
Mark 6:14-29 Death of John the Baptist 

14 King Herod heard about this, for Jesus’ name had become well known. Some were saying,[a] “John 

the Baptist has been raised from the dead, and that is why miraculous powers are at work in him.” 

15 Others said, “He is Elijah.” And still others claimed, “He is a prophet, like one of the prophets of 

long ago.” 16 But when Herod heard this, he said, “John, whom I beheaded, has been raised from 

the dead!” 17 For Herod himself had given orders to have John arrested, and he had him bound 

and put in prison. He did this because of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, whom he had 

married. 18 For John had been saying to Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s 

wife.” 19 So Herodias nursed a grudge against John and wanted to kill him. But she was not able 

to, 20 because Herod feared John and protected him, knowing him to be a righteous and holy 

man. When Herod heard John, he was greatly puzzled[b]; yet he liked to listen to him. 21 Finally the 

opportune time came. On his birthday Herod gave a banquet for his high officials and military 

commanders and the leading men of Galilee. 22 When the daughter of[c] Herodias came in and 

danced, she pleased Herod and his dinner guests. The king said to the girl, “Ask me for anything 

you want, and I’ll give it to you.” 23 And he promised her with an oath, “Whatever you ask I will give 

you, up to half my kingdom.” 24 She went out and said to her mother, “What shall I ask for?” “The 

head of John the Baptist,” she answered. 25 At once the girl hurried in to the king with the request: 

“I want you to give me right now the head of John the Baptist on a platter.” 26 The king was greatly 

distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guests, he did not want to refuse her. 27 So he 

immediately sent an executioner with orders to bring John’s head. The man went, beheaded John 

in the prison, 28 and brought back his head on a platter. He presented it to the girl, and she gave it 

to her mother. 29 On hearing of this, John’s disciples came and took his body and laid it in a tomb. 
 

I’m sure Sam Wells said the greatest tragedy is not death, but alienation from God. I’ve tried 
to look it up, and I can’t quite find the quote, and I know he said it better than I can… but this 
is something for us to think about, and think seriously about. 

John the Baptist’s death was a tragedy. He was an Old Testament prophet in many ways, not 
least that Malachi promises that Elijah will come before the Messiah comes… and John looks a 
lot like Elijah. Also, while Elijah had his biggest battles speaking truth to the power invested in 
Ahab, so John’s biggest moment of speaking truth to power is that he told off Herod Antipas 
for marrying his half-brother’s wife. 

The final banality of the tragedy — Antipas fell under the spell of Salome’s dancing, rashly 
promised her anything she wanted, and immediately regretted her grim request, but still felt 
honour bound to keep his promise. 

This story has got me revisiting the tricky question of why God allows bad things to happen to 
good people. There are no easy answers, but here are three thoughts that start to work on this: 

• Jesus’s ministry was about sharing God’s love and sharing a better way to be a human. 
People who deeply encounter Jesus turn their lives around, do more good, and less evil. 
I know a chap who’s done time for aggravated burglary who now goes around singing 
songs about Jesus… So Jesus invites us to work with him to fix our problems. It is the 
slow answer, but perhaps the better answer to the problem with people. 
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• God didn’t ask us to deal with any more than he himself has on the cross. I think this, 
together with the Bible’s almost constant insistence on God’s love for us, suggests a 
depth to God’s compassion that can never bottom out. In bereavement we often feel as 
if God doesn’t care, but God does. 

• Following Jesus’s resurrection, the disciples started living life as if death were no 
problem at all — death had been transformed in their understanding. Rather, far worse 
would be to be separated from the love of God. This changed understanding gave them 
extraordinary boldness and courage. This is one of the great shifts that Christianity 
makes. 

Of course I haven’t answered any questions. CS Lewis’s The Problem of Pain explores some of 
this a bit further, but there’s a wealth of material on this hotly debated topic. It is also 
something for us to pray about too — we all suffer deeply at some point in our lives, and often 
multiple times over. It is well for us to talk with God on this subject sooner, rather than later. 

Blessings, 

Tim. 

 


