
“John the Baptist” 

Matthew 3:1-17; Mark 6:14-32 

Pastor Jacob Hanson 

02/27/2022 

 

Opening Prayer 

This Wednesday we will begin the most important season in the church calendar, with one of 

the most important services that we have throughout the year.  We begin Lent, the forty days we 

set aside every year in remembrance of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, with Ash 
Wednesday.  While we obviously remember Jesus throughout the entirety of the year, as He is 

our Savior, we do so a little differently during Lent.  It is a somber season, filled with reflection 

and repentance.  Often folks will fast from something during this time, just as Jesus did for forty 

days in the desert, to move closer to the Lord and to address the great struggles that they have.  

(My wife and I will both be doing so this year, seeking to remove some of the distractions we 

hold on to in order to give that time to the Lord.)  What immediately precedes Jesus’s ministry, 
which is marked by His forty days in the wilderness where He fasts, is His baptism.  The one 

who baptizes Jesus, is of course John the Baptist.  Appropriately today, on the eve of Lent, we 

can learn a whole lot from John the Baptist… as well as from the one who killed him. 
 

Mentioned in all four Gospels, John the Baptist is a relative of Jesus.  His mother Elizabeth is a 

relative of Mary as recounted by Luke, and his birth is also magnificent, as Elizabeth was a 

barren older lady when she bore him.  From the outset, John looks and sounds the part of a 

prophet.  He drinks no wine or liquor, he wears “a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt 
around his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey.”  When he comes preaching out of 
the desert, preaching about how the people of Judea were to repent “for the kingdom of heaven 

is at hand,” the people immediately recognized him as special.  He looks, sounds, and acts like 
the prophets of old.  Moses came back from the wilderness.  Elijah called for repentance after 

leaving the wilderness.  Samson ate wild honey and had untrimmed hair.  Isaac, Jacob, Samuel, 

and several others had been born in unusual circumstances.  All of the prophets preached as he 

preached, and the baptism that he offered was a clear sign that those who passed through the 

water were renouncing sin and following the Lord in His mercy.  We still baptize today, as 

commanded by Jesus Himself, for the same reason.  It signifies a move from the sinful world to 

the heavenly kingdom, and it marks an entrance into the church.  Even today everyone knows 

John the Baptist, although it has nothing to do with himself… but about the one who follows 
him. 

 

“Then Jerusalem was going out to him, and all Judea and all the district around the Jordan; and 
they were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, as they confessed their sins.  But when he 

saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to them, ‘You brood of 
vipers, who warned you to flee the wrath to come?  Therefore bear fruit in keeping with 

repentances; and do not suppose that you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham for our 
father’; for I say to you that from these stones God is able to raise up children to Abraham.’”  It 



is worth noting, here as we approach Lent, that John calls out the very ones who would kill 

Christ right from the start.  The religious leaders, who in their own self-righteous piety came to 

see this prophet, learned nothing from his teachings and instead condemned the greater One 

who came after.  While many who heard John did repent and change, fulfilling their baptismal 

vows, most all of the religious leaders would not.  There is a lesson in there for us Beloved, 

especially as we often use the same excuses that these men made. 

 

John, who comes just before Jesus and paves the way for Christ, preaches a message on 

repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  To repent is to turn, and confession is the first fruits of 

that turning.  We heard last week about Matthew and Zacchaeus who confessed their sins, and 

then indeed did change their ways.  Here today we see what is all to common, where one does 

not bear fruit of repentance.  It isn’t enough to just be baptized and then to listen to fine words.  
There has to be meat and teeth in the actions.  Far too many of us live unrepentant lives, and we 

rely upon what we think will save us.  When John said to the Pharisees “Do not suppose that 
you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham for our father’” what he was getting at is that 
these religious leaders thought they were in God’s good graces simply by their lineage and their 
adherence to their traditions.  But as we know, it isn’t about man made tradition, it isn’t about a 
checklist of things you have to do to get into heaven, it is instead about giving your heart to the 

Lord.  Jesus says famously, “If you love Me, keep my commandments.”  The Pharisees did not, 

even though they here claimed with their lips to love the Lord.  Unfortunately it is the same 

today isn’t it?  I’m baptized, I am a member, I have given much money to the church, I have 
showed up and served in the congregation… those are all wonderful, but they lack any meaning 

if the Lord does not have our hearts.  The evidence to the outside world that the Lord is at work 

within us, is found in our repentant behavior, the fruit that we bear. 

 

Now John says all these things in his own ministry that precedes Jesus’s baptism, paving the 
way for what Christ is going to do in saving souls.  John says as much when he states “As for 
me, I baptize you with water for repentance, but He who is coming after me is mightier than I, 

and I am not fit to remove His sandals; He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”  
Indeed that proves to be true.  We can learn something from John here, that the greatest men in 

God’s employ don’t have power themselves, they point to the One who is in control.  This is 

really what made John a great man of God, he understood that Jesus stood above him.  We 

would do well to do the same.  Following these words to the people and his own short ministry 

preparing the way for Jesus, he baptizes Christ (which we will touch on Wednesday) and then 

his ministry fades as Jesus’s grows.  He takes his place in the background, serving the Lord and 
proclaiming the truth right up until his death.  Beloved, on the eve of Lent, as we get ready for 

the somber season that is coming, the account of John’s faithfulness to the truth as compared to 
Herod is a good starting point for us. 

 

Mark 6:14-32 is the account of John the Baptist’s death at the hands of Herod.  Originally, 
when I had this sermon in mind, it was going to be called “The Tragedy of Herod,” because the 



account of John’s death tells us everything about who Herod was, and it shows that John was 
faithful to the end.  The background to John’s demise is laid out in the opening verses.  John 
was arrested for publicly condemning Herod’s illicit marriage to his brother’s wife, Herodias.  
The fact that it is stated as being illicit means that Herod’s brother (likely named Philip) was 
still alive.  Therefore, Herod was sleeping with his brother’s wife.  Whether they were divorced, 
or separated, or if Herod had simply taken her, it was by all accounts against Mosaic Law.  

John’s public condemnation of this grievous offence by a high leader in government, one who 
possessed the authority to have him executed, shows John’s faithfulness.  It is also a perfect 

illustration of what will happen to Jesus Himself shortly, in that for being righteous and 

exposing the truth, He too will be killed. 

 

Looking back at Herod himself, verses 19-20 show a struggle within the man.  “Herodias had a 
grudge against him and wanted to put him to death and could not do so; for Herod was afraid of 

John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he kept him safe.  And when he heard 

him, he was very perplexed; but he used to enjoy listening to him.”  Herod’s illicit wife hates 

John for exposing the truth.  Herod, although he acknowledges that John is right, that he is holy, 

that he is speaking the truth, doesn’t set John free, nor does he kill him immediately.  It is 
implied that there is some length of time where John and Herod interact.  John speaks the truth 

to Herod, and Herod is “perplexed” (my commentaries make note that this indicates a moral 
struggle within) and he enjoys listening to John for a time. 

 

Pausing on the account for a moment, I would have us recognize that there are lots of Herods in 

our world.  They listen to the truth, they hear it, it intrigues them, but there is no repentance or 

acceptance.  To give you some examples on the worldwide stage from other religious, Muslims 

affirm that Jesus was holy.  They don’t believe that He was Lord, nor do they follow any of His 
teachings like we do, but they do believe that Jesus was special.  They also like to quote from 

the Old Testament, and affirm that it is the work of God (Allah, in their case, who is nothing 

like our Lord), but they are far from following its teachings.  Another example would be the 

famous quote that is attributed to Ghandi: “I like your Jesus, but I don’t like your Christians, 
your Christians are nothing like your Jesus.”  It sounds thoughtful, but if Ghandi (or whoever 

said it) actually loved Jesus then they would follow Him.  Nobody is like Jesus, including His 

followers who are imperfect.  That’s the point right?  Even in our Christian circles there is this 
tendency to listen and to nod heads in agreement, but to not then repent and live as Christ 

commanded.  This isn’t about the outward, it is the inward.  For Herod, although he 
acknowledged the truth that John was holy and that what John was saying was true, he tottered 

and wavered until the day he eventually had to make a choice… and he chose horrifically 
wrong. 

 

“A strategic day came when Herod on his birthday gave a banquet for his lords and military 
commanders and the leading men of Galilee; and when the daughter of Herodias herself came in 

and dances, she pleased Herod and his dinner guests; and the king said to the girl, ‘Ask me for 



whatever you want and I will give it to you.’”  It is disgusting to even think about.  This man, 
who had listened to John for some time, who knew the truth, was despicable.  He holds a 

birthday party, and his own daughter in law (albeit illicitly so) sensually dances for him and his 

guests.  This is appalling behavior, and all the commentaries I read equated the kind of dance 

she performed with those that are evil by nature.  Herod is “pleased” by this, and in his drunken, 
aroused, and depraved state he is finally coaxed into the sin that he had been dodging for some 

time.  He finally gives in and kills the very holy man who was holding him to account. 

 

“Immediately she came in a hurry to the king and asked, saying, ‘I want you to give me at once 
the head of John the Baptist on a platter.’  And although the king was very sorry, yet because of 
his oaths and because of his dinner guests, he was unwilling to refuse her.  Immediately the 

king sent an executioner and commanded him to bring back his head.  And he went, and had 

him beheaded in prison.”  This great man of God, John the Baptist, the one who paved the way 
for Jesus, does so from birth to death.  While his star does not burn as bright as Jesus’s for 
obvious reasons, he exemplifies in every way what it looks like to stand for the Lord.  Herod, 

his executioner, is the opposite. 

 

Beloved, as we get into Lent this week, it is a great time to take stock of where we really are at 

in our faith.  Many are like Herod, prideful, depraved, and full of sin, yet think that because the 

listen and enjoy hearing the truth that they are safe.  Yet the day will come when choices have 

to be made between sinful lusts and the truth.  If we are merely hearers and not doers, if we 

acknowledge with our heads but don’t bow with our hearts, then we turn out like Herod rather 
than John. 

 

In the end, John the Baptist accomplishes exactly what the Lord sent him to do, even though he 

is killed for following the Lord.  He prepares the way for Christ, opens the door for the ministry 

that Jesus will accomplish (the much greater one!) and he gives us a good mark to follow.  Jesus 

is Lord, He does the great work, but we are a called into His ministry.  Herod is the opposite, 

and is a good warning for us.  It is one thing to hear the truth, it is another thing to move beyond 

acknowledgment into humble supplication.  If Herod had gone beyond just listening, things 

may have been different.  If we move beyond just listening to the truth that Jesus is Lord to 

humbling ourselves before our Lord, then we are saved from the fate that befell Herod.  To end 

the message then, I ask you, what is your plan for this season this year?  What do you need to 

change?  Are you humbly following the Lord’s call even though it is sometimes difficult like 
John?  Or are you just listening and never changing as Herod was?  There is no better time to 

change course than the present, as we remember and honor Him who died (and rose again) for 

our sins.  Let’s pray.  Closing Prayer 
 

 


