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 What most of us know about animals we’ve learned from Animal Planet or books 

or visits to the zoo.  Most of us are city slickers.  None of us lives on a farm anymore – if 

we ever did. 

   

 But most of us have little daily contact with animals, except for dogs and cats, 

maybe fish or birds, squirrels, an occasional red fox or deer.   

 

 Jesus often told parables and made metaphorical statements about animals: 

sheep and goats,
1
 birds,

2
  snakes,

3
 fish,

4
 camels.

5
   In Jesus’ day, it was common to see 

those animals up close and personal all the time
6
 -- in fields, in caves, in lakes, scurrying 

along the roads.   

 

There were even dogs roaming around.
7
   Donkeys and camels were used for 

transportation.  Everyone was familiar with cattle, and they were a common sight in 

fields.  People slaughtered their own livestock and gutted their own fish.   

 

 Although Jesus grew up in an artisan household – his father was a carpenter –  as 

a Jew he would have been very familiar with animals used for temple sacrifices.   

 

And as an adult living in Capernaum on the Sea of Galilee,
8
  Jesus would have 

been especially familiar with the fishing industry.
9
  Almost everybody in Capernaum was 

connected to fishing in the First Century – sort of like coal mining in northeastern 

Pennsylvania in the early 20
th

 Century.   

 

But in today’s story, Jesus refers to two other common animals:  a fox and a hen.   

 

***** 

 

                                                 
1
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Now, when you hear someone described as a “fox” today, what characteristics do 

you assume they have?  (I’m not talking about “Foxy Brown”).  Yes:  Crafty.  Sly.  

Cunning. 

 

We often think of the Pharisees as trying to destroy Jesus, but in this story, the 

Pharisees are trying to warn Jesus that Herod is out to kill him.  And Jesus replies this 

way: 

 

Go tell that fox, ‘I will drive out demons and heal people today and tomorrow  

and on the third day I will finish my work.’ 

 

 To our 21
st
 ears, it sounds like Jesus is calling Herod a sly one.  It’s not exactly a 

compliment, but it sounds like Jesus considers Herod to be a crafty enemy.   

But actually . . .   

 

In First Century Hebrew, to call someone a “fox” didn’t mean you considered him 

“crafty” – it means you considered him an inferior person, a rather worthless and inept 

individual.
10

 

 

To understand this, we need to know something about The Herod Family.  There 

were the Caesars.  And there were the Herods.   

 

“Herod” was a family name – a dynasty of nominally Jewish rulers all related to 

each other.  “Caesar” was a generic name for emperor, and of course the name of a salad.  

They could be related to each other.  Or maybe not. 

 

***** 

 

This Herod in Luke 13 was not Herod the Great.  Herod the Great was the one 

who built grand structures – the temple in Jerusalem, the theatre in Caesarea, a fortress in 

Judea.  Like Mitt Romney, Herod the Great saved the Olympic Games, only he saved the 

12 BC games in Greece.
11

  

 

  The Herod in this story – the one called a “fox” – was Herod the Great’s son:  

Herod Antipas.   

 

Herod the Great was the King when Jesus was born and he was known as “the 

King of the Jews” (sound familiar?).   

 

Herod the Great was the crazy-powerful one who had met with the Wise Men and 

tried to find out about this newborn Messiah who had been born in Bethlehem.   When he 
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 Buth, Randall, “That Small-Fry Herod Antipas, or When a Fox is Not a Fox,” Jerusalem Perspective 

Online: Exploring the Jewish Background to the Life and Words of Jesus.”  

http://www.jerusalemperspective.com/Default.aspx?tabid=27&ArticleID=1460 
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realized the Magi had tricked him, he was the one who ordered all boy babies under the 

age of two to be killed.
12

   

 

Herod the Great was a madman along the lines of Saddam. He killed anyone who 

got in his way – including his first wife,
13

 his first mother-in-law,
14

 his brother-in-law,
15

 

and three of his sons.
16

 

 

After he died, his territory was divided up between his three remaining sons:  

Herod Archelaus, Herod Antipas, and Herod Philip.  The one Jesus called a fox was 

Herod Antipas, ruler of Galilee.
17

 

 

There was a saying in Jesus’ day about great men being “lions” and weak men 

being “foxes.”  It could be said about Herod Antipas: 

 

His father was a lion (albeit a cruel one) but the son was merely a fox. 

 

 

 Now, remember that in the First Century – in Jesus’ day – the whole Roman 

Empire  stretched from what is now Great Britain to the west all the way over to the 

Persian Gulf to the east, and from the Rhine and Danube Rivers to the north, all the way 

down through northern Africa.  The Roman Empire was controlled by the Caesars – 

Julius Caesar, Augustus Caesar, Tiberius Caesar.
18

 

 

 But because this area was too immense for day to day governance, the Caesars 

appointed Herod the Great to rule over Judea.  He was called the king of the Jews 

although he was Jewish in name only.  Herod the Great  never kept Jewish law, nor did 

his sons. 

 

 So there was Caesar at the top, Herod below that, and then, a Roman governor 

was appointed to deal with everyday rule below that.  The Roman governor at this time 

was a man named Pontius Pilate.  (We would be hearing more from him later.) 

 

 As a boy and throughout his adulthood, the king who ruled in Jesus’ home 

territory was Herod Antipas.   

 

Antipas was a weak ruler who reigned according to poorly thought out 

declarations, including one that would make him go down in history forever as a fool. 

 

                                                 
12

 Matthew 2:7-16 
13

 Mariame I after being accused falsely of adultery at the age of 25 after giving birth to his first 5 children.  

(Herod convinced her own mother to testify against her; otherwise he was going to kill his mother-in-law) 
14

 Herod killed the mother-in-law anyway when she tried to assert herself as queen 
15

 Kostobar in 28 BCE, husband of his sister Salome, of conspiracy against him 
16

 His 2 sons with Mariame I and his oldest son with wife Doris. 
17

 Herod Antipas ruled from 4 BCE to 39 CE. 
18

 Julius ruled 49-44 BCE, Augustus from 27 BCE to 14 CE, Tiberius from 14-37 CE 
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 Herod Antipas married his own sister-in-law – like something out of a soap opera 

– and John the Baptist (the prophet who had come before Jesus and baptized Jesus) had 

loudly criticized him for it.   

 

Although John the Baptist was a hugely popular figure, Herod felt like he had to 

defend his honor and so he had John arrested.  But it was more like a “house arrest” than 

a hard core prison situation.
19

  John could receive visitors at will and enjoyed preaching 

from his cell without any problems. 

 

 This completely infuriated Herod Antipas’ wife/sister-in-law Herodias.  In a wild 

and crazy situation involving lots of drinking and a dancing girl (you can look this story 

up in the Bible
20

) – John the Baptist was beheaded at the request of Herod Antipas’ step-

daughter, Salome. 

 

The death of John the Baptist did not intimidate Jesus, nor did the fact that Herod 

Antipas had the power to behead Jesus too, if he wished.  One of the characteristics that 

made Jesus “perfect” was that he had a trust in God that was steadfast even in the face of 

the greatest earthly threats, even in the face of the strongest (or most threatened) ruler.   

 

Jesus knew was he was born to do.   

- He was called to cast out the demons that destroyed people’s lives.   

- He was called to heal those in pain.   

- He had his life’s work to do.   

And nothing – not even the powers of the world, not even Herod Antipas – could stop 

him.  All earthly powers were weak compared to the power of God.  And Jesus perfectly 

knew this. 

 

 And there was more:   

 This was a difficult time for God’s children.  They were oppressed by the 

Romans.  They were heavily taxed – keeping most of them in poverty. 

 

Jesus knew how much God’s children needed spiritual strength, how much they 

needed divine power against the oppressive human powers bearing down on them.  He 

grieved the fact that there was a power that could save God’s children everywhere, but 

they would not let themselves be saved.   

 

Maybe they were too scared.  Maybe they did not believe that God could truly 

save them.  This grieved Jesus: 

 

How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood 

under her wings, and you were not willing! 

 

 We’ve talked about the metaphor of a fox.  Here Jesus offers up another metaphor 

– of a mother hen.  (Note: If ever you’ve doubted that the Bible includes female imagery 

                                                 
19

 You can visit the ruins of this prison even today in Jordan at Machaerus.  
20

 Mark 6:14-29 
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of God, here is a good example.  Jesus himself lifts up a feminine image of how God loves 

us.) 

 

 There are certain species of mothers who take better care of their offspring 

than others.  And Jesus must have known this when sharing this image of God as a 

mother hen. 

 

In Uganda, farmers have learned that their mother turkeys do not take particularly 

good care of their chicks and so they take turkey eggs and place them under hens for 

better protection.
21

 

 

 Jesus knew that if the people allowed him to take care of them instead of the 

governor or the king – Herod Antipas , or the emperor Tiberius (at this time) that they 

would not only be cared for in this life; they would have care forever in eternal time. 

 

 

 Clearly, a mother hen cannot protect her chicks if an eagle swoops in and attacks.  

And clearly Jesus was not protected against Pontius Pilate, against Herod, even against 

the Pharisees who once warned him about threats.  But Jesus knew that – in the big 

picture, in the long run – for eternal time he would be fine. 

 

 Few of us have threats as terrifying as having insane kings trying to kill us, or 

even lesser authorities after us.  But we do struggle with threats that can undo us every 

day: 

 Insecurity about money – could we lose our home, our lifestyle? 

 Fears about loved ones – can I trust him?  Will she leave me? 

 Cancer, Alzheimers, Blindness, Alcoholism, Depression. 

 

We face threats every day.  But here’s Jesus telling us we don’t have to worry about 

these things.  He is like a mother hen who wants to gather us together and save us.  We 

just aren’t willing to come close enough to be saved. 

 

 Here’s Jesus, clearly knowing that he is facing death – there’s an allusion here to 

doing his work which will be finished on the third day.  He knows what’s coming.  And 

yet he is not the least bit intimidated by Herod.  He sees Herod for who he really is:  a 

bully, a fox, a lesser man. 

 

 One of the very things that keeps us from living the life we were born to live is 

fear.  And if we are fearful of something less than God, we are not just unfaithful; we are 

foolish. 

 

                                                 
21From CELAC (The Collecting and Exchange of Local Agricultural Content) Project in Africa. 
http://www.celac.or.ug/reports/june%202005%20TURKEY%20REARING%20-

%20Pallisa%20district.ppt#263,8,… egg laying & maintenance contd. 
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 The boss, the bottle of alcohol, the tax collector, the family member, the fear that 

has become the Lord of Our Life is nothing compared to the Lord of All.  Yes, terrible 

things can happen to us.  But in Christ, the end of the story is about resurrection and life. 

 

 Today we will come forward to remember that Herod eventually did kill Jesus.  

He had lots of help from others, including those Pharisees who tried to warn Jesus.  He 

got no help from even his closest friends – Peter and the others. 

 

 But death wasn’t the end of the story.  If you can’t remember the end of the story, 

come back next week and the week after and for the next several weeks until April 8
th

 

when we share what happened after Jesus died. 

 

 This is our story too.  But we don’t yet know the ending. 

 

 We can cower to our fears.  Or we can gather under the wings of Jesus.  I’d like to 

close – not with the words from a Lenten hymn but – with the words from a song we sang 

back in December as we celebrated Jesus’ birth: 

 

Hail, the heaven-born Prince of Peace! 

Hail, the sun of righteousness! 

Light and life to all He brings, 

Risen with healing in His wings. 

 

Let us gather under these healing wings. 

  

   

  

 

 

  


