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King Herod heard about this, for Jesus’ name had become well known.

● There are several Herods mentioned in the New Testament. In this case, Mark is referring to

Herod Antipas, the son of Herod the Great, who ruled from 4 BC to 39 AD. Though Herod was

called a “king,” he was actually more of a governor, appointed by Rome to rule part of Palestine.

● Herod heard about all that Jesus had been doing. He began to realize that the death of John the

Baptist that he had ordered, had not stopped the movement. Now, there was speculation about

who Jesus may be.

Some were saying, “John the Baptist has been raised from the dead, and that is why

miraculous powers are at work in him.” Others said, “He is Elijah.” And still others

claimed, “He is a prophet, like one of the prophets of long ago.” But when Herod heard

this, he said, “John, whom I beheaded, has been raised from the dead!”

● Several theories about who Jesus was were being circulated at the time. Some people (including

Herod) believed that Jesus was John the Baptist raised from the dead. Others believed that

Jesus was Elijah, who had come back to earth. Still, others believed that Jesus was simply

another prophet in the line of the Old Testament prophets.

● The Pillar New Testament Commentary adds insight to these three popular views of Jesus,

“Although Jesus is not reckoned as the Messiah in the popular mind, he clearly ranks among the

greatest figures of Israel. He is above all a prophet — and would suffer a prophet’s fate

(12:10–12). The glowing estimate of Jesus in v. 15 reminds us that holding a high opinion of

Jesus is not the same thing as faith. Considering Jesus to be Elijah or one of the prophets, or, as

we hear today, to be the greatest person ever to have lived or the finest moral example of

humanity, does not necessarily bring one a step closer to faith. Indeed, it may be a graver danger

to faith, for it is easier to be content with a noble opinion that is wrong than with a base opinion

that is wrong.”

● Herod’s own statement about Jesus, serves to be a haunting reminder for Herod of the death of

John the Baptist. Indeed, it triggers a fuller explanation of the incident, which Mark first

mentions in Mark 1:14.

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. For John had been saying to Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have your

brother’s wife.” So Herodias nursed a grudge against John and wanted to kill him. But

she was not able to, because Herod feared John and protected him, knowing him to be a

righteous and holy man. When Herod heard John, he was greatly puzzled; yet he liked

to listen to him.

● Herod’s struggle with John began over John’s critique of Herod’s immoral behavior. In short,

the events transpired this way: Herod left his first wife; convinced Herodias, his brother, Philip’s

wife, to divorce her husband; then married Herodias.

● When John denounced and rebuked Herod (and by extension Herodias) for his immoral

behavior, Herodias wanted to kill John. Herod was afraid of putting a holy man to death, so he

threw John in prison instead.



● Herod would listen to John, but he never took John’s words to heart or changed his behavior.

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. When the daughter

of 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.” And he promised her

with an oath, “Whatever you ask I will give you, up to half my kingdom.” She went out

and said to her mother, “What shall I ask for?” “The head of John the Baptist,” she

answered.

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.” The king was greatly distressed, but because

of his oaths and his dinner guests, he did not want to refuse her. So he immediately sent

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

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

it to her mother.

● Eventually, Herodias had the opportunity to receive what she wanted, the death of John the

Baptist. At a birthday party, Herodias’ daughter (who would be Herod’s step-daughter),

performed a dance for Herod and his guests. Herod was so pleased with the dance, that he

offered to give the girl anything she wanted. Upon consulting with her mother, the girl asked for

the head of John the Baptist on a platter!

● Herod now felt as though he was caught between a rock and a hard place. He chose not to

disappoint his guest or break his oath, so he had John executed.

● The Pillar New Testament Commentary helps us understand this sordid situation, “The whole

scene reeks of treachery. Herodias’s power over Antipas in plotting the death of John reads like

Jezebel’s power over King Ahab in persecuting Elijah and plotting the death of Naboth (1 Kings

19, 21). Family affairs in the Herodian line could supply the grist for a long soap opera series.

Given the widespread decadence of the Herodian lifestyle, one is somewhat amazed that John

bothered to challenge it in the first place. Should he not have played his hand in a more

important game? John, however, was a prophet without price whose thundering call exposed

unrighteousness in any quarter. Like the courageous prophets before him, John understood that

the proclamation of God’s word included moral responsibility. There were no sacred cows in his

herds; he did not read the polls before speaking and acting; he protected no special interests;

nor did he predicate what he said and did on chances of success. John’s was a costly courage. In

so doing, he risked a swift end, which eventually came from a cold sword wielded by petty

functionaries.”

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

● After the death of John the Baptist, his disciples came and buried his body. This seems to be the

only redeeming detail in the story, which is steeped in immorality, sin, and death.

● The Pillar New Testament Commentary also explains the significance of Mark including this

account in his Gospel, “Whoever would follow Jesus, must first reckon with the fate of John.

John’s martyrdom not only prefigures Jesus’ death, but it also prefigures the death of anyone

who would follow him.”


