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All deaths are tragic, but some deaths are much more tragic than 
others. The death of John the Baptist was a tragic death in the 
more severe sense of the word. He was cut down in the prime of 
life through an unjust and violent death.

In order to appreciate fully the tragedy of the death of John the 
Baptist, I want to begin by giving some background, some 
explanation of exactly who he was.

To begin with, John the Baptist was a relative of Jesus. We 
know this because the gospel according to Luke tells us that 
Mary the mother of Jesus was a cousin of Elizabeth, the mother 
of John the Baptist. Also, both Jesus and John the Baptist had a 
miraculous birth. The birth of John the Baptist was not a virgin 
birth like the miraculous birth of Jesus. The birth of John the 
Baptist was a miracle but a lesser miracle than the birth of Jesus. 
The parents of John the Baptist, Zacharias the priest and his 
wife Elizabeth, had never been able to have any children, and 
now they were well past the age of having children. God 
miraculously enabled them to have a child in their old age.

John the Baptist also fulfilled important old testament 
prophecies. The prophet Isaiah had prophesied a voice of one 
crying in the wilderness, saying "Prepare the way of the LORD; 
make straight in the desert a highway for our God" (Isaiah 40:3). 



On the day John the Baptist was circumcised, eight days after 
John the Baptist was born, his father Zacharias spoke as a 
prophet and said, "And you, child, will be called the prophet of 
the Highest; for you will go before the face of the Lord to 
prepare His ways ..." (Luke 1:76). In other words, John the 
Baptist would be the fulfillment of the prophecy in Isaiah 40 
about the voice in the wilderness crying out, "Prepare the way 
of the Lord." Also, the prophet Malachi prophesied that God 
would one day send Elijah to turn the hearts of the fathers to the 
children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers. When the 
angel Gabriel appeared to Zacharias to announce the coming 
birth of his son, the angel said this about John the Baptist:

 Luke 1:16-17a
16 "And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord 

their God.
17 "He will also go before Him in the spirit and power of 

Elijah, 'to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children,' ..."

In other words, John the Baptist would fulfill the prophecy of 
Malachi chapter 4 as well as the prophecy of Isaiah 40. John the 
Baptist was the prophesied forerunner of the Messiah, and the 
Messiah would be his cousin, the man named Jesus of Nazareth.

As an adult, John the Baptist began preaching in the wilderness, 
and large crowds came to hear him. Practically all the people of 
the area came to hear him, and many others came from great 
distances to hear his message in the wilderness. His message 
was simple. He said that the kingdom of God was near. By the 
kingdom of God, He was referring to the rule of God in its 



prophesied new covenant fullness through the reign of the 
coming Messiah. The kingdom was near because the Messiah, 
the prophesied King, was near. John the Baptist testified that He 
was not the Messiah. He even said that he was not worthy even 
to loose the sandal of the Messiah. For he John baptized only 
with water, but the Messiah would baptize with the Holy Spirit.

John the Baptist preached that people needed to prepare for the 
coming of the kingdom by repenting. The King was coming, 
and God had entrusted judgment to the coming King. So people 
needed to prepare for His coming by turning from their sins and 
reforming their lives. This was basically a call to faith because 
the only way a person can be delivered from his sins is to turn to 
God in faith for salvation. By trusting in the Redeemer King 
whom God was sending, people would be empowered to make 
their crooked ways straight and their rough places smooth. For 
the fruit of the salvation that comes through faith is deliverance 
from sin.

John the Baptist later testified that Jesus was the coming 
Messiah. John had recognized Jesus was the Messiah because 
the Holy Spirit came down upon Jesus after John had baptized 
Him in the waters of the Jordan River. John the Baptist later 
pointed to Jesus and said, "Behold, the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world."

After this, people began following Jesus, and less people were 
following John the Baptist. When asked about this, John the 
Baptist replied that Jesus must increase and that he, John the 
Baptist, must decrease. For Jesus, the one who comes from 
heaven, is above all.



John the Baptist in his preaching was very bold and direct about 
people's sins. Some people want a preacher who will tickle their 
ears by preaching only about the sins of other people and by 
avoiding any mention of the sins that are common among them. 
John the Baptist was not like that. When tax collectors came to 
him, he preached about the sins characteristic of tax collectors. 
He told them to take no more from people than what they owed 
in taxes. When soldiers came to him, he preached about the sins 
characteristic of soldiers. He told them not to intimidate people 
and to be content with their wages. John the Baptist did this 
because he knew that people had to recognize their sins if they 
were to recognize their need for a Savior from their sins. People 
have to be wounded by God's law before they will come to Jesus 
for healing. This sort of bold preaching is what got John the 
Baptist into trouble. He applied the law of God even to the 
conduct of one of the more powerful rulers in the area. This 
ruler was one of the sons of Herod the Great. Herod the Great 
died shortly after the birth of Jesus. In his will, Herod the Great 
divided his kingdom among three of his sons. He gave about a 
fourth of his kingdom to his son named Herod Antipas. This 
kingdom consisted of two disconnected territories. It included 
Galilee, the territory west of the Sea of Galilee and north of 
Judea and Samaria. It also included Perea, the territory to the 
east of Judea and east of the Jordan River and the Dead Sea. 
Now this Herod Antipas had spent some time in Rome with his 
first wife. While he was in Rome, he lived with one of his half-
brothers. This half-brother was married to a woman named 
Herodias, and they had a daughter named Salome. While living 
with his half-brother, Herod Antipas seduced his half-brother's 



wife. Herod Antipas abandoned his wife, Herodias abandoned 
her husband, and they eloped. Even though they got married, 
they were living in an adulterous relationship. Yet that was not 
the only problem with this marriage. Herodias was the niece of 
Herod Antipas. She was the daughter of another of his half-
brothers. So their marriage was not only adulterous, it was also 
incestuous. According to the law of Moses, the closest relative a 
person can lawfully marry is a first cousin. Marrying a relative 
any closer than that is incest. For example, if I had a niece, my 
son could lawfully marry her because they would be first 
cousins. But I could not because we would be too closely related 
to be married according to the law of Moses.

So in his bold and righteous preaching that did not varnish the 
truth, John the Baptist proclaimed that it was not lawful for 
Herod Antipas to have his brother's wife. This really bothered 
Herodias because it spoke just as badly of her as it did of her 
husband. To make his wife happy, Herod Antipas issued orders 
to arrest John the Baptist and to lock him up in prison. Herod 
Antipas had a palace castle in the territory of Perea and on the 
eastern shore of the Dead Sea. The basement of this castle was a 
dungeon, and this is where John the Baptist was kept.

When Jesus heard about the imprisonment of John the Baptist, 
He moved His ministry from Judea to Galilee. He made His 
headquarters the city of Capernuam, a fishing town on the 
northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. Even though Herod 
Antipas was also the ruler of Galilee, Capernaum on the north 
shore of the Sea of Galilee was a far distance from Herod's 
palace in Perea on the east shore of the Dead Sea.



After John the Baptist was put in prison, he sent two of his 
disciples to ask Jesus if Jesus really was the Messiah or if he 
should wait for someone else. I think we can see where John the 
Baptist was coming from. His message had been that the 
Messiah King is coming, and the axe of judgment is already in 
His hand and is already laid at the root of the tree. And every 
tree that does not bear good fruit, He will cut down and cast into 
the fire of judgment. Well, Herod Antipas was bearing some 
extremely bad fruit, and he didn't seem to be in any danger of 
being chopped down through divine judgment. It looks like John 
the Baptist was here struggling with some doubts because of 
God's timing. We sometimes struggle with that as well when we 
have to endure the disappointments and difficulties of this life. 
Jesus responded to John's question both gently and firmly. The 
prophesied judgments of the wicked such as Herod Antipas had 
not yet happened, but many other prophesies about the coming 
Messiah were already being fulfilled:

 Matthew 11:4-6
4 Jesus answered and said to them, "Go and tell John the 

things which you hear and see:
5 "The blind see and the lame walk; the lepers are cleansed 

and the deaf hear; the dead are raised up and the poor have 
the gospel preached to them.

6 "And blessed is he who is not offended because of Me."

With this background, we will now look at John the Baptist 
from the perspective of King Herod Antipas. We will use four 
headings: Herod's interest, Herod's indecision, Herod's 
insecurity and Herod's indifference.



First, Herod's interest. Herod Antipas tended to do what his wife 
Herodias wanted him to do, but he went only so far regarding 
John the Baptist. Herodias wanted John the Baptist executed, 
but her husband Herod Antipas was willing only to imprison 
him, to put him securely away where he could no longer 
publicly condemn their marriage. He was not willing to execute 
John the Baptist because he had an interest in him. Part of this 
interest was strictly practical and political. He knew that the 
people regarded John the Baptist as a prophet. He knew that 
because of this, there would be considerable unrest in his realm 
if he were to put John the Baptist to death. Yet that is not the 
only reason that Herod Antipas protected the life of John the 
Baptist. As our text for today says in verse 20:

20 ... 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.

Herod Antipas knew that John the Baptist was indeed a holy 
man, and this still put some fear in his heart. At this point in his 
life, he still had some remaining sense of the fear of God's 
judgment. He was afraid to use his power as a ruler to murder 
John the Baptist, even though that is what his wife wanted him 
to do. He would also go down into the basement of his palace 
where the dungeon was and would listen to what John the 
Baptist had to say to him. Our text says, "And when he heard 
him, he did many things, and heard him gladly." I think there is 
a better translation. This is one of those few cases where 
different ancient manuscripts differ by a letter or two and it 
makes a difference in possible translations. If you change two 



letters in one word in the Greek text, instead of saying that 
Herod Antipas did many things, the text says that Herod Antipas 
was greatly perplexed. I prefer this reading, which is also found 
in some ancient manuscripts, because this makes more sense. 
With this reading, the passage is saying that Herod Antipas was 
glad to hear what John the Baptist had to say, even though 
Herod was also greatly perplexed by what John had to say. 
Herold Antipas was at this point in his life what we sometimes 
call an almost Christian. He had a concern about divine 
judgment, and he had an interest in what God's messenger had 
to say. And the message of John the Baptist was about the 
coming one who was near and who is the Savior of the world. 
The climax of his message was that Jesus is the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world. Herod Antipas had this 
interest in what John the Baptist was saying, but he was not 
willing to act on it. He was not willing to put his trust in Jesus to 
deliver him from his sins and from divine judgment. He was 
unwilling because he loved his sins too much to want to be 
delivered from them. To be in this state of indecision is to live 
on the edge of a knife. People in this state tend eventually to 
stop wavering between two opinions and to choose one or the 
other. And that is what Herod Antipas did.

The day of reckoning came on Herod's birthday. Herod Antipas 
had a birthday party that was not morally clean and healthy. 
Remember that Herod Antipas had lived for a time in the city of 
Rome, and he was there exposed to the immoral pagan lifestyle. 
Because of this, he knew how to throw a raunchy party. He 
invited to his party military leaders, political leaders and leaders 
in high society. The high point, or rather we should say the low 



point of this party was when the daughter of Herodias came in 
and danced a sensuous dance. It is not surprising that there was 
a dance such as this at a party such as this. What is surprising is 
the one who did the dancing. In pagan Roman culture, there was 
little if any sense of sin when a slave or a prostitute or any other 
woman of low social status danced such a dance. Yet a lady 
with social standing would not do such a thing, not because it 
was regarded as sinful but because the pagan culture of that day 
regarded it as shameful and beneath the dignity of a lady. For 
that reason, Herod Antipas and his guests would have been 
shocked at Salome's dance, but that made her dance all the more 
exciting to them. In his enthusiasm, Herod Antipas offered the 
young girl anything she wanted, up to half of his kingdom. That 
was an exaggeration, but he was saying that she need not be 
concerned about cost. He was prepared to give her a substantial 
reward.

She went and consulted her mother, and her mother told her 
what to ask for. She rushed back and asked for Herod Antipas to 
give her without delay the head of John the Baptist on a platter. 
This was the second shock of the evening. The first shock was 
the dance, and the second shock was this gruesome request. Our 
text says that Herod Antipas was exceedingly sorrowful. He did 
not want to do this. Yet Herod was more concerned about what 
others thought of him than He was concerned about what God 
thought of him. The fear of God is the beginning of true 
wisdom, and Herod did not have true wisdom. He thought about 
his guests and the promise they had heard him give. He was 
concerned about what they would think if he refused the 
gruesome request. He gave the orders, and the head of John the 



Baptist was brought to the girl on a platter, and she brought it to 
her mother.

We have considered Herod's interest and Herod's indecision. 
Next is Herod's insecurity. Some time later, Herod heard about 
the many miracles that Jesus was performing. There were 
different opinions as to who Jesus was and how He was able to 
perform these miracles. Some thought that Jesus was John the 
Baptist resurrected from the dead. Herod Antipas agreed with 
this opinion. He had a fear, not a holy fear that is concerned 
about what God thinks about him, but a superstitious fear that 
something bad might happen to him now that John the Baptist is 
alive again and is now a man of power performing mighty 
miracles.

In the gospel according to Luke, we have one more glimpse of 
Herod Anipas. When Jesus was on trial before the Roman 
procurator Pontius Pilate, Pilate learned that Herod Antipas was 
in Jerusalem. He sent Jesus to Herod so that Herod could 
examine Him.

We see here that Herod had continued his spiritual decline, his 
spiritual hardening. When Jesus came before him,  Herod 
wanted Christ to entertain him by performing some miracles for 
him. When Christ did not oblige him, Herod and those with him 
treated Christ with contempt and mocked Him. Herod had once 
feared John the Baptist and had once been perplexed by John's 
preaching. Now Herod is so hardened that he faces Jesus 
Himself, the Christ, and treats Him with contempt without any 
concern for his own eternal welfare.



The ax of God's judgment soon caught up with Herod. The main 
judgment is in the life to come, but God often begins his 
punishment of the wicked in this life. The territory of Perea was 
west and north of an Arab kingdom, and Herod's first wife had 
been the daughter of the king of that Arab kingdom. Herod 
Antipas had abandoned his first wife, and her father, who was 
Herod's father-in law, eventually went to war with Herod and 
defeated him. Later Herod's second wife Herodias urged Herod 
Antipas to go to Rome and ask for a greater kingdom. As he 
usually did, Herod Antipas did what his wife asked, and the 
consequences were disastrous.  Instead of giving him a bigger 
and better kingdom, the Roman Caesar took away the territories 
he had and exiled Herod and Herodias to France and Spain.

The death of John the Baptist was truly a tragedy. Yet the 
greater tragedy was the spiritual decline of Herod Antipas. From 
the example of Herod Anitas, we see the danger of being an 
almost Christian, the danger of indecision regarding our 
response to Jesus, the danger of wavering between two opinions 
with regard to Jesus. I urge you to look to Jesus today for 
deliverance from the power of your sin and from the divine 
judgment your sins deserve. Today is the day of opportunity, 
and you have no promise of tomorrow. Those who delay are in 
danger of reaching a point of no return.
 


