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Text 
At that time Herod the tetrarch heard the reports about Jesus, 2 and he said to his attendants, "This is John 

the Baptist; he has risen from the dead! That is why miraculous powers are at work in him." 3 Now Herod 

had arrested John and bound him and put him in prison because of Herodias, his brother Philip's wife, 4 

for John had been saying to him: "It is not lawful for you to have her." 5 Herod wanted to kill John, but he 

was afraid of the people, because they considered him a prophet. 6 On Herod's birthday the daughter of 

Herodias danced for them and pleased Herod so much 7 that he promised with an oath to give her 

whatever she asked. 8 Prompted by her mother, she said, "Give me here on a platter the head of John the 

Baptist." 9 The king was distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guests, he ordered that her 

request be granted 10 and had John beheaded in the prison. 11 His head was brought in on a platter and 

given to the girl, who carried it to her mother. 12 John's disciples came and took his body and buried it. 

Then they went and told Jesus. 

 

Introduction 
 A building theme lately in the Gospel of Matthew has been the opposition to 

Jesus.  Not everyone likes him.  The religious leaders called him evil.  Even his own 

family thought he was crazy.  And last week we saw that when he returned to his 

hometown – Nazareth – they didn’t stage a parade for him.  They were offended by him.  

“He was despised and rejected by men” (Is. 53:3). 

 Today’s passage is kind of about the fate of Jesus’ forerunner, John the Baptist, 

but it’s still really about Jesus.  It’s a foreshadowing of the fate that awaits Jesus too – the 

greater John.  We all know the end of this story.  Jesus, like John and a long line of 

prophets before him is unjustly killed.  “Though the world was made through him, the 

world did not recognize him.  He came to that which was his own, but his own did not 

receive him” (Jn. 1:10b-11).  They “killed the author of life” (Acts 3:15)! 

 What would cause people to do such a thing?  I’m sure the answer to that question 

is complex.  But in some sense it’s the same impulse that killed representatives of God 

like John the Baptist and today as we look at his death we see many of those motivations 

illustrated for us in King Herod, who was after all part of the execution of Jesus later.  

What made King Herod tick?  I’m expecting us to see ourselves here too.  What makes us 

tick?  And if we’re honest, we’ll see that our hearts are “desperately sick” (Jer. 17:9).  

And that’s okay because the beauty of the story is that though Jesus’ death at one level 

was brought about because of human sin, at another level it was God’s plan to deal with 

human sin. 
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 So let’s look at this sordid story of John the Baptist and Herod and Herodias so as 

to understand better the human heart and then the glorious solution given for us in Jesus.  

In short, what we’re going to see today is just this: We shouldn’t be afraid of people 

who can point out our faults, they are our friends. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Herod Hears About Jesus 
 The Herod family tree is hard to get a grasp on.  It doesn’t help that often times 

the Bible refers to multiple persons as just ‘Herod’ when Herod was the family name and 

there were lots of them.  Earlier in Matthew we met a Herod.  Remember the guy who 

ordered the slaughter of the baby boys born in and around Bethlehem (2:16)?  That was 

Herod the Great.  Now we are roughly 30 years later and we meet another Herod.  This 

one is Herod Antipas – Herod the Great’s son.  After Herod the Great died his ‘kingdom’ 

was split up and the regions of Galilee and Perea went to his son Herod Antipas.  That’s 

who we’re dealing with today. 

 Galilee was up on the west side of the Sea of Galilee in the north of Palestine.  

Perea was down on the east side of the Jordan River and the Dead Sea.  Perea was part of 

the region where John the Baptist carried out his ministry.  Galilee was where Jesus’ 

ministry largely took place.  Herod Antipas presided over them both. 

The Herods were a political family, enthralled with power.  Their Jewishness was 

dubious.  Rome was where they got their authority.  So you can imagine they weren’t the 

most liked by the populace.  They had to keep a pulse on what was going on all the time 

to maintain their tenuous power.  John had caused a stir in Perea earlier.  The ministry of 

Jesus in Galilee couldn’t remain unknown to Herod for very long. 

 Picture a daily briefing in the palace at Tiberias in Galilee with Herod and his 

staffers as you read v. 1 – “At that time Herod the tetrarch heard the reports about Jesus, 

and he said to his attendants, ‘This is John the Baptist; he has risen from the dead!  That 

is why miraculous powers are at work in him’” (vv. 1-2).  I love to watch American 

Experience on PBS and they have a great series on the American Presidents.  I just 

watched four hours of the one on Bill Clinton last Sunday while I was feeling under the 

weather, so that is what I have in my mind as I think of the Herods.  I’m also reading, 

slowly, a Doris Kearns Goodwin biography of Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt.  I’ve 

always been intrigued with the presidents.  The psychology of powerful men is 

fascinating, and it hasn’t changed a whole lot over time. 

 Herod hears about another political nuisance, a stirrer of messianic mania, this 

time in Galilee named Jesus.  John the Baptist, we read elsewhere (Jn. 10:41), as 

influential as he was, never performed any miracles.  Now this Jesus has suddenly come 

on the scene and is healing people and driving out demons, resuscitating dead bodies.  

Herod is disturbed by this and his explanation is that the person he’s hearing about called 

Jesus is really just John the Baptist back from the dead.  Mind you: “this is popular 

superstition rather than a worked-out theology of resurrection.”
1
  The Herods were very 

superstitious people.  Jewish historian Josephus tells us of the reported appearance in 

Herod the Great’s palace of the ‘ghosts’ of his murdered sons Alexander and Aristobolus.  

And here his son Herod Antipas believes one of the thorns in his side he thought he got 

rid of is mysteriously back to torment him again.  It’s not unusual.  One thinks of Nancy 
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Reagan and her consultation with astrologers while she was in the White House.  People 

in these positions are often quite paranoid and thus open to the paranormal. 

 

The Flashback 

 But we need a little background information in order to understand this strange 

response from Herod Antipas.  Why is that his reaction?  So here Matthew gives us a 

flashback to an earlier time.  “Herod had arrested John and bound him and put him in 

prison” (v. 3a).  We read about this back in 4:12.  John’s imprisonment coincided with 

the rise of Jesus’ public ministry in Galilee.  Also, remember when John sent messengers 

to Jesus in the beginning of ch. 11 from prison to ask if Jesus was really the messiah? 

John’s ministry had been one of calling people to repentance in preparation for 

the messiah.  He was not a reed swayed by the wind, but a strong voice calling people to 

recognize their condition and many, many people streamed to him “confessing their sins 

[and being] baptized by him in the Jordan River” (3:6).  This would be enough to raise 

the eyebrows of an iron-fisted dictator.  As we see in the Arab world today, large public 

assemblies are dangerous for the establishment.  They must be monitored closely. 

But more than the political threat, it became personal.  It says that Herod had John 

locked up “because of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, for John had been saying to 

him: ‘It is not lawful for you to have her’” (vv. 3b-4).  Many Christians think it’s a 

wonderful thing when a pastor gets invited to the White House.  “We can have an 

influence on Washington!”  But more often than not it’s the other way around: 

Washington has an influence on the church.  Chuck Colson tells of numerous instances 

when people would come to meet with Nixon in the Oval Office and while being escorted 

in become completely domesticated by the prestige and power and begin to kowtow.  But 

not John.  He was a truly strong man.  He had a holy boldness. 

Again, we must keep in mind that John was not a moral reformer.  He was not a 

cranky, self-righteous man trying to point out people’s wrongdoings so they would shape 

up.  He wasn’t just trying to restore Judeo values and get into the halls of power to stem 

the tide of immorality.  He was a loving man, seeking to ready people for the messiah.  

He wasn’t the president of John the Baptist Ministries, a lobbying and advocacy interest 

group.  He didn’t have an ego that drew people to himself.  He was humble, willing to 

decrease so that Jesus may increase (Jn. 3:30; ESV).  His sole purpose was to point 

people to Jesus.  “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (Jn. 

1:29; ESV) was what he said and was about. 

But as we’ve said so many times, if you’re going to understand what Jesus is 

about you must truly understand that you are a sinner.  And so John was graciously trying 

to point out to Herod Antipas that he was not doing right.  What was wrong?  Well, 

particularly, his relationship with Herodias.  Again, the Herod family tree is all twisted, 

but Herod Antipas had been married to the daughter of King of Aretas of neighboring 

Nabatea, a political alliance no doubt.  But he grew tired of her and became involved with 

Herodias, divorcing his first wife to marry her.  That in itself would be deserving of 

rebuke, but it gets more sticky.  You see, Herodias was the wife of Herod Antipas’ half-

brother, Philip.  And that’s not all.  It gets even worse.  Herodias was technically Herod 

Antipas’ niece, the son of his older brother Aristobolus.  Now several OT laws were 

being directly violated here, like Leviticus 18:16 and 20:21 about not having your 
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brother’s wife.  It was wrong, in so many ways.  Herod lacked integrity.  And John let 

him know it. 

And we read in v. 5 that “Herod wanted to kill John, but he was afraid of the 

people, because they considered him a prophet.”  Bill Clinton had Dick Morris and his 

incessant polling to find out what people would respond well too.  Herod had a perhaps 

less scientific method, but the same strategy.  He knew that executing John the Baptist, a 

generally recognized prophet, would not be very popular.  So he kept him in prison 

indefinitely.  Herod was not a man of conviction, but of expediency.  He was committed 

to only himself and what would advance his cause.  He, though he appeared powerful, 

was really a weakling of a man.  He wanted to knock off those who opposed him, who 

pointed out his flaws. 

The Gospel writer Mark gives us even more insight into the psychology of Herod 

Antipas.  It’s says, “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” (Mk. 6:20).  So he wanted to kill him, but he didn’t want to kill him.  There was a 

glimmer of a conscience there.  As J.C. Ryle says, “There is a conscience in all men by 

nature.  Let this never be forgotten.  Fallen, lost, desperately wicked as we all are born 

into the world, God has taken care to leave Himself a witness in our bosoms.  It is a poor 

blind guide and without the Holy Spirit, it can save no one.  It leads no one to Christ.  It 

may be ‘seared’ and trampled under foot.  But there is such a thing as conscience in every 

man, accusing or excusing him, and Scripture and experience alike declare it.”
2
  Herod 

knew John was right.  Something about his words seemed attractive, even though they 

denounced him and he would drag him out of the dungeon from time to time to converse 

with him.  But then lock him back up afterwards.  This is a picture of hardening your 

heart. 

Herod was a deeply insecure man.  Insecure men are paranoid.  They can’t handle 

opposing voices and seek to squelch them, even though there may be an element of 

interest.  Overall, they are extremely sensitive to criticism.  They are constantly taking 

polls to find out what people think about them. 

And insecure men love to be made much of.  And what is more about me than a 

birthday?  Have you ever thought about where birthday celebrations come from?  There 

are only two birthday celebrations clearly referenced in the Bible.  The first is Pharaoh 

king of Egypt in Genesis 40.  He throws a big party for himself on his birthday.  God’s 

servant, Joseph was unjustly in prison and a guy ends up getting his head lifted off – the 

chief cupbearer.  The point is: a birthday party is a pagan idea and it often results in crazy 

things. 

The other birthday mentioned in the Bible is here in v. 6 – “On Herod’s birthday” 

there was a big bash.  It does not go well either.  John the Baptist is down in the dungeon 

and he’s the one who has his head taken off.  It appears that this is a drunken orgy, 

though the details are PG.  Somehow Herodias’s daughter by her first marriage – other 

sources tell us her name was Salome – ends up dancing erotically for Herod and his 

friends.  She’s probably a teenager.  Sick, twisted stuff right?  But it’s what inevitably 

happens when your life is all about you and your conscience is gradually suppressed.  

Kinkier and more reckless behavior ensues.  Have you noticed how prominent sex 

scandals are among men of political power?  Arnold Schwarzenegger, Dominique 
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Strauss-Kahn, Mark Sanford, John Edwards, Newt Gingrich, Bill Clinton, Anthony 

Weiner.  This is just classic. 

“On Herod’s birthday the daughter of Herodias danced for them and pleased 

Herod so much that he promised with an oath to give her whatever she asked” (vv. 6-7).  

It sounds kind of stupid to me, but evidently this kind of rash behavior happened a lot 

among kings at parties (cf. Esther 7:2).  “Prompted by her mother, [Salome] said, ‘Give 

me here on a platter the head of John the Baptist’” (v. 8).  Yikes, little girl!  Herodias is 

also an unstable and insecure woman.  She’s icy cold and bears a deep grudge.  And this 

story also illustrates how such sin is passed down to future generations.  The kids who 

grow up in it naturally follow suit.  It’s a mess.  We’re a mess.  Sin breeds sin.  

Suppressing the truth and living for self leads to a cascade of deeper and greater issues, 

and all because they couldn’t take the challenge of John the Baptist pointing out their 

faults. 

“The king was distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guests, he 

ordered that her request be granted and had John beheaded in the prison.  His head was 

brought in on a platter and given to the girl, who carried it to her mother” (vv. 9-11).  

Crazy stuff: strip tease, murder, a decapitated head served on a plate.  But again, it’s not 

that hard to see how things get there.  Herod didn’t want to kill John.  He was distressed 

by this request, but he was caught in his own trap.  That didn’t stop him from doing it.  

Why?  Because he made an oath in front of his drinking buddies and needed to keep up 

his image in front of them.  As one person has said, “Like most weak men, Herod feared 

to be thought weak”
3
  He wanted people to see him as strong, but Herod was really a 

pathetic man.  And Herodias too.  It’s all very pitiful. 

As I said, we see in this story that we shouldn’t be afraid of people who can 

point out our faults, they are our friends.  Herod Antipas didn’t have to fear John the 

Baptist.  John wasn’t trying to bring him down.  He was trying to help him.  He was 

trying to awaken him to his neediness and point him to the true King.  But Herod wanted 

to be king, you see.  He wanted power, not to need saving.  Herod couldn’t take it and so 

he turned John into his enemy and eventually made him a casualty of his self-protection 

plan.  He couldn’t appear weak and as a result became one of the most shriveled up 

specimens of a man. 

I read this story and I see myself two places here.  I do not immediately see 

myself as John the Baptist.  I want to be him – bold and loving, secure and faithful 

whatever the cost.  He is an example of what we can become by God’s grace, a good kind 

of strength.  But no.  I see myself first in Herod.  I can totally relate to him.  I want to be 

great.  I want people to think highly of me.  I want power and control and can become 

very insecure in my pursuit of it.  I can become hypersensitive to criticism.  Or just 

opposing points of view I can feel threatened by.  I can become paranoid and jealous and 

irritated by others if I perceive them to be a threat to my power.  And then I put up walls 

in my relationships and it can get very ugly. 

For me, the other elders in the church are the guys that are my closest friends.  

And as Proverbs 27:6 says, “Wounds from a friend can be trusted, but an enemy 

multiplies kisses.”  We have given each other permission to speak into each others’ lives.  

I need these guys to call me out, to see right through me and not be shocked, to not be 

sycophants, ‘yes men’, but to lovingly point out my flaws.  To question my motives.  To 

see my sins and call me to repentance.  I want that… but I don’t want that.  I don’t want 
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to be seen as weak.  I don’t just want to be above reproach, but above reproof.  I want to 

not need to be rebuked anymore.  I want to overcome my sins and faults on my own.  I 

want to see them myself and then fix them myself before others see them and so that I 

don’t need help.  That’s what I really want. 

But it’s impossible.  I can’t cover my sins and be in community.  I try to go to an 

elder meeting and not sin and I can’t do it.  It comes out in all sorts of ways.  That’s the 

reality.  What can I do?  I can try to run off these elders and get new ones.  I can bail and 

go look for another church job where I may have better success.  Or I can hide – try my 

best to keep walls up. 

Do you know what I’m talking about?  Maybe you see yourself more easily in 

Herodias.  Easily offended, ruthless.  It’s really the same thing – insecurity that doesn’t 

know how to handle someone who shows up the insufficiencies in you.  And so what 

happens?  We burn through relationships.  Many people have a trail of former friends, 

people that they used to be close to but aren’t anymore; they got too close.  If you were a 

despot you might have them thrown in prison or beheaded, but you’re not, so you ‘cut 

them off’.  Or another option is that we move, escape, try to get a new start.  Many 

Christians change churches every few years, just when the relationships were starting to 

get to the point where they were messy and unearthing deep-seated sin in each other.  We 

pick up and move somewhere else where we can start over with the initial feeling of 

harmony, until our sin comes out there too eventually and we see that others are sinners 

and we move on. 

Or we hide.  That’s the third option.  Most people just hide behind their fig leaves 

in fear of exposure, of being uncovered.  We keep things superficial.  Some hide under 

the covers of their beds in the morning, not wanting to get up and go out and face the 

world, perhaps from fear of failure.  So some hide behind laziness, just never trying, thus 

attempting to preempt having their faults seen.  Others hide behind frantic productivity.  

They’re so busy, so prolific, so that no one could ever accuse them of being worthless, all 

the while they know they’re masking deep issues.  Some hide behind morality, a perfect 

record of being a good kid on the outside so that no one will try to pry inside.  Some hide 

behind humor.  Things getting a little too serious?  Crack a joke.  You can hide behind 

your clothes or your kids.  You can hide behind most anything.  You can hide behind 

your competencies and your knowledge or you can also hide behind your problems, 

building an identity upon your unique suffering that nobody else understands.  You wear 

your mess on your sleeves but find ways to use even that to make yourself out to be 

something special, in a class all alone, and you isolate yourself from others in pride even 

though you seem to be transparent about your issues. 

Who are we fooling?  Here’s the point: we’re deeply flawed and we need to be in 

community where we’re exposed.  Do you have a few people in your life that you can be 

naked before, metaphorically speaking?  Do you have people in your life who see 

through your strategies and can call you out on hiding?  “Hey when you told that story 

you spun it to make yourself look good…”  And you don’t strike back at them or run 

away.  And not just friends from college days that you call and talk to every once and 

awhile, but real people you’re doing life and ministry with now that see you in action. 

Marriage is to be this kind of friendship that can’t be escaped, where you can be 

naked together literally and metaphorically.  Nagging is not friendship, it seeks to tear 

down.  Making your love conditional, trying to change someone to love them, is not what 
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we’re talking about.  But being in a marriage where you can have your faults pointed out 

to you is a beautiful thing.  Just this week we were driving home from something and 

Andrea pointed out to me how something I said in a social setting sounded very arrogant.  

Pretty soon I realized that it was a horrible thing to say and it really stemmed from my 

insecurities wanting to make myself look good and seem important.  Then I slapped my 

forehead and said, “I can’t believe I did that.”  Then Andrea said, “I don’t think that’s 

how you’re supposed to react here.  Hitting yourself is not what repentance looks like.”  

Then I slapped myself on the head and said, “You’re right!  I can’t believe I can’t even 

repent correctly.”  What is repentance?  Do you know? 

 

Jesus Hears About John the Baptist 

 I said I see myself in two places in this story.  The first is Herod.  The second is 

John’s disciples.  We read – “John’s disciples came and took his body and buried it.  

Then they went and told Jesus” (v. 12).  These are people who felt the bewilderment and 

were overwhelmed by things and ran to Jesus.  Probably at this point several of the 

people who had been near to John came and started following Jesus.  But it gives me a 

great picture of what all this is supposed to lead to – fleeing to Christ.  Running to him.  

That’s what repentance really is.  It’s not another work you can do to save yourself or 

save face.  It is going to Jesus in faith, owning your weakness and sin and mess and not 

trying to cover it up or fix it, but coming to Jesus and believing that you are okay, 

forgiven, loved, accepted.  It’s hiding in Christ.  Colossians 3:3 – “For you died, and your 

life is now hidden with Christ in God.”  You have nothing else besides him.  And in him 

you have everything. 

 That’s what our community should be: exposing sin and pointing each other to 

Jesus.  We shouldn’t be afraid of people who can point out our faults, they are our 

friends because they can help us find the antidote to all our insecurities in Christ.  I told 

Mike recently that I desperately need him to rebuke me and call me out when I do those 

things I do… but then give me the gospel.  Ray Ortlund talks about the need for Gospel 

plus Safety plus Time.  He says: 

 

It’s what everyone needs.  Everyone.  Gospel + safety + time.  A 

lot of gospel + a lot of safety + a lot of time. 

Gospel: good news for bad people through the finished work of 

Christ on the cross and the present power of the Holy Spirit.  Multiple 

exposures.  Constant immersion.  Wave upon wave of grace and truth, 

according to the Bible. 

Safety: a non-accusing environment.  No finger-pointing.  No 

embarrassing anyone.  No manipulation.  No oppression.  No 

condescension.  But respect and sympathy and understanding, where 

sinners can confess and unburden their souls. 

Time: no pressure.  Not even self-imposed pressure.  No deadlines 

on growth.  No rush.  No hurry.  But a lot of space for complicated people 

to rethink their lives at a deep level.  If we relax, trusting in God’s 

patience, we actually get going. 

This is what our churches must be: gentle environments of gospel 

+ safety + time.  It’s the only way anyone can ever change. 
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Who doesn’t need that?
4
 

 

 Don’t avoid Christian community.  It will expose your faults, but that’s good 

because then you can experience Jesus.  It takes time.  It takes time to develop the kinds 

of friendships I’m describing today.  There a book that just came out by a newly married 

woman who just moved to Chicago and was searching for a new friend.  The title is MWF 

Seeking BFF.
5
  She went on 52 ‘dates’ with 52 different women over a year looking for a 

best friend.  Her conclusion?  You can’t make a good friend in a year. 

It takes time for the gospel to sink in.  This is part of why we are clear in our 

vision here at Immanuel to be a church that’s settled in the city, living in geographical 

proximity over lifetimes – a seventy year kind of vision.  Because this is what God 

desires for us.  This is what’s necessary for growth.  This is how we really understand 

what the gospel is all about – staying put and staying in each others’ lives to the place and 

the point where our sin is out there and yet we don’t cut people off or run or hide but 

learn to flee to Jesus. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Jesus was the true King.  He alone has the legitimate authority to be King.  And 

he is perfect.  He has no insecurity.  He, “being in very nature God, did not consider 

equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very 

nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a 

man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross” (Phil. 

2:6-8).  He was weak for us.  He was exposed for us.  As the song goes, “It was my sin 

that held him there.”  We resist the gospel.  We don’t want to be saved.  We want to be 

kings and queens ourselves.  It’s why we killed Jesus.  But Jesus’ death is God’s plan.  It 

is the very means for saving us. 

The Lord’s Table is humbling.  It exposes us.  It says that we are so bad that Jesus 

had to die for us.  Yet we are so loved that Jesus was glad to die for us.  The Lord’s Table 

is an appropriate party.  So let’s repent and flee to the Lord’ Table and raise a glass not to 

toast ourselves but to worship him… 

 

Benediction 
May we be a church community that encourages one another daily, as long as it is called 

Today, so that none of us may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness. (Heb. 3:13)  And may 

we learn to flee to Jesus and find in him alone the refuge and security and strength we 

need. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 4, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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