
Pentecost 7 – Wesley Uniting – 15th July 2012
Theme: “The account of John the Baptist’s death”
Reading: Mark 6:14-29
Introduction
It is reported that Ned Kelly said, as the hangman placed the noose around 
his neck, “Such is life”.
Ned has of course attained a mythical status in Australian culture. He is our 
most famous or infamous outlaw of the pioneering days of Victoria. He now 
features in our art, our literature and our films. Whether Ned Kelly was a 
depraved criminal, as some hold, or a persecuted freedom-fighter, as others 
believe, there is no doubting his iconic status. Those last words of his stand 
as an apt summary of the tragedy of many lives: “Such is life”.
Things can go badly wrong, even for the most blameless person who can 
unfairly suffer. 
Such was the case with John the Baptist.
John the Baptist’s death – the account
This is not a children’s bedtime story as it is quite graphic. However, no 
different to a host of forensic police stories shown regularly on our TV 
screens or some of the news accounts! John the Baptist had criticised the 
actions of the play boy, who was King Herod. Herod had taken his brother’s 
wife, Herodias, and married her in defiance of Jewish morality. John accused 
them of adultery and pronounced God’s condemnation on them (not one to 
‘mince’ words). John was thrown into prison but Herod was initially not keen 
to kill him as he also feared his faith. Herodias seethed with anger against 
John and sought a way to have him killed.
Hence at Herod’s birthday party Herodias made her move. Her daughter, 
Salome, danced for the King and so smitten was he with her dancing that he 
offered her almost anything. She conferred with her mother who told her to 
ask for “The head of John the Baptist”. Caught between a superstitious fear 
of killing a prophet and his own boast to offer the girl almost anything she 
asked for, Herod dispatched an executioner who returned with the head of 
John the Baptist on a platter or tray.
A gruesome end for John as his head is presented to Herodias by her 
daughter, Salome.
The account concludes with the sentence: “John’s disciples came and took 
his body and laid it in a tomb.” Mark 6:29
Why this story, now?
Why do we have the distraction of John’s death placed in what appears to be 
a strange place in Mark’s Gospel?



Earlier in the chapter we have had Jesus in Nazareth, unable to do any great 
works and stating that “he was amazed with their lack of faith”. Mark 6:6
Then the disciples are sent out to teach and minister to the surrounding 
villages and we read, “They drove out many demons and anointed many sick 
people with oil and healed them.” Mark 6:13
Now this passage begins with the words: “King Herod heard about this, for 
Jesus’ name had become well known.” Mark 6:14a
Certainly it appears that this is part of the story of Jesus. Jesus knows that he 
will not always be with his followers and he is preparing them for the day 
when he no longer is around physically. The account of John’s death, at the 
hands of the authorities, has some similarities with Jesus’ approaching death. 
John and Jesus both die innocently. Both die at the hands of governing 
authorities. Both Herod and Pilate are reluctant, initially, to kill these innocent 
men.  Both are carried away to a tomb by their followers. Both leave behind a 
circle of their disciples to continue their ministry. 
This account of death, is sandwiched between accounts of hope and the in-
breaking of the Kingdom of God, which Jesus has been proclaiming through 
word and deed. 
Yes, there will be setbacks, but God will prevail. The disciples have been 
fruitful in their teaching and healing in the villages. This is the theme before 
and after this passage. Also while Jesus has had a minor setback, he has 
enabled the disciples to develop ministry skills and then shows them the 
amazing gifts of God as he feeds the 5,000 and walks on water in the next 
sections of Mark 6: 35-56.
This account is placed here to teach the disciples that there will be opposition 
and even death in following the way of God revealed through John, the 
Baptiser, and Jesus, the promised Messiah, the Son of God.
In a sense, this is a reality check both for those early disciples and for the 
early church as they heard and later read these stories of what happened.
For us today
In a sense, the execution of John forces us to gaze into a world of corruption, 
lust and power. Herod’s court is in a far country whose times past seem so 
distant to ours. It is territory held by evil and injustice. Innocents are 
destroyed to keep the incumbents in power. Politics are played out and 
people are hurt. Where is the justice?
As we look at that we can see parallels even to our society today and the 
politics of our country. Maybe we don’t have the head of John the Baptist 
presented to the parliament but not all our dealings are pure and sweet 
smelling. The recent ‘boat arrivals and asylum seekers’ issues continue to 
cost lives and remain unresolved to mention but one issue. Not John the 



Baptist but matters before our parliament that are political ‘footballs’ the deal 
with people’s lives. 
It is into this that there comes the call of Jesus to be faithful in our ministry, 
challenge the injustices of the land and know that for some this will come at a 
high cost.
However, there will be those who continue, in spite of setbacks, to faithfully 
proclaim the Gospel.
And so we read in Mark 6:30: “The apostles gathered around Jesus and 
reported to him all they had done and taught.”
May we continue to faithfully proclaim the Gospel, whatever the setbacks that 
we encounter. Praise be to God for the Word given to us for today. Amen!              


