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Do you think you are a spiritually discerning person? Maybe you don’t think of yourself that way, but
even if you don’t, | want to practice Spiritual discernment with you this morning. It’s something the Bible asks
us all to do. | John 4:1 says, “Test the spirits to see if they are from God.” Maybe you hear that and you think,
“that sounds like something a really spiritually advanced person would do, not something for a regular schmo
like me.” But | think you are wrong about that. | believe that, in Christ, through the Holy Spirit, we all have the
ability to discern the spirits.

And | think we all need to learn to be discerning because, as Paul said in Ephesians 6, “our battle is not
against flesh and blood but against principalities and powers and spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly
realms.” These spiritual forces are the enemies of God and his gospel. These dark forces are eager to mess
with our souls. If we can’t discern when they are active and how they work, we are setting ourselves up for
struggle and heartache.

So, let’s do some spiritual discernment this morning. Specifically, let’s see if we can discern the spirit of
Herod’s court. As | read this passage, what would you say is the spirit of King Herod’s court? What’s the feeling
of the place? What’s the ethos of the place? What vibe does it send off? Read Matthew 14:1-13a

So, what’s the spirit of Herod’s court? It’s an icky place. It’s a bit yuck. | think we are all spiritually
discerning enough to be able to say that there is a bad spirit, an evil spirit, in Herod’s court. But let’s dig down
on that. Let’s see if we can be precise about exactly what is icky in Herod’s court, because there are multiple
layers to the bad spirit.

| think the top layer of this bad spirit is inappropriate desire. There’s lust in that room. When she
danced, Herodias’ daughter was probably about 15 years old. We know that because other sources say she
was married shortly after this event. So, you have this spectacle of a room full of wealthy and powerful men,
most of them middle aged and older, many of them probably half drunk, and they’re all leering at this 15-year-
old girl as she dances. That’s icky. So right at the surface, there’s a spirit of lust and decadence.

But that’s not the only layer of this bad spirit; | think you will agree that we can also discern a spirit of
ruthless power. Herod shows some of that ruthlessness when he arrests John, but the real ruthlessness is
shown by Herodias, his wife. When Herod makes his drunken oath to his stepdaughter — “I'll give you
whatever you ask” — Mom knows exactly what she wants. Without hesitation, she asks for John the Baptist’s
head on a dinner plate. There is so much hatred in that request! You don’t come up with a request like that
unless you’ve already been brooding on ways to get revenge on your enemy. Think about it: she doesn’t just
ask for John to be executed; she asks for his head on a dinner plate. Why that detail? She’s not content to kill
her enemy; she wants to have her vengeance for dinner. This is a dinner party, and she will feast on her
revenge. There’s something really dark here.

This malice is not new to this dinner party. That spirit of ruthless power has been there a long time. Let
me give a little bit of history. The Herod in our story is not the same Herod that the Magi visited in Jerusalem.
This Herod is the son of King Herod who was ruling when Jesus was born. That Herod was Herod the Great.
King Herod had a court that was every bit as dark and ruthless as the court of his son. Herod came to power by
eliminating his enemies. So, for example, when he became King in 37 BC, the Sadducees in the court of the
Sanhedrin had opposed him. They sided with his opponent. So when he became king he rounded up 45 of the
Sadducees on the Sanhedrin and executed them. Who needs diplomacy when you have an executioner.

That was the beginning of Herod’s reign — the middle was just as bad. If King Herod had any suspicion
whatsoever that you were against him, he would have you killed. We see that most famously when he ordered
the massacre of the children in Bethlehem — something you all know about. But there were other incidents as



well. He also ordered the execution of his Mother-in-Law, his second wife (not Herodias), and then three of his
own sons. Alexander, Aristobulus and Antipater were all put to the axe. He loved power more than his sons.
That's really ruthless and really dark. You could say he offers his sons as human sacrifices to this dark spirit of
power.

And then finally, Josephus reports that when the time for his death was drawing near, Herod was
worried that not enough people would mourn him. He was worried people might even celebrate his demise.
So, he summoned many of the Judean leaders to the capitol right before his death and had them all executed.
That way he knew there would be mourning and crying in the streets when he passed. So, there’s a spirit of
ruthless power in Herod’s court and it’s been there for a while. This spirit had a hold of the heart of Herod’s
father, and now this same spirit rules over Herod and his wife.

So far as we’ve discerned the spirits in Herod’s court, we’ve discerned a spirit of lust and a spirit of
ruthless power. But there’s one more dimension to the spirit in Herod’s court. The ruthlessness and the lust
are at the surface; they are the easiest to see, but underneath them we can see a spirit of fear and despair.
Herod may be the most powerful man in the region, but he is an unhappy man. Doesn’t it strike you how
insecure Herod seems in this story? He is full of fear. He’s afraid of what the people will say, he’s afraid of
what his dinner guests might say, he’s afraid of saying ‘no’ to his wife and stepdaughter. This is clearly a man
who doesn’t sleep well at night. He lays awake imagining conspiracies and assassinations and other acts of
treachery.

And on top of that he’s wracked with guilt. Remember what he says at the beginning of our passage
when he hears about Jesus’ miracles? Essentially he says: “John the Baptist has come back to haunt me!”
Herod has an uneasy conscience. He’s been having dreams of torment and damnation and waking up in the
middle of the night in a cold sweat. So that’s the spirit of Herod’s house. That’s the spirit of Herod’s court: it’s
desire and ruthlessness but underneath it and at its end there is fear and despair and emptiness.

| wonder: have you ever been to Herod’s court? Have you been to Herod’s house? Do you understand
what I’'m asking there? I’'m not asking an archaeological question. I’'m not asking if you’ve been to Israel and
seen the historical site of Herod’s palace. I’'m asking a Spiritual question. Have you been to Herod’s house?
Have you been to a place where the spirit of Herod’s party was at work. Because the spirit we see in Herod’s
court is a spirit not unique to that place; this spirit of desire and ruthlessness and despair that has menaced
every generation of humanity.

So, have you been to Herod’s court? If you’'ve ever struggled with porn — and statistically lots of you
have - you’ve been to Herod’s dinner party. Porn appeals to your desires and promises to satisfy them, but
then it tricks you and leaves you feeling empty and guilty. And then when you are feeling empty and guilty it
puts its arm around you and says, “l can make you feel better. Just spend more time with me.” It’s the same
spirit, and when it gets a hold of you, you are in a bad place. When you are messing with porn, you aren’t just
looking at pictures and movies; you are messing with spirits.

Or maybe in High School or college or Middle school you were in a ‘mean girls’ type social circle. You
know what I’'m talking about, right? Tina Fey wrote the movie Mean Girls, partly as a reflection on her own
experience as a high school student. The movie is a picture of a ruthless social circle, a group of girls in this
case, who accumulate social power through meanness and contempt directed towards their social inferiors.
People who are not in the mean girl circle look at them with envy because they are beautiful and popular. But
for those inside the circle, it’s a fearful place. There is no intimacy among the Mean Girls. There are just a
bunch of ruthless people living in fear that they will lose their place. So, the Spirit of Mean Girls is: Desire and
ruthlessness, but at its heart, emptiness. It's the same Spirit. It was working in Herod’s court; it's working in
high school hallways today.

This week | read an advent devotional sent to me by Christianity Today. It was written by a pastor
named Matthew Capps. He talked about how at the beginning of high school he had gone to New York City on
a mission trip. He’d worked among the poor there and he’d had a wonderful time. He drew close to God. But
then later in high school and in college, he got lost in Herod’s court. Listen to his description: “...the lure of a



life untethered to a Christian family and the local church led me to move four hours away to attend university.
There, unrestrained and intoxicated living brought me to a place of nihilism and hopelessness. Looking back, |
realize | spent most of my high school and college years fumbling in the darkness, spiritually empty and
aimless.” It’s the same spirit as Herod’s court. A lifestyle that promises desire and social power but delivers
emptiness. Fortunately, God woke him up and got him out of that life, but you can see the similar spiritual
dynamics, right? The spirit of Herod’s court is alive and well and menacing our hearts today.

You'll notice that in my Bible reading this morning, | went half a verse past the place where the pew
Bible thought | should break. | read Jesus’ reaction to the news of John’s death: “When Jesus heard what had
happened, he withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place.” What’s in that reaction? Jesus is sad to hear
about his friend, but he’s also sobered. He’s sobered because he knows that the spirit that led Herod to kill
John the Baptist is the same spirit that will lead other ruthless people to seize him, and spit on him, and mock
him and nail him to a cross. He's sobered and so he goes to a quiet place to gather himself and prepare for the
spiritual battle ahead. Because it will be a spiritual battle.

We’ve been talking about spirits in this sermon; at Christmastime we also talk about spirits. We love to
talk about the Spirit of Christmas. “l have the Christmas spirit. Do you have the Christmas spirit? Let’s get into
the Christmas Spirit. Hey, put up some twinkle lights! Let’s get some Christmas Spirit around here!” Usually
what we mean by Christmas Spirit is a spirit of family, a spirit of celebration, a spirit of fun. Christmas Spirit is
chestnuts roasting on an open fire and tiny tots with their eyes all aglow. And that’s all good stuff. Nothing
wrong with any of that.

But when King Jesus, the eternal Lord of Heaven and Earth, the King of Kings and the Lord of Lord’s left
heaven to become a child in a manger, he didn’t do it so we could be cozy and hang twinkle lights; he came for
the battle. He came for the Spiritual battle. He came to set us free from the dark spirit that menaced Herod’s
court and still menaces us.

Here’s a thing | noticed this week. In Matthew 14, the Holy Spirit is showing us a contrast between two
meals. On the one hand you have Herod’s birthday feast, the dark mean-spirited gathering that | just
described. But right after that Matthew shows us a different gathering. Jesus retreats to a remote place and
people find him there. They bring Jesus all their sickness and hurt. Jesus has compassion on them and heals
them. And then, when he sees that they are hungry, he takes the little bit of bread that he and his disciples
had, and he multiplies it so that 5000 people can be fed.

Do you see how these two different meals are held up against each other? Do you see how they have
completely different spirits!? Herod’s meal: desire and ruthlessness leading to emptiness and death. Jesus’
meal: compassion and healing leading to abundance and life. The Holy Spirit shows us this dark community of
fear and vengeance, and then he shows us this community of hope and compassion and abundance. At
Herod'’s table you have death — you have John’s head on a platter the perfect image of hatred and vengeance.
It’s very Lord of the Flies — reminds me of the pig’s head in that book — if you’ve read it you know what | mean.
At Jesus’ table you have the bread of life — you have Jesus who never stops giving himself for us and for our
salvation.

This Christmas | pray that God will fill you with Christmas Spirit. And that means | hope that as we sing
our carols and have our dinners and open our presents, | hope we have lots of the cheer and coziness of the
season. | hope that for all of you. But | pray that when God fills you with the Christmas Spirit, he will prepare
you to fight, not with swords and weapons — we talked about that last week — but with the with the stuff of
Jesus’ table: Mercy, compassion, sacrifice, truth, forgiveness, generosity, gratitude, love. Because that’s the
Spirit of our King. That’s the Spirit of our Lord, and in the end, that’s the Spirit which will fill this earth.
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