
Mark 6:14-29 … when losing your head is not your fault! 

Today, we’re back in the Gospel of Mark, an 

ac9on-man type narra9ve, where so much is 

going on at a pre?y fast pace - so far you’ve 

covered the first five chapters and the spotlight is 

shining this morning on verses 14-29 in chapter 6.  

As you can see from the heading in your Bible, it’s 

all about the death by sword of John the Bap9st - 

a rather grim and grisly record of one man’s fate! 

Quite literally, his head was on a plate (verse 28). 

For John, this was one of those moments when 

losing your head is not your fault! It answers the 

all-important ques9on: What do you some9mes 

get for faithful service to God? 

The psalmist asked in Psalm 89:48, ‘What man 

can live and not see death?’ Simple answer to 

that ques9on is, no one! That same appointment 

is affirmed in Hebrews 9:27. Death is inevitable 

for every one of us - it’s just a ma?er of 9me in 

your life and mine before the curtain falls … but, 

to change the analogy, when your number is up, 

we have no idea how it will happen to us!  

In that sense, it is usually sudden and surprising. 

Never in a month of Sundays would anyone have 

thought that John would be beheaded! He died 

as a beacon of light and purity in a filthy polluted 

world; he died in a dreary prison cell; he died at 

the whim of a lus`ul despot; he died because a 

king was en9ced by a young woman’s sensual, 

seduc9ve dancing. Call it what you will, but this 

was sin on steroids! 

John the Bap9st is a colourful character, he’s a 

complex individual - he was a bit of a hermit and 

was considered an outcast by his own people. 

Even so, he was ‘a man sent from God’ (John 1:6); 

he received the ul9mate prize from the Lord 

Jesus when he placed the crown of greatness 

upon John’s head (Ma?hew 11:11), and declared 

that ‘among those born of women there has not 

risen anyone greater than John the Bap9st.’ 

That’s quite an accolade, isn’t it - his message of 

repentance was simple; his lifestyle was marked 

by simplicity. One look at John and, indeed, if you 

were near enough, one whiff of John, and you’d 

quickly conclude that he was una?rac9ve, he was 

unkempt, and he was unusual! Not the norm for 

a prophet, it has to be said - but this rugged man 

was truly unique and migh9ly used! 

John had three ministry responsibili9es: one, he 

was to clear the way for the Lord; two, he was to 

prepare the way for the Lord; and, three, he was 

to get out of the way of the Lord! He was a true 

pioneer, a trailblazer, for the coming Messiah. 

I think it’s important for us to realise that John 

knew his role in life and he never stepped over 

the boundary. He was a man, not the Messiah; he 

was John, not Jesus; he was a voice, not the 

Word; he was a lamp, not the Light! Even when 



the crowds leh him and started following Jesus, 

he didn’t take the huff or throw his toys out of 

the pram! This guy was marked by decent, honest 

humility. He was a man of integrity, in life and in 

death. 

There are three main lines of thought in this 

por9on of Scripture. 

Some people will fear you (14-16) 

When you and I are doing the work of God, some 

folks will rejoice with us - they are thrilled to see 

God moving and blessing others (you find echoes 

of that in Ma?hew 5:16). There will be others at 

the far end of the spectrum who oppose us and 

reject us (Mark 6:11) … they’re happy to do the 

devil’s work for him! 

And there will be those who fear us - they don’t 

like what we do or what we say, but they can’t 

deny that God is using us and working through 

us. One of the lessons we learn from this incident 

is to let your good works honour you.  

That’s a candid comment on these verses in Mark 

6 … it seems to me that’s the reac9on of the man 

whom Mark sarcas9cally called ‘King Herod’ - the 

truth is that’s a 9tle he demanded from the local 

popula9on, but he never received it from Rome. 

It’s a messy situa9on that we find right here, for 

Herod, the Lothario with a roving eye, married a 

powerful and influen9al woman called Herodias; 

as it turns out, she was his niece as well as his 

sister-in-law, for she was the wife of his half 

brother, Herod Philip. That was a clear act of 

adultery and bigamy.  

The Bible makes it absolutely clear that it was 

strictly forbidden for a man to marry his brother’s 

wife (Levi9cus 18:16; 20:21). It has to be said that 

this sordid, immoral rela9onship was only one 

grain of filth in a family with a foul heritage. 

Let me give you a wee bit of history and you’ll see 

it in technicolour: Herod’s father, Herod the 

Great, took control of the land of Israel in 37BC, 

not before he butchered thousands of Jewish 

people in a bloodbath. During his 34-year reign, 

he married at least 10 women - he was a playboy 

for whom polygamy was a way of life.  

He executed one wife, one mother-in-law, two 

brothers-in-law, three sons, and anyone else who 

dared talk back to him or look at him the wrong 

way! Because he was half-Jewish and wouldn’t 

eat pork, it was rumoured that ‘it was safer to be 

Herod’s pig than Herod’s son.’ 

As a teenager, the Herod we read about in Mark 

6 was promised his father’s throne, but it never 

happened - all he got was a corner of real estate 

in and around the Sea of Galilee.  

And he’s the guy who didn’t know how to handle 

a preacher man like John the Bap9st - he didn’t 

know what to do with him … he feared John (16) 

and yet he was keen to listen to what he had to 

say (20). Another lesson is to let your good works 

haunt them.  



You see, John was a gutsy man of great courage 

and moral fibre. Herod was not! John loved God 

and boldly proclaimed his word. Herod did not. 

John denounced sin and called people to repent. 

Herod murdered an innocent man, a prophet of 

God. It haunted him, and rightly so. John’s blood 

was on his hands. Basically, Herod was a thug; he 

was a henpecked poli9cian who threw his weight 

around and bullied everyone! Jesus called Herod, 

‘that fox.’ 

For you and me, we don’t need to defend 

ourselves if we are walking with the Lord. We 

don’t need to resort to violence and there’s no 

need for us to twist men’s arms as we serve the 

King of all the ages. Yes, our good works will 

honour us before men, and our good works will 

haunt those who stand against us, now and in 

eternity.  

Some people will try to stop you (17-20) 

This paragraph highlights for us some of the lurid 

events that led to the execu9on of John. This is a 

seamy and steamy saga - it’s all about sex, power, 

pride, lust, and revenge. It’s the kind of thing we 

hear a lot of today, it’s plastered over some of the 

tabloid press and supposedly sells newspapers.  

It appears that Herod may have been weak and 

paranoid, he was certainly insecure - the woman 

at his side was far from it, she was conniving and 

ruthless. She is a kind-of first-century Jezebel who 

would stop at nothing to get her way. We read in 

verse 19 that ‘she nursed a grudge against John 

and wanted to kill him.’  

Why was she out to get John? Well, because he 

had spoken up and spoken out about their sinful 

rela9onship - he called a spade, a spade! She was 

presumably the driving force behind John being 

locked up in a dungeon - even while Herod knew 

deep down in his heart that John was right!  

That’s amazing, isn’t it? Herod had a soh spot in 

his heart for John, since he knew John was a 

righteous and holy man. At least in prison, John 

was safe and out of harm’s way, but Herod kept 

listening to him. Herod was greatly perplexed, yet 

he heard John gladly. He feared John, but he was 

fascinated with him. It’s hard to fathom what’s 

going on inside the twisted mind of Herod.  

It’s clear from what Mark says that Herod didn’t 

know what to do with John - the contrast 

between the two men is blatantly obvious; the 

king is a yellow spineless coward with a troubled 

conscience, whilst John has a clear conscience. If 

Herod was racked with doubts over John, his Mrs 

had no qualms about gepng rid of him as quickly 

as possible! She was sipng on the edge of her 

seat wai9ng for an ‘opportune’ moment! 

Some people will aDempt to destroy you (21-29) 

You’ll know the saying that ‘hell hath no fury like 

a woman scorned.’ That’s the banner headline 

over these verses - Herodias is gunning for John; 

she is willing to go all the way and do whatever it 

takes in order to get her revenge against John. 



We need to accept that the ungodly will oEen 

use ungodly means to get you - verses 21-23. It 

was a birthday bash for Herod - so the high and 

mighty in the Galilee region were in the royal 

banque9ng hall. It was, according to verse 21, an 

‘opportune 9me’ - or a strategic moment. This 

was the ideal chance for Herodias to put Plan A 

into opera9on!  

You can imagine what’s going on - there was 

booze and unrestrained revelling - it was a royal 

party where the shackles were off. That’s when 

Herodias sent her teenage daughter into the 

room to dance before the men … you can hear 

the catcalls, you can see the leering eyes - she 

danced seduc9vely and the lus`ul passions of 

these men were on fire. No inhibi9ons.  

That’s how low Herodias stooped - lower than 

the gu?er. I mean, what mother would send their 

daughter on to a dance floor surrounded by men 

who are the worse for wear? Well, she did! 

That’s when Herod made her a generous offer - a 

foolish promise - ‘tell me what you want and I’ll 

do it for you.’ The young woman went to her 

mother and told her what transpired - and you’ve 

guessed her immediate response - “tell him to 

give me John’s head on a pla?er!” 

That’s how John met his death - for her wish was 

granted! You see, John the Bap9st was a nuisance 

to her conscience and a cancer to her reputa9on. 

The ungodly has used ungodly means to get what 

she wants and, in God’s mysterious providence, 

she succeeds. She gets her way. The deed was 

done, and John is gone! 

Isn’t it amazing that Jesus said that John the 

Bap9st was the last and greatest prophet? Yet 

John died in his early 30s - he never performed a 

single miracle - his pubic ministry lasted 12-15 

months. Ah, bad things do happen to good 

people. Life is ohen unfair. The righteous do 

suffer.  

And, yes, some9mes good things do happen to 

bad people! But, let’s never lose sight of the fact 

that God sees and God knows!  

I think it’s helpful for us to realise that death 

cannot silence a life. Murdering someone in cold 

blood will not put an end to their tes9mony. We 

read in Hebrews 11:4 that ‘even though he is 

dead, he s9ll speaks through his faith.’  

Let me put it like this: Have you ever met a 

mother or father who has called their newborn 

son, Herod? I haven’t! Have you? On the other 

hand, millions of boys all around the world bear 

the name of John.  

Someone has wri?en: ‘One’s headstone may 

serve as a trumpet, one’s grave a megaphone of a 

life well-lived for the glory of a great King whose 

name is Jesus.’ Down the centuries, the message 

of the martyrs rings out loud and clear. They are a 

source of immense encouragement to the people 

of God even today - our friend, John the Bap9st, 

is among that illustrious number! 



Herod and Herodias may have received his head 

on a silver pla?er, but our Lord received his soul 

into heaven for all eternity. John lost his head, 

but they lost their souls! In the end, there is no 

ques9on who won and who lost.  

Bad things do happen to good people. But great 

things happen to godly people who put it all on 

the line, even their head on a plate, for the truth 

of God’s word and the glory of his peerless name. 

In closing, there are four 9meless principles that 

we can ponder in days to come: one, when right 

confronts wrong, retalia9on ohen occurs - for evil 

fights back; two, when weakness and wickedness 

clash, wickedness wins - Herod was weak-kneed 

in his character and was easy prey for a wicked 

spouse;  

three, when decisions are made in a context of 

lust, they bring bi?er consequences - the night 

began in a party mood, but it ended with the 

murder of an innocent man;  

and, four, when death precedes repentance, guilt 

haunts the living - Herod was haunted for the rest 

of his life by what he did to John, for when Jesus 

arrived on the scene, Herod thought it was John 

come back from the dead! 

Herod An9pas is a man whose conscience was 

troubled in verses 17-20 … he’s a man whose 

conscience was trapped in verses 21-29 … and a 

man whose conscience was tormented in verses 

14-16. 

I’m reminded of Jim Elliot who was martyred by 

the Auca Indians (today they’re known as the 

Waorani) in January 1956. He and his four friends 

and colleagues were keen to take the gospel to 

these people, living in the heart of the jungle in 

Ecuador. They were speared to death.  

But the words penned by Elliot in his journal live 

on - and they find an echo in the life of John the 

Bap9st … ‘He is no fool who gives what he cannot 

keep to gain what he cannot lose.’ 

For you and me, that’s the way to live - but, hey, 

that’s also the way to die! 


