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In the name of the Father, and † of the Son, 

and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. Our Lord Christ 

called John the Baptist the greatest of all men, 

the one who towered above all other men born of 

women. Next to the One who Himself was great-

est of all, Jesus, John was held up as the epitome 

and standard of what God intends men to be. And 

this acclamation of Jesus takes on even more 

meaning when you read in this morning’s Gospel 

how John met his demise at the hands of King 

Herod and his blood-thirsty family. Surely this 

was a most ignoble end for one who, throughout 

his life, had so faithfully pointed to Jesus as the 

coming One who, by His own merit and bloody 

sweat, would save this fallen world from sin, 

death and the devil. 

Hence, the Church rightly calls John a martyr, 

but why? Why classify John as a martyr? After 

all, he wasn’t arrested because of his faith, but 

because a vain woman didn’t appreciate what 

John had to say about marriage – most specifical-

ly, her own marriage. So John was imprisoned 

and beheaded not because of his faith, but be-

cause of trickery, and also because of the fool-

ishness and arrogance of Herod. He was behead-

ed because a young girl danced enticingly and 

tricked this foolish ruler into making a vain 

promise. Yet, it isn’t the punishment that makes 

the martyr, but the cause. John was originally ar-

rested because he condemned an unholy living 

arrangement between Herod and his brother’s 

wife, Herodias. John was arrested for upholding 

the Biblical teaching of manhood and woman-

hood – as well as what God intends marriage to 

be. Therefore, nobody should ever think that they 

couldn’t be a martyr. To be sure, you don’t even 

have to shed your blood to be a martyr, and there 

has never been a time or place when the world 

hasn’t declared open season for martyrs – includ-

ing you. 

In his letter to the young pastor, Timothy, St. 

Paul wrote the following: “All who desire to live 

a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted …” 

In other words Paul was telling Timothy – and us 

– that Satan will never leave the faithful Chris-

tian alone. And St. Peter in His first letter to the 

Churches wrote: “… be sober-minded; be watch-

ful. Your adversary the devil prowls about like a 

roaring lion seeking whom he may devour.” 

What this means for you is that you cannot afford 

to sleep or grow weary in the exercise of your 

faith. You are to be steadfast, immovable, ever 

vigilant, because persecution for one’s faith can 

come in many forms as Satan sets lures and lays 

traps for you at every turn – as he comes and 

tempts you to gossip, lust, be envious of what 

others have, to hate, cause dissension, to hunger 

for money and possessions – and all of this sup-

posedly – at least in your own mind – in the 

name of some noble cause. 

The danger is that the more often you commit 

a sin, the worse it goes for you. If you commit a 

sin once, it might sting your conscience. The 

second time you commit the very same sin, the 

less it will sting you conscience. And it will con-

tinue like that until you're numb and no longer 

recognize the sin as sin. That’s when the devil 

has you where he wants you. All those who de-

sire to live loyally in Christ the devil will attack 

using this kind of persecution. It’s this kind of 

day to day persecution from Satan that weighs 

you down as a Christian and threatens to over-

take those who are faithful. If you lie, ruin some-

one’s reputation, give false evidence, or go forth 

seeking selfish gain, then you are a killer just like 

Herod – and Satan will be quick to remind you of 

that fact – even as he tries to advance the lie that 

for you Jesus is of no value. 

Listen then to the Lord who desires to reassure 

you as you seek to loyally follow Christ: “Do not 

be afraid of those who kill the body, and after 



that have nothing more they can do. But I will 

warn you whom to fear: fear Him who, after He 

has killed, has authority to cast into hell. Yes, I 

tell you, fear Him!” John the Baptist lived life 

humbly. He didn’t seek much. Clothed in camel’s 

hair with a steady diet of locusts and wild honey, 

John distanced himself from the things of this 

world. He pointed always to His Lord and Sav-

ior, for John knew that when it was all said and 

done, he was only going to get into the kingdom 

of heaven by the grace of God through the cross 

of Jesus Christ. John therefore held steadfastly to 

the Word of God, for He knew that in that Holy 

Word alone is life – true life. 

John knew he had to conform his life to Christ. 

He knew also that his life was to be patterned by 

Christ’s life. Since Jesus came into this world to 

die on the cross, why would any Christian think 

it would be any different for them as a faithful 

follower of Jesus? John knew his confession of 

the Christian faith in this life would cause a bat-

tle. Indeed, whenever the Word made flesh is 

rightly confessed, Satan is going to respond with 

a roar, and a battle will ensue. This is precisely 

what John the Baptist witnessed in his own life. 

Wherever the Word is preached in its truth and 

purity, trouble cannot be far away. Danger is all 

around as we see from this Gospel, for St. Mark 

even recounts for us that while John was in pris-

on, Herod tried to protect him from Herodias. 

Even more remarkable is that Herod, we are told, 

gladly listened to the teaching of John. The hint 

of danger, however, lies in the fact that John’s 

teaching greatly perplexed Herod, which is to say 

Herod didn’t understand what John had been 

teaching him. The seed that was sown into the 

ear of Herod was stolen away by Satan. This is 

why, my dear brothers and sisters in Christ, this 

is why you are to be faithful in what the Lord has 

given you. But being faithful, ironically, doesn’t 

mean that you are to do something. Rather, it 

means you are to faithfully receive what the Lord 

gives to His Church. To put on the whole armor 

of God means you faithfully listen to God’s Holy 

Word, pray it, and meditate upon it. The Church 

wins her victory not by her own merit, but by re-

lying on the cross of Jesus Christ. 

It is there in that cross where your sins were 

paid for and you are declared holy. Christ’s blood 

was poured from the cross, and into the cup of 

blessing, which you drink in faith seeking for-

giveness for your sin and Christ’s help and aid. It 

is the faithfulness of Christ that sets you free. It is 

this same faithfulness on the part of Jesus that 

enabled John the Baptist to stand firm in the faith 

all the way to his martyrdom. There is a long line 

of martyrs scattered throughout the history of the 

Church, strewn throughout many lands and na-

tions. The martyrs of the Christian Church have 

confessed the faith, and upheld Christ and the 

Scriptures – along with all the doctrines drawn 

from them. John the Baptist died as he lived – 

paving the way for others – dying in order to 

show us the pattern set by Christ. 

Dear Christian, in this same way your sins are 

also forgiven. The faithfulness of Jesus will carry 

you, even as Holy Scripture promises. Therefore 

you must cast all your cares and burdens upon 

our Lord Jesus. Take those weaknesses which 

lead you into temptation, and exchange them for 

Christ’s help and strength, for it is the Spirit who 

helps us in our weakness. It is Jesus who loves. It 

is Jesus who saves. It is Jesus who makes holy. 

Hence, in Him you are now able to stand as 

Christ’s Baptized children, washed in the blood 

of the greatest martyr of all, Jesus Christ. It is His 

blood that washes away your sin. It is His blood 

which is poured into the waters of Holy Baptism 

and into the cup of the Lord’s Supper. It is the 

blood of Christ Jesus which was shed for the sin 

of the world that opens up for you the gates of 

heaven, destroys the fiery darts of our old evil 

foe, Satan, and will carry you into the land of 

promise. And all this will happen in the name 

and for the sake of Jesus! Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all 

understanding, will keep your hearts and minds 

in that one true faith in Christ Jesus unto life ev-

erlasting. Amen. 

 


