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Mark 6:14-29 

The Death of John the Baptizer 

 King Herod heard of it, for Jesus’ name had become known. Some were saying, ‘John the 
baptizer has been raised from the dead; and for this reason these powers are at work in him.’ 
But others said, ‘It is Elijah.’ And others said, ‘It is a prophet, like one of the prophets of old.’ 
But when Herod heard of it, he said, ‘John, whom I beheaded, has been raised.’ 

 For Herod himself had sent men who arrested John, bound him, and put him in prison on 
account of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, because Herod had married her. For John had 
been telling Herod, ‘It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.’ And Herodias had a 
grudge against him, and wanted to kill him. But she could not, for Herod feared John, knowing 
that he was a righteous and holy man, and he protected him. When he heard him, he was 
greatly perplexed; and yet he liked to listen to him. But an opportunity came when Herod on 
his birthday gave a banquet for his courtiers and officers and for the leaders of Galilee. When 
his daughter Herodias came in and danced, she pleased Herod and his guests; and the king 
said to the girl, ‘Ask me for whatever you wish, and I will give it.’ And he solemnly swore to 
her, ‘Whatever you ask me, I will give you, even half of my kingdom.’ She went out and said to 
her mother, ‘What should I ask for?’ She replied, ‘The head of John the baptizer.’ Immediately 
she rushed back to the king and requested, ‘I want you to give me at once the head of John 
the Baptist on a platter.’ The king was deeply grieved; yet out of regard for his oaths and for 
the guests, he did not want to refuse her. Immediately the king sent a soldier of the guard with 
orders to bring John’s head. He went and beheaded him in the prison, brought his head on a 
platter, and gave it to the girl. Then the girl gave it to her mother. When his disciples heard 
about it, they came and took his body, and laid it in a tomb.  

The image presented to us in our gospel reading this morning, the beheading of John the 
Baptizer, by King Herod Antipas - a cruel, barbaric and unwarranted act - caused me to think 
of those poor souls in the middle east whose heads were cut off by ISIS just to remind those 
of us in the America’s and elsewhere of the presence of this terrorist group and their power. 
The same act, in both cases seems to be done to ‘spite’ the opposition and show how much 
power and control they have over others. 
In contrast to this, here is a story about compassion: 
In April of 1986, two grey-haired men greeted each other warmly in Tokyo’s International 
Airport. Both men had tears in their eyes. One was an American named Ponich; the other was 
a Japanese named Ishibashi. The last time the two men met was forty years before, as 
enemies, in a cave in Okinawa. At that time the American, then Sergeant Ponich, was holding 
a five-year-old Japanese boy in his arms. The child had been shot through both legs. 
Ishibashi was one of two Japanese snipers hiding in a dark corner of the same cave. 
Suddenly, Ishhibashi and his comrade leaped from their hiding place, aimed their rifles at 
Ponich, and prepared to fire point blank. There wasn’t anything Ponich could do. He simply 
put five-year-old on the ground, took out his canteen, and began to wash the child’s wounds. 
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If he had to die, he thought, what better way to die than performing an act of mercy. The two 
snipers watched in amazement. Then, slowly, they lowered their rifles. Minutes later, Ponich 
did something Ishibashi never forgot. He took the child in his arms, stood up, bowed in 
gratitude to the two Japanese, and took the child to an American field hospital. 
How did the two men happen to meet again after all those years? In 1985, Ponich wrote a 
letter to a Tokyo newspaper thanking the Japanese people for the two Japanese soldiers who 
had spared his life forty years before in that cave in Okinawa. Ishibashi saw the letter and 
contacted the newspaper who set up the meeting. The meeting was long and affectionate.  
Returning to the gospel story of the execution of John the Baptizer, it’s must have been an 
important one for the authors of the gospels, because it is repeated, in different degrees of 
detail, in all four of the gospels. There was something in it that those authors, some 40 to 60 
years after the death of Jesus wanted to communicate to their faith-communities - and to our 
faith-community, some two thousand years later.  
Remember my quotation from Alan Roxburgh last Sunday, that  
“The scriptures propose a world to us. They invite us into a way of reading and understanding 
who we are as human beings, our ends, and the intentions of God. This idea of Scripture 
proposing a world may seem like a strange idea to us at first. What does it mean?”  
Let us explore this story, some more, to try to uncover its importance and how it contributes to 
how we view the world. How did it enlighten the view of the world then, and now? And, to do 
that, we need to understand something about the relationship between Jesus and his cousin, 
John the Baptizer. Perhaps an exploration of the word ‘messiah’ can help. 
Bear with me for a moment as we imagine the bible as a giant sausage. We all know that 
sausages are made up of a variety of ingredients which have been ground up together and 
poured into a sausage skin. In the typical sausage we eat for breakfast, the ingredients could 
include that from the meat, intestines, fat, organs and so on of pork, beef, lamb, and turkey. It 
might contain starch, bread, spices and water. I think you get the picture.  
Similarly, our bible is like that, in that it contains a ground up mixture of folk stories, primitive 
science,history, myth, facts, metaphors, theology, action scenes, gossip, genealogy, sermons, 
prayers, songs and so on. So, when we examine bible stories and narrative, we need to think 
about what is metaphor and its underlying meaning; and, what is fact. 
This story of the beheading of John the Baptizer appears to be both a fact and history since 
all four gospels refer to it in different levels of detail and an independent historian of the time, 
Josephus by name, writes about it, as well, and confirms it actually happened. But, Josephus 
gives a different reason for it’s happening than does Mark and the other gospels. While Mark 
writes that King Herod was ambivalent about executing John, he actually favoured John the 
Baptizer, it was his wife Herodias who caused it to happen. She, according to Mark didn’t like 
John, because John opposed her divorcing Herod’s brother Phillip, which was against the law. 
She then married King Herod, who had also divorced his wife. 
The historian, Josephus states a different reason,as to why King Herod went along with the 
suggestion of his wife Herodias, to behead John the Baptizer. Josephus states that King 
Herod’s reason was political. He was reacting to what he saw as John’s seditious behaviour 
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in his challenges to both the Jewish religion and to the Roman control of Israel. Neither the 
religious leaders nor the Roman governors liked challenges to their control and authority. So, 
he decided to execute him while using the wishes of his wife as an excuse. 
With this in mind, let us find out a little more about John the Baptizer. Who was he, where 
does his authority come from and what was his significance to his followers, the followers of 
Jesus and to the religious and governing authorities of Israel. Was he, like Jesus a ‘messiah’. 
To do this, we need to examine the meaning of the word ‘messiah’, which is used many times 
in the bible. Did you know that the Greek Word ‘Christ’ means ‘messiah’. It comes from the 
Hebrew word ‘meshiach’ which also is translated as  ‘to anoint’. To the Hebrew people and to 
the followers of Jesus, ‘Messiah’ meant someone who is ‘anointed’ by God to lead the people 
of Israel to freedom from their human oppressors. Freedom from oppression means the 
oppression by religious and civil authorities. The followers of John the Baptizer and Jesus, 
viewed these two leaders as important. They saw them being led by God, attempting to free 
people without power from the harsh actions of the king, the wealthy elite, the chief priest and 
the Roman governor. However, the religious and civil leaders viewed John and Jesus as 
peasants overstepping their boundaries. 
A second qualifier for being a ‘messiah’ is that they are direct descendants of an earlier 
‘messiah’ According to some scholars, Jesus was a direct descendant of King David, who 
was anointed by God to lead the people of Israel to freedom; and John the Baptizer was a 
direct descendant of the priest, Aaron, the brother of Moses. So,  both John the Baptizer, and 
Jesus, were anointed by God to lead the people of Israel to freedom. This would seem to 
qualify John as a ‘messiah’, like Jesus. And, this would have been known by the people. It is 
likely that both Jesus and John the Baptizer were working in tandem to challenge the religious 
and civil authorities. So, it is no accident that both met an untimely end. An interesting 
thought. 
Now that we know that about John the Baptizer, let us turn to Jesus and to us. After, Jesus 
learned about the death of John the Baptizer, he went into hiding for some time, apparently 
distraught and depressed. He needed time to gather his thoughts and to think through what 
he was going to do without John. And, we know that Jesus regained his strength of purpose 
and carried on until his untimely death at the hand of the religious and civil authorities.  
But then, and this is important, we know that the followers of Jesus, after his death and 
resurrection were distraught and depressed. But, they too, regained their strength of purpose 
and carried on. Filled by the Holy Spirit, they were committed to carrying on the work of Jesus 
and John, which was to free people from oppression. And this oppression was not only that of 
the religious and civil authorities who continued to persecute them, it was also the oppression 
from the many injustices of life they were experiencing such as poverty and ill health. 
So, this is an important story in the early formation of the Christian community in that first 
century. But it is also an important story for us, some two thousand years later because it 
serves as a motivation for us, the faith community of St. Stephens, who were commissioned 
at our baptism to lead others in our society to freedom. For example, by our reaching out into 
our neighbourhood to engage in the community.  
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-The Reverend Gary Hamblin 
Sources: Fred B. Craddock et. al. Preaching Through the Christian Year; Herbert O’Driscoll, 
The Word Among Us; Alan Roxburgh, Missional, Joining God in the Neighbourhood; Harvey 
Cox, How to Read the Bible; James D. Tabor, The Jesus Dynasty.
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