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August 27, 2017 

“Taking Spiritual Matters Lightly” 
Matthew 14:1-12 

FCF:  Mistaken identity leads to mistaken response 
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Through Christ, God has drawn near. 
 (magnet) We must not then take spiritual matters lightly. 

SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION: 
 Mistaken identity leads to mistaken response.  Former British Prime Minister Tony Blair 
tells a story about how he once found himself making small talk at a diplomatic reception with a 
woman whose face seemed familiar but whose identity he couldn’t quite recall.  After a while he 
plucked up the courage to ask what she did, hoping this would give him a clue as to who she 
was, at which point she responded with words which may be summarized as:  “I am still Beatrix, 
Queen of the Netherlands.”  Ah, well.  That was what you would call a diplomatic faux pas. 
 Mistaken identity leads to mistaken response.  Jesus would not have us do this with Him. 
SCRIPTURE READING:  Matthew 14:1-12 
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION 
SERMON INTRODUCTION: 
 Last week’s total solar eclipse was yet more proof of how we live on what has rightly 
been called a “privileged planet”.  For here - because of matters of precise timing and positioning 
- you have not only the opportunity to experience such an event but the ability to observe it. 
 Which - because of the astonishing fine tuning involved - reminds me of the unlikelihood 
of our ever finding intelligent life elsewhere.  That said, we keep waiting and looking, wondering 
and debating.  “Is there anyone out there?”  How would we know?  Well, the whole thing would 
be settled if a ship came down and a creature walked out and said, “Hey.”  Then we’d know. 
 Which has a parallel to our questions about God.  “Is there such a being?”  How would 
we know?  Well, it’s been settled.  For He came down.  So now we can know.  Through Christ, 
God has drawn near.  Last time we were in this study, we were looking at the presumptuous 
response of the people of Nazareth to Jesus and how we must be wary of such familiarity with 
God.  Here in this text, we are looking at the half-hearted response of Herod Antipas to Jesus and 
how we must must not take spiritual matters lightly.  Why?  Again, through Christ, God has 
drawn near.  That means something.  It means we must not take spiritual matters lightly. 
 Herod is something of a case study on this.  And we’re going to look at this in three parts, 
building progressively.  First, the problem of taking spiritual matters lightly.  Second, the danger 
of taking spiritual matters lightly.  And then, third, the cure for taking spiritual matters lightly. 
I. THE PROBLEM OF TAKING SPIRITUAL MATTERS LIGHTLY 
 So, first, the problem of taking spiritual matters lightly.  I should add that this Herod is 
one of the sons of another, the Herod we read of at Jesus’ birth.  The basic summary of this text is 
his response to Jesus.  And then, through an historical flashback, the reasons for that response. 
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A) Herod’s Response to Jesus 
 First, his response (READ Matthew 14:1-2).  We see faith mixed with superstition here. 
1. A variety of factors 
There is a variety of factors at work.  Grief, pain, distress.  Guilt and anger.  Frustration and fear. 
2. A complex mix 
It is a complex mix that bears the mark of authenticity.  It sounds real and feels right.  Especially 
in that it fits the historical record and what we know of the players and background events. 
B) The Reason for His Response 
 That’s Herod’s response to Jesus.  Now the reason for this response as recorded in vv.
3-12.  Josephus, the 1st century Jewish historian, verifies and fills out what Matthew relays.   
1. John’s warning to Herod 
First, we have John’s warning to Herod.  Herod had visited his half-brother, Herod Philip I, in 
Rome.  There he fell in love with Philip’s wife, Herodias.  Herodias and Herod decided to 
divorce their spouses and get married.  Once the news of this got out, John publicly protested it.  
2. Herod’s murder of John 
That’s John’s warning to Herod.  Which leads to Herod’s murder of John.  John was imprisoned 
at Machaerus, a palace-fortress east of the Dead Sea.  Mark gives us insight into John’s time 
there (READ Mark 6:19-20).  A wild party was thrown.  Herod was drunk and taken in by the 
sensuous dance of Salome, the daughter of Herodias.  Herodias seized on the opportunity of an 
ill-made promise.  And John was relieved of his head.  It’s gruesome at so many levels.  
 Through it, we learn a key thing about Herod Antipas.  He had a taste for religion.  But it 
was just a hobby, a diversion.  It’s a case study of the problem of taking spiritual matters lightly. 
Application: 
 Let me go back to that quote on the presence of spiritual themes in movies.  We should be 
glad to see that and seize on such things as bridges for dialogue with our friends and coworkers. 
 We should be glad such things are on the screen.  But we should also recognize the limits 
of those themes.  We can’t afford to stop with just thinking deeply, with having scintillating 
discussions over coffee, with entertaining ideas about God without ever embracing the gospel.   
 Through Christ, God has drawn near.  We must not then take spiritual matters lightly. 
II. THE DANGER OF TAKING SPIRITUAL MATTERS LIGHTLY 
 For there is not only the problem of taking spiritual matters lightly.  There is the danger. 
A) The Tyranny Herod Was Under 
 Consider the tyranny Herod was under.  That may sound like a strange thing to say. 
1. To his impulses 
But Herod was a slave to his impulses.  His discontentment and lust led to an unlawful divorce 
and remarriage.  His drunkenness, sensuality, pride, and cowardice led to John’s murder. 
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2. To his ambivalence 
Herod was a slave to his impulses.  And a captive of his ambivalence.  He wanted to silence John 
but feared the people.  And John.  He was “sorry” for his oath but not repentant.  Just regretful. 
Illustration: 
 Consider the tyranny Herod was under.  Part of the penalty for sin can be its control over 
us.  Some of you may be familiar with John Newton, the former slave trader turned pastor and 
author of “Amazing Grace”.  In his labors for the British Abolitionist movement, one of the 
arguments Newton used against slavery was the corrupting influence the slave trade had on those 
involved in it.  In his pamphlet, Thoughts Upon the African Slave Trade, he said (READ quote): 

I know of no method of getting money, not even that of robbing for it upon the highway, which has so direct a tendency to efface the 
moral sense, to rob the heart of every gentle and humane disposition, and to harden it, like steel, against all impressions of sensibility. 

There is a corrupting power to sin.  And that is the tyranny that Herod was living under. 
B) The Trajectory Herod Was On 
 But besides this tyranny, there was the trajectory Herod was on - where he was heading. 
1. Defeat at home 
It’s worth knowing the sequel to Herod’s story.  First, a defeat at home.  Josephus tells us that the 
father of Herod’s first wife was Aretas IV, king of Arabia.  Understandably, diplomacy between 
these two rulers broke down.  Armies were raised and, in the ensuing war, Herod was defeated.  
2. Banishment abroad 
So, defeat at home.  And then banishment abroad.  Not long afterwards, Herodias convinced 
Herod to set out for Rome to try and persuade the emperor to make him king over his father’s 
realm.  The plan backfired.  Herod lost what territory he had and was banished to modern France. 
 What does Herod’s story show us?  There is a danger to taking spiritual things lightly.   
Application: 
 One of the things we see in the Bible is how suffering for sin in this life is meant to serve 
at least partly as a foretaste for what awaits.  And a warning.  A warning of an exile not to the 
outer reaches of an empire but an exile beyond the grave, a banishment from the living God. 
 Through Christ, God has drawn near.  We must not then take spiritual matters lightly. 
III. THE CURE FOR TAKING SPIRITUAL MATTERS LIGHTLY 
 What then is the cure?  Look to the cross.  What happened at Machaerus prepares us for 
what happens at Jerusalem.  The unjust execution of John points to the unjust execution of Jesus.  
A) To See Our Sin 
 It is at the cross we see our sin for how heinous it is.  And what God’s justice demands. 
1. The surface level 
What would you have seen if you were there?  Just another crucifixion, a victim of an occupying 
army.  Another case of dramatic claims and high hopes dissipating as followers shrink back. 
2. Going deeper 
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But was that all?  No.  This was the eternal plan of God coming to fruition in that moment, 
making clear to all with eyes to see, “This is what your sin, your cosmic treason, deserves.” 
B) To See Our Savior 
 The cure for taking spiritual things lightly?  See the cross.  See your sin and the Savior. 
1. In our place 
Unlike John, Jesus did not merely die as an individual.  He died as a representative, in our place, 
taking what we deserved upon Himself.  It was not just a tragic death.  It was a victorious death. 
2. All of grace 
And why?  All of grace.  Not out of any indebtedness or obligation for anything we had done.  
For in the truest sense, we were His enemies - not just strangers and certainly not His friends.   
 That’s the cure for our taking spiritual matters lightly.  We must look to the cross. 
Application: 
 Now, some of you may be thinking, “But that’s what you said last time.”  Yes, that’s 
right.  But it’s not because this is an unimaginative “one-size-fits-all” solution.  It’s because this 
cure is that powerful and reaches that far.  Into every human heart, every area of estrangement. 
 Through Christ, God has drawn near.  We must not then take spiritual matters lightly. 
CONCLUSION: 
 Consider what we’re talking about - the significance of the Incarnation of the Son of God.  
Given how hard this is for us to grasp, it might help for us to use some pictures.  I have three. 

Merrill Tenney, in a commentary, speaks of a biography (READ Tenney, pp.72-73): 
The nature of the invisible and mysterious God is thus interpreted by One who is qualified to do so through kinship and understanding.  
In biographical writing a man can best be interpreted to the public by a sympathetic son who has within him the father’s nature and 
who speaks the language of a generation with which the father did not have direct contact.  So God, through a Son who is called God 
and who is one with the Father, is interpreted to men who have been alienated from Him by sin. 

C. S. Lewis adds another image in his book, Miracles (READ Miracles, pp.179-180): 
In the Christian story God descends to reascend.  He comes down; down from the heights of absolute being into time and space, down 
into humanity…down to the very roots and seabed of the Nature He has created.  But He goes down to come up again and bring the 
whole ruined world up with Him.  One has the picture of a strong man stooping lower and lower to get himself underneath some great 
complicated burden.  He must stoop in order to lift, he must almost disappear under the load before he incredibly straightens his back 
and marches off with the whole mass swaying on his shoulders. 

Origen, a 3rd century theologian, told of a village with a huge statue – so immense you couldn’t 
see what it was supposed to represent.  Finally, someone miniaturized the statue so the person it 
honored could be seen.  Origen said (READ IV2), “That is what God did in his Son.”  Think with 
me.  Christ is the self-miniaturization of God.  In Christ we have God in a comprehensible way.  
 The story has been written.  The strong man has bent low.  The statue has been shrunk 
down.  What then shall we say?  (READ Hebrews 2:3a) Herod’s response to Jesus was recorded 
for us that we might know what happened.  But not just that.  It was also that we might take 
heed.  Through Christ, God has drawn near.  We must not then take spiritual matters lightly. 

PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Through Christ, God has drawn near. 
 (magnet) We must not then take spiritual matters lightly.


