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 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Before the miraculous healings and wondrous signs; before the great sermons and perfect 

parables; before the name “Jesus of Nazareth” flooded Judea and spread throughout the 

surrounding land, the cry was heard, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matthew 

3:2) John was the prophet of the Most High, foretold by Isaiah. “A voice cries: In the wilderness 

prepare the way of the Lord” (Isaiah 40:3). John was literally born to proclaim Christ’s coming. 

He even recognized the Savior before his birth as he leaped in his mother’s womb at Mary’s 

word. Later, John came to be known by his moniker “the baptizer.” The Jordan River rolled 

slowly past as John washed the people in its refreshing waters. 

 John came preaching in the wilderness of Judea. He preached repentance and forgiveness. 

John pointed ahead to the one he knew was coming. One he already recognized in his mother’s 

womb. Now, John wore a garment of camel’s hair and lived on locusts and wild honey. He was 

not glamorous, but he drew a crowd. His words were what mattered. Many heard him gladly and 

repented. Others refused his message of repentance. The tale of John the Baptist builds quickly 

in every Gospel account. We are told of his message and his baptizing with water for repentance. 

Jesus approaches and John proclaims, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the 

world!” (John 1:29). He baptizes Christ and the heavens open. The noise of the crowd is hushed 

as the Father’s voice declares, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased” (Mark 

1:11). This is often where we would like to leave the account of John the Baptist. The 

culmination of his ministry pointing to the coming Messiah ending with the heavens opening and 

the Holy Spirit descending as the Father affirms his message that Jesus is the Christ. What 

greater honor could John receive? But this is not where the Gospel accounts leave the narrative 

of John the Baptist. Today, in particular, we remember the true end for John the Baptist. 

 John’s cry for repentance sounded at the riverbank and beyond. John boldly urged Herod, 

ruler of the region, to repent. Herod’s sins were openly exhibited in his luxurious courts and 

known throughout the land he ruled. This Herod, Herod Antipas, was the son of Herod the Great. 
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It was Herod the Great that we all know from the Christmas account, the one who met the wise 

men. Herod the Great who threatened the life of the infant Jesus. Herod the Great who killed all 

the male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old or under. And the 

apple, as they say, doesn’t fall far from the tree. Herod Antipas had his own issues to deal with. 

Entrusted with a quarter of the kingdom, Herod made political alliance through his first marriage. 

A trip to his brother Philip’s courts changed that. Herod fell in love with Herodias, his brother’s 

wife. He encouraged her to divorce his brother while he himself divorced his first wife. With one 

of the most convoluted family trees I’ve ever tried to decipher, it was not a surprise that Herod 

would be directly identified by John for his public sin and called to repentance. 

 To Herodias, this camel-hair-wearing, locust-eating irritation was spoiling her 

comfortable life. Her anger burned against John and his incessant call to repentance. Who does 

this guy think he is? This unkempt baptizer of so many crowds wanted her to stoop to the level 

of a commoner and join the unwashed masses flocking to the river. It would be better for the 

resonant clanging of his preaching to be permanently silenced. Instead, her husband provided 

sanctuary for the rabble-rousing Israelite prophet, refusing to smother his declarations from the 

prison cell. He even listened, lowering himself to gladly hearing his prisoner rather than attend to 

his wife’s words. 

Finally, Herod’s birthday party presented the opportunity she sought. At least the clamor 

of the banquet hall and the melody of the instruments soaring above it provided some relief to 

the ringing accusations of their prisoner. But Herodias’s daughter, Salome, brought the ultimate 

relief when her dancing pleased Herod. He offered Salome whatever she asked, up to half his 

kingdom. But land and political influence were minor concerns. This prophet must be silenced. 

Herodias knew exactly how to advise her daughter: “Ask for the head of John the Baptist.” 

Salome added the colorful note, “I want you to give me at once the head of John the Baptist on a 

platter.” John’s fate was sealed. Herod’s mistake would haunt him. 

 Herod’s conscience was plagued by sins past and present. He imprisoned John, but he 

knew the man was righteous. The ramifications of his divorce placed him in political dilemmas 

that loomed disastrously even from a secular standing. The wife he now doted upon was 

rightfully his brother’s. Her manipulations and scheming did not bode well for an already 

burdened mind. Now, even with John silenced, the echoes reverberated around his mind: “It is 
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not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.” The hammering words would fade eventually. 

He only had to suffer through until they died away. But then the reports of a man named Jesus 

began to reach him. “John, whom I beheaded,” He lamented, “has been raised.” Herod wasn’t 

sure at first, but all it took was one detail from his teachings. “Repent. The kingdom of heaven is 

at hand.” 

 Repent. Christ calls all to repent just as John the Baptist, his forerunner, did. We may 

justify our condition by saying that we are not like Herod or Herodias. We may not blatantly 

reject the cry nor actively seek to execute the one preaching. But even Herod gladly heard John’s 

teachings, though he was perplexed. Yet he locked John away to limit his reach. He feared the 

righteous man, yet he allowed the oath he made to dictate his actions. His own word mattered 

more to him than God’s Word. Now, Herod is a much more relatable figure. Repent. Do not 

build up reasons why you don’t need forgiveness. Repent. Do not seek to muffle the accusations 

against you. Repent. Do not hold a grudge against God’s Word or those who faithfully proclaim 

it. And in this call to repentance, John includes this assurance, “The kingdom of heaven is at 

hand.” 

Unlike the persistent percussion of the troubled conscience, we harken back to that clear 

and beautiful promise, “The kingdom of heaven is at hand.” What a gift it is to also carry the 

words we learned by heart from the Small Catechism: “How does God’s kingdom come? God’s 

kingdom comes when our heavenly Father gives us His Holy Spirit, so that by His grace we 

believe His holy Word and lead godly lives here in time and there in eternity.” Through the Holy 

Spirit, we hear the Word clearly and receive it gladly. John was honored by some and rejected by 

others. Some were moved to repentance while others were perplexed. 

Jesus said of John, “What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken by the 

wind? What then did you go out to see? A man dressed in soft clothing? Behold, those who are 

dressed in splendid clothing and live in luxury are in kings’ courts. What then did you go out to 

see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This is he of whom it is written, 

“‘Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way before you.’ I tell 

you, among those born of women none is greater than John. Yet the one who is least in the 

kingdom of God is greater than he” (Luke 7:24–28). 
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 Just as John was a forerunner of Christ in earthly ministry, he also went before Christ into 

death. But John would not be silenced. The faithfulness of John’s preaching did not falter in the 

face of imprisonment. Just as John was obedient to his position of proclaiming repentance unto 

death, Christ was obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Through Jesus’ death and 

resurrection, John’s message was fulfilled. Repentance receives forgiveness. God’s kingdom 

comes as we hear the forgiveness of the Gospel preached to us. The tumult of this world drowns 

away and is replaced by the peace and solace of the Word of God. 

The extravagant platters of fine foods were spoiled by the severed head of God’s chosen 

prophet. A deafening silence settled upon the banquet hall. The threat and horror of John’s 

severed head ended the festivities. No real relief was found. Herodias had won her small victory, 

but God’s victory was already at hand. 

Years later, Herod met this “resurrected John” now claiming to be the Messiah. He 

questioned Jesus. Silence was all he received in return. Far from the boisterous party of kings, 

the jeers of derision arose from the agitated crowds. Far from the feast of kings, sour wine was 

all that was offered. Far from the lavish courts of Herod, silence fell on those surrounding the 

cross as Jesus of Nazareth hung with a crown of mockery and a sign of ridicule. “Father, forgive 

them, for they know not what they do. It is finished. Father, into Your hands I commit my spirit” 

(Luke 23:34). Silence. Peace. 

 As we endure the suffering that comes in this world, we join in the cry of the martyrs 

who have gone before us, “O Sovereign Lord, how long?” (Revelation 6:10). But the kingdom of 

heaven is already at hand. Having received the white robe, “rest a little longer” (Revelation 

6:11). For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with 

him in a resurrection like his” (Romans 6:5). Today, we remember the true ending of John the 

Baptist, but it is not the gruesome beheading of a prophet. John’s death paved the way for all 

martyrs of the faith. The first of many souls to proclaim Jesus to be the Lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world. Boldly proclaiming repentance and forgiveness in the Lord unto death. 

John was joined by countless souls under the heavenly altar. The witness continued. The voice 

was not silenced. “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

In Jesus’ Name. 


