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“The Gospel of MARK,” Message #20                                    Barry L. Cameron • Pastor 
 
 

“HEROD & THE HEADLESS PROPHET” 
(Text: Mark 6:14-29) 

 
•  This morning we come to one of the most tragic passages of Scripture in the entire Bible. 
 -  It’s the story of the senseless murder of one of the greatest prophets of all time: John the Baptist. 
 
•  The one who saw Jesus coming and said, “Behold the Lamb of God Who takes away the sins of the 
world” (John 1:29). 
 -  The one who said, “He must increase. But I must decrease” (John 3:30). 
•  The one who said, “the one who is coming after me, I’m not even worthy to untie the strap of His 
sandal” (John 1:27).  
 -  The one who had the privilege of baptizing the sinless Son of God and said to Jesus, “I need to be 
 baptized by you, and yet you come to me?” (Matthew 3:14) 
   
•  Our text today is actually a “flashback.” John the Baptist was already dead. 
 -  Something happened here that made Mark go back and share the rest of the story. 
 
READ TEXT:  Mark 6:14-29 
 
•  Did you notice the words in verse 14, “King Herod heard of it ...” 
 -  That was the fuse that set off everything we see in our passage this morning. 
 
•  What did King Herod hear that set him off? 
 -  He’d heard reports about Jesus and His disciples. How they’d been teaching the masses and 
 performing unexplainable, undeniable miracles. 
 
The first thing we notice is: 
(1) THE GHOST THAT HAUNTED HEROD (Mark 6:14-20) 
   -  You may remember the Gospel of Mark actually begins with the story of John the Baptist. 
 -  Chapter One recounts how Isaiah had declared, “Behold I send my messenger before your face, 
 who will prepare your way, the voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, 
 make his paths straight” (Mark 1:2-3) 

-  Mark devotes 9 verses to John the Baptist and tells how he preached about Jesus and prepared 
the way for Jesus and how he baptized Jesus ... and then, Mark does nothing except focus on 
Jesus. 

  • Until now. 
   
Verse 14.  When King Herod heard about all that Jesus and the disciples were doing, it brought 
everything back to Mark. 
 -  He hadn’t finished the story about John the Baptist. 
  •  How did it end? What happened to him? 
 
Dr. Jerry Vines: “The record of how Herod the king murdered John the Baptist in cold blood is one of 
the blackest episodes in the Bible. Herod, his wife Herodias, and John remind us of the Old Testament 
triad of Ahab, Jezebel and Elijah – a wicked king, a she-devil wife, and a courageous prophet.” 
 
•  This is the only account in the Gospel of Mark that isn’t about JESUS. 
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What haunted Herod? The Ghost of John the Baptist. 
 
Verse 14.  “King Herod heard of it, for Jesus’ name had become known. Some said, ‘John the Baptist has 
been raised from the dead. That is why these miraculous powers are at work in him.” 
  
•  The moment Herod heard those three words: “John the Baptist,” his previously sedate and seared 
conscience, that hadn’t bothered him in a long time, AWAKENED – with a GIANT JOLT! 
  
John, the courageous prophet who’d done nothing wrong, yet Herod had cut his head off (vs. 16). 
John, the innocent man Herod had arrested and thrown in prison just to appease his wife (vs. 17). 
John, the fearless preacher who’d confronted Herod for the sin of stealing his brother’s wife (vs. 18). 
John, the faithful servant of God who was hated by Herodias, Herod’s wife (vs. 19). 
John, the righteous, holy man of God, Herod feared because he knew John was right in what he had 
told him. So he kept John safe (vs. 20). 
 
•  It was the GHOST OF JOHN THE BAPTIST that HAUNTED HEROD. 
 
WHY? Because of the ... 
(2) THE GUILT THAT HOUNDED HEROD (Mark 6:21-29) 
 -  His guilty conscience was speaking. 
 -  Shakespeare said, “conscience makes cowards of us all.” 
 -  Conscience will often lie dormant, silent, for the longest periods of time. 
 -  Then, suddenly and without warning, the mention of a name, seeing someone, watching the news, 
 something is said and suddenly conscience is WIDE AWAKE! 
  •  Fear and anxiety appear out of nowhere. Your pulse quickens. Perspiration appears. 
  •  Little things completely unnerve you. Your cell phone rings. A knock at the door. 
 -  We’ve all been there. Maybe not like Herod. But we’ve all been there. 
 
•  Herod hadn’t thought about John for a long time. It had been months since the incident. 
 
Some background ... 
•  The family of the HERODS was a perverted, immoral bunch.  (They were really messed up.) 
 -  It started with HEROD the GREAT, who married five different wives and had children by all of 
 them. 
 -  The children grew up and all began to marry each other.  Cousins were marrying cousins. 
 -  In the case of HEROD ANTIPAS (the Herod of our passage), he married his NIECE,  HERODIAS, 

who had been the wife of his half-brother PHILIP. 
 
•  John the Baptist had publicly and repeatedly rebuked the King, Herod, for seducing his half-brother’s 
wife and stealing her away. 
 -  Interestingly enough, Scripture doesn’t even recognize their marriage as a legitimate marriage. 
 
Mark 6:17, Herodias is referred to not as “Herod’s wife,” but rather as “his brother Philip’s wife.” 
 
One more note of background: 
 -  Most likely, the prison where John the Baptist we held was at a place called MACHAERUS  near 
the northeastern shore of the Dead Sea. 
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•  Herod had built a huge fortress there, on a mount almost 4,000 feet above the Dead Sea and 2,500 
feet above the Mediterranean. 
  •  It held a magnificent castle and palace, as well as a prison deep down below. 
 
Verse 21. Here’s where everything changed for Herod and for John the Baptist. 
 “But an opportunity came when Herod on his birthday gave a banquet for his nobles and military 
 commanders and the leading men of Galilee.” 
  •  Herod held a party in his own honor on the occasion of his birthday. 
  
Parties can be dangerous affairs. 
 -  It was at a party that King Ahasuerus (Xerxes) tried to bring out his trophy wife and show her off. 
  •  When she refused, the result was embarrassment and banishment. (Esther 1) 
 -  It was at a party that Belshazzar’s doom was sealed – handwritten on a wall.  (Daniel 5) 
 
•  A similar thing happened to Herod. 
 -  He had brought all of his nobles, military commanders and the leading men of Galilee to this  party. 
  •  It was a huge gathering of men only, eating and drinking for hours. 
  •  This was gluttony and drunkenness at its absolute lowest levels. 
   -  There was no restraint because no females were present. 
 
Verse 22. Herodias’ daughter, Salome, came in to dance for Herod and his guests. 
 -  Prompted by her mother? We can only speculate. We do know the whole family was immoral. 
 
•  Apparently, her dance was so seductive and enticing that Herod told her, “Ask me for anything you 
want and I will give you up to half of my kingdom” (vs. 22-23).  
 -  She went out and asked her mother what she should ask for (vs. 24). 
  •  Seizing the opportunity, her mother said, “Ask for the head of John the Baptist” (vs. 24b). 
 
What mother, in her right mind, would ever make such a request? 
 -  Herodias was out of her mind, insane with rage and full of hatred toward John the Baptist. 
 
Verse 25.  Salome came back and made the repulsive request. 
 
What could Herod do now?  He had protected John and kept him safe, deep down in the prison. 
 -  He thought that would appease his wife and she’d get over it. 
 -  You’ve heard the phrase, “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.” 
  •  You might rephrase it: “Hell hath no fury like an adulteress called out by a fearless preacher.” 
 
•  Herodias wanted John dead. But that’s the last thing Herod wanted. 
 -  However, with all his guests and the fact he’d made an oath to Salome, he had no choice (vs. 26) 
 
•  “Immediately ...” (one of Mark’s favorite words), the order was given to bring John’s head (vs. 27). 
 
•  John was beheaded and the executioner brought his head on a platter and gave it to the girl (vs. 28). 
 -  She turned and gave it to her mother. 
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John Broadus wrote: “When the dish was brought with the bleeding head on it, no doubt she took it 
daintily in her hands, lest a drop of blood should stain her gala dress, and tripped away to mother, as if 
bearing her some choice dish of food from the king’s table. It was not uncommon to bring the head of 
one who had been slain to the person who ordered it as a sure proof that the command had been 
obeyed. For example, when the head of Cicero was brought to Fulvia, the wife of Mark Antony, she spat 
on it and drawing out the tongue that had so eloquently opposed and condemned Antony, she pierced it 
with her hairpin and with bitter ridicule.” 
 
•  So Herod had killed the last of the prophets. Some would say, “the best of the prophets.” 
 -  Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has arisen no one greater than 
 John the Baptist” (Matthew 11:11) 
 
Verse 29. “When his disciples heard of it, they came and took his body and laid it in a tomb.” 
 -  You can almost see Herod following behind as John’s body is carried out and laid on a cart. 
  •  This was never the way he’d planned for things to go for John.  
 
•  But that’s the way sin is. 
 -  Sin always takes you farther than you want to go, keeps you longer than you want to stay, and 
 costs you more than you could ever imagine. 
 
•  So Herod is HAUNTED by the GHOST of JOHN the BAPTIST and HOUNDED by the GUILT of his sin 
that led to John’s death. 
 
An interesting side note: 
 -  In Matthew’s account (Matthew 14:12), he says John’s disciples buried John’s body and then 
 “they went and told Jesus.” 
  •  Herod had heard what Jesus was doing (Mark 6:14). 
   -  Now, Jesus hears what Herod has done. 
 
The story’s not over.  Notice, finally ... 
(3) THE GUILE THAT HALTED HEROD (Luke 23:6-16) 
 -  The final time we see Herod in Scripture is in Luke 23. 
 -  It was just before the crucifixion of Christ and Jesus had been brought before Pilate. 
 -  Pilate found out He belonged to Herod’s jurisdiction. So he sends Jesus over to Herod. 
 
•  “Here’s your chance, Herod. You can finally be free from your conscience that has tormented you all 
these years. Come clean. Admit it all. Confess your sins. Tell Jesus you want to be saved.” 
 
Here’s how it ends for Herod. Luke 23:8, “When Herod saw Jesus, he was very glad, for he had long 
desired to see him, because he had heard about him, and he was hoping to see some sign done by 
him.” 
 
•  Jesus looked at Herod. Standing before Him was the man who had murdered John. 
 -  His cousin ... His dear friend and forerunner. 
  
•  Herod was as weak as he was wicked. 
 -  He might’ve been wrapped in the outward trappings of riches and royalty, but he was as sly as a 
 fox, and a man without a conscience. 
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Matthew 16:26, “For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? 
 
•  Herod went on to question Jesus, but Jesus never answered him a word. 
 -  There was no need to.  
 -  Herod had lived such a duplicitous life for so long his conscience was dead. 
  
Luke 23:11 tells us, instead of humbling himself before Jesus, he actually mocked and made fun of Him. 
 
 “Herod with his soldiers treated him with contempt and mocked him. Then, arraying him in 
 splendid clothing, he sent him back to Pilate.” 
 
Four final comments: 
(1) I’m really glad Mark shared the rest of the story with us about John the Baptist. 
(2) We need to be courageous, like John, and not be afraid to confront sin in our lives or in others. 
(3) Our conscience is a gift from God and we need to listen to it. 
(4) There’s no need to live with ghosts from our past, guilt from our sin or guile in our hearts. 
 
Here’s your chance.  
 -  You can finally be free from your conscience that has tormented you all these years.  
 -  Come clean. Admit it all. Confess your sins.  
 -  Tell Jesus you want to be saved. 
 


