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Kingdoms in Conflict 
Part 2 

Matthew 21:1-23 !
B.I: The cloak-and-dagger story of Jesus’ early life demonstrates God’s unyielding 
determination to establish His King who will be the Savior for the world.  

!
Introduction: 

1. Last week when we began thinking about Matthew chapter two, I suggested that the story of 
Christmas should not be thought of merely as a simple tale of a babe born in a manger. Instead, it 
reads more like an epic action thriller involving geopolitical espionage, attempted assignation, 
the wanton massacre of innocent victims, international asylum, supernatural intervention, and a 
top-secret protection program for securing the life of the world’s future King. This is what we 
began to discover in this story the last time we met.  

2. You see the Christmas narrative is not simply about a baby. It is about the birth of God’s 
rightful King of Israel, from the line of Jesse whom the prophets foretold would sit upon the 
throne of David and reign forever. Problem was, when Jesus was born Israel already had a king. 
In fact, the Roman senate had long since given him the title “King of the Jews.”  And his name 
was Herod the Great.  

3. We learned a number of things about Herod last week, but the most important fact was that 
Herod had no intention of ever giving up his throne. In fact, he lived in a perpetual state of 
paranoia that someone might try to undermine his authority and sabotage his rule. Many times 
this kind of rabid paranoia provoked within Herod a homicidal rage. History demonstrates this in 
the record of all the people Herod murdered, including noblemen, Jewish zealots (sometimes by 
the hundreds), and even his own wives and sons. It really didn’t matter who the person was. If he 
or she was perceived a threat to his power, he simply dispatched them to the afterlife by 
whatever means seemed most expedient.  

4. Herod’s “opposition radar” was especially sensitive during the latter years of his reign because 
there was a growing Messianic fervor in the air among the Jews. The more oppression they 
experienced, the more they longed and hoped for the promise Messiah. In fact, by this time 
Zachariah had already been visited by the angel, Gabriel, in the temple declaring that his aged 
wife, Elizabeth, would have a son who would prepare the way for Messiah. Moreover, it had 
already been at least nine months since that same angel declared to Mary that she too would have 
a son, and it was He who would be Christ, the Lord.  

5. Having grown up in a religiously Jewish home, Hero would have been all too familiar with the 
biblical prophecies about Messiah. One of the most explicit of these - which was no doubt being 
whispered in the streets at this time - was one from the prophet Jeremiah who wrote:  



Behold, the days are coming,” declares the LORD, “When I will raise up for David a 
righteous Branch; And He will reign as king and act wisely And do justice and 
righteousness in the land. 6 “In His days Judah will be saved, and Israel will dwell 
securely; And this is His name by which He will be called, ‘The LORD our 
righteousness’ (Jer. 23:5–6).  	


6. Herod was committed to doing everything in his power to keep this future king from 
ascending the throne in his lifetime. With a character like Herod in a story, we should expect that 
there would be a lot of high-stakes drama associated with his reign. And that’s exactly what we 
find. 

7. In Chapter two of Matthew’s gospel the drama begins immediately (v.1) because a delegation 
of Magi from another country arrive in Jerusalem asking “Where is he who has been born king of 
the Jews? For we saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.” Then, in verse 2 we 
read that when Herod heard this he was troubled (or terrified), and all Jerusalem with him. 

8. I suspect the reason “all Jerusalem” was troubled was because they knew how this kind of 
news would provoke Herod. Whether the Magi were right about the birth of the future king or 
not, someone (perhaps more than one) was soon going to die. But Herod was shrewd, and 
managed to keep himself together long enough to engage in a little espionage to discover what he 
could about the baby king. As best we can tell, he did this without letting on to the Wise Men 
what his true intentions were. But let there be no mistake. The Unexpected Delegation created 
An Agitated Ruler.  He called together all the local experts in O.T. prophecy to determine where 
the child was to be born (Mic. 5:2). Then he carefully derived from the Magi (based on the 
timing of the Star’s appearance) approximately when the baby was born. And then, with that 
information in hand, he began formulating a plan to assassinate the baby king.  

9. But none of this kept the Magi from finding the child and making their extravagant 
presentation of Gold, Frankincense, Myrrh, and most importantly – worship. 

10. As one O.T. scholar writes, “When the Magi found where Jesus and his family were living, 
they were overjoyed. Their destination was not just a place—but a Person—Jesus. Their response 
was the same response that Matthew wanted for his readers; they worshiped him.    And their 1

worship was heightened by the giving of gifts … gold … incense and … myrrh. These were gifts 
worthy of a king and this act by Gentile leaders pictures the wealth of the nations which will 
someday be completely given to the Messiah (Isa. 60:5, 11; 61:6; 66:20; Zeph. 3:10; Hag. 2:7–
8).   2

11. Unlike Herod, these men - who were no doubt part of the ruling class of a neighboring 
country - were not paranoid about the birth of King Jesus. Somehow they knew that the only true 
God had sent Him and that He was worthy of their wealth and their worship even though they 
did not belong to His people, Israel. 
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12. The contrasts here are striking. As Warren Wiersbe observes, “The magi were seeking the 
King; Herod was opposing the King; and the Jewish priests were ignoring the King. These 
priests knew the Scriptures and pointed others to the Saviour, but they would not go to worship 
Him themselves! They quoted Micah 5:2 but did not obey it. They were five miles from the very 
Son of God, yet they did not go to see Him! The Gentiles sought and found Him, but the Jews 
did not.”   3

12. Matthew then tells us (12) that having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, the 
Magi left for their own country by another way. In a few miles they would be across the border 
and safe from Herod’s wrath. Jesus, on the other hand, was left in Bethlehem helpless and 
vulnerable to the rage of a deranged ruler who possessed all the resources he needed to carry out 
his assignation plot quickly and thoroughly…. Or so he thought.  

13. Herod was an evil genius and highly skilled in the use of military power and political intrigue 
to smash his opponents. He was, after all, “king of the Jews.” Problem was, the enemy he had 
chosen this time was no other than God Himself. As David said in Psalm 2, “He who sits in the 
heavens laughs, The Lord scoffs at them” (Psalm 2:4). 

14. And God had other plans for Jesus that could not be undermined. Herod may have come up 
with his best plan to kill Jesus, but God intervened to provide… "
IV. A Narrow Escape: 
1. Read 2:13 

2. Matthew doesn’t tell us about Herod’s response to the discovery that the Magi slipped away 
without obeying his order to return. You will remember they were to bring him information about 
where the new born king lived. Matthew records his response in verse 16. But I think Matthew is 
arranging things in the actual order in which they occurred.  

3. At this point in the story no one really knows about Herod’s plot. As a master strategist he was 
good at keeping secrets. But the Lord knew. He always knows the true motives and secret plans 
of a man’s heart. So addressing the situation was easy. He simply sent an angel to warn Joseph to 
flee before Herod could set the assignation plot in motion.  

4. The word “flee” here is pheugo from which we get the word “fugitive.”   Though the only 4

crime Jesus committed was the crime of being born, he found himself in the position of a fugitive 
running for his life. 

Read 14   

5. It must have been frightening to leave Israel and move into a Gentile nation. But God gave 
Joseph a reason for this drastic move (13). Herod was planning to find Jesus and kill him. So 
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Joseph gathered his family in the middle of the night and left immediately for Egypt, once again 
trusting and obeying the Word of the Lord.   5

6. Why Egypt? Well, Egypt offered a natural haven for first-century Jews. A large Jewish 
community had lived there for several centuries, and even from Old Testament times Egypt had 
often provided a refuge when danger threatened Israel.   It was actually Alexander the Great  6

who had established a sanctuary for Jews in Alexandria, the Egyptian city he named after 
himself. Throughout the Roman rule that followed, that city was still considered a special place 
of safety and opportunity for Jews. It was in Alexandria in the third century B.C., for example, 
that a group of Jewish scholars met and produced the Septuagint - the official Greek translation 
of the O.T.    7

7. It’s likely that the stay in Egypt until the death of Herod lasted no more than a few months. 
And it is at this point that we are told the primary reason for the family’s going to Egypt (Read 
15): “That what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying, ‘Out of 
Egypt did I call My Son.’”  This prophesy from the book of Hosea is another piece of divine 
evidence that Jesus was God’s Son, the promised Messiah, the rightful King of Israel. 

8. Matthew sees a striking parallel between Jesus and the nation of Israel whom God brought out 
of Egypt to make His royal and priestly representatives on earth. As God had once brought the 
people of Israel out of Egypt to be His chosen nation, He now brought out His Son to be the 
Messiah. What Israel failed to do in terms of representing God to men and men to God, the 
Messiah will fulfill perfectly and completely. And He would do it not simply as God’s human 
representative, but as Emmanuel – “God with us.” 

8. As you read this story carefully it really does come across as a multi-layered action thriller. 
The planed assignation is something that no human being could have thwarted. The target had 
been acquired and the assets were soon to be unleashed to eliminate Herod’s problem. But just in 
the nick of time a divine messenger arrives with intelligence that will undermine the plan and 
save the child’s life. Nevertheless, the rescue of the boy king did not prevent…  

"
V. A Mindless Atrocity: 
1. Read 16-18  

2. Matthew now picks up the story where he left off in verse 12. Thus far Herod had managed to 
control himself, but once he realized he had been tricked by the Magi, the gloves flew off and he 
fell into one of the paranoiac, homicidal rages for which he is so notoriously infamous. The term 
“enraged” here (16) is in the passive voice, indicating that Herod had lost control of his senses 
and had fallen into a mindless rage.  
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3. Here we discover the fourth fulfillment of prophesy that harkens back to Jer. 31:15 some 600 
years before Jesus was born. In its original context, the passage referred to mothers in Israel 
bewailing their sons who were being led off into exile to Babylon past the town of Ramah. The 
mothers of Israel are personified as Jacob’s wife, Rachael, who was viewed as the mother of the 
nation of Israel weeping for her children. (also, Rachael’s tomb is just outside Bethlehem).   

4. In order to ensure success in his assignation plot, Herod would allow for a large margin of 
error relative to the age of the child. So he gave orders that every male child in and around 
Bethlehem two years of age and younger were to be slaughtered. Demographers tell us there 
would have been perhaps two dozen boys two years old and under who were killed because of 
Herod’s obscene order. The weeping would have filled the night from Bethlehem to Ramah.  

5. When you read this story you have to consider the arrogance of this man. As Webber points 
out, “[Herod] was observant enough to recognize the truth of Old Testament prophecies about 
God’s plan, but arrogant enough to think that he could thwart it! No created being, not even 
Lucifer, can thwart the plan of God. In this situation, God the Father intervened to protect his 
Son and to preserve our salvation.   8

6. Those innocent and precious babies of Bethlehem were the first casualties in the now-
intensified warfare between the kingdoms of this world and the kingdom of God’s Christ, His 
Anointed.   

7. We have to ask at this point why Matthew included this terrible story in his Gospel. The other 
gospel writers don’t mention it. No one ever makes this a part of their annual church Christmas 
pageant. But perhaps Matthew had a reason that is not immediately intuitive to us.  

8. The time in which he lived was a time of oppression under the Romans. Israel as a nation 
suffered much under Rome’s boot, where individuals were beaten, tortured, crucified, and 
slaughtered by the thousands. But this is nothing new. There are always pockets of believers 
around the world who live in fear for their lives simply because they are followers of Christ. 
Even this Christmas the news was full of stories of Christians in the Middle East who endured 
bombings, and personal injury, and death because of their faith.  

9. Kenneth Bailey asks: “How do people retain their faith under such conditions? One answer is 
that they remember both the Christmas story and the cross. A mindless, bloody atrocity took 
place at the birth of Jesus. After reading that story, the reader is not caught unawares by the 
human potential for terror that shows its ugly face again on the cross. At the beginning of the 
Gospel and at its conclusion, Matthew presents pictures of the depth of evil that Jesus came to 
redeem. This story heightens the reader’s awareness of the willingness on the part of God to 
expose Himself to the total vulnerability which is at the heart of the incarnation. If the gospel can 
flourish in a world that produces the slaughter of the innocents and the cross, the gospel can 
flourish anywhere. From this awareness the readers of the Gospels in any age can take heart.”   9
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10. You see beloved, viewed through the gospel suffering is never meaningless. God has 
redeeming purposes for every heartache, every pain, every act of terror, and every tear. And in 
the end, when we stand before the throne of God and before the Lamb who was slain, every tear 
will be wiped away and we will know that all of His purposes were holy, righteous, and good. 

"
VI. An Undetected Return: 
1. Read 19-20 

2. As far as we can tell after the slaughter of Bethlehem’s babies, Herod was convinced that the 
assignation had been successful. All the babies were dead. He assumed his throne was once again 
secure. But he was wrong. The child was still very much alive, biding his time until God sent 
word for him and his parents to return to their homeland. The irony, of course, is that shortly 
after Herod ordered the assignation, He was the one who was found dead. History tells us that he 
died in 4 B.C. It was now time for the true King to return to His homeland. But now another 
potential threat appears on the horizon. 

Read 21-22 

3. As Bloomberg explains, After Herod the Great died, his kingdom was divided into four parts 
or tetrarchies. His oldest son Archelaus ruled in Judea and was notorious for his cruelty. Not long 
after his father’s death, he too ordered a massacre (Josephus, Ant. 17.9.3). The Jews soon 
protested his cruel leadership, sending an embassy to Caesar in Rome. Augustus responded in 
A.D. 6 by removing Archelaus from power. Antipas, a second son of Herod, who ruled in Galilee 
to the north, was not perceived as such a threat. So Joseph, Mary, and Jesus go to Galilee rather 
than Judea to settle in the city in which they once lived.   10

4. The meaning of final verse of the chapter is important but not immediately intuitive. Read 23   

5. The Lord was bringing His Christ back to the land of His people, but it was still a dangerous 
place for him to live. Nevertheless, God already had a protection program ready to go. He would 
put Jesus in the most unlikely place anyone would ever look for a king – Nazareth.  

6. By the time Matthew wrote his account, the word Nazarene had become a household adjective 
describing anything despised and scorned. When Christ’s followers were called members of “the 
Nazarene sect” by their enemies (Acts 24:5), the term was intended as an insult.   11

7. One scholar writes, “Nazareth was the town which housed the Roman garrison for the 
northern regions of Galilee. Therefore most Jews would not have any associations with that city. 
In fact those who lived in Nazareth were thought of as compromisers who consorted with the 
enemy, the Romans. Therefore to call one “a Nazarene” was to use a term of contempt. So 
because Joseph and his family settled in Nazareth, the Messiah was later despised and considered 
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contemptible in the eyes of many in Israel. This was Nathanael’s reaction when he heard Jesus 
was from Nazareth (John 1:46): “Can anything good come from there?”  

8. But indeed something wonderful came out of Nazareth. What Matthew wants us to see is that 
the Christ who was foretold by the prophets of old came into the world just as God had 
promised. He was often despised and rejected, but He is loved by all of us who are honored to 
call ourselves followers of the Nazarene. 

"
Conclusion: 

1. What do we learn from this Christmas story?  

A. We learn that Jesus came not only for the Jews, but for the Gentiles as well. The faith 
of the Magi stands in stark relief against the unbelief of the Jewish establishment. The 
message is clear - The gospel is for all people. 

B. Not everyone who claims to belong to God are actually His. Religiously speaking, 
Herod was a Jew and the chief priests and Scribes were the religious leaders of the 
people. But when it was announced that the promised King of the Jews had been born 
in Bethlehem they wouldn’t so much as walk to the next town to greet Him and 
worship Him. 

C. God rules over even the most powerful and despotic kings of the earth. Let them 
devise their greatest plans against Christ and His people! The Lord in heaven laughs. 
In this we have great hope. Our lives are not in the hands of terrorists, presidents, 
congresses, and kings. Our hope is secure in the Person and Promises of the Lord our 
God. His gospel thrives not only in times of peace and joy, but even in the most 
horrific tragedies and mindless acts of evil. 

D. Most importantly, we learn that God will allow NOTING to keep Him from rescuing 
for eternity a world of sinners by His grace in Christ Jesus our Lord. And you will be 
completely safe in his hands if you entrust all of your life to Him. 

"
B.I: The cloak-and-dagger story of Jesus’ early life demonstrates God’s unyielding 
determination to establish His King who will be the Savior for the world.  
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