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The Gospel of Mark

Sermon 24

Title: “The death of John the baptist”
Scripture: Mark 6:14-29

Date preached: February 12th 2023

Scripture: Mark 6:14-29

14 Now King Herod heard of Him, for His name had become well known. And he said, “John
the Baptist is risen from the dead, and therefore these powers are at work in him.”

15 Others said, “It is Elijah.”
And others said, “It is the Prophet, or like one of the prophets.”

16 But when Herod heard, he said, “This is John, whom I beheaded; he has been raised from
the dead!” 17 For Herod himself had sent and laid hold of John, and bound him in prison for
the sake of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife; for he had married her. 18 Because John had
said to Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.” 19 Therefore Herodias
held it against him and wanted to Kkill him, but she could not; 20 for Herod feared John,
knowing that he was a just and holy man, and he protected him. And when he heard him, he
did many things, and heard him gladly. 21 Then an opportune day came when Herod on his
birthday gave a feast for his nobles, the high officers, and the chief men of Galilee. 22 And
when Herodias’ daughter herself came in and danced, and pleased Herod and those who sat
with him, the king said to the girl, “Ask me whatever you want, and I will give it to you.”

23 He also swore to her, “Whatever you ask me, I will give you, up to half my kingdom.”

24 So she went out and said to her mother, “What shall I ask?”
And she said, “The head of John the Baptist!”

25 Immediately she came in with haste to the king and asked, saying, “I want you to give me
at once the head of John the Baptist on a platter.”

26 And the king was exceedingly sorry; yet, because of the oaths and because of those who
sat with him, he did not want to refuse her. 27 Immediately the king sent an executioner and
commanded his head to be brought. And he went and beheaded him in prison, 28 brought
his head on a platter, and gave it to the girl; and the girl gave it to her mother. 29 When his
disciples heard of it, they came and took away his corpse and laid it in a tomb.
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Review

Before we look at today' lengthy passage of scripture lets quickly remind ourselves of where we are
in the story. Last time we saw how Jesus sent out His disciples in order to have a greater spread and
impact of the gospel.

These events took place some time after Jesus second visit to His home-town. This as we saw did
not go well. Initially the people were awed and amazed by the authority and wisdom of the Lord
Jesus. However this soon turned into offence. The offence stemmed from the fact that they thought
they knew Jesus. They considered Him to be one of them. They knew His family, His occupation
and His background. So for Him to stand up in the synagogue and ask them to listen and obey His
words made them angry. As a consequence they rejected Him. Although scripture doesn't mention
the Lord Jesus' emotions following this rejection we might imagine He was disappointed.

We all have a greater degree of love and concern for those geographically or physically close to us.
When there is a natural disaster in a nearby town for example we feel more sympathy for the people
there because they are like us and share a common culture. However Jesus did not let this setback
put Him off. He continued to travel around preaching and teaching.

Mark then tells us about how Jesus sent out His disciples. This was a trial to see how they would
fare without His constant input or involvement. He knew that soon He would depart and they must
continue the Kingdom work without Him. They were to be paired up and sent out, to in effect do the
work that Jesus had been doing. Preaching, teaching, healing and casting out unclean spirits.

Before they were sent out Jesus gave them very explicit instructions. They were to only take a staff
with them on their travels. They were not to take a bag, extra sandals, additional clothes, items of
food or any money. There was a very good reason for this. The reason was that they were to rely
totally on God for all their needs. If they trusted in God He would provide for them.

The Lord Jesus also told them to behave in a particular way as they travelled. When they arrived in
a town or village they were to stay in just one location. There were several reasons for this.

Firstly constantly moving around or seeming to be unhappy over where to stay might reflect badly
on the gospel message. Secondly it would stop people arguing or fighting over where the disciples
stayed. Thirdly it made life easier for the disciples. All they had to do was find one place to stay and
then focus on the work at hand. Finally it was a reminder to them that they were not on a social trip.
This was a time for intense work and effort. The final thing the Lord Jesus tells them is how to
respond to those that reject them. They are literally to wipe the dust off their feet as they leave the
town. They were not to carry the rejection with them and were to leave these people to God's
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judgement.

This work Mark tells us was a great success. Empowered by the Holy Spirit the disciples preached
that people should repent, healed the sick and cast out many demons. This is where we finished last
time. Today Mark steps back from telling us about the exploits of Jesus and His disciples to tell us
about another tragic event taking place at this same time.
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14 Now King Herod heard of Him, for His name had become well known. And he said, “John
the Baptist is risen from the dead, and therefore these powers are at work in him.” 15 Others
said, “It is Elijah.” And others said, “It is the Prophet, or like one of the prophets.”

Mark pauses briefly in his account of Jesus to tell us about the horrific martyrdom of John the
baptist. Most likely this occurred at, or around the same time that the disciples were being sent out.
It is instructive in a number of ways. Obviously it tells us the fate of John. But it also tells us
something about what people were saying about Jesus. The Lord Jesus had become a national topic
of conversation. People were arguing and debating about who exactly He was, and where His power
came from.

The first thing we are told here is that news about Jesus had reached King Herod. As always I need
to specify which of the six biblical Herod's we are discussing. This Herod is Herod Antipas. He was
of Idumean descent and was born in 20 BC. When his father Herod the great died his kingdom was
divided among his four sons. This was why he is known as a tetrarch (a ruler of a fourth part). His
part comprised Perea and Galilee. He had authority over this area from 4 BC to 39 AD. Technically
speaking Herod Antipas was not a king although Mark refers to him here as such. This was his, and
particularly his wife's ambition. It was also how he was known by the people in that region.

Mark tells us that Jesus' name and presumably accounts of what He had been doing had reached
Herod. In those volatile and rebellious times rulers had to know what political movements were
flourishing in their area. No doubt Herod had spies on the ground who watched and reported back to
him. So what was being reported about Jesus? The main issue revolved around the identity of Jesus.
Or to put it another way, how was it that this man called Jesus had these amazing powers. Herod
who as we will see is living with a very guilty conscience thought He was John the baptist. His
thinking seems to be that John the baptist had risen from the dead. Jesus was just the resurrected
John. Or possibly that the spirit of John was occupying Jesus and this was how He was able to
perform amazing signs. Today as we read these things we might find it strange that people would
hold such views. But we must remember that these were deeply superstitious times. People also had
an expectation that something supernatural was about to happen.

Other people dismissed the John the baptist theory and said that Jesus must be Elijah. Again this
may seem strange to us but remember in Malachi 4:5 it had been prophesied that Elijah would come
before the Messiah did. Some people concluded that Jesus was "a prophet" or like one of the Old
Testament prophets. This was because He brought a strong message from God, and He was able to
do miraculous things. Let us read on.
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16 But when Herod heard, he said, “This is John, whom I beheaded; he has been raised from
the dead!”

Herod will not be persuaded from his view that this is John the baptist. No doubt this stemmed from
the guilt he felt over the killing of John. He had been responsible for John's murder and now John
was back to accuse him. This is the first time we learn about John's shocking death and this verse
allows Mark to tell us what happened in all its horrific gory detail. Let us continue.
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17 For Herod himself had sent and laid hold of John, and bound him in prison for the sake of
Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife; for he had married her. 18 Because John had said to
Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.”

Mark here very neatly tells us the circumstances of John's death. John had been arrested and
imprisoned by Herod Antipas. We know that John was imprisoned and later murdered in the fortress
palace of Machaerus.

What had John done to warrant being arrested and imprisoned? I'm glad you asked. Are you ready
for a seedy and salacious story? Here we go. Herod Antipas was married to Phasaelis the daughter
of the Nabatean king Aretas the 4™. However on a visit to his half brother Philips house Herod met
and fell into lust for his wife Herodias. Herodias was the daughter of Aristobulus, the son of Herod
the Great and Mariamne, and therefore the niece of Herod Antipas. So just in case you're confused,
Herod is Herodias' uncle. Herod seduced his niece, that's a little creepy. The two hit it off and
decide to leave their respective spouses in order to marry each other. Herod sends Phasaelis back to
her father. King Aretas is understandably not very happy about this. He sends up an army and there
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is considerable bloodshed before the Romans settle things down.

On many levels what Herod and Herodias did was wrong. But most importantly what they did was
contrary to God's laws as given to Moses. You could not take and marry your brother's wife unless
he was deceased. This is spelt out for us in the book of Leviticus.

You shall not uncover the nakedness of your brother’s wife; it is your brother’s nakedness.
(Lev 18:16)

If a man takes his brother’s wife, it is an unclean thing. He has uncovered his brother’s
nakedness. They shall be childless. (Lev 20:21)

John the baptist felt honour bound to stand on the truth of God's Word. Therefore being fdearless
and bold he confronted Herod and Herodias with their wicked sin. He is a reminder to us all that as
Christians we are at times called to speak uncomfortable truth. It is not loving to keep things back
or to try to sugar coat sinful practices. Even though we may face pushback, hatred or worse we must
always stand up for God's truth. Let us continue.
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19 Therefore Herodias held it against him and wanted to Kkill him, but she could not; 20 for
Herod feared John, knowing that he was a just and holy man, and he protected him. And
when he heard him, he did many things, and heard him gladly.

Mark here gives us an interesting contrast between the two people John is confronting over their
sin. Herodias is bitter and angry. She hates John and the truth he speaks. She wants to see him killed
and put of the way.



Mark 24 Page 7

Herod however is somewhat different. Although he knows what he has done is wrong, and no doubt
doesn't enjoy being challenged about it he has respect and even admiration for John. He clearly
recognises that John was a good man and that He had been sent by God. He therefore did two
things. Firstly he protected John from the wicked schemes of his wife. Secondly he listened to what
John had to say. Its vitally important to listen to the truth but its even more important to act upon the
truth we have received. Herod heard the truth regarding his sin, recognised the one giving the truth
to be just and holy but then did nothing about his sin.

So we find the situation balanced precariously. Herod want to keep John safe and Herodias wants to
have John killed. How will Herodias contrive to get Herod to act against his wishes? Let us find out.
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21 Then an opportune day came when Herod on his birthday gave a feast for his nobles, the
high officers, and the chief men of Galilee.

The moment for Herodias to put her evil plan into operation came on the occasion of Herod's
birthday. Birthday feasts in the ancient world were lavish occasions. Lots of delicious food and
drink were served and in general it was a time for excess and debauchery. To this celebration Herod
invited Political magistrates (megistasin), Roman military commanders (chiliarchois), and other
prominent men (protois). Imagine a lively, colorful party scene with the powerful elite of Galilee
being present. What kind of entertainment was provided at this party? Let's read on and find out.
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22 And when Herodias’ daughter herself came in and danced, and pleased Herod and those
who sat with him, the king said to the girl, “Ask me whatever you want, and I will give it to
you.” 23 He also swore to her, “Whatever you ask me, I will give you, up to half my kingdom.”

We are introduced here to Herodias' daughter. Her name was Salome. Interestingly she is not
mentioned by name in the bible but later historians such as Josephus have furnished us with her
name. It is difficult for us to accurately pinpoint her age here. There is some debate. Some claim she
was only in her mid teens whilst others think she was in her early 20's. This is important because as
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we read the story we might like to know just how complicit she was in her mother's scheme. Was
she just a young girl who did what she was told? Or did she have more input and involvement? |
think the later seems more likely.

Salome, the princess remember, comes in to where the men are partying to dance. It's hard for me to
covey to you how shocking this would have been. We are not talking about an innocent dance
performed by a giggly child. This form of entertainment would normally be performed by
prostitutes. The Jews would not have permitted a woman to dance before a group of men. And even
most Gentile mothers would have forbidden a daughter to do what the daughter of Herodias did.
Although the style or type of dance is not specified most scholars are imagining an erotic, sensual
dance. The kind of dance that excited the passions of men. This is conveyed to us here by the
information that Herod was “pleased” by the dance. Herodias knew what kind of man her husband
was.

When the dance is over Herod makes a very rash and foolish promise to Salome.

No doubt he was somewhat drunk and excited by the dance. His promise, made in front of all these
important men is to reward Salome with whatever she wants. The expression here “up to half my
kingdom” is an idiom that in essence means “A gift of great personal sacrifice.” He wouldn't, in fact
couldn't give away half his kingdom because as a client king he did not have that kind of authority.
Let us see what reward Salome wants.
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24 So she went out and said to her mother, “What shall I ask?” And she said, “The head of

John the Baptist!” 25 Immediately she came in with haste to the king and asked, saying, “I
want you to give me at once the head of John the Baptist on a platter.”

Women were not present at these kinds of banquets. This is why Salome has to leave the room to
speak to her mother. But it also reminds us that this was all a part of Herodias' plan. She was
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waiting in the wings ready to coach her daughter.

What would you want as a reward for a job well done? An envelope stuffed with cash. A meal out at
a nice restaurant. Some nice new clothes. Some expensive jewellery, perfume or aftershave.
Herodias does not want any of these things. What she wants is her revenge on John. She sends
Salome quickly back to demand the head of John the baptist. Why the haste? Well she wanted to
force Herod to act whilst in this particular condition and setting. Later when he sobered up he might
change his mind. Once he was alone and away from his political peers he might back away from the
oaths he had sworn.

As an interesting aside I want you to notice what each woman asks for. Herodias asks for John's
head. Literally that he be killed. It is Salome who adds that she wants the head on a plate. It seems
that she seeks to further humiliate John and her step father by equating John's death with that of an
animal being prepared for the table. It would be horrendous just for John to be brutally killed but
parading his severed head on a plate adds an extra layer of horror. What will Herod do?
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26 And the king was exceedingly sorry; yet, because of the oaths and because of those who sat
with him, he did not want to refuse her. 27 Immediately the king sent an executioner and
commanded his head to be brought. And he went and beheaded him in prison, 28 brought his
head on a platter, and gave it to the girl; and the girl gave it to her mother.

Herod's foolish lust and stupidity have backed him into a terrible corner. He cannot resolve the
situation without losing face, or being shamed in front of his guests. If he tries to laugh it off his
guests will see him as a weak man who does not keep his word. He has made a repeated public oath
to give the girl what she asks for. So even though he is deeply sorry what can he do. Actually the
Greek word used her for “sorry” is perilupos (per-il'-0o-pos). I think the English word “sorry”
doesn't really fully capture its meaning. It describes a feeling of "intense sadness or sorrow," or even
"to be so sad that one wishes to die." Herod did not really want to have John killed, certainly he
wanted John out of the way but not necessarily dead. But his foolish arrogance and pride mean that
this is the only action he can take. He has to be seen to be doing what he swore to do. This is one of
the reasons why the bible warns us about swearing oaths (Matthew 5:33-37, James 5:2). As
followers of Christ we should be people of honour and integrity. Our simple yes or no should be
sufficient. There is no need to make elaborate oaths or promises.
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Herod then despatches an executioner and John, an innocent man is brutally murdered. His freshly
severed head is put on a plate and then given to Salome. She in turn gives it to her mother.

A closing word here about Herod and Herodias. We meet Herod on one more occasion in the
gospels. At the trial of Jesus Herod is eager to see the Lord Jesus perform a miracle (Luke 23:6-12).
The Lord Jesus refuses to even speak with the vile murderous adulterer.

In 39 AD Herod went too far and his nephew Herod Agrippa denounced him to the Roman
authorities for a conspiracy. As punishment Herod Antipas and Herodias were sent into exile in
Gaul. Later some records state they were sent to Spain. As to how they died we do no know what
happened to Herod. However according to the scholar Cornelius A Lapide Herodias had a most
unpleasant death. Apparently she was dancing upon the frozen river Sicoris when the ice cracked
and she fell through to her death. Because we serve a just and holy God we can be assured that both
answered for their wicked acts. Let us conclude today's passage with verse 29.

8o o gl Al > B of g A Fo] IF HAG A SR Eold sy e AWS
AAY & oA FAE GotA Fas AR AT ¢ syt 7 23S v
oI st EHES T1E oSS A7IA Fe vkt Al o R B QYL 1 A
7V 898k A FAYHIL As e o E WARSE UL LA e vl m]ekshx| Rt
O Foe @ dsynh AA = mtsirro] i L ol Al AFE-E "Eto] ©oli= pe
rilupos(per-il'-00-pos) J U tF. U= G o] @] "sorry" 7} L Y E A8 EFEHA] sl
AU DAL "AEe EFolv £ EE AR "UF EHA S A2 =S
BEAFGU G &2 A2 R 83 Solal AX] gekssyth 43 1+ a3k B AF7]
E AIARE REEA] 2= FRF U 2oy 19 o A& euksha ZpRka]e- o] o]
a7F & g Qe i AEds oYY e WAS vE dlele Ao R Hojof &
Yt} o] Ao] A7 o] WAl sl B aLste ol F st U TP 5:33-37, °F 5:2). LE] &
LE WEE REA SEe Woh A Abgo] Hojof ftuth §-2]9] 1t o e
ofy o w Fiafof Futh Hae A oS & Havt glsyrh 19 v dl RS
AHE H3Hs shdstal Fargk 85k ARlSHA Aslu ok 2t 2 19 v g g Al
HA A2 A FoAP YT 2= bR RS oMY Als Ytk o714 &% 3§
2rjofe] thgk A& JUth = H5AA slES 3 ¥ O byt of| o] Aol A
S F2 T AFAA 718 S YStAl= AS HUE 7HEE] dAFUT(SE 23:6-12). 7 ol

.-

W2 vjdstar 214 Q1 k329 gl AxAF ARt Yo 539 d ] &% Y
T AYHA 39 271 E % ol g 28 28 Y2 Z2r Yol anddlF Yt A
H 2 Herod Antipas 2} Herodias © ZE|o}2 FWEAFULE Yol A5 7] Foll= 1E9]
2¥Qlo g Bl tal veof JFUT 250 oE9A A=A FEle dlFRdA & d
o] dojt=A 5 Yt 28 82} Cornelius A Lapide o] ®F 2w Herodias & 71 & ) 3t
oo AAFUTE 29838 1Y E ol Sicoris FollA F& FiL e Eool &
g A 1 7F S5l o] ERlF U S8l o Fa AFSH stud S A7 7] w7
Abel B 250 ofsh g9l gt SHE BUSS AT S sy 20 dgo s
L5 &S v AF Y

29 When his disciples heard of iz, they came and took away his corpse and laid it in a tomb.
Mark brings this horrendous story to a close with the only moment of kindness and compassion.

John's followers must have been praying and fasting in the hope that God would intervene and John
would be released. So we can only imagine their horror when they learn about how their teacher had
been martyred. They showed great courage in coming to claim his body. They could not be sure that
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the wicked Herod might not imprison or even kill them. They took John's body and gave it a proper
burial. It reminds us that all people are created in God's image. Therefore whether alive or dead they
are always worthy of being treated with dignity and respect.

Let me finish today's study by telling you how the Lord Jesus reacted to John's death. To find this
we need to look at Matthew's gospel. In chapter 14 we read.

12 Then his disciples came and took away the body and buried it, and went and told Jesus.
13 When Jesus heard it, He departed from there by boat to a deserted place by Himself. But
when the multitudes heard it, they followed Him on foot from the cities. (Matt 14:12-13)

When the Lord Jesus received the news about John He went to a quiet place alone. In that place no

doubt He mourned and wept over John. The candle of John's life burnt short but bright. Because he
lived and died to illuminate the truth of Jesus Christ His candle will never be extinguished. May we
live and learn from his example.
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Things to think about

I have two comments to make on today's passage.

1 Why would God allow John to die in this way?

This is perhaps a very obvious but also a very human question to ask. We accept as believers that
God is sovereign and in control of all things. Therefore why didn't He protect or shelter His faithful
servant John? Even if he had to die, why did He not keep him from such a terrible death? There are
no simple answers to these questions. God is not limited by the actions and deeds of human beings.
If God wanted to preserve the life of John then whatever Herod wanted to do was irrelevant. So, we
have to accept that God allowed this to happen. The reasons why may not be obvious to us. We are
finite and limited in what we can perceive and understand. God does not have our limitations. So
we cannot know how the ripples of John's death stretched out and impacted the Kingdom. All we
can do is accept that God always knows and does what is best.
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2 We must speak the truth even when there are consequences

It was really at middle school that I first realised just how different Christians were. At elementary
school I had not noticed the difference, but at middle school I could clearly discern that a Christian
life was not like a secular life. At that age the differences were evident in the language and actions

that one could engage in. The other children for example enjoyed coarse language and jokes.

I knew those words were displeasing to God. Petty stealing or minor acts of vandalism didn't seem
to bother the other boys. But I knew they were wrong. They made me uncomfortable. For the first

time in my life I had a choice to make. Be like everyone else or stand up and stand out.

John the baptist was also called to make a choice. He was uncomfortable with Herod's lifestyle. He
knew it was wicked and dishonoured God. What was John to do? The easy thing would be to keep
quiet. Don't rock the boat. The difficult thing would be to speak truth to power. That would require
courage and boldness. It was also the right thing to do, the thing that God had empowered John to
do. There are always consequences of speaking God's truth. You probably won't end up having your
head cut off but there are costs. At middle school maybe people would ostracise me or look at me as
though I was weird. You might lose influence or power at work. Maybe you might even lose your
job. You certainly may lose friends. But speaking the truth honours God and pleases Him. May this
be our desire in all circumstances.
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