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The Beheading of John the Baptist 

Why did John the Baptist take off his shoes before he went into the 

water? Because he wanted to save soles.  

Seriously though, that was John’s sole purpose, to prepare the world for 

the coming of the Messiah, ultimately to save souls.  

It is interesting when we consider just how many parallels there are 

between the circumstances of the beheading of John the Baptist and the 

trial and crucifixion of Jesus.  

Just like Jesus, John, the teller of divine truth, is too much for some of 

his compatriots to bear. He reveals truth on a level that is just too close 

for comfort. So the authorities seek his demise. 

King Herod is pressurised into taking action, just as Pontius Pilot is 

pressurised into taking action against Jesus later in the Gospel narrative. 

Others scheme in dark corners and behind closed doors. They whisper 

in Herod’s ear. They load the gun and expect him to fire it.  

Herod is weak, vulnerable and defensive about his position. John is too 

close for comfort. So Herod gives in and arrests John. Herod is not 

willing to face up to his own vulnerability.  

We all face vulnerability at times. It is in that vulnerability that God 

moves closer. But if we are not willing to accept and face our 

vulnerability then we do not let God in. Herod is not willing to use his 

vulnerability to move closer to God. Instead he arrests John and thereby 

begins a sequence of events that quickly moves way beyond his control. 

Just like Pontius Pilot being manipulated by the holy people of the 

temple; Herod becomes the victim of his own fate as he is pushed into a 

corner by other people’s scheming. His pride will not allow him to back 



2 
 

down. He is a coward and afraid of appearing weak. So he does the only 

other thing he can do. He kills John. The resemblances with Pontius 

Pilate killing Jesus are painful to observe. As we read of John’s 

beheading, we can’t help but be twisted and torn by the image of our 

Lord hanging on the cross.  

And what of John’s followers? Well, they don’t accompany him to his 

death. They see the wisdom in John’s teaching, but they are not willing 

to die for it; just as Jesus’ disciples are not willing to identify themselves 

too openly in case they are caught up in the events of the cross. Both 

groups of disciples are, however, willing to return to the scene of the 

crime to collect their leaders’ bodies later on, when things are safe, as 

though a decent burial might make up for their lack of loyalty when it 

really mattered, as though a few pounds of embalming ointment and a 

some new linen rags might be a fair bargain against the torture of God’s 

chosen.  

But I wonder, what will be the response to John’s death of all those who 

had followed him before his arrest? Well, I imagine it will be similar to 

those who followed Jesus’ some of the way. And both will likely be 

similar to the response of most communities. Some will be shocked and 

deeply affected by what has gone on, and determined to make the future 

a better place. Some will accept the tragedy of it all, but be rational 

about it; they’ll distance themselves from the events in order to limit the 

upheaval to their own lives. And some will reapportion blame back onto 

the victim themselves by blaming them for speaking out’, or they might 

even begin to question whether he was even speaking truth at all. You 

see, having been deeply hurt by what has happened, these last two 

groups will be desperate to put up emotional barriers to protect 

themselves and their community, as best they see it. Theirs is the 
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response of reason. They count the cost as though they were performing 

some kind of risk assessment. And we see so many other famous 

stories of the Gospel mirrored in their response: The rich young man 

who cannot bear to part with his money even if it will bring him closer to 

God. Or the nameless followers of Jesus who, when the tough times 

come, abandon him because they are not willing to put themselves at 

risk. Like the clergymen on the road to Jericho who cross the road rather 

than help the injured man, because they do not wish to put themselves 

in danger. Or like a man called Judas Iscariot, the son of Simon.  

All these figures of the Gospel make simple calculated, reasonable, 

everyday choices aimed at limiting their own discomfort. They are not 

willing to face their vulnerability and so take measures to protect 

themselves.  

This is exactly what the people around Herod, and Herod himself, also 

do in today’s passage. John reveals their vulnerability, and so rather 

than face it, they have him killed.  

Every community must fight against the kind of internal self-deceit, that 

claims ‘these sorts of things don’t happen here’. The truth is, we are all 

prone to sin, and consequently these kinds of things can happen 

anywhere. Whether it is the damage of lies born out of gossip or actions 

resulting from the poor moral decision making of an individual. In our 

communities, we need to be willing to face up to the difficult stuff if and 

when it happens. It might be painful, but the answer is never to ignore it 

or refuse to acknowledge it in the vein hope that it will go away. And it 

most certainly isn’t to blame the victim or the whistle-blower, or to 

conduct a witch-hunt, that sort of action places us directly in the shoes of 

Herod, Pilate or even Judas.   
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In their defence, these characters are simply using their calculation and 

realism to convince themselves that what they are doing is in the best 

interests of everyone in the long-term. They just want to return to 

comfortable lives and limit future upheaval. But in refusing to face their 

vulnerability, they just store up worse for the future, as they move 

themselves further away from God.  

For John’s and Jesus’ disciples, however, something different happens. 

Following their leaders’ death, they face up to where they went wrong. In 

so doing they embrace their vulnerability and set their minds to building 

a better future. They learn from the past; they don’t live in it. They use it 

to grow God’s kingdom. It does not protect them from torture or abuse, 

far from it. But it does help them build more faithful communities where 

individuals can grow in the love of God and ultimately nurture their souls.    
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