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Dedication

I dedicate this work to my King, Jesus Christ—this is His story. By igniting a lasting passion to spread the Good News, He kept my writing alive and growing through the years.

This work is also dedicated to Professor Ehud Netzer, honoring his life’s work in archeology and his relentless quest to uncover the burial site of Herod the Great.


Preface

The journey of The Palace of The King—Challenges of the Throne began in 1976 as a children’s Christmas play at a small church in Fresno, Texas. Chapter 21, “Prophecy Fulfilled,” and Chapter 22, “Peace,” represent the full extent of that children’s play and bring back many precious memories.

Based on historical record, my book dramatizes the wayward, defiant, and temporal nature of the life and legacy of Herod the Great, contrasted with the humble life and ministry of Jesus, who offers the only true hope for mankind—eternal life with Him.

After years of research, I strived to expand the work into a major stage play. However, it was not until I became a hospice chaplain in 1999, following a long career in the medical profession, that I concentrated on writing the book version.

Following National Geographic’s 2008 announcement of the discovery of Herod the Great’s burial site at Herodium by Professor Ehud Netzer and his team, I had the distinct honor of corresponding with the esteemed Israeli architect and archeologist. Professor Netzer once wrote me, “I see both of us are runners to long distances.” His support energized my search toward further research and, indeed, encouraged me to continue running “long distances.” (See https://herodium.org/home)

Chapter illustrations define the tone and lifestyle approach of each chapter.
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	The gnarled olive tree symbolizes a life filled with chaos, surrounded by darkness, and lived without peace. It represents the realization that human strength and endurance are only temporary.
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	The dove with an olive branch symbolizes that, even in the darkest of times, a life that comes to know Jesus is transformed. Through faith and trust in His promise of peace and everlasting life, one gains the inner strength to bear all hardship and endure above all.
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Chapter 1

Archeological Discovery
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May 8, 2007

Jerusalem

Conference Room

“WE are witnessing history in the making—the announcement of one of the greatest archeological discoveries since the Dead Sea Scrolls! Please take a seat in the last row.” Anya had arranged for her tour group to attend this nationally televised special announcement presented by The Hebrew University of Jerusalem Institute of Archeology. What a privilege to experience the fervor of this gathering of world-renowned researchers from the archeological community.

As the tour group settles into their assigned seats, they are greeted by two photos on an enormous screen. One image shows a distant mountain, seemingly with the top sliced off, surrounded by flat, barren land. The second photo is an aerial view of the mountain looking down into a rounded structure, revealing multiple walls, enclosures, and stairways within the sloping sides.

The overhead lights flicker to prompt the guests to take their seats and the media to ready their equipment. A hush begins to propagate through the anxious audience as four men enter from a door behind the podium. Three take their seats in designated chairs, while the fourth steps up to the microphone.

Silence engulfs the room as the spokesman begins, “Today, May 8, 2007, is a date that will go down in archeological history. The mystery is solved—the long search for the tomb of Herod the Great has ended. The acclaimed architect and archeologist, Professor Ehud Netzer, and his team from the Institute of Archeology at the Hebrew University here in Jerusalem, have uncovered the remains of King Herod’s sarcophagus and mausoleum on the northeastern slope of Mount Herodium. It is my distinct honor to present to you Professor Ehud Netzer.”

A tremendous applause resounds as the crowd gives a standing ovation to the casually dressed, older gentleman of short stature stepping forward. The spokesman vigorously shakes Professor Netzer’s hand and welcomes him to the podium. Professor Netzer humbly acknowledges the grand reception by nodding his head and giving his charismatic smile. He taps his lapel microphone as the applause continues. “Well, thank you! This was a team effort, I assure you. Thank you. I was one of many devoted seekers working with my esteemed colleagues to achieve a common goal, and I’m happy to say that some of them are able to be here with us today.” He extends his hand toward his team members and gratefully acknowledges their contributions. The applause slowly subsides, and the audience takes their seats.

Professor Netzer opens the floor for questions and acknowledges the reporter from The Guardian.

“Thank you, Professor Netzer! Sir, finding the burial place of King Herod the Great has been your goal for many years, right?”

“Yes, for over thirty years, I’ve been on a quest to solve this two-thousand-year-old mystery of the ancient world, and now, finally, it is solved! You see, Herodium is a complicated site because it’s set on steep terrain, articulated on many levels, and it has a wealth of remains. It’s a vast puzzle in four dimensions, since time is a dimension, too.”1

The reporters clamor to be recognized. The professor points to the journalist from ScienceDaily.

“Is it correct, professor, that for many years, excavations were focused on Lower Herodium?”

“Yes, the Tomb Estate included two monumental buildings and a ritual bath as well as the extensive route—350 meters long and 30 meters wide—prepared for the funeral. When no sign of the burial place was found within the Tomb Estate, we started to search on the slope of the hill. There seems to be no doubt that the initial intention of the king was to be buried in the Lower Estate. However, in a later stage of his life, he changed his mind and planned his burial site to be on the slope of this artificial cone, where we first unearthed these steps.”2

Again, the reporter frenzy swells, followed by the professor pointing to the newswoman from The Associated Press.

“Thank you, professor. So, how did you know you had found the actual burial site?”

The professor replies, “Ahh … Josephus, the ancient historian, clearly describes the monumental staircase as being part of the funeral procession. Here at the top of the staircase are pieces of the podium on which the sarcophagus was placed.” He pauses as the screen changes to show a close-up image of scattered red stone pieces. “The remains of the reddish limestone sarcophagus shown here include fragments of intricately carved rosettes, surely carved by a master stonemason. Only a few such elaborate sarcophagi have ever been found. The use of red limestone is indicative of royalty.”

The immediate roar from the reporters ceases with the professor acknowledging the reporter from Haaretz.

“Isn’t it true, professor, that the burial place was vandalized?”

“Unfortunately, yes. The sarcophagus itself bears marks of human destruction. You see, over two-thousand years ago, Herod was born into a world of political corruption, social unrest, and widespread violence. Time and decay did not destroy Herod’s sarcophagus. It was marred by vengeance. Herod’s actions left behind generations of revenge seekers.”

[image: Image]

Israeli archeologist Prof. Ehud Netzer holds a piece of carved stone from Herod the Great’s sarcophagus during a press conference May 8, 2007 at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Netzer announced his recent discovery at Herodium in the West Bank, seen pictured on the screen, of the tomb of Herod.

Photo by David Silverman / Getty Images News via Getty Images.


Chapter 2

Absalon
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23 BC

Jerusalem

Stonemason’s Workshop

CARVING with tools too large for his seven-year-old hands to use correctly, Absalon chips the edges of the stone rosette on the end of an enormous red limestone sarcophagus. He has made progress in his way of thinking, demonstrated by the stone fragments lying on the ground. However, his father arrives before he has a chance to smooth the stone and clean the area.

Upon seeing his father, the stonemason, Absalon proudly rises to greet him. His little son is anxious to show off his great accomplishment. “Look father,” Absalon shouts, “I’m helping you!”

In horror, the stonemason sees the damage Absalon has caused.

While hearing footsteps and voices approaching, the stonemason quickly grabs his son, hiding him behind his workbench. The stonemason positions himself in front of the damaged work. Four armored guards enter the workshop, survey the area, and strategically position themselves, securing a safe environment for King Herod.

Smiling, Herod enters in expectation of viewing the completed sarcophagus. Followed by his entourage of three distinguished advisors, Herod places his hand on the work. He strokes the smooth surface and keenly examines the elaborate design of exquisitely carved rosettes that he himself designed. He is quite pleased.

However, Herod glances at the stonemason and notices the fearful expression on the carver’s face. Suspicious, Herod moves toward the nervous carver. Looking on the ground around the stonemason’s feet, he notices shards of stone and several carving tools. Herod’s demeanor instantly changes, suspecting the carver is hiding something, as his alarmed advisors peer around to get a better view. Instinctively, the guards are on high alert. Herod leans forward to take a closer look at his sarcophagus. He motions to a guard to move the stonemason so he can clearly see. He runs his hand over the damaged rosette and gasps. In a rage, Herod glares at the stonemason and demands, “What have you done? I was told it was finished!”

The stonemason can only stutter in explanation, “I … I …”

“Guards! Seize him!”

In horror, Herod’s advisors watch as two guards grab the stonemason. Absalon, frozen with fright, locks eyes with his father and, instinctively, rushes to his aid.

“Let my father go!”

Quickly, a guard grabs the boy and jerks him aside.

“No! No, please! Don’t hurt my son! Run, Absalon. Run!”

The chaotic scene intensifies as Herod becomes further enraged. The guard holding the struggling Absalon is distracted by Herod’s anger and loosens his grip. The crying boy quickly runs back to his father. He takes a firm hold of his father’s legs and cries, “Father! Father!”

Angrily, Herod moves toward the stonemason as the alert guards await orders. The shocked advisors stand back and watch. Herod addresses the stonemason, “You have destroyed my sarcophagus! I demand perfection!” After a few tense moments, Herod turns to his advisors and demands, “Find someone else to finish the work!”

The stunned but obedient advisors glance at each other. Herod angrily turns back to the stonemason. Absalon sees the opportunity to lash out in anger and charges full force toward Herod. A guard quickly intercepts and seizes the fighting boy. Absalon shouts through his tears, “Let him go! Let him go!”

Ignoring the boy, Herod proceeds to the sarcophagus and, again, touches the marred surface. Herod’s anger heightens. He turns and orders the guards, “Take him and throw him into the rubble!” Then, pointing to the stonemason, Herod screams, “You! You shall die in the very pit of your own debris!”

The guards move the struggling stonemason toward the door as Absalon continues to shout, “Let him go! Let him go!”

Devastated, the stonemason cries, “I love you, Absalon!” as he is being dragged out the doorway. Absalon pleads frantically through his tears, “Father! Father!”

Herod continues inspecting the work, oblivious to anything except his anger. Finally, he makes his way to the doorway to exit as his advisors follow. After seeing Herod and his entourage abruptly leave the workshop, a frightened woman scuttles through the doorway. The remaining guard pushes the hysterical boy to the rocky ground and shoves the horrified woman out of his way.

Trying to comprehend the chaos, the woman runs to Absalon. She kneels and hugs the terrified little boy. As she rocks the emotionally drained child back and forth, he faintly mumbles, “Father … Father …”


Chapter 3

A Genius Despised
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May 8, 2007

Jerusalem

Conference Room

AS the news conference continues, a journalist from The Jerusalem Post comments, “It’s interesting, professor, that you present Herod the Great in two different perspectives.”

The professor replies, “Absolutely! It is evident, especially by the deliberately destroyed sarcophagus, that the man was despised by the common people. But, as an architect and designer of palaces such as Herodium, he was a genius. Herod was one of the most brilliant architects of all time. However, in his greed, self-satisfaction, and disregard for human life, he destroyed many innocent lives and, in the end, died a diseased, despicable human being.”

The frenzy of reporters continues with the BBC News correspondent being acknowledged. “Professor, why did Herod build Herodium, his own monument, in the middle of the Judaean desert?”

Netzer replies, “Ah, another good question. Only thirteen kilometers south of Jerusalem, Herodium is the site of an important battle in 40 BC, when Herod and his family were pursued by the Parthians. At that attack, Herod’s mother, to whom he was devoted, was involved in a near-fatal wagon accident. This incident and its location proved to be life-changing for Herod and is where he vowed to build a palace. He would name it Herodium from his own name.”3, 4

The professor acknowledges the patient reporter from Israel21c.

“So, professor, what are your plans now that the discovery has been made and you have achieved your goal?”

Netzer smiles and, in his jovial manner, replies, “My family would like me to retire, but with this discovery, my work just continues. Time is needed to search for every fragment. Then, each piece will be analyzed and fit into this gigantic puzzle.”

Then, addressing the audience, the professor says, “We’ll keep you all informed of our progress. Thank you very much!”

As the audience applauds, the spokesperson moves to the microphone, “And we thank you, Professor Netzer!”

The applause heightens as the audience stands. The professor steps down from the podium and is immediately flanked by his team members and reporters. Photographers light up the conference room with their camera flashes as the professor and his team exit.

Anya directs her tour group to the nearest exit. Once outside, she leads them toward a group of picnic tables. As a dedicated student of ancient Israeli history, Anya is delighted to see the enthusiasm from her new group about the archeological discovery. She takes a head count and finds Everett has stopped on the pathway, looking at his phone. Over the crowd, Anya yells, “Hey, Everett! Please, stay with us.”

“Everybody just calls me E.M., not Everett! I’ll be there shortly. I have to take this call!”

Putting aside her frustration with Everett, Anya continues the group conversation. “As Professor Netzer mentioned, Herod built Herodium in that specific location because of his vow many years earlier. You see, in the turbulent period around 40 BC, the Parthian Empire, also called the Seleucid Empire, occupied modern-day Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Syria, and Lebanon. Striving for westward expansion, the invading Parthian forces constantly sparked battles with Roman forces. Such a conflict occurred when the Parthians invaded Jerusalem, where then Governor Herod and his family lived. His family included his mother, Cypros, and his younger sister, Salome. By the way, this Salome is not to be confused with Herod’s granddaughter, also named Salome, who later asked for the head of John the Baptist.”

According to the writing of Josephus, the ancient historian:

Herod was under great disturbance of mind … he determined that when the evening came on, he would make use of it for his flight, and not make any longer delay, as if the dangers from the enemy were not yet certain. He therefore removed with the armed men whom he had with him; and set his wives upon the beasts, as also his mother [Cypros], and sister [Salome], and her whom he was about to marry [Mariamne] … with her mother [Alexandra] … and all their servants, and the rest of the multitude that was with him, and without the enemy’s [Parthians] privity pursued his way to Idumea.4

Anya reflects on 42 BC as she recounts how the betrothal of Mariamne to Herod by her grandfather, Hasmonean High Priest Hyrcanus II, was arranged as a strategic dynastic move for both parties. For Herod, the marriage would claim the royal Hasmonean bloodline and solidify power. For Hyrcanus II, the merger would align his position with a rising power and secure protection of his family’s future.

Anya then envisions the scene as described by Josephus, as sounds of running horses pulling wagons filled with men, women, and children, and their limited belongings. She then tells the group, “Fleeing certain death at the hands of the Parthians, Herod led his family and hastily organized army to the safety of his fortress of Masada near Idumea. They had to move swiftly, for the enemy was in hot pursuit and they were in imminent danger.”4


Chapter 4

Parthian Battle
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40 BC

South of Jerusalem

Judean Desert

AS Herod, his immediate family, and the small band of forces continue their escape, one of the wagons overturns. With wheels still spinning, women screaming, and belongings strewn about the ground, guards quickly dismount their steeds to take control of the terrified horses hitched to the unsteady wagon. The entire caravan comes to an abrupt halt, including the wagon that carries Herod’s young betrothed, Mariamne, and her mother, Alexandra.

Realizing the overturned wagon carries his mother, Herod quickly dismounts his horse. He stares in shock as men and women run toward the accident to help the victims. Two men and Herod’s sister, Salome, were thrown clear of the wreck. However, Herod’s mother, Cypros, is pinned beneath the wagon while the thunderous rumble of the pursuing army is heard rapidly approaching.

Herod watches frantically as the men scurry to upright the overturned wagon. Slowly, Herod walks away in dazed silence and draws his sword. Herod’s two personal guards are alerted to his actions. They quickly make their way to him just in time to see Herod turn the sword upon himself. The guards shout, “Stop, sir! What are you doing? Stop! Don’t do it!”

Restraining Herod and securing his sword, the guards continue, “Sir, were you really going to abandon us and leave us to the Parthians?” Boldly, they are more scolding than supportive as Herod exposes his emotional frailty.

Herod weakly replies, “But my mother, she’s dead. I can’t live without my mother.” He breaks down sobbing as the guards support him on each side. Meanwhile, as the wagon rescue continues, other armored guards prepare a defensive plan to withstand the approaching enemy.

“Look, sir,” one of his personal guards shouts. “She’s safe! They’re getting your mother comfortable in her wagon now.” With great relief, Herod shouts, “She’s alive! My mother … she’s alive!” as he grabs the arms of his guards in elation. Jolted back into the moment, Herod hears the thundering horse brigade of the feared Parthian forces. Seeing the enemy fast approaching, he shakes his fist in anger, blaming them for the injury to his mother. “I will take my revenge on the Parthians!”

Herod handily defeats the small band of Parthians and leads his family safely to his isolated palace-fortress of Masada.4

However, Herod’s time at Masada is cut short as battles rage on. He must leave to defend the Roman Republic.


Chapter 5

Masada
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38 BC

Judean Desert

Masada Fortress

WHILE eating grapes and dates harvested from the gardens of Masada, Cypros and her daughter, Salome, stare at the Dead Sea from the colossal balcony. Since being stranded two years earlier, they strive to tolerate living with other relatives under the guard of forces. They await the arrival of Herod to finally rescue them from this isolated cliff fortress and the constant battering of insults from Alexandra and her daughter, Mariamne, who is engaged to Salome’s brother. In Herod’s absence, and with the impending merger of the ignoble Herodian family with the royal Maccabean-Hasmonean Dynasty, dissension grows daily between the women. Both Cypros and Salome long to return to Jerusalem.

Following an early-morning confrontation with Alexandra, Salome unloads her intense frustration on Cypros. “How can we continue to live like this? I’ve been listening to Alexandra complain about not having their customary luxurious lifestyles as queen and princess. Why did you agree to this arrangement of Mariamne marrying my brother?”

“You know very well that answer, Salome. We will finally be royalty! Consider the benefits of being connected to the Maccabean-Hasmonean Dynasty.”

“And put up with that snippy Mariamne and that contentious mother of hers? Just because she was a queen in her own region and ruled as she pleased, Mother, does not give her the right to complain about her accommodations here, or to tell me what to do!”

“I understand. But just know that I will do anything to promote my son to succeed in the steps of your father, Antipater, my departed love. We can use both Alexandra and Mariamne as they are using us. You must admit, Alexandra could be very useful in advising Herod on matters of state. I know Herod is keenly aware of her status. We will just have to abide by his wishes. I know he truly loves Mariamne, although she is intolerant of his advances.”

“Mariamne … she’s just spoiled, even now at sixteen years old.”

“Salome, daughter of mine, Mariamne holds the key to our most prosperous future.”

Expressing her intense thoughts, Salome declares with her usual fierceness, “Eventually, we can wipe out every trace of the Hasmonean tribe and elevate the Herodian Dynasty to greatness.”

Cypros responds, “Hmm … only one thing you haven’t considered—their children will be half Hasmonian.” Disgusted, Salome drops her shoulders as she comments, “Ugh! More Mariamnes!”

Even as Salome speaks, the crisp sound of crinkling fabric breaks their private discussion. Alexandra glides onto the immense balcony, strutting her elaborate gown adorned with precious jewels. She is followed closely by pompous Mariamne, equally dressed. As Mariamne proceeds toward the banister to take in the full view of the Dead Sea, she notices Cypros and Salome at the opposite end of the balcony. Alexandra follows Mariamne’s lead and quickly poses in a stately fashion with her head held high. The balcony becomes the setting of intense, hateful stares. The searing heat from the desert sun has already begun, with the guarantee of the matching feverish friction of the females smoldering on the verge of a scorching fire.


Chapter 6

Volatility within Palace Walls
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34 BC

Jericho

Winter Palace

THE oasis at Jericho was chosen for winter palaces dating from the second century BC, spanning several generations of the Hasmonean Dynasty. It was the ideal site, as winters there were most pleasant. Accordingly, it is here that Herod builds his own Winter Palace atop the ancient structures. Constructed in three stages, Herod connects his north and south palaces with a third palace, uniquely built over the Wadi Qelt. This exquisite Winter Palace and the springs of Wadi Qelt are the perfect setting to entertain elite guests in a most regal fashion.

Herod has taken the beautiful Hasmonean princess, Mariamne, as his bride. Although he dearly loves her, his primary motive is to finally gain nobility through her Hasmonean-Maccabean heritage. Regrettably, Mariamne was thrust into this marriage alliance through no choice of her own but as a pawn in uniting political powers. Even though she loathed Herod, Mariamne yielded to her royal destiny. But the marriage was not without complications, led by Mariamne’s aggressive attitude of superiority.

Prior to Herod’s marriage to Mariamne, Cypros and Salome dominated his domestic life. But now, Mariamne threatens their comfortable arrangement by assuming her role as Herod’s wife with vigor. Alexandra also dramatically adds to the constant turmoil. The volatile atmosphere within the palace walls was created by merging the two dynasties. With four overbearing females residing in his household, Herod’s well-being is gripped by the dark shadows of their web of deceit and their battle for control.

As fate would have it, six years have passed since the women were forced together at Masada. Due to the vastness of his kingdom, Herod and his family would move to many different palaces throughout the years. Upon each change of location, the females grow more determined to fulfill their own selfish desires. The fiery female jealousy will continue to smolder for years—the Herodian Dynasty of Cypros and Salome versus the Hasmonean Dynasty of Alexandra and Mariamne.

Herod returns to Jericho following yet another battle victory, adding to his growing kingdom. All the while, he continues to refine allegiances with the Roman nobility. His military conquests have not gone unnoticed by the Roman Senate, having now appointed Herod as king of the Jews as a reward. However, being only half Jewish and not of the ancestral line of David, Herod is never accepted by the Jewish people as their king. He is now faced with maneuvering his strategies to pacify his Jewish subjects, while struggling with both political and personal rising tensions.

Relieved to be back in his Jericho palace, Herod stands surrounded by his two personal attendants as they remove his battle attire. Overseeing the process, Cypros and Salome happily welcome him home. That is, until the crowned Mariamne enters, radiating an aura of self-importance and attended by two personal servants. Herod’s attention is immediately drawn to Mariamne and away from Cypros and Salome, who glare at the Queen. Herod shouts jubilantly, “Ah, there she
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