEM, BUT THE PARTHIAN’S POSSESSED THE CITY.  
ONE NIGHT HEROD GOT TOGETHER HIS SISTER, HIS MOTHER, HIS FIANCE MARIAMME, AND SOME NUMBER OF LOYAL SOLDIERS.  SOMEHOW THEY BROKE OUT OF THE CITY—PERHAPS USING SECRET TUNNELS.  
WHEN THE PARTHIANS DISCOVERED HEROD WAS NO LONGER CONTAINED THEY SENT A FORCE AFTER HIM.  WE DON’T KNOW THE NUMBERS.  WE DO KNOW THAT HEROD HAD A CARRIAGE FOR HIS MOTHER AND SOME HORSES FOR HIS MEN.  IT MAY HAVE BEEN SOMETHING OF A SMALL, DESPERATE CARAVAN.  
HE HAD GONE SOME EIGHT MILES BY DAWN WHEN THE PARTHIANS CAUGHT UP WITH HIM.  IN A MAGNIFICENT GESTURE OF DEFIANCE HEROD CHARGED THE ENEMY AND AGAINST ALL EXPECTATION SENT THE PARTHIANS FLEEING.  HEROD LATER BUILT A CITY ON THIS SITE—HERODIUM—AND WAS ULTIMATELY BURIED HERE.
HEROD SENT HIS FAMILY AND MOST OF HIS ESCORT TO MASADA.  HE CONTINUED SOUTH TO PETRA, BUT THE ARABS WOULD NOT LET HIM CROSS THE BORDER.  HE WENT ON TO EGYPT AND FROM THERE, WITH THE HELP OF THE JEWISH COMMUNITY, SAILED TO CYPRUS, WHERE HE WAS OUTFITTED WITH A SHIP OF HIS OWN.  HE SAILED TO ROME, HOPING TO ASK HIS OLD FRIENDS FOR HELP.
THE ROMANS REMEMBERED CAESAR’S FRIEND AND DID MORE THAN HELP.  THE SENATE ELECTED HEROD KING OF JUDAEA—WHICH THEY CALLED PALESTINE.  THEY GAVE HIM A MILITARY PREFECT AND FIVE HUNDRED LEGIONARIES TO ASSIST HIM AND SENT THE NEW KING BACK TO CLAIM HIS KINGDOM.
FIVE HUNDRED LEGIONARIES CAN DO A LOT OF DAMAGE AND THERE WERE AT TIMES AS MANY AS TWO THOUSAND MORE LEGIONARIES FROM SYRIA HELPING, BUT HEROD’S ULTIMATE VICTORY WAS HIS.  IT WAS NOT A ROMAN VICTORY.  HE CALLED ON OLD FRIENDS, OFFICERS WHO HAD SERVED HIS FATHER, WEALTHY MEN, AND COMMON PEOPLE.  HE BUILT AN ARMY.
THREE YEARS LATER, IN 37 BC, HEROD TOOK JERUSALEM BACK AND MARRIED HIS LOVELY BRIDE MARIAMME—OF THE ROYAL HOUSE OF JUDAEA.  
OVER THE NEXT THIRTY-THREE YEARS HEROD DEVOTED HIMSELF TO BEAUTIFYING JERUSALEM, EXPANDING AND BEAUTIFYING THE GREAT TEMPLE, BUILDING CITIES AND RESTORING THE OLD FORTRESSES.  THESE FORTRESSES BY THE WAY WERE EQUIPPED WITH CARRIER PIGEONS, SO THAT IF ANYTHING HAPPENED ANYWHERE IN HIS KINGDOM HEROD WOULD KNOW ABOUT IT WITHIN THE HOUR.
PERHAPS HE SAW HIMSELF AS A SECOND SOLOMON, BUT HE KNEW THERE WAS A CRITICAL DIFFERENCE.  UNLIKE SOLOMON HE RULED A LAND THAT INCLUDED GENTILES.  RATHER THAN PERSECUTE THEM OR FORCE CONVERSIONS HE SOUGHT TO MAKE ROOM FOR ALL IN HIS KINGDOM.  
DURING THE FAMINE OF 22 BC HEROD MELTED GOLD FROM HIS PALACES AND BOUGHT GRAIN FROM EGYPT TO FEED THE PEOPLE.  HE KEPT THE ROMANS OUT OF HIS KINGDOM BUT HE OFTEN SERVED THEM IN THEIR WARS ELSEWHERE.  
THERE WAS ONE ATTEMPT ON HEROD’S LIFE, BUT WE HAVE NO KNOWLEDGE OF ANY OTHER SEDITION OR EVEN MUCH INFORMATION ABOUT A GENERAL UNHAPPINESS.  HE PUT PEOPLE TO WORK BUILDING, AND THERE IS NO RECORD OF THE KINGDOM BEING UNABLE TO PAY ITS ROMAN TAX.  ON THE CONTRARY, HEROD ALWAYS HAD MONEY IN ABUNDANCE.  THE LAND WAS PROSPEROUS, THE NEW CITIES REFLECTIVE OF A BURGEONING POPULATION. 
EVEN THE GENTILES AND THE JEWS WERE AT PEACE WITH ONE ANOTHER—THIS WAS NOT THE CASE IN LATER TIMES.  
SO WHAT HAPPENED?  WHY DO WE KNOW HEROD AS A MONSTER?
LET’S TAKE A LOOK AT THE PRIVATE LIFE OF HEROD.  BEFORE MIRAMME THERE WERE A COUPLE OF WIVES AND CHILDREN.  MIRAMME INSISTED ON BEING THE ONE AND ONLY.  
HEROD WAS BESOTTED WITH MIRAMME—MAD FOR HER BEAUTY AND MAD FOR THE FACT THAT SHE WAS A ROYAL.  MIRAMME APPARENTLY KNEW A GOOD THING WHEN SHE SAW IT, BUT SHE DID NOT LIKE THE FACT THAT HEROD WAS A COMMONER.  
SHE BELITTLED HIM AND HIS SISTER AND HIS MOTHER.  SHE INSISTED HIS OTHER CHILDREN LIVE ELSEWHERE.  SHE MAY HAVE HAD AN AFFAIR WITH ONE OF HEROD’S BROTHERS.  I THINK IT FAIR TO SAY SHE WAS A SPOILED SELF-CENTERED BRAT.
WHAT HAPPENED IS OUR GLORIOUS KING OF THE JEWS HAD A DOMESTIC LIFE THAT WAS PURE AGONY.  HEROD’S FAMILY WHISPERED AND COMPLAINED UNTIL  HEROD FINALLY CHARGED HIS OWN WIFE WITH TREASON, HAD HER TRIED, CONVICTED, AND EXECUTED.  AFTERWARDS HEROD BECAME INCONSOLABLE.
STILL, HEROD KEPT UP HIS BUILDING PROGRAMS; HE RAN HIS GOVERNMENT WITH SKILL.  HE GOT OVER MARIAMME IN TIME AND RECONCILED HIMSELF WITH HIS FIRST BORN SON—NAMED AFTER HIS FATHER, ANTIPATER.
MEANWHILE, HIS SONS BY MIRIAMME WERE BROUGHT UP IN ROME—LEARNING ROMAN CUSTOMS.  WHEN THEY RETURNED HEROD PROMISED THE ELDER OF THE TWO THE CROWN OF JUDAEA—ASSUMING CAESAR AUGUSTUS APPROVED HIS WILL, THAT IS.
THREE YEARS BEFORE HIS DEATH HEROD HAD THESE TWO SONS STANDING BEFORE CAESAR AUGUSTUS IN ROME—FACING CHARGES OF TREASON.
IT IS OFTEN REMARKED THAT HEROD BECAME PARANOID.  THE FACT IS THE PEOPLE HE FEARED MOST REALLY WERE OUT TO GET HIM—AND THEY COULD HURT HIM, TOO—BECAUSE THEY WERE FAMILY.  
HEROD DID NOT MURDER HIS SONS.  THEY WERE FOUND GUILTY BY CAESAR AND HEROD THEN WENT FORWARD WITH THEIR EXECUTIONS.  IT BROKE HIS HEART, BUT HE TURNED TO HIS FIRST BORN, ANTIPATER.  
TWO YEARS LATER HIS COUNSELORS CAME TO HIM WITH PROOF THAT ANITIPATER WAS CONSPIRING AGAINST HIM.  ANTIPATER WENT TO PRISON!
HEROD TURNED TO ARCHELAUS AND ANTIPAS AS HIS HEIRS.  THESE WERE SONS OF A SAMARTIAN WOMAN.  IMAGINE A JUDAEAN JEW BOWING DOWN TO A SAMARITAN JEW—A KING NO LESS!  HEROD DIDN’T CARE ... OR HE WASN’T THINKING STRAIGHT.  
THEN CAME THREE MEN FROM THE EAST, ASKING ABOUT THE BIRTH OF THE MESSIAH—THE ANNOITED KING OF ISRAEL.
NOT MORE INTRIGUE!  ENOUGH OF THESE CONTENDERS FOR MY THRONE!  IN THE BOOK OF MATTHEW WE LEARN THAT HEROD AND JERUSALEM WAS UPSET AT THE NEWS.  NOBODY NEEDED ANOTHER CIVIL WAR...
DID HEROD ORDER THE MASSACRE OF THE INNOCENTS OR DID ONE OF THE COUNSELORS WHO SUPPORTED YOUNG ARCHELAUS?  
PERHAPS THE KING SIMPLY TOLD A MAN TO TAKE CARE OF IT.  PERHAPS HE ACTUALLY SAID KILL EVERY CHILD IN BETHLEHEM!  
HOW IT HAPPENED WE CANNOT SAY.  THERE IS NO DISCUSSION OF THE MASSACRE OF THE INNOCENTS IN JOESPHUS’ SOURCES—AS A RESULT OF THAT OMISSION SOME SAY IT DIDN’T HAPPEN AT ALL.  
I THINK HEROD’S BIOGRAHER DIDN’T MENTION IT BECAUSE HE HAD SOMETHING TO DO WITH IT.  
IT IS GREAT FUN TO TALK ABOUT A DISFUNCTIONAL FAMILY; ANOTHER MATTER TO BRING UP THAT NASTY BUSINESS IN BETHLEHEM...
MATTHEW KNEW ABOUT IT AND WROTE ABOUT IT.  MATTHEW HAD DIFFERENT SOURCES—A DIFFERENT TRADITION.  MATTHEW WASN’T INTERESTED IN COVERING OVER HIS OWN CRIME, SO HE WROTE THE TERRIBLE TRUTH ABOUT HEROD’S GREATEST SIN.
HEROD CAME DOWN WITH AN ILLNESS IN THE WAKE OF THAT SLAUGHTER; I WILL SPARE YOU THE DETAILS.  SUFFICE TO SAY HE GOT GANGRENE IN HIS PRIVATE PARTS.  AS HE PASSED INTO A COMA WORD SPREAD THROUGH THE PALACE THAT HE WAS DEAD.  
ANTIPATER REJOICED, FOR WITH HEROD’S PASSING HE COULD COUNT ON BEING RELEASED FROM PRISON.  HEROD AWOKE, LEARNED THAT HIS SON WAS REJOICING, AND ORDER HIM EXECUTED AT ONCE.  HEROD DIED FOUR DAYS LATER.
THE JEWS FOUND THEMSELVES WITH A SAMARTIAN KING OVER THEM.  THE TEMPLE BECAME THE SITE OF MASSIVE DEMONSTRATIONS.  ARCHELAUS BROUGHT OUT THE TROOPS—KILLING HUNDREDS.
JUDAEA ERUPTED IN OPEN REVOLT.  FIFTY DAYS AFTER THE DEATH OF HEROD THE ROMAN GOVERNOR OF SYRIA STORMED INTO THE KINGDOM, DESTROYED SEVERAL CITIES IN A REIGN OF TERROR AND FINALLY CRUCIFIED TWO THOUSAND JEWS ON A HILL OUTSIDE JERUSALEM.  
IN EGYPT THE FATHER OF JESUS LEARNED THAT KING HEROD WAS DEAD AND FINALLY RETURNED TO HIS HOMELAND.  
BUT MATTHEW TELLS US THAT AS ARCHELAUS WAS STILL RULING IN JUDAEA JOSEPH WENT NORTH TO GALILEE AND SETTLED IN NAZARETH.  THIS WAS A LAND RULED BY THE BROTHER OF ARCHELAUS, HEROD ANTIPAS—THE SAME ANTIPAS WHO WOULD BE PRESENT AT THE TRIAL OF JESUS A QUARTER OF A CENTURY LATER. 
THAT JOSEPH AVOIDED JUDAEA BECAUSE OF ARCHELAUS IS A TELLING DETAIL.  ARCHELAUS BEGAN HIS BRIEF REIGN WITH AN ACT OF TERROR AND FROM THERE THINGS GOT ONLY WORSE.  MATTHEW NEW THIS DETAIL AND TELLS US ARCHELAUS IS THE REASON JOSEPH DID NOT RETURN TO JUDAEA.  
BY THE WAY, ARCHELAUS CALLED HIMSELF A KING AT FIRST, BUT AUGUSTUS REFUSED HIM THE TITLE.  HE REIGNED AS AN ETHNARCH—RULER OF A RACE OF PEOPLE.  FLAVIUS JOSEPHUS’ SOURCES FINISHED WITH THE DEATH OF KING HEROD.  AT THAT POINT THE DETAILS GET VERY SPOTTY; WE KNOW ALMOST NOTHING ABOUT THE TEN YEAR REIGN OF ARCHELAUS.
WE DO KNOW THAT CAESAR AUGUSTUS REMOVED ARCHELAUS IN 5 AD AND PLACED A ROMAN PREFECT OVER JUDAEA, PONTIUS PILATE BEING THE MOST FAMOUS.  
A GRANDSON OF HEROD THE GREAT HELPED CLAUDIUS BECOME EMPEROR OF ROME IN THE AFTERMATH OF THE ASSASSINATION OF CALIGULA.  CLAUDIUS WAS SO GRATEFUL THAT HE NAMED THIS HEROD KING OF THE JEWS AND GAVE HIM LAND GREATER THAN EVEN THE LANDS HEROD THE GREAT HAD POSSESSED.  
THIS HEROD AGRIPPA DIED THREE YEARS LATER—LIKELY ASSASSINATED BY POISON.  A ROMAN PROCURATOR, VIRTUALLY THE SAME AS A ROMAN PREFECT, ASSUMED COMMAND OF JUDAEA AFTER THE DEATH OF THIS THE LAST KING OF JUDAEA.  
WHEN THE JEWS REVOLTED IN 66 AND ESTABLISHED THE NATION OF ISRAEL FOR A BRIEF FOUR YEARS THEY MADE NO ONE KING.  
IN 70 AD JERUSALEM FELL AND THE SURVIVING JEWS WERE SCATTERED INTO SLAVERY.  FOR THE NEXT 2000 YEARS ISRAEL WAS A NATION ONLY IN THE HEARTS OF THE FAITHFUL.
WHEN IT FINALLY REFORMED AS A NATION AGAIN IN 1947, THERE WAS NO MONARCHY IN THIS NEW GOVERNMENT.  
IN 2007 AFTER YEARS OF SEARCHING, ARCHAEOLOGISTS DISCOVERED THE TOMB OF HEROD THE GREAT AT THE ANCIENT CITY OF HERODIUM.  WHEN THEY OPENED THE SARCOPHAGUS, THEY FOUND IT WAS EMPTY...

