
 1 

A Historical Survey of the Herodian Dynasty in the Intertestamental-New Testament 

Palestine: A Lesson for Nigerian Leaders 

Cletus U. Obijiaku 

Introduction 

The name “Herod” is a household name, due to the frequency of its occurrence in the New 

Testament. The Herods played a major role, though mostly tragic, in the NT accounts. However, 

in the NT, one can easily be confused with the name “Herod” especially when it has not been 

underlined that there are at least six (6) Herods, whose activities are narrated therein. Was it the 

Herod who was on the throne when Christ was born that Jesus encountered during his ministry? 

In the NT, except the Lucan account of Jesus as a young lad of 12 years, there is no account of 

his life between the time of his birth and the time he began his ministry as an adult of about 30 

years. Who were the Herods who governed Palestine during these years? The Herods continued 

their reign during the apostolic era, after Jesus’ ascension into heaven. The NT does not call the 

Herods their full names. This makes it difficult at times to differentiate them. Their names in the 

NT are Herod, Philip, Archelaus and Agrippa. 

Identifying these Herods and elaborating on their characters and their activities while in office is 

a scholarly challenge, but a very rewarding adventure, since it enhances, to some extent, the 

grasp of the NT. Have Herods’ methods of leadership any lesson for Nigerian leaders? The 

successes and failures of the Herods are definitely food for thought for all. We can emulate their 

successes, and avoid their depraved performances that resulted in failures. 

Unfortunately, the NT does not give the full account of the activities of the Herods. What is 

narrated is only a tip of an iceberg. In this paper therefore, we have utilised extra-biblical 

historical resources, especially the works of Flavius Josephus and encyclopaedias, with a view to 

supplementing the meagre hints in the NT.  

The Ancestral Origin of the Herods 

In his work, Josephus traces the origin of the Herodian dynasty to the Idumean territory of the 

Roman Empire.1 This is the territory of Edom, which the descendants of Esau inhabited in the 

OT times. The enmity between Esau and Jacob continued in their descendants. The Edomites 

refused the Israelites passage during their wandering in the desert (Num 20:21; Judg 11:17). 

They were constantly at loggerheads with the Israelites during the monarchy. Saul fought against 

them and other enemies (1 Sam 14:47). David subdued the Edomites, and they all became his 

servants (2 Sam 8:14). Solomon built a famous port in their territory, Ezion-geber or Elath (1 

Kgs 9:26). The Edomites revolted against the Judeans during the reign of Jehoram, and became 

independent (2 Kgs 8:20). They gradually recovered their territories (2 Kgs 16:6).   

The grandfather of Herod the Great, Antipater I, stemmed from this race. His two sons were 

Antipater II and Joseph I.2 Antipater II was very skilful and intelligent intriguer. He aligned 

himself with the potentates of the time. He was a friend to Hyrcanus II, who was struggling over 

the Hasmonean throne in Judea with his brother, Aristobulus II. This was between 69 and 63 BC. 

Antipater II and Hyrcanus II were both allies of Pompey, who had annexed the whole of the East 

                                                           
1  Josephus Flavius, The Antiquities of the Jews, 14.7.3 in The Works of Josephus (trans. William Whiston; New 

updated Edition; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1987), 373. 
2 A. G. Wright et al., “A History of Israel,” in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary , NJBC (eds. Brown, R. E. et 

al.; London: Geoffery Chapman, 1990), 1219-1252, here 1245. 



 2 

to the Roman Empire. Antipater II’s diplomatic intrigues earned him Roman citizenship and the 

governorship of the Idumean region. Hyrcanus II never knew Antipater II’s hidden agenda in 

their political comradeship, as he fuelled the quarrel between him and his brother, King 

Aristobulus II.  At the height of it, the Romans imprisoned Aristobulus II, and title “King” 

eluded both brothers. Aristobulus II’s son, Antigonus, fled into exile. However, Hyrcanus II 

became the High priest and the ethnarch of Judea. Antipater II continued his intrigues during the 

civil war between Pompey and Caesar (49-45 BC). When Caesar became the Emperor (46-44 

BC), he appointed Antipater II the Procurator of Judea, an office for which he surreptitiously 

lobbied. As a result of the assassination of Caesar in 44 BC, there was a political unrest in Rome 

due to succession rivalry between the friends of Caesar (Mark Anthony and Octavian) and his 

assassins (Cassius and Brutus). Though Antipater II was originally Caesar’s supporter, he 

prostituted politically, being always alert to switch over to the winning side. This attitude led to 

his murder in 43 BC. 

Antipater II had married the daughter of the King of Arabia, through whom he begot four sons, 

Phasael I, Herod I, Joseph II and Pheroras. His only daughter was Salome I. In his governance of 

Judea, he made Herod I (later known as the Great) commander of the army in Galilee, and 

Phasael (elder), became the commander in Jerusalem. Herod rid Galilee of robbers, killing their 

leader, Hezekias, and the great band of men with him, who have ceaselessly plundered Syrian 

and Galilean region. The whole region became quietened. Phasael in Jerusalem emulated this 

noble action of Herod,3 and brought quietness and peace to Jerusalem. In spite of all this, the duo 

did not find favour with the Jews, since they were not pure Jews, but only Idumeans. Often the 

principal men among the Jews accused them before Anthony of autocracy and ridiculing the 

authority of Hyrcanus II, the high priest. Herod often offered bribe to Anthony, who, as a result, 

turned blind eyes to the accusations against him and his brother.4 Herod, even though he was the 

younger, succeeded his father when he was killed in 43 BC. 

Herod the Great, 73-4 BC 

Herod took after his father’s political manoeuvre. He edged out his elder brother, Phasael, in 

succession bid because he was more brilliant, dynamic and skilful. In the then on-going civil war 

between Mark Anthony and Cassius for the Roman imperial throne, he behaved exactly like his 

father – identifying with the winning party, and changing loyalty, when there was need, thereby 

maintaining a skilful balance. Tactically he secured from Anthony the ethnarchy of Judea, 

“therefore only the high priesthood remained for Hyrcanus.”5  

With the Parthian invasion and the defeat of the Judean armies in 40 BC, they aided Antigonus, 

son of Aristobulus II, to return to Judea and recover his father’s throne for a short while (40-37 

BC). While Phasael committed suicide, to avoid being killed by Antigonus, Herod fled to Rome.6 

The tide however turned when Mark Anthony became the Emperor (36–34 BC). Herod was then 

given the title “King” by the Roman Senate, at the request of Anthony and Octavian, who had 

defeated Marcus Brutus and Cassius, at the Battle of Philippi in 42 BC. Herod returned and 

regained his territory, capturing Antigonus and sending him a prisoner to Anthony.7 He cut off 

                                                           
3 Josephus Flavius, The Wars of the Jews 1.10.5 in The Works of Josephus, trans. William Whiston, 559. 
4 Josephus Flavius, The Antiquities of the Jews 14.12.2. 
5 J. Alberto Soggin, A History of Israel (London: SCM Press, 1985), 322. 
6 L. I. Levine, “Herod the Great,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary (eds. David Noel Freedman et al.; vol. 6, New 

York: Doubleday, 1992), 160-161. 161-168, here 161.  
7  Josephus Flavius, The War of the Jews, 1.13.9; Josephus Flavius, The Antiquities of the Jews, 14.13.10, 14.16.1 
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Hyrcanus’ ear, so as to make him unfit for the high priesthood. In his relations with Rome, Herod 

had the policy of not struggling for power, but aligned himself with the victor at the appropriate 

time. In 32 BC, when conflict broke out between Anthony and Octavian, he supported the 

former, but with the Octavian’s victory at the Battle of Actium in 31 BC, he deflected to 

Octavian party, and succeeded in pleading for a confirmation in his office and an addition of 

Samaria, Perea, and the East of Galilee to his territory. 

Now that Herod was fully in charge of Palestine, as the “King of the Jews” he wanted to 

consolidate his power. He decided to do this by killing his adversaries, both real and imagined. 

He killed Joseph, his sister’s husband, and caused the drowning of Aristobulus II in Jericho in 37 

BC. He was often reported to Rome for violence, but he always bribed the Emperor to win his 

case. He married Aristobulus II’s sister, Mariamne, in order to acquire Jewish legitimacy through 

marriage. He had 9 other wives, and begot 14 children from 6 of them.8 Before he went to Rome 

to plead for a confirmation of his kingship, he had killed Hyrcanus II, the high priest, and 

imprisoned his wife, Mariamne, and her mother, Alexandra Salome, ordering that they should be 

killed if he did not return alive from Rome. Later on in 29 BC, out of suspicion, he killed his 

wife, Mariamne, and her mother. In 12 BC, he killed Alexander and Aristobulus IV, his sons by 

Mariamne.  Five days to his death, he killed another son, Antipater III, by his Idumean wife, 

Doris. The Pharisees and their disciples also suffered harsh persecution under him.9 

However, Herod was a great administrator. He used state funds for buildings and other public 

works, creating employment opportunities. He rebuilt and enlarged the temple. “What is now 

called the ‘Western wall’ or the ‘Wailing wall’ is simply the supporting wall of the temple 

mount”.10 He built many fortresses and palaces: The remains of Anthonia can still be seen at the 

beginning of the Via Dolorosa. Herodium, his palace, was in the southeast of Bethlehem, and 

Massada, near the western shore of the Dead Sea. He rebuilt Samaria and called it “Sebaste”, in 

honour of Emperor Augustus (Sebastos in Greek). He built a port at Caesarea near Mount 

Carmel. His three towers on the restored western gate of Jerusalem are still extant today.  

Despite all these, Herod did not win the applause of the Jews, who treated him as a stranger, a 

violent and cruel man. He surrounded himself with Greek philosophers and orators as advisers.11 

Herod became very fierce and melancholic, as he grew older. He experienced great pain and 

mental and physical disorder. It gave him concern that he was not appreciated. He was a stranger 

to human beings, with whom he related only on the basis of their contribution to his ambition for 

fame, honour and glory. To add to his melancholy, a strange and incurable disease struck him, 

according to some, by God’s design, as a punishment for his atrocities and impiety. Some 

historians called this disease “arteriosclerosis” – an abnormal functioning of the arteries. 

McKenzie, following Josephus’ description, suggests that Herod could have died of a ruptured 

appendix.12 His condition was so deplorable that he despaired of recovering, and attempted 

suicide. His greatest fear as he approached his death was that the Jewish nation would rejoice at 

his death, and would not give him a befitting mourning and funeral. For this reason, he ordered 

his trusted relations to assemble from everywhere all the principal men of the Jewish people and 

                                                           
8  See “Herod” in The New Encyclopaedia Britannica (vol. 5; Micropaedia Ready Reference, 15th ed.; 1993) 879. 
9  Soggin, A History of Israel, 323. 
10 Soggin, A History of Israel, 324. 
11 A. G. Wright, “A History of Israel,” in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary, 1247. 
12 John L. McKenzie, Dictionary of the Bible (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1972), 356; Josephus Flavius, The War 

of the Jews, 1.33.1, 5 
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shut them up in hippodrome (a place used for horse race). They were to be shot as soon as he 

breathed his last, so as to cause great distress and sorrow at his funeral.13 Fortunately, though the 

men were shut up, they were released at his death. He died in 4 BC. 

This is the Herod that we read about in the Infancy Narratives in Matthew 2:1-22 and Luke 1:5.  

Apart from these two texts, there is no other text in the Bible that refers to Herod the Great, who 

reigned for 37 years in Judea and died in 4 BC. In Matthew, Jesus was born shortly before his 

death. Given the antecedents of Herod, the massacre of the infants in Matthew 2:16-18 was what 

he could do. Herod could not have been completely sane. He could have suffered from 

persecution mania and inferiority complex. He could not tolerate in his lifetime any other person 

with the title “King of the Jews”. So he was jittery at the announcement of the birth of a new 

king of the Jews (Matt 2:2). Had he found out where Jesus was born, he would have killed him. 

Zechariah and Elizabeth conceived John the Baptist in his days (Luke 1:5). 

The Sons of Herod the Great – Archelaus, Herod Antipas and Philip 

After the death of Herod the Great, following his will, the Romans divided Palestine among three 

of his sons:  

Archelaus (22BC – AD18) 

Archelaus was the first of the two sons his father got from his Samaritan wife, Malthace. Herod 

the Great willed the title “the King of Judea” to Archelaus, allotting the greatest portion of his 

territory to him, but Emperor Augustus made him only the ethnarch of his portion - Judaea, 

Samaria, and Idumaea, thus reducing his authority. He had some skirmishes with his brother, 

Herod Antipas, and half-brother, Philip, over territories and title. He was unpopular among the 

Jews due to his oppressive rule. He was more wicked and bloodthirsty than his father Herod. As 

a sequel to the repeated complaints of his subjects, he was summoned to Rome for trial in AD 6. 

Following his conviction, dethronement and banishment to Gaul in the same year, Judaea was 

reverted to a mere province, governed by a procurator, who was responsible directly to the 

emperor.14 This historical account tallies with the Matthean reason for the settlement of the Holy 

family in Nazareth, after the flight to Egypt (2:22-23).  

Herod Antipas (21BC-AD 39)  

Herod Antipas became the tetrarch of Galilee and Perea from 4 BC until he was banished in AD 

39. This period covers the time Jesus lived, save his infancy. Herod Antipas was the second son 

of his father by Malthace. Just as his father, he was a great builder. He rebuilt Sepphoris and 

Tiberias before he was banished. The Bible refers to him simply as “Herod”, and so does not 

differentiate him from his father. This is the Herod who imprisoned John the Baptist and 

eventually beheaded him, and was worried about the successes Jesus was making in his ministry, 

according to the story in Matthew 14:1-12 and Mark 6:14-29 (cf. also Luke 9:7-9). Like his 

father, who wanted to kill the infant Jesus, Herod Antipas wanted to kill him during his ministry 

(Luke 13:31). He was very pleased on learning of the arrest and trial of Jesus in Jerusalem; he 

treated him with contempt during his trial before him, Jesus being a Galilean, his subject. That 

occasion brought to an end the enmity between him and Pontius Pilate, the Roman procurator 

(AD 26–36) at the time of Jesus’ Crucifixion (Luke 23:6-15; cf. also Acts 4:27). Emperor 

Caligula later banished Herod Antipas to Gaul, and in his company was his wife, Herodias.  

                                                           
13 Josephus Flavius, The Antiquities of the Jews, 17.6.5. 
14 “Archelaus” in Encyclopaedia Britannica [CD ROM D, Ultimate Reference Suit, 2008]. 



 5 

Philip the Tetrarch (20BC-AD34)  

Philip was the son of Herod the Great by his Jerusalem wife, Cleoptra. He was made the tetrarch 

of Trachonities and Batanaea (the trans-Jordanian territory, east of Galilee) and ruled from 4 BC 

until AD 34, when he died naturally. Josephus has an eulogy of him in his work:  

He had shown himself a person of moderation and quietness in the conduct of 

his life and government; he constantly lived in that country which was subject 

to him; and used to make his progress with a few chosen friends; …and when 

anyone met him who wanted his assistance, he made no delay but had his 

tribunal set down immediately, wheresoever he happened to be, and sat down 

upon it, and heard his complaint: he there ordered the guilty that were convicted 

to be punished, and absolved those that had been accused unjustly.15 

From the available sources, because of his love for peace and justice, Philip is the best of all 

Herod’s posterity. This Philip is mentioned in the Bible in Luke 3:1. Care should be taken not to 

confuse this Philip with Herod Philip, whom the Bible also calls “Philip”. 

Herod Philip, the son of Herod the Great 

Herod Philip was the son of Herod the Great by Mariamne II, Simon’s daughter. Simon was the 

last son of Judas Maccabeus, the leader of the Maccabean revolt. The Bible calls him “Philip” 

(Matt 14:3; Mark 6:17). This is the Philip whose wife, Herodias, Herod Antipas married, and 

consequently incurred the blame of John the Baptist (Matt 14:1-12; Mark 6:14-29; cf. also Luke 

3:19-20). The biblical account gives the impression that Herod Antipas eloped with Philip’s 

wife. However, Herodias was actually divorced from his former husband, Philip. Herod Antipas 

was equally divorced from his former wife, the daughter of Aretas IV of Nabatean Kingdom. 

The basis for the condemnation of the act was the rule, which Jesus later stated succinctly in 

Matthew 5:31-32 (cf. Matt 19:9; Mark 10:11-12; Luke 16:18; 1 Cor 7:10-11), not minding the 

fact that there was a provision of the writ of dismissal in Deuteronomy 24:1: One who marries a 

divorced partner has committed adultery. Philip fell out of favour with his father, Herod, because 

his mother, Mariamne II, was an accomplice in the poisoning of Herod’s brother, Pheroras. 

Consequently, Herod blotted Philip’s name out of his will.16 History does not give an account of 

this Herod. Consequently, his dates of birth and death are not known. According to Herion, this 

Philip is a scholarly construction resulting from a combination of unrelated biblical sources.17 

Herod Agrippa I (10 BC – AD 44).  

Herod Agrippa I was the son of Aristobulus IV, one of the sons Herod begot from his 

Hasmonean wife, Mariamme I. However. However, some think that he was the son of Antipater 

III (the son of Herod the Great whom he killed 5 days before his death).18 In some historical 

sources, like Josephus’ works, he is simply called Agrippa. Agrippa I escaped to Rome for 

education and safety when his grandfather killed his father, Antipater III. In AD 23, Agrippa I 

left Rome and settled near Beersheba. He later asked his uncle, Herod Antipas, tetrarch of 

Galilee, for a minor official post. He won favour with Emperor Caligula, who in AD 37 made 

                                                           
15 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, 18.4.6 
16 Josephus, The War of the Jews, 1.30.7. 
17 Gray A. Herion, “Herod Philip,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary (eds. David Noel Freedman et al.; vol. 6, New 

York: Doubleday, 1992), 160-161. 
18 Wright et al., “A History of Israel,” in NJBC, 1219-1252, 1245. 
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him the king of the former realm of his uncle, Philip the Tetrarch (who died in 34), and of an 

adjoining region.  

He was a good advisor to Caligula in Jewish matters, dissuading him from introducing imperial 

cult in Jerusalem. After Herod Antipas' banishment in AD 39, Agrippa I acquired also his 

territory. Caligula decided to restore Agrippa I to his grandfather's throne, but was assassinated 

before he could execute this plan.19  Agrippa I was a supporter of Claudius during the imperial 

succession struggles. Claudius, having emerged successful, granted him also the kingdom of 

Judaea in AD 41. Between AD 41 and 44, he came to be known as “Agrippa the Great/Elder” or 

“Herod the king of Judea”, because he was the only descendant of Herod the Great, who became 

the king of the whole Palestine, just as his grandfather was. Being a clever diplomat, he was able 

to strike a balance between Jewish autonomy and Roman authority. He minted Roman coins and 

organised games in honour of Emperor Claudius. 

On the one hand, he was very popular because of his generosity, compassion and tolerance 

towards the Jews. To earn their friendship and approval, he vigorously supported their orthodox 

policies. Josephus made a comparison between Herod Antipas and Agrippa I: While the former 

was friendlier to the Greeks, the latter “was mild, and equally liberal to all men”. He lived 

continually in Jerusalem, kept the Torah, and sacrificed daily.20 

On the other hand, according to the biblical account, he repressed Jewish Christians. He appears 

only in Acts, where he is simply called “Herod”. He had James, the brother of John, killed; and 

he had Peter arrested and put in prison (Acts 12:1-13:1). After Peter’s miraculous escape, he 

killed the guards at the prison, thinking that Peter escaped because of their carelessness (Acts 

12:19). His misunderstanding with Tyre and Sidon, his magnificent appearance before them, his 

being worshipped as a god, and his tragic end of being eaten by worms, all reported in Acts 

12:20-23, have a historical resonance in Josephus’ work.21 His tragic end could be seen as a 

divine punishment for encouraging blasphemy and apostasy. He died prematurely in AD 44.  

Herod Agrippa II (AD 27-93) 

While Agrippa I was the grandson of Herod the Great, Agrippa II was his great-grandson. He 

was raised and educated at the imperial court in Rome. Due to the fact that he was a minor when 

his father died in AD 44, Emperor Claudius returned Judea to a provincial status. He had interest 

in Jewish affairs, and thus was made in charge of the temple in Jerusalem in AD 48.  He 

appointed many high priests between AD 52 and 60, though the losing parties in the 

appointments complained bitterly against him.  

In AD 50, he was appointed the king of Chalcis in Southern Lebanon, “and in 53 he exchanged 

this land for Philip the Tetrarch’s former holdings [Batanaea and Trachonitis in Southern Syria]. 

Nero, the new emperor, in 54 added the territory near the Sea of Galilee to Agrippa II's realm”.22 

Politically, he was more involved with the Jews in Diaspora, like in Alexandria, than he was in 

Judea, where the furious Zealots were fanatical over Jewish affairs. In fact, Judea was not his 

territory. At that time, the Roman procurator of Judea was Gessius Florus.  

                                                           
19 “Herod Agrippa I,” in The New Encyclopaedia Britannica (vol. 5, Micropaedia Ready Reference) 880. 
20 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, 19.7.3 
21 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, 19.8.2. 
22 “Herod Agrippa II,” The New Encyclopaedia Britannica (vol. 5; Micrompaedia, Ready Reference, 880. 
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It was Gessius Florus’ wickedness, despotism and robbery of the temple that infuriated the Jews 

into a demonstration in AD 66 in Caesarea. Since Agrippa II co-operated with the Romans in 

their policies, he tried to play the middleman between the Romans and the Jews. Josephus gives 

a vivid description of how Agrippa II and his sister Bernice tried in vain with tears to dissuade 

the Jews from the revolt of AD 66-70 against the Romans.23 But he helped Titus, the Roman 

general, in the events that finally led to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. As a reward, more 

territories were allotted to him; and probably he lived up till AD 93. 

Biblical accounts simply call him “Agrippa” (Acts 25:13-26:32). He probably lived in incest 

with his sister, Bernice, who was formerly a wife to one of her uncles. When Paul of Tarsus was 

arrested in AD 60, Procurator Festus consulted Agrippa II concerning his case (Acts 25:13-22). 

Paul was arraigned before him and Bernice (25:23-27), and he defended himself (26:1-29).  

Agrippa II found Paul innocent, and would have advised that he be released, but for Paul’s 

appeal to Caesar (Acts 25:30-32).    

Lessons for Leadership in Nigeria 

Having gone through the activities of the Herods, it is worthwhile that we evaluate them with a 

view to improving leadership in Nigeria, both in the secular and religious ambiences. 

Unfortunately, the Herods have offered us many leadership styles that portend ominous effects, 

as it is seen clearly from what became of many of them at the end of their lives. In this section, 

we are elaborating on the issues that brought about the downfall of the most of the Herods. 

However, even though most of their activities were evil, there were some good performances, 

which leaders in Nigeria can pick up. We begin with their handicaps. 

The Negative Aspects of the Herods 

Political Prostitution 

Any leader that is worth the name should be convinced of his/her own vision of leadership, and 

should change views only when there is a genuine reason. This entails having principles based on 

good moral, social and political values. This should determine one’s political associates. 

Antipater could not make a decision based on principles on whom to support during the war 

between Pompey and Caesar. It was the same with Herod the Great during the political feud 

between the assassins of Caesar and Anthony-Octavian. It was even worse when Anthony and 

Octavian fought for the imperial throne. The political principal of the Herods was simply “Join 

the winning party.” 

This is the principle that is operating in our country today. Some people, who hitherto have been 

regarded as highly principled persons, join the winning party, neither because they are convinced 

of justice in the internal operations of the party nor because they are certified with the party’s 

concept of democracy. For these individuals, their main concern is being in power or in its 

corridor, having wealth and wielding political influence. The outcome of this method of seeking 

leadership positions is normally not different from Herods’ experiences. Antipater was killed as 

he was scheming politically between Pompey and Caesar. Archelaus later fell out of favour with 

Rome, and he was dethroned and banished. It was the same thing with Herod Antipas.  

In Nigeria, it is no longer news to hear that a State governor or the deputy and the Speakers of 

the Senate, House of Representative and State Assemblies are impeached. Many other office 

                                                           
23 Josephus, The War of the Jews, 2.16.4, 5; Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, 19.7.3;  20.11.1 
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holders lose their jobs precariously for one reason or the other. The fundamental reason for all 

these could be traced to the original political motives of the individuals concerned. 

We cannot hide the fact that there is also politics among church leaders. Some top leaders are 

regarded as power brokers and king makers. Some great men and women among the religious 

leaders do all they can to align themselves with these individuals, even if it entails painting 

others black so as to clear the coast for ascendancy to power. Sometimes, they too get 

disappointed.  

Political Killing 

Herod the Great eliminated anybody who was a threat to his throne. He killed relations, children, 

a wife, friends and foes. In a bid to kill infant Jesus, he killed all the children in Judea who were 

two years and below at that time. He ordered that all the leading men of Judea be killed at his 

death. Towards the end of his life, the result of all these killings was nemesis. Political killing in 

Nigeria is well known. Incumbent office holders have used their might to eliminate their political 

opponents. This is rampant whenever elections are at the corner. These killings take place under 

different camouflage: armed robbers’ attack, vigilante group operation, hired assassins, crime 

suspects, accidental discharge, plane crash, and possibly road accident. The normal slogan is: 

“We will get to the root of the matter”; and this statement usually ends the story.  

What happens to people who kill others for power in Nigeria? The end of many of them is not 

different from that of Herod the Great and many of his progeny (cf. Gen 9:6). It begins with 

sleepless night, since they murder sleep. Sometimes they are impeached for another reason 

altogether. They kill to be in office, but yet the offices elude them. They lick their wounds, and 

possibly die of hypertension.  

In the religious circle, power seekers may not kill their suspected enemies physically, but what 

they do is akin to killing. One’s heart can be broken when aspersions are cast on his/her integrity. 

Character assassination or defamation is rampant among church leaders. This is our own version 

of political killing. 

Bribery and Corruption 

Herod the Great severally offered bribes to the emperors in order to have himself exonerated 

from the accusations by his subjects. Unfortunately, the Roman emperors danced to his tune. 

Agrippa II supported Procurator Gessius Florus when he continually looted the temple treasury, 

and so incited the first Jewish revolt. In our country, Nigeria, bribery and corruption reign 

supreme. People offer money to secured coveted positions. Justice is frequently thwarted because 

some part of the jury is corrupt. Winning a case therefore sometimes depends on how much the 

client can offer. The national treasury is bleeding. The middle class, to say nothing of the 

ordinary poor citizens, has nothing to show for the millions of dollars that accrue daily to the 

country from the sale of petroleum. The top echelons of the government, the political juggernauts 

and their cronies and sycophants are having a field day, while the poor of land bear the brunt.  

We have to learn from history. A time may come when the poor will take their lives in their 

hands and fight for their rights, without listening to any appeal, just as the Jews did not, when 

Procurator Gessius Florus and the Romans pushed them to the wall, with Agrippa II supporting 

the injustice of the Romans. Some may lose their lives, but definitely some will survive, and will 

come back to fight again.  
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Candidates who merit admission into the universities are no longer given admissions. Professors 

have opened their own avenues for becoming stingingly rich. Few candidates are admitted 

officially on merit; and the remaining number for admission is shared among the professors. 

Each professor then determines his/her own admission fee.  It is the same story in the labour 

market. Highly qualified applicants play second fiddle to those who have godfathers or mothers. 

Without prejudice to the sanctity of church leaders, most of the things said above concerning 

leaders in the secular society could also be said of religious leaders. Could monetary gains be 

dissociated from the services church leaders owe the faithful as their rights? Could church 

leaders give an accurate and honest account of the goods of the Church, of which they are 

custodians? 

General Moral Depravity 

Our leaders are addressed with great titles, such as, “Your Excellency”, “Honourable”, “Your 

Lordship”, “Your Majesty”, “Your Royal Highness”, and many other glorious titles. 

Unfortunately many are not leaving up to the standard expected. Some Herods were addressed as 

“the King of the Jews”, a title they jealously guarded. A leader is expected to be above board. 

Herod Antipas could have surreptitiously encouraged the divorce between Herod Philip and his 

wife Herodias, and eventually married her. Some Nigerian leaders are destructors of marital 

unions. Owing to their superfluous wealth, they spray money randomly among the folk, with a 

view to having the people at their beck and call; and unfortunately both men and women fall 

victim to this. Some leaders sexually violate young girls, due to their desperation for money. 

Female hostels in the universities are among the choicest places for their shopping.  

The pomposity of Agrippa I, which Josephus and even the Bible in Acts 12:20-23 reported, led 

to his being eaten by worms. Some of our leaders think that leadership is all about appearing in 

magnificent attires, making hilarious and eloquent speeches, being greeted obsequiously in 

public, having sycophants and cronies bow down before them, and chasing road users out of the 

dilapidated roads with their endless convoys. Like Agrippa I, they could see themselves as gods. 

What happened to Agrippa I may eventually happen to them, if there is no change. 

Agrippa I was also very partial in his dealings. Once a leader emerges, he/she becomes the leader 

of all, not of a part. By the time of Agrippa I, the people of the new Way, the fledgling Jewish 

Christians, had become a separate group; but while Agrippa I favoured the orthodox Jews, he 

persecuted the Christians to the end. His priority was to please the orthodox Jews. For this reason 

he killed James and imprisoned Peter (Acts 12:1-2). Popularity that comes from injustice, 

intimidation, and generally moral depravity does not last.  

The general moral depravity in the Church speaks loudly worldwide. We hear it daily on the 

news – sexual abuse, financial impropriety, power abuse, etc. We also see it in our pomposity, 

occasional injustice and partiality. 

 

Indigenes and Settlers Syndrome 

There should be a change on the national psyche with regard to the concepts, “indigenes and 

settlers” and “son of the soil”, when it comes to choosing a leader – secular and religious leaders 

inclusive. It should be stated without mincing words that everybody in this world is a settler. The 

primordial ancestors of every ethnic group moved from somewhere at one time in history into 

the place where they eventually settled and established. We were not told where God created 
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Adam and Eve; but we are told that God settled them in the Garden of Eden, the Paradise (Gen 

2:7-8). When it comes to choosing a leader, people selfishly and ambitiously begin to create 

unnecessary divisions, instead of fishing out the one who has good leadership qualities. A leader 

who emerges in this type of divisive environment naturally channels much of his energy into 

fighting his or her foes, both real and imagined. For this reason, one who could have naturally 

done well as a leader turns into a despot or a sadist.  

I could imagine that the most of the Herods would have been very good leaders, if the Jews ab 

initio accepted them. Even though their ancestors were Idumeans, they had lived in Jewish land 

all their lives, affiliated to them even by marriages. They were also Roman citizens, and Judea 

was a province of the Roman Empire. In spite of all the good leadership skills they exhibited, 

and the many dividends of good leadership they delivered, the Jews remained adamant. To 

buttress this point, of all the Herods discussed, it was only Philip, the tetrarch of Trachonities and 

Batanaea (a non Jewish trans-Jordanian territory), who had a smooth administration. He did not 

need to fight in order to be accepted by the people. He therefore devoted his whole life to the 

people, working for peace, truth and justice. This is why history has earmarked him as the best of 

all Herod´s posterity. We can therefore get the best out of our leaders when we accept them, 

irrespective of their origins. 

The Positive Aspects of the Herods 

We should not ignore some positive aspects of the Herods, some of which we have already seen 

in Philip the Tetrarch, the best of the Herods. Leaders in our country should endeavour to do the 

laudable things that the Herods did. We mention just two aspects that are glaring. 

Security 

Leaders are shepherds, and so owe their flocks protection. Each nation has standing forces, 

which are at the disposal of her leaders for the security of the citizens and all the inhabitants of 

the land. Herod the Great established his forces, and freed Galilee from bandits who had ravaged 

the land for decades. His brother Phasael did that as well in Jerusalem. Lack of security has 

become the bane of our dear nation. Kidnappers, armed robbers and tugs have deprived citizens 

and the other inhabitants of their right to a peaceful existence. It is even worse when the national 

armed forces, who should be security officers, are suspects of these ferocious acts of terrorisms. 

Women and children are killed while asleep in their homes in the middle of the night. Armed 

robbers set up roadblocks and operate unchallenged for hours. Bank robbery has become a daily 

business. With respect to security, we want to see more actions of our leaders than cozy 

promises.  

As church leaders, could we not take some concrete steps to teach our flocks that they have every 

moral right to defend themselves, and that they can properly organise themselves to fight 

external aggressors. It is true that our religious is that of peace, and not violence, but it has 

become very necessary to augment dialogue with some operations that are geared towards 

deterrence.  

Developmental Projects and Employment Opportunities 

One who has no work can hardly be a fulfilled human being, not only because one has no 

earning from a personal endeavour, but also because work is originally a divine assignment to 

humans (Gen 1:28). The Herods created great opportunities for their subjects to work. They did 

this by carrying out different projects. Herod the Great was a great developer. He built many 



 11 

mansions, aqueducts, sea ports, roads, fortresses, palaces, stadia, hippodromes, arenas for 

Olympics, the temple, to mention but a few. All these created employment opportunities. Many a 

Nigerian leader are yet to tow the line of physical development of their territories and 

establishment of factories. The old amenities are dilapidating, with no replacements. Leaders 

should learn to leave some physical legacies to history and posterity. Today in Rome, some great 

structures Herod built are still the pride of the nation and the toast of tourists.  

Even though Church leaders are primarily guardians of souls, soul and body are united in the one 

person; and consequently, the two must be taken care of together. We can therefore teach the 

faithful how to take care of themselves physically, organize their businesses and manage their 

time well. This is why we should occasionally organize seminars and invite experts to educate 

the faithful on various issues. Depending on the fund at our disposal, we can also embark on 

developmental projects and create employment opportunities, with the main aim of improving 

the life of the people, but not using the people to enrich ourselves. 

Conclusion 

We have tried the much we could to look at the life of the Herods, who were in leadership 

positions during the intertestamental and the NT periods. We have evaluated their activities as 

they vied for their offices and their activities while they were in office. Their actions left much to 

be desired. Unfortunately most Nigerian leaders are taking after the shortcomings of the Herods. 

And in the Church, the church leaders are not better off. The purpose of this work has been 

multifaceted. The first has been to offer some aids to the NT readers, to understand who are the 

Herods mentioned in the NT. Secondly, evaluating the activities of Herods has offered a good 

opportunity to alert our leaders and potential leaders on the consequences of bad leadership. The 

led also contribute to molding the character of the leaders. When they get immediate 

cooperation, they are more likely to channel their energy toward impacting on their subjects 

positively. There is no doubt that the Herods have a lot in stock for our leaders to ponder on, 

things both positive and negative.  

 


