Contested Kings of the Jews
Herodium, En Gedi and Masada

Day 7 of the 2019 Israel trip by Joe Fuiten


In our Wednesday studies we are considering the Scripture as we follow the route of our 2019 Israel trip.  Tonight I want to consider the encounters between kings or rulers that took place in these three locations.


The first was the contest between Herod and Jesus, both proclaimed as King of the Jews.  “After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod , Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 2 and asked, "Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him." 3 When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 When he had called together all the people's chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born. 5 "In Bethlehem in Judea," they replied, "for this is what the prophet has written: 6 "'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 be the shepherd of my people Israel.'" 7 Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. 8 He sent them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him." (Matthew 2:1-8)
Jesus was known as “King of the Jews.”  That title is a key part of the Christmas story.  At the time of the crucifixion that title became a major factor.  Matthew 27:11 “Meanwhile Jesus stood before the governor, and the governor asked him, "Are you the king of the Jews?" "Yes, it is as you say," Jesus replied.” When the soldiers were whipping and mocking him the Scripture records the reference there too.  Matthew 27:28-30 “They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, 29 and then twisted together a crown of thorns and set it on his head. They put a staff in his right hand and knelt in front of him and mocked him. "Hail, king of the Jews!" they said.” The sign that went over his head as he hung on the cross was “King of the Jews.”  Not everyone realizes that at the time claiming this title as a highly inflammatory capital crime.  It was literally a crime against a sovereign power.  Roman law made it a death penalty crime.


It was doubly problematic given the other guy who had that title when Jesus was born. The Emperor Augustus had already given that title to Herod the Great.  And you know if you like to be called Herod the Great you have a fairly good sized ego that doesn’t appreciate competitors.  He was kind of the Kim Jong Un of his day.  


Herod was obsessed with his role as king and desperately worked to create a dynasty.  He married the Hashmonean princess Miriame so he could claim royalty.  Josephus said Herod destroyed the genealogical records in the archives at Sepphoris so no rival could challenge his pedigree or offer a competing one. Herod killed members of his own family, including sons, along with a host of others including anyone who he thought might want to challenge him or his family for rule.


You can appreciate that Herod didn’t like the idea of Jesus being born as “King of the Jews,” the very title the Wisemen recognized.  But God’s timing was apparently perfect.  Paul said in Galatians “But when the set time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman…” It was exactly the right time for Jesus to be born literally under the shadow of the Herodium.


Bethlehem was just about three miles from Herodium, the fortress of Herod.  Herod built fortresses to dominate.  From Herodium he could look east and see the Dead Sea and the mountains of Moab (in Jordan.) 
From the Mount of Olives you normally look at Jerusalem.  But if you turned your head to the left you would see Herodium in the distance.  You couldn’t miss it from either Bethlehem or Jerusalem because at 2,487 feet above Sea Level, it was the highest point in the Judean desert.  Herod built Herodium on a hill where he had defeated the Parthians in 40 BC, killing many who had tried to kill him.  It was literally a fortress memorial proclaiming that nobody lives who tries to take on Herod.  From Herodium’s commanding presence it really was “O little town of Bethlehem.”  


One of the ironies of Christmas is that both Mary and Joseph had royal blood in their veins as descendants of King David who had lived a thousand years before them.   They were not at all powerful but quite poor.  Joseph couldn’t even provide for his wife.  She had to give birth in a cave or an outbuilding because they couldn’t get better accommodations.  They had more in common with people like the shepherds who still serve in those fields even today.


Herodium was luxurious, bright and heavily defended.  Bethlehem was dirty, dark, and quite vulnerable.  The very soldiers that would eventually swoop down on Bethlehem with such violence may well have been stationed at Herodium.  


If you were sizing things up that day, you might have come to some wrong conclusions.  Joseph didn’t even want to expose his wife to any public disgrace whereas Herod killed his own wife.  Herod came to take the lives of the innocent. Jesus came to make our lives innocent.  Herod was lifted up in his towering fortress.  Jesus was lifted up on a cross.  Herod would pass away but Jesus would live forever.  Yet that first Christmas the good guys were losing while the bad guys were winning. 

Herod wanted people to see what he had accomplished and be impressed. He wanted to be remembered in stone.  At some point, he decided to turn Herodium, which he named after himself, from a fortress into his private mausoleum.   Herodium was destroyed.  Even the gold and jewels of the casket were taken and disappeared into the crevices of history.   Only the broken fragments of the stone coffin remain having just recently been found and mostly reassembled.   

From Herodium Herod could look down toward the Dead Sea and see his next fortress which was strategically built as the next stop toward Edom if ever he needed to escape that direction.  At Masada you can see the long warehouses that were once filled with gallons of wine, tons of grain, and bushels of dried food all waiting for the possibility that Herod might show up.  He had a luxury fort there too complete with a bath house and palace. The stucco has faded, the stones tumbled, and Herod does not come there anymore.  

Even the massive temple he built in Jerusalem which could have become a wonder of the ancient world would barely outlive him.   
In order to destroy the other King of the Jews, Herod had every baby boy born in Bethlehem under the age of two to be killed.  It failed just as the other plan to destroy Jesus was overcome by the resurrection.
The kings traded places.  The king who seemed powerful is this world became nothing and even his grave was robbed.  Jesus, who seemed so weak and vulnerable was the eternal God.

The Psalmist in 36:6-12 said, “Your righteousness is like the mighty mountains, your justice like the great deep. O Lord, you preserve both man and beast. 7 How priceless is your unfailing love! Both high and low among men find refuge in the shadow of your wings.  8 They feast on the abundance of your house; you give them drink from your river of delights.  9 For with you is the fountain of life; in your light we see light. 10 Continue your love to those who know you, your righteousness to the upright in heart. 11 May the foot of the proud not come against me, nor the hand of the wicked drive me away.  12 See how the evildoers lie fallen — thrown down, not able to rise! 
That contest between Herod and Jesus has some similarities to King Saul trying to kill David.  (1 Samuel 24:1-17) “1After Saul returned from pursuing the Philistines, he was told, "David is in the Desert of En Gedi."2So Saul took three thousand chosen men from all Israel and set out to look for David and his men near the Crags of the Wild Goats.3He came to the sheep pens along the way; a cave was there, and Saul went in to relieve himself. David and his men were far back in the cave.4The men said, "This is the day the LORD spoke of when he said to you, 'I will give your enemy into your hands for you to deal with as you wish.'" Then David crept up unnoticed and cut off a corner of Saul's robe.5Afterward, David was conscience-stricken for having cut off a corner of his robe.6He said to his men, "The LORD forbid that I should do such a thing to my master, the LORD's anointed, or lift my hand against him; for he is the anointed of the LORD."7With these words David rebuked his men and did not allow them to attack Saul. And Saul left the cave and went his way. 8Then David went out of the cave and called out to Saul, "My lord the king!" When Saul looked behind him, David bowed down and prostrated himself with his face to the ground.9 He said to Saul, "Why do you listen when men say, 'David is bent on harming you'?10 This day you have seen with your own eyes how the LORD delivered you into my hands in the cave. Some urged me to kill you, but I spared you; I said, 'I will not lift my hand against my master, because he is the LORD's anointed.'11
See, my father, look at this piece of your robe in my hand! I cut off the corner of your robe but did not kill you. Now understand and recognize that I am not guilty of wrongdoing or rebellion. I have not wronged you, but you are hunting me down to take my life.12May the LORD judge between you and me. And may the LORD avenge the wrongs you have done to me, but my hand will not touch you.13As the old saying goes, 'From evildoers come evil deeds,' so my hand will not touch you.14"Against whom has the king of Israel come out? Whom are you pursuing? A dead dog? A flea?15May the LORD be our judge and decide between us. May he consider my cause and uphold it; may he vindicate me by delivering me from your hand."16When David finished saying this, Saul asked, "Is that your voice, David my son?" And he wept aloud.17"You are more righteous than I," he said. "You have treated me well, but I have treated you badly.


The area around En Gedi
 had long been used as a hideout for obvious reasons.  It is a rough country with many caves and hideouts which David used to full advantage.  He certainly won the day in I Samuel but I think he won that battle by the Spirit many days before.  Psalm 142 shows the pressure David was under.  (Psalm 142, A maskil of David. When he was in the cave. A prayer.) “I cry aloud to the Lord; I lift up my voice to the Lord for mercy. 2 I pour out my complaint before him; before him I tell my trouble. 3 When my spirit grows faint within me, it is you who know my way. In the path where I walk men have hidden a snare for me. 4 Look to my right and see; no one is concerned for me. I have no refuge; no one cares for my life. 5 I cry to you, O Lord; I say, "You are my refuge, my portion in the land of the living."  6 Listen to my cry, for I am in desperate need; rescue me from those who pursue me, for they are too strong for me. 7 Set me free from my prison, that I may praise your name. Then the righteous will gather about me because of your goodness to me.”

Somewhere in there he also wrote Psalm 57 which shows him going back and forth between the dire situation and the greatness of God.  It is a Psalm that greatly inspires me every time I read it.  Anyone going through a difficult time would benefit by ready this psalm.   “Have mercy on me, O God, have mercy on me, for in you my soul takes refuge. I will take refuge in the shadow of your wings until the disaster has passed. 2 I cry out to God Most High, to God, who fulfills [his purpose] for me. 3 He sends from heaven and saves me, rebuking those who hotly pursue me; Selah God sends his love and his faithfulness. 4 I am in the midst of lions; I lie among ravenous beasts — men whose teeth are spears and arrows, whose tongues are sharp swords. 5 Be exalted, O God, above the heavens; let your glory be over all the earth. 6 They spread a net for my feet — I was bowed down in distress. They dug a pit in my path — but they have fallen into it themselves. Selah 7 My heart is steadfast, O God, my heart is steadfast; I will sing and make music. 8 Awake, my soul! Awake, harp and lyre! I will awaken the dawn. 9 I will praise you, O Lord, among the nations; I will sing of you among the peoples. 10 For great is your love, reaching to the heavens; your faithfulness reaches to the skies. 11 Be exalted, O God, above the heavens; let your glory be over all the earth.”

Our stay around En Gedi is always at one of resort hotels at the Dead Sea, one of the most interesting places on earth.  At 1300 feet below sea level, it is a shrinking lake with no outlet.  It is less than 50 miles long and averaging 10 miles in width. Since I have been visiting the lake it seems like its level has dropped by at least 60 feet.  Its water is 27% mineral (many times saltier than sea water), and estimated to contain 45 billion tons of valuable chemicals:  mainly sodium, chlorine, sulfur, potassium, calcium, magnesium, and bromine.  Ezekiel 47:9, 10 predicts that the Dead Sea will one day become fresh and fisherman will work its shores.  There have been discussions about bringing sea water from the Red Sea or from the Mediterranean through giant pipes.  As it falls the 1300 feet, it could produce electricity.  The less salty water would stay on top and could, after a period of time, allow fish to live.  At the moment, nothing will live in this water.  If you get your head under water you will quickly wish you were not living.  Even if you can’t swim and hate water you really should take a dip in the Dead Sea.  There is no comparable experience.

On our way out we go by Qumran which is tucked into the area between the Judean Wilderness and the Dead Sea.  It is most famous because the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered here.  

One of Cedar Park’s members, the late Gary Collette, worked at Qumran for many years to try to discover the ashes of the Red Heifer and other Temple artifacts which he believed to be buried in still undiscovered underground caverns here.  Just as these caves lay hidden for 1900 years, he thought there may be several others that remain for his discovery.  


Before we leave the area we must visit Masada and return our thoughts to Herod the Great.  He was the one who built Masada to its strongest point but David himself used the stronghold after his encounter with Saul.
Masada is most famous because a small remnant of Jews escaped to here in 73 A.D. and made their last stand against the Romans.  The Roman Tenth Legion, using Jewish slave labor, built the earthen ramp on the western or mountain side of the fortress, as their access for capturing the fortress.  The rolled their siege engine, a battering ram, up this ramp and began pounding against the walls.  The night before the Romans used their siege engine to finally break through the walls and storm the fortress, 900 defenders committed suicide rather than be captured. 


The top of Masada has been occupied on more than one occasion.  During the Byzantine era there was a Christian settlement on the site.  

However, it is famous for the stand the Jewish zealots made against the Roman armies.  The outline of the Roman camps can still be seen from atop the mountain.  Also from the top of Masada we have a spectacular view of the Dead Sea below and the country of Jordan across the Dead Sea.


Masada is where all Jewish commissioned officers in the Israeli military are sworn in.  They take a solemn oath that “Masada shall never fall again.”  
People who are completely nuts can walk up the snake path to get to the top.  The rest of us will ride the cable car and make fun of those laboring below.  Having walked down the snake path, I promised myself that I would never fall again on that trail.

�During the time of Jehoshaphat, it was the rallying point for opposing armies (2 Chronicles 20:2).  It was then called Hazazon-tamar.  The Song of Solomon 1:14 speaks of its fruitfulness.


 





1
5

