Sabbath Sermon of July 23, 2011
By Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

The Beheading of John the Baptist

Matthew Chapter 13

At this time Herod heard of the miracles performed by Jesus and attributed them to John the Baptist whom he had beheaded, saying that he was risen. The Herod who beheaded John the Baptist was Antipas born in 20 B.C to his father by Malthace a Samaritan woman. He was the son of Herod the Great the Edomite, whatever made him great; he ordered the killing of the babies in Bethlehem. Antipas ruled over Galilee and Perea. Apparently he believed in the resurrection of the dead, a doctrine affirmed by the Pharisees and denied by the Sadducees. Herod thought Jesus was a resurrected John performing greater miracles than ever before and bringing him more trouble. He was reproach by his own guilty conscience, because he had beheaded John for he had reproached him for a complication of wickedness, adultery, incest, besides the wrong done to Philip, who had a child by this woman; and it was an aggravation of the wrong, that he was his half-brother, by the father, but not by the mother.  
For this sin John reproved him; not by tacit and oblique allusions, but in plain terms, “it is not lawful for thee to have thy brother’s wife.” That which by the law of God is unlawful to other people, is by the same law unlawful to princes and the greatest of men. The Philip mentioned here was the brother of Herod Antipas, the tetrarch of Galilee and son of Herod the Great and Marianne (the daughter of Simon the high priest). Philip was one of Palestine’s three rulers. His territories were Iturea and Trachonitis, northeast of the Sea of Galilee. Herod laid hold on John when he was going on to preach and baptize, put an end to his work, bound him, and put him in prison; partly to gratify his own revenge, and partly to please Herodias, who of the two seemed to be most incensed against him; the assumption was that it was for her sake that he did it, not that Herod wasn’t happy for the opportunity to do it. Note in verse 8 that the instruction to demand for John’s head was given to the damsel by her mother even before she had her dance at Herod’s birthday. Herodias instead of trying to get rid of her sin, she tried to get rid of the one who brought it to public attention. This is exactly what the religious leaders were trying to do to Jesus.
John’s head and body being separated, the damsel brought the head in triumph to her mother, as a trophy of the victories of her malice and revenge. Here we note that when Herodias had John the Baptist’s head brought her, she gave herself the barbarous diversion of pricking the tongue with a needle, as Fulvia did Tully’s. Bloody minds are pleased with bloody sights, which those of tender spirits shrink and tremble. Sometimes the insatiable rage of bloody persecutors has fallen upon the dead bodies of the saints, and made sport with them.

Faithful reproofs, if they do not profit, usually provoke; if they do not do good, they are resented as affronts, and they that will not bow to the reproof, will fly in the face of the reprover and hate him, as Ahab hated Micaiah, (1 Kings. 22:8).  It is no new thing for God’s ministers to suffer ill for doing well. Troubles abide those most that are most diligent and faithful in doing their duty, (Acts. 20:20).
v. 3-12. In those verses we read of how and why John was arrested by Herod and his death for he had told Herod that it was wrong for him to have taken Herodias the wife of his brother Philip to himself and had married her. Herodias who should have been insisting to be allowed to return to her husband, now seemed to be enjoying the adulterous relationship with the king which makes you think about what Jesus said “that unless one in born again, he or she cannot enter into the Kingdom of heaven.” Paul also warned against Christians being unequally yoked with unbelievers; because that could slow a Christian down and might even derail the believer from following Jesus. Therefore, unless someone is born again, there is no evil he or she cannot commit. At first, Herod did not want to kill John the Baptist, but he gave the order so he wouldn’t be embarrassed in front of his guests.
Here we read that the king was sorry, that he was going to have John beheaded; his reason being that it was for the oath’s sake, that he commanded John’s head to be given to Herodias daughter in a charger for dancing on his birthday. A pretended concern for John, the king was sorry? Many wicked men and women sin with regret, that never has any true regret for their sins; are sorry to sin, yet they are utterly strangers to godly sorrow; these sin with reluctancy, and yet goes on to sin.  Apparently, one reason of Herod’s sorrow was, because it was his birth-day festival, and it would be an unpleasant thing to shed blood on that day, which, as other days of joy, used to be graced with acts of clemency; Here is a pretended conscience of his oath, with a specious show of honor and honesty; he must needs do something, for the oath’s sake. It is a great mistake to think that a wicked oath will justify a wicked action. It was implied so necessarily, that it needed not be expressed, that he would do any thing for her that was lawful and honest; and when she demanded what was otherwise, the king ought to have declared, and he might have done it honorably, that the oath was null and void, and the obligation of it ceased. No man can lay himself under an obligation to sin, because God has already so strongly obliged every man against sin. Here is a real baseness in compliance with wicked companions. Herod probably yielded, not so much for the sake of the oath, but because it was public, and in compliment to them that sat at meat with him; he granted the demand that he might not seem, before them, to have broken his engagement. This is another example of what happens when evil men yoke together.  
In the Scripture God has clearly warned against anyone touching his anointed i.e., His prophets and ministers (1 Chron. 16:22; Ps. 105:15). It is also true that both John the Baptist the Lord’s runner and Jesus Christ himself were destined to die violent deaths, but Jesus says that “It is impossible but that offences will come: but woe unto him, through whom they come!” (Luke  17:1; Matt. 18:7). Josephus in his book mentions this story of the death of John the Baptist (Antiq. 18.116-119), and adds, that a fatal destruction of Herod’s army in his war with Aretas, king of Petrea (whose daughter was Herod’s wife, whom he put away to make room for Herodias), was generally considered by the Jews to be a just judgment upon him, for putting John the Baptist to death. Herod having, at the instigation of Herodias, disobliged the emperor, was deprived of his government, and they were both banished to Lyons in France; which Josephus says “was his just punishment for hearkening to her solicitations.” And, lastly, this daughter of Herodias, who had received John’s head in a platter, it was told “that while going over the ice in winter, the ice broke, and she slipt (slipped) in up to her neck, which was cut through by the sharpness of the ice.” God requiring her head for that of the Baptist; which was a remarkable act of providence. Ministers may be silenced, and imprisoned, and banished, and slain, but the word of God cannot be run down. The prophets and ministers live not for ever, but the Word takes hold, (Zech. 1:5, 6).
Jesus was indeed a greater problem; he knew that Herod would do to him what he had done to John. So Jesus having learned of what happened to John the Baptist, left Herod’s dominion in a ship away from the multitude into an isolated place probably to grieve for John, but the people found out where he went and followed on foot to outside the cities. Sometimes we may need deal with grief alone. Jesus did not dwell on his grief but returned to the ministry he came to do. Jesus performed some miracles as signs of his identity. He used other miracles to teach important truths. But here we read that he healed people because he was move with compassion toward them. When ever you hurt or are suffering, remember that Jesus hurts with you, but you must call to him than rely on natural means all the time.
v. 16-21. Jesus said to his disciples, “Give ye them to eat.” Earlier Jesus had given his disciples power to cast our demons, raise the dead, and heal the sick. Here he instructs them to feed the hungry. They had missed this opportunity and stood about puzzled and hesitant. Give them to eat with only five loaves of bread and two fish? They had already forgotten Jesus had the power of miracles. Even after he had given them power to do miracles themselves.  They surely represent believers of our day who have the power of the Holy Spirit available to them but who do not take advantage of that power for the glory of God and the progress of the gospel. Jesus multiplied five loaves and two fish to feed over 5,000 men and probably about another 10,000 of women and children. What he was originally given seemed meager, but he can use and multiply whatever we give him. If he has given you talent, time, or treasure, it is when you give them to Jesus that your resources are multiplied. We know that everyone in the multitude ate out of the 5 loaves and 2 fish and were filled, because the fragments that remained filled twelve baskets. In order to produce bread or fish fragments one would have to break the bread and the fish then will you have fragments or crumbs.
v.22-33. Jesus sent his disciples ahead of him by ship, and went into solitude which was an important priority for him. He made room in his busy schedule to be alone with the Father. Spending time with God in prayer nurtures a vital relationship and equips us to meet the life’s challenges and struggles. The Christian ought to develop the discipline of spending time alone with God; it will help you grow spiritually and become more and more like Jesus Christ. 

Jesus had not joined them in the ship when a storm overtook them. Earlier, in another storm, they had trusted Jesus when he was present—although asleep in the back of the boat. Now they were to learn that they could trust him when he was not with them in the flesh. The Lord Jesus was training them to walk by faith, not by sight. For His disciples to be able to trust Jesus all the time was the more reason he said that it was expedient for him to go away to the Father, then would they learn to trust him through the person of the Holy Spirit knowing that he is always with them (John 16: 7). When Peter asked Jesus if he should come to him on the water, Peter was not testing Jesus, rather he was the only one in the boat to react in faith and wanted to be with Jesus; so he asked for permission to walk on the water. He began to look at the waters, forgot to keep his eyes on Jesus, and began to sink as terror overtook him. He turned to the right source for help, appealing to Jesus to save him. Jesus did so, but rebuked him for his lack of faith. A good number of believers have been caught up in similar situations when they start their pilgrim journey. They are filled with joy and hope, until caught up in a terrifying situation from which there appears to be no deliverance. Then faith is tested in the fire and proved to be true or false. Where is your focus, on Jesus or on the wind boisterous? The Christian may not walk on water, but he or she does walk through tough situations. If you focus on the waves of difficult circumstances around you without looking to Jesus Christ for help, you, too, may despair and sink. To maintain your faith when situations are difficult, keep your eyes on Jesus Christ’s power rather than on your inadequacies. Most Christians will normally start out with good intentions, sometimes their faith falters. This does not necessarily mean they have failed. When Peter’s faith faltered, he reached out to Jesus Christ, the only one who could help him. He was afraid, but he still looked to Jesus. When you are apprehensive about the troubles around you and doubt Jesus Christ’s presence or ability to help, you must remember that he is the only one who can really help for his own glory. Call to Jesus today and he will save you.
Just as the people of Gennesaret came to Jesus for physical healing, but not for spiritual healing, so are most people who claim to be Christians today. They would come to Jesus to prolong their lives on earth; some would come for prosperity, but would not come to secure their eternal lives. People may seek Jesus to learn valuable lessons from his life or in hopes of finding relief from pain. But they miss Jesus’ whole message if they seek him only to heal their bodies but not their souls. However, only when we understand the real Jesus Christ can we appreciate how he can truly change our life.

The Scribes wore tassels on the lower edges of the robes according to God’s command (Deut. 22:12). By Jesus’ day, these were seen as signs of holiness (23:5). It was natural that people seeking healing should reach out and touch these, but as one sick woman learned, healing came from faith and not from Jesus robe (9:19-22). 
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