A Teacher Like No Other #17

“The Cost of Courage”

Matthew 14:1-13; Mark 6:14-29
Rarely does a county clerk make the headlines…especially on a national scale. But in recent weeks Kim Davis, the county clerk of Rowan County, Kentucky, captured the nation’s attention for standing up for her convictions, despite the possibility of losing her job or even going to jail, which did indeed happen for a time.

Now I realize that not everyone agrees with the stand that she took, or even with the conviction upon which it was based. I am not going to debate that issue, but I believe we can agree that it took courage for her to act in the way she did. As John F. Kennedy defined courage in the foreword of his book Profiles in Courage, “Courage is much more than bravery on a battlefield; it means acting according to your beliefs whatever the consequences.”
 There is a cost to courage; in fact, without a cost (or at least the potential for it) there is no courage.

We call courage by several names—bravery, valor, fearlessness, heroism, nerve—and a few nicknames—guts, grit, gristle, backbone. But whatever the name, it’s never met its match. Courage is another word for inner strength, presence of mind against odds, determination to hang in there, to persevere, to with​stand hardship. It has staying power. As Chuck Swindoll concludes, “It’s impossible to live vic​toriously for Christ without courage.” 

One such individual who demonstrates courage—and the cost of courage—is the man we know as John the Baptist. Truly he lived his life courageously, and eventually the cost of courage caught up to him. We will be considering two accounts of this story, one from Matthew 14 and the other from Mark 6. 

The Tenacity of the Faithful

First we see the tenacity of the faithful. In order to appreciate the courage of John, we must understand the setting and the characters of this account. 

Mark refers to “King Herod” in Mark 6:14, while Matthew identifies “Herod the tetrarch” in Matthew 14:1. Is one right and one wrong? No. Technically, Matthew is the more accurate, while Mark uses the title Herod wanted to be called.

This is not the King Herod of the Christmas story; that was “Herod the Great.” That monarch sired a number of sons, all of whom took the name “Herod” as much as a title as a name. Herod the Great, in his early years, was an exceptionally able ruler, governing Palestine on behalf of the Roman emperor Augustus. The face of Palestine was beautified during He​rod’s thirty-three-year reign. Across the land he erected palaces, fortresses, temples, aqueducts, cities, and—his crowning achievement—the great new Temple in Jerusalem. He created the magnificent port of Caesarea and stimulated trade and commerce. In fallow years or seasons of famine, Herod remitted taxes, and during one crisis he even sold his dinnerware to buy food for the populace. He was so highly respected by Rome that he would actually go down in their history as “Herod the Great.”

But he had little support in his own kingdom. Herod was only a half-Jew and seemed far too Romanizing for his subjects, whom he also taxed heavily. Soon he was hated as a tyrant, even by members of his own family. A maddening maze of intrigues in​fested the palace, and Herod began suspecting everyone while tormented by fears of assassination. He married ten wives, who spawned a wrig​gling, ambitious brood of sons who turned the palace into a human can of worms in their scheming to succeed him. Herod was so jealous of his favorite wife that on two occasions he ordered that she be killed if he failed to return from a critical mission. And then he finally killed her anyway, as well as her grandfather, her mother, his brother-in-law, and three of his sons, not to mention numerous subjects. During a swimming party at Jericho, he also drowned the high priest, who happened to be another of his brothers-in-law. In his advancing paranoia, he was continually writing Rome for permission to execute one or two of his sons for treason. Finally even his patron and friend Augustus had to admit, “I’d rather be Herod’s pig than his son.” It was not only a play on the similar-sounding Greek word for son and pig, but a wry reference to the fact that pork, at least, was not consumed by Jews.
 One son, Antipater was killed only five days before his father’s own death.

After Herod the Great died, his kingdom was divided among three surviving sons: Herod Archelaus, the elder son whose mother was a Samaritan woman named Malthace, was given Judea and Samaria; Herod Philip, the son of Cleopatra, was given rule of the northeast territories of Iturea and Trachonitis; and Herod Antipas, also a son of Malthace, became ruler over Galilee and Perea.
 Archelaus who, according to one author, “inherited all his father’s vices and nothing of his greatness,”
 offended his Jewish subjects so much that Augustus removed him from power in ad 6 to prevent a full-scale revolt. Judea then became a Roman province, administered by governors (or “prefects”) appointed by the emperor.
 Antipas ruled over Galilee during the life and ministry of Jesus. Another author writes of him, “Antipas is less infamous than Herod the Great largely because he was less able rather than less ruthless.”

Matthew describes Antipas as a “tetrarch,” literally meaning “ruler over a fourth part.”
 Why is this term used when Herod’s kingdom was divided among three sons? Probably because Archelaus received the “double portion” of the inheritance as the oldest surviving son; he was given the title “ethnarch,” which greater than tetrarch but less than king. Antipas wanted to be called “king,” but he never received that designation from Rome. (In fact, his later attempts to receive that title from Rome led to his political downfall.)

Now it gets interesting…
Antipas married the daughter of the Arabian king of the Nabateans, Aretas IV (who appears in 2 Corinthians 11:32), a marriage probably arranged by Augustus in order to gain peace between Jews and Arabs and provide a buffer zone between Rome and the Parthians. (This marriage would have taken place before Augustus’s death in ad 14.)

Around the year ad 29, on a trip to Rome, Antipas met Herodias, the daughter of Aristobulus, a son of Herod the Great and his favorite wife Mariame. Thus Herodias was the niece of Antipas. But she had married Herod Philip (apparently not Philip the tetrarch mentioned above, but a different son of Herod the Great named Philip
), making her the sister-in-law of Antipas as well.
 (Herodias had a brother named Agrippa, who appears later in the New Testament.) Antipas and Herodias fell in love, and, according to Jewish historian Josephus, she agreed to marry Antipas when he returned from Rome, provided that he divorce his first wife. Antipas’ first wife learned of the plan and fled to her father, Aretas, who considered the matter a personal insult and later retaliated against Antipas.

So Antipas married his niece/sister-in-law Herodias after both had divorced their spouses. (Are you with me so far? Sounds like a West Virginia-version of the Kardashian family, doesn’t it?) Such an incestuous marriage brought about by an illicit affair and illegitimate divorce violated the laws of God at numerous points. Boldly, John the Baptist warned Antipas and called him to repent. We must commend John for his courage in naming sin and denouncing it.
 His courage distinguishes him from the Essenes, for they refused to meddle in political life, no matter how evil it became.
 John’s outspokenness at the way Antipas had played around in high society was full of courage.

But there was a cost to his courage. Antipas could not have John going around so publicly and boldly condemning him. This sordid affair was already causing political unrest with the neighboring Nabateans, and he could hardly afford to have his Jewish subjects astir at the same time. He knew that John’s rebuke would be like a spark on tinder.
 So he had John arrested and held at his fortress Machaerus, near the Dead Sea.
And then there was Herodias. Her reaction to John’s denunciation was pure hatred and fury. Her attitude was strictly personal and selfish, and she was determined to safeguard her own position as Herod’s spouse. She knew, therefore, that, as T. W. Manson put it, “the only place where her marriage certifi​cate could safely be written was on the back of the death warrant of John.”
 According to Mark 6:19, “Herodias nursed a grudge against John and wanted to kill him.” Mark continues, “But she was not able to, because Herod feared John and protected him, knowing him to be a righteous and holy man. When Herod heard John, he was greatly puzzled﻿; yet he liked to listen to him.”
The Termination of the Faithful

We are not told how long John was kept in prison. It must have been some time, for Mark records that Antipas “liked to listen to him.” More weak than cruel, he listened to John with an undeniable fascination. John’s word left him perplexed, and in anguish. Yet he found a strange pleasure in the authoritative preaching of this holy man, whose stringent life gave added power to his probing word. Too weak to follow John’s counsel, he nevertheless had to listen.
 Like Ahab in the Old Testament, Antipas was wicked but weak; and Herodias, like Jezebel, wicked and ruthless. Moreover, if he was “afraid of the people” because they held John to be a prophet, then Matthew confirms Josephus’s view that Antipas’ actions were largely motivated by politics.

Apparently Herodias bided her time, waiting for an opportunity to have her desire fulfilled. It arrived with Antipas’ birthday celebration. In the modern world birthdays are celebrated as important and enjoyable social occasions, but this was not the Israelite custom. Jewish people did not normally celebrate birthdays in this period (Josephus declares celebrating birthdays forbidden). But though most Jews considered birthday celebrations a Gentile custom, the aristocracy showed considerable Greek influence.
 Antipas, more of a Hellenist than a Jew, clearly celebrated his birthday with gusto.

Antipas invited the leading men of Galilee and Perea to Machaerus for a feast. Once the men were quite drunk, Herodias sent in her daughter, Salome (whose father was the Antipas’ half-brother, Philip) into the room to perform some sort of sensual dance.
 (We know the girl’s name was Salome thanks to Josephus; this is not the same Salome mentioned in Mark 15 and 16.
) At this time Salome was probably a girl between twelve and fourteen years of age. She pleased Herod Antipas enough for him to put on the airs of a lavish and powerful emperor; petty ruler though he was, he imitated the grandiloquence of ancient Persian monarchs (see the story of Esther) and with drunken dignity made a fool of himself. Salome, still young enough to ask her mother’s advice, became the means for accomplishing Herodias’s darkest desire.
 Mark records the sequence of events:

The king said to the girl, “Ask me for anything you want, and I’ll give it to you.” And he promised her with an oath, “Whatever you ask I will give you, up to half my kingdom.” 

She went out and said to her mother, “What shall I ask for?” 

“The head of John the Baptist,” she answered. 

At once the girl hurried in to the king with the request: “I want you to give me right now the head of John the Baptist on a platter.” 

Matthew said Salome was “instructed” (probibazō) by Herodias to demand the head of John the Baptist in a dish. The Greek word probibazō implies that Salome would not have thought of such a thing herself and that her reluctance had to be overcome. For his part, Herod had neither the character nor the courage nor the conviction to confess that he had made a mistake. He had taken a reckless position, but was not going to climb down now. Like many weak men, he preferred the easy way out.
 He gave the order of execution, and John the Baptist was silenced forever on earth.

One author observes,

As humans we tend to view John’s death as a tragedy, but need to remind ourselves that death is not punishment for one in right relationship with God, but release from an imperfect life and transfer to perfection. It is but the door to an eternity of the purest unending delight spent in the presence of our inexpressibly majestic God.

We also learn from this episode that faithful witness to the truth will not always bring praise. There is a price to pay; for John it was the ultimate price.
 Some opt to compromise their convictions and water down the truth of God’s Word, which may bring peace with man, while keeping peace with the God of truth frequently brings conflict with men. In the end, though, the way of earthly peace brings the wrath of God, while the way of heavenly peace brings the wrath of man.

We can’t have it both ways. 

We should not try to.

The Tribute to the Faithful

Finally we see the tribute to the faithful. Both Matthew and Mark record that the disciples of John came and buried their mentor’s body. Just as when Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimethea asked Pilate for the body of Jesus, so this act of tribute to John took courage on the part of his followers. It speaks of the respect they had for him.

Matthew adds at the end of verse 12, “Then they went and told Jesus.” Certainly they recognized the respect John held for Jesus. Perhaps this is an indication that some of John’s followers now considered Jesus to be their leader.

We read of Jesus’ reaction in verse 13: “When Jesus heard what had happened, he withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place.” Jesus responded with caution: He quietly withdrew from that area and went to a “lonely place.” Certainly Jesus was deeply moved when He heard that John had been killed.
 

Many historians agree that John was beheaded in ad 31 or 32.
 This would be about the end of Jesus’ second full year of ministry. Jesus knew what was before Him, and perhaps He withdrew from the crowds to prepare Himself for the contentious, climatic final year of His ministry on earth.

Earlier Jesus had given a moving tribute about John the Baptist, recorded in Matthew 11:7-15,

As John’s disciples were leaving, Jesus began to speak to the crowd about John: “What did you go out into the desert to see? A reed swayed by the wind? If not, what did you go out to see? A man dressed in fine clothes? No, those who wear fine clothes are in kings’ palaces. Then what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This is the one about whom it is written: ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.’ I tell you the truth: Among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist; yet he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it. For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John. And if you are willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come. He who has ears, let him hear.”

John the Baptist could certainly be included in any biblical collection of Profiles in Courage. Throughout his life he was unafraid of standing for the truth, regardless of whom he was challenging and regardless of the cost. Eventually his courage cost him his life.

As we conclude this study, I want to return to a statement made at the beginning: It’s impossible to live vic​toriously for Christ without courage. No, we will not all be asked to confront an immoral leader who could take off our head. It could be, though. Ask the Christians in Iraq targeted by ISIS. Or ask Cassie Bernall, the sixteen-year-old student at Columbine High School several years ago, who literally had a gun to her head as she was asked, “Do you believe in God?” She said, “Yes.” He pulled the trigger. I remind you, that happened here, in America, not that long ago. It could happen to us.

Or maybe we will be called upon to take a stand like Kim Davis, a stand that could cost us our job or our freedom. It may be as simple as saying no when seemingly everyone else is saying yes, as uneventful as facing a pile of dirty laun​dry, or as unknown as a struggle within yourself between right and wrong. Swindoll concludes, “God’s medal of honor winners are made in secret because their most courageous acts occur down deep inside, away from public opinion, hidden from public knowledge.”

What about us? The key to courage is commitment. We must know what we know, and be prepared to act upon it, even to the point of putting our life on the line. When the time comes, will we be willing to pay the cost of courage?
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