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The Tragic Death of a Holy Man
Mark 6.14-29
David Anguish

A Brief Look at a Sordid Story
Reportedly, Martin Luther King, Jr. once said, “The church must be reminded that it is not the 
master or the servant of the state, but rather the conscience of the state.”  The principle 1

expressed in that short statement is an excellent summary what we see in our text.
1. Herod Antipas preferred the title “King” (Mark 6.14, 23), but was officially tetrarch of 

Galilee (Matt 14.1; Luke 9.7) from 4 BC to AD 39. He “was the seventh son of Herod the 
Great”  who continued the family tradition “of immorality and intrigues.”2 3

2. The growing reputation of Jesus, enhanced by the mission of the twelve (vv. 7-13), led 
Herod to reflection, if not a crisis of conscience (Mark 6.16). From among the views of 
Jesus’ identity that were circulating (6.14-15), Herod concluded that, “John, whom I 
beheaded, has been raised” (6.15; cf. 1.14).  Mark records how the execution came about.4

3. John had been arrested and imprisoned because he had dared to denounce Herod’s 
marriage to Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, who was also the niece of Antipas. A 
wider group of Jews was also offended by this violation of the law (see Lev 18.16; 20.21), 
so it is plausible that the arrest was designed to make an example of John.5

4. Although Herodias, like Jezebel of old,  kept calling for John’s execution, Herod “feared 6

John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he kept him safe.” He 
“gladly” heard him upon occasion, and “was greatly perplexed” when he did (Mark 
6.19-20).

5. The situation changed at Herod’s birthday party when his stepdaughter  danced for him 7

and his notable guests: “nobles” (high-ranking government leaders), “military 
commanders,” and “leading men” (wealthy and prominent Galileans) (Bayer, 1905). 
Because of her dance, Herod foolishly vowed to give her whatever she wanted, “up to 
half of my kingdom” (6.23).

6. Herodias seized the opportunity and, with her daughter, exploited Herod’s moral 
weakness, leaving him trapped by his foolish vow. He thus felt obliged to order John’s 
beheading.

Things To Remember from John’s Stand
1. God’s law is at odds with and will thus challenge the world’s norms.
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a. “For John had been saying to Herod, ‘It is not lawful  for you to have your brother’s 8

wife’” (Mark 6:18).
b. Of interest is that, in verse 17, Mark explained that Antipas had married (γαμέω, 

gameō) Herodias. So, it is not just out-of-wedlock unions the Bible condemns, but also 
some marriages that are not permitted or authorized by God.
1) Whether with regard to illicit marriage or some other issue, God’s way is often at 

odds with the world’s, as John said.
2) We should learn the way of God so well that we understand when our world’s 

ways, however customary or backed by power or popularity they are, run 
counter to God’s.9

3) We should shape our lives accordingly and resist any pull to a different way.

2. A lifestyle dedicated to worldliness knows few limits.
a. Look hard at the reality we might miss because we are so familiar with the story:

1) At the blatant use of power to silence a critic.
2) At the attitude of Herodias who wanted it both ways: to flaunt custom and 

religious law, but then to punish the one who criticized her lifestyle choice.10

3) The debauchery of Herod and his guests, the likes of which many of us can 
hardly fathom (though we see more of it through the media than our 
grandparents did).

4) Their cavalier attitude toward human life. Herod may have had a little 
conscience left (vv. 16, 26), but generally there was no remorse over what he did 
to John.

b. Mark has shown us a real life example of the point Paul makes in Romans 1.24, 26, 
28: when people begin to pursue a life away from and unchecked by God, there is no 
extreme to which some will not go. That points to two things we should remember.
1) We should not be surprised when worldly people act the way worldly people do. 

They have chosen to pursue that life, and God will not stop their pursuit.
2) We should not think that we can control a given vice, that we can participate in 

just part of the world’s way with no consequences. We should learn from 
examples like Joseph who did the right thing when he fled from Potiphar’s wife 
(Gen 39.11-12; cf. 1 John 2.15-17; 1 Tim 6.9-11; 2 Tim 2.22).

3. Faithfulness will be rewarded, but the faithful life may not always be pleasant.
a. We need to recall some additional information about John.

1) Mark has previously reported that Jesus’ ministry commenced “after John was 
arrested” (Mark 1.14; cf. Matt 4.12; Luke 3.20; John 3.24).

2) Matthew says that when Jesus heard that John had been killed, he “withdrew . . . 
in a boat by himself” (Matt 14.12-13); he was then interrupted and fed the 5,000.

3) Both Matthew (11.11) and Luke report that Jesus extolled John as “more than a 
prophet” and declared that “none is greater than John” (Luke 7:26, 28).

b. So, John was remembered and rewarded for his faithfulness. But, his last days were 
hardly pleasant (his external conditions perhaps made worse by his questions about 
Jesus — Luke 7:18-20). Such remains the nature of faithfulness, which should be 
absolute.11
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To Out-die the World
Charles Swindoll told about a man who bought fried chicken dinners for himself and his date to 
take on a picnic. The attendant at the store put that day’s proceeds into the man’s bucket by 
mistake. When he opened it at the picnic and discovered more than $800, he put the money 
back, got into his car, and drove back to the store—much to the relief of the store’s frantic 
manager. He was so thankful that he told the man to wait while he called the paper; he wanted 
them to take a picture so the man could be properly recognized for his honesty. The man 
refused. “Oh, no. No, no, don't do that!” he said. Then he leaned closer to the manager and 
whispered, “You see, the woman I’m with . . . she’s, uh, somebody else’s wife.”12

Though usually not demonstrated in such a dramatic way, that’s how some think of following 
God, picking and choosing items of faithfulness. As we consider Jesus’ call to die to the world 
(Mark 8.34-38), and notice how Mark shows what that means, John reminds us that we must 
resist every pull of the world and seek to be “righteous and holy” (Mark 6.20). Fortunately, even 
when we falter, he stands ready to forgive and nurture us toward better things.
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there was a third option, namely to admit they knew and refuse to say. Invariably, one or more students would 
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the right thing, not the pleasant thing.
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