
The Martyrdom of John the Baptist  

John the Baptist’s eating habits mirrored his preaching. The mouth that ate locusts and wild honey 

spoke words that were sweet to some and as bitter as a plague of locusts to others. To the repentant sinner, 

John’s words flowed like water through the desert gushing forth the sweet message of God’s forgiveness. 

But to the unrepentant sinner, John’s words wreaked devastation chewing through every stalk and stem 

of false pretense and prideful façade.  And no one was crawling with more of John’s verbal locusts than 

Herodias, the illegitimate wife of Herod.  To her, John’s words were like a nagging swarm―pestering 

her, troubling her mind, devouring her conscience.  Until one day, she finally had enough and devised a 

plan that would silence her critic…permanently. This morning we hear the gruesome tale of John’s 

beheading at the command of Herod Antipas. Although Herod was the one who ordered the murder, it 

was Herodias, who had orchestrated the grizzly act from behind the scenes. Herodias had been deeply 

offended when John spoke out against her unlawful union. John had spoken openly to Herod that it was 

not right that he had married Herodias, his brother’s wife. As far as Herodias was concerned, this public 

condemnation could not be tolerated. After all, who was this rag-tag man who dared to question the affairs 

of imperial life? So, when the opportunity presented itself, she exploited her own daughter to eliminate 

her naysayer. And just like that, John’s head was served up on a platter.  

Besides the shock value of the story, what are we to make of it? And more importantly, what are 

we to learn from it? I suppose the first question we need to answer is why was Herodias so intimidated by 

John. From all accounts, John stood on the outside of civilized society. He was considered by most to be 

strange and uncouth. Given his low social standing, why would the likes of Herodias concern herself with 

him even for a moment? I’m convinced that it wasn’t hatred for John that fueled her murderous heart, but 

fear. She was afraid of John not because of any physical threat he posed to her, but rather his influence 

with Herod. If you read the text closely you discover that Herod himself respected John, protected him, 



and heard him gladly. Herodias, then, was scared that John’s words might actually influence Herod to give 

her up. She acted out of self-preservation when she had him murdered. For what would have happened to 

Herodias if Herod actually repented of his wickedness? Well, she would have found herself out of power, 

out of place, and caste out of the imperial court altogether. She would have been relegated to a life of a 

commoner without all the regal trimmings she had grown accustomed to in her life. It seems to me her 

fear was well grounded. Even after the murder, it is obvious that Herod Antipas lived with guilt over his 

choice of action. His burning lust for Herodias’ daughter had caused him to order the public execution. 

But afterwards, his conscience must have troubled him for when Jesus’ fame began to spread throughout 

the region, Herod was convinced that this was none other than John the Baptist risen from the dead. 

Sounding a lot like an earlier version of Macbeth, Herod was deeply disturbed by what he had done and 

feared the ghost of the innocent man he had killed.  

If we believe in providence then we must believe everything happens for a reason. Although this 

might look like just another instance of an abuse of power; just one more victim sacrificed on the altar of 

power politics, I assure you that it’s not. For in the larger picture of our redemption, John the Baptist’s life 

story plays an important role. If you recall, John the Baptist was the forerunner of Christ. He had been 

entrusted with the task of going before the Lord to prepare His way. In death, as in life, he carried out his 

sacred calling. For not too many years later, Jesus would stand before this very same Herod on the night 

before He was crucified. But this time, Herod Antipas would not make the same mistake. He would not 

be so quick to order the death of a holy man. In fact, before the night was over both Herod and Pilate 

would pronounce Jesus innocent of any crime. Now the Bible doesn’t specifically say that Herod was 

reluctant to pass sentence because of what he had done to John. But knowing human nature how could it 

not have factored in to his decision-making process. And so, it would be the crowds that called for Jesus’ 

death and not the high-ranking officials. And this was exactly how it had to play out, for in the end it was 



not only Herod and Pilate who were guilty of Jesus’ death, but all of humanity. The collective voice of 

the crowds was none other than the collective voice of all history crying out for the lifeblood of Jesus. 

Pilate himself became an evangelist that fateful day; he became one of the first to preach God’s Word to 

the masses for He led Jesus before the crowds and proclaimed “Ecce Homo”, “Behold the Man!”.  Pilate’s 

words were prophetic for Christ was/is “the Man”; All mankind, all of humanity, every single one of us, 

is located in His very person. Christ stands in the stead of every living person―past, present and 

future―bearing our guilt and receiving our punishment.  

As for John the Baptist, his death was indeed tragic, but it was also poetic. Can there ever be poetry 

in death? Well, I’m not sure, but at least in this instance I believe there was.  John probably didn’t know 

how right he was when he once said of Christ: “He must increase, but I must decrease.” For John indeed 

decreased not just in popularity and influence, but also in physical stature. He entered the Kingdom of 

Heaven without head. But therein lies the poetry of it all. For in the end, we all enter the heavenly realms 

headless. We might not lose our physical heads in this life like John did, but we certainly sacrifice them 

spiritually to become the body of Christ. We willingly submit ourselves to the One head of the Church, 

Christ our Lord―He the head, we the body. And as the body of Christ, we thank God for John the Baptist 

for in His headless silence, He gave witness to the true Head, the true voice of the Church, who speaks on 

our behalf and proclaims us righteous. Amen.  

In Christ,  

Pastor Jeremy H. Mills  

 


