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Mark 6:14-29       The Martyrdom of Saint John  8-29-21 

Revelation 6:9-11        The Baptizer 

 

  John the baptizer would undoubtably be among the saints 
gathered under the altar pictured in Revelation 6 for we are 

told that these were the souls of those who had been 

martyred/killed because of their witness to the Word of God.  

John certainly fits the bill as one who died for his faithful 

proclaiming of God’s Word. 

 The occasion was recorded for us in our Gospel lesson, 

where we were told that King Herod had arrested John and placed 

him in prison, specifically because John had been proclaiming 

God’s Word against his sinful marriage to his brother Philip’s 

wife, Herodias.  Apparently, Herodias had heard of what John was 

saying about her, and she was not happy.  This “sweet woman” had 

then obviously convinced her husband to put a stop to it, and 

thus Herod had John arrested.  Herodias wanted John dead, but 

Herod protected him, for he feared John, knowing that he was a 

righteous and holy man, and he kept him safe. When he heard him, 

he was greatly perplexed, and yet he heard him gladly.  Herod 

was fascinated with him, intrigued by the word John preached, 

but with no true spiritual understanding or hearing of the Word, 

like all of natural fallen man.  

 But an opportunity for Herodias’ wish to be fulfilled came 

during Herod’s birthday banquet.  Herodias’ daughter danced 

before Herod and his guests in such a way (likely suggestively) 

that Herod pledged to reward her with anything she would like, 

up to half of his kingdom (which he had no authority to grant, 

but was an expression of extravagance).  The daughter goes to 

her mother and asks what she should request.  Herodias, in 

delicious triumph, answered that she should ask for the head of 

John the baptizer – she would silence him once and for all, stop 

the Word of God he had been proclaiming.   

 Her daughter returns to the party, and with all of the 

possible rewards she could have asked for, what Herod might have 

thought she would ask for, she asked that the head of John the 

baptizer be brought to her on a platter right away.  Such was 

the value to mother and daughter to end God’s accusing word.  

Such was the hatred for His Word. 

 Herod instantly realized the trap and his foolishness.  But 

valuing the opinions of his guests more than the Word of God and 

His messengers, Herod orders the deed done.  And so it was that 

immediately, a man who had faithfully proclaimed the Word of God 

was executed in his cell, and his head dutifully brought to the 

banquet hall and presented on a platter to Herod, who gives it 

to the girl, and she gave it to her mother.  Herodias certainly 

thought John’s tongue was now silenced forever.  However, John’s 
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voice would not only join in the choruses of praise before his 

loving and saving God, but his voice would join with his fellow 

saints in prayers for God’s justice, that God would judge and 

punish those who had slain them because of their faithfulness to 

Him.  As innocent Abel’s blood cried out from the soil for 

vengeance, so too do the martyrs’ blood cry out for the Lord’s 

justice.  And Justice would come.  

 But first, they are given a white robe and told to rest a 

little longer, enjoy their rest from their burdens and 

sufferings they had the moment they had been ushered before 

God’s heavenly throne, and wait until the number of their fellow 

servants and their brothers should be complete, who were to be 

killed as they themselves had been.  In other words, there would 

be more.   

When the apostle John was given this vision (of heaven), 

many Christians had already died for their proclaiming/ 

professing of Christ.  The days when Nero would light his garden 

parties with pyres of Christians burning alive had already 

passed, and Christians would continue to be hunted and killed 

(in varying rates) for another 200 years (before Christianity 

was legalized).   

 And it would not stop.  Millions upon millions would be 

killed for their proclaiming/professing of Christ over the last 

2000 years, just as Christ had warned us.  Such hatred for 

Christians.  Why?  Because of Christ and His Word.  They 

rejected and hated Him, they will reject/hate we who are 

recreated in His image, (we are no better than our Lord!). And 

sinful fallen man will always reject, even hate the Word of God. 

 And we have witnessed over the years growing animosity 

toward faithful Christianity and the faithful proclamation of 

God’s Word.  More and more we hear of growing persecution and 

outright hatred for God’s people and His Word.  We hear of more 

and more Christians being killed for their professing/ 

proclaiming of Christ. And our Lord assures us that it will not 

stop.  

 “Lord…how long before you will judge and avenge our blood 

on those who dwell on the earth?”  When will their prayer for 

justice be answered?    “Then they were each given a white robe 

and told to rest a little longer” 

The moment the souls of the saints were ushered before 

God’s heavenly throne, they received and possessed this heavenly 

rest.  But now they are reminded to rest their prayer in that 

rest which they have. In other words, God says to them, “Be 

patient in your peaceful rest, for I will act on your behalf.” 

When will their prayer for justice be answered? Sometimes 

it is seen in history, but it will be completely seen on the 

Last Day. 
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 For God is Holy and Just.  (Oh, He is even more so gracious 

and merciful as He already unleashed His full wrath against our 

sinful rebellion, our rejection of Him and His Word upon His own 

Son in our place…His justice poured out upon Christ as our 

substitute.  He is gracious and forgiving.)  But God is Holy and 

Just, and on the Last Day of history, when all of God’s sheep 

have been brought safely into His family, Jesus will return in 

His full power and glory, no longer as the suffering servant and 

savior, but as the Righteous Judge.  And all those who have 

rejected His saving work, all who have persecuted His people and 

slain His believing children, all the impenitent, will find 

themselves outside of His grace and forgiveness, and once again 

fully under His terrible wrath.   

 Justice will come as they are cast out from His presence 

and into the hell created for the devil and the rest of the 

rebellious angels (the place of never-ending weeping and 

gnashing of teeth). 

  

Now, though this text clearly speaks of those who die for 

the faith, the saints of Revelation 6 also serve as a picture 

for all true Christians.  

 You see, in the days of the apostles, the word martyr 

simply meant one who bore witness (it was not so narrowly 

defined as it is today, referring to those who die for the 

faith).  It refers to the whole life of the Christian.  His 

whole life (and not just his death) was to be a witness to and a 

confirmation of God’s Word and his faith in that Word, and the 

Christian’s death would be the last witness to his faith.   

Dr. Louis Brighton in his commentary on Revelation points 

out that the martyred saints of God (in this text) portray a 

picture of the suffering church all during the NT era (from 

Christ’s ascension to the End), for all Christians are martyrs 

in the sense that they all give witness by their faith, their 

mouths, and their lives to the victorious Lamb, who died and 

rose again.  And because all Christians give that testimony, 

they all suffer because of it.  They are all martyrs (bearing 

witness), holding to their faith, even to death. 

 We may not all be killed for our faith in Christ, but we 

are all commanded to be martyrs/bear witness to that faith in 

Christ in our daily lives. 

 Children of God in Christ, like the saints pictured in 

Revelation 6 (including St. John the Baptizer), you have been 

given the white robe of Christ’s righteousness in your baptism. 

You have been given the rest from the burden of your sinful 

guilt with forgiveness in Christ, and freed to live in His grace 

and life.  (A rest though that you wait and long for its 

fulfillment/completion with God in heaven and the resurrection.)   
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 And now you are to rely on that rest (forgiveness, grace 

and life) as you walk in newness of life, as you live your 

martyrdom, your faithful proclamation of Christ in your daily 

life/vocation in word and deed, and look forward to your final 

martyrdom, your faithful witness at your death, of trusting in 

your Lord’s saving work up to your last breath in this fallen 

world. 

 And your loving God is faithful.  He Who began a good work 

in you, Who has given you rest from the burden of your sinful 

guilt, will bring it to completion on the Last Day as you enter 

into the eternal joys in the new creation, never again to be 

touched by any sorrows or burdens for all your enemies will have 

been swallowed up in the Holy Justice of God your savior. 

Amen 


