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I have often said that ministry always seems to be a mixed bag. Meaning, 

that we can’t seem to escape the simultaneous occurrence of encouraging 

fruit and discouraging brokenness. We seem to always be encountering, on 

the one hand, the advancement of God’s good purposes, and on the other, the 

advancement of man’s sinful devastation. One phone call is greatly uplifting 

but the next is disheartening. In many countries around the world, this is only 

exaggerated by rejoicing in new converts one day and seeing them martyred 

the next. Ministry is a mixed bag of simultaneous rejoicing and grieving.  

Mark 6 captures this mixed bag of ministry. In the same breath we are awed 

with the powerful advancement of God’s kingdom through healing and 

victory over unclean spirits, while at the same time, we have our breath taken 

away with the horrific triumph (or apparent triumph) of evil in the 

martyrdom of John the Baptist.   

Here Mark reminds us of the sobering cost of discipleship. What we are 

about to discover is that… 

The kingdom of God advances with great power but not without great cost. 

As we saw last week, Jesus commissions the 12 apostles and sends them out 

on a preaching tour. The 12 are very successful as they preach Jesus’ 

message of repentance and demonstrate His authority by casting out many 

demons and heal many people. All seems well if only we fail to remember 

what happened to John the Baptist. But Mark will not let us forget. 

What’s so intriguing here is that Mark recounts the apostle’s commissioning 

and ministry in vs. 7-13 and vs. 30, but Mark intentionally inserts the 

background of John the Baptist’s martyrdom in vs. 14-29. Now why does 

Mark splice these two things together? Because he doesn’t want us to 

interpret them independently of one another.  There is something about 

John’s death that should overshadow the ministry of Jesus and His disciples, 

and it’s the high cost of discipleship.  

Deep in the heart of man there is an attraction to the prosperity gospel—we 

want life to be healthy, wealthy, and prosperous. Even those of us who see 

through the error of its false doctrine must fight its roots in our sinful hearts. 

How many of us have not grown angry or complained against God when life 

was less than healthy, wealthy, and prosperous.  

But the true gospel is not a mere call to the shallow longings of our heart to 

experience ease and prosperity. It is a call to embrace whatever cost is 

necessary now to seize the eternal benefits of having Christ as our lasting 

treasure.  

John Piper: “Don’t preach a gospel that obscures the biblical truth that God 

himself is the greatest treasure. My greatest concern about the effects of the 

prosperity movement is that it diminishes Christ by making him less central 

and less satisfying than his gifts…When we commend Christ as the one who 

makes us rich, we glorify riches, and Christ becomes a means to the end of 

what we really want—namely, health, wealth, and prosperity. But when we 

commend Christ as the one who satisfies our soul forever—even when there 

is no health, wealth, and prosperity—then Christ is magnified as  more 

precious than all those gifts. …Honoring Christ happens when we 

treasure Him so much that dying is gain. Because dying means “to depart 

and be with Christ” (Phil 1:23)….The joy Christ offers is so great and so 

durable that it enables us to lose prosperity and still rejoice.”
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What we see in the apostles’ ministry is the incredible power and 

transformation of God’s gracious rule in bringing healing and deliverance. 

But what we see in John’s death is that there is a great cost involved for those 

who are devoted to serving Gods’ kingdom.  

Perhaps Mark is answering the question, “What should we expect?” Should 

we expect the kingdom of God to advance powerfully bringing 

transformation wherever it goes? Yes! But we must also realize that the soil 

that bears such fruit is broken up by the plow of sacrifice and even suffering 

by the faithful. The kingdom of God will advance powerfully, bringing about 

repentance in the hearts of many, but not without opposition. The Bible tells 

us that the whole world lies under the power of the evil one (I John 5:19). 
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And so we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, and 

against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the 

spiritual forces of darkness in the heavenly places (Eph 6:12). We also know 

from 2 Tim 2:26 that the people of this world are caught in the snare of the 

devil, held captive to do his will. This is the reality that we see in John the 

Baptist’s death—the cost of loyalty to God in a dark world where sin and evil 

rage may be fatal.  

In vs. 14 when King Herod heard of the fame of Jesus and the miraculous 

powers at work through Him, He was greatly troubled. He feared that Jesus 

was John the Baptist risen from the dead. That was terrifying for Herod 

because He was responsible for having John beheaded. Verses 17-29 relay 

the details of John’s death.  

John was a true prophet—bold, direct, and unwavering in His loyalty to God 

and His righteousness. John understood that He had a moral responsibility to 

uphold when it came to proclaiming God’s Word. There were no “sacred 

cows” to be avoided or off limits from his message. There were no special 

interest groups to protect or avoid. John didn’t check the opinion polls before 

taking action. He just confronted sin wherever he saw it—including the royal 

family.  

The problem was that Herod had entered into an unlawful marriage. The 

Herod mentioned here is Herod Antipas. His Father was Herod the Great 

who in a jealous rage killed all the male babies in Bethlehem when Jesus was 

born. His son Herod Antipas (Mark 6) married Herodias who had not only 

been his half-brother’s wife (Philip) but was also Herod’s niece (the daughter 

of his brother Aristobulus).  

It’s a complicated family tree because of multiple layers of incest, and John 

does not hesitate to repeatedly confront Herod with the law of God (Lev. 

18:16; 20:21) even though Herod is not a Jew. This makes Herod’s wife so 

angry and bitter that she wants John put to death. But Herod himself is 

perplexed. On the one hand he is amused by John and likes to listen to him, 

but on the other he is afraid of John knowing that he is a righteous and holy 

man so he protects John by putting him in prison to appease both His wife’s 

hatred and to appease his own fear.  

By the way, this is not the only time in history when God has used evil men 

to protect godly men for fear of their influence.   

Illus: ….Josef Tson was eventually released from prison; John the Baptist 

wasn’t.  

Vs. 21 says a strategic day came when Herod threw a party in honor of his 

own birthday. It was a stag/drinking party to which He invited the leading 

men of Galilee. 

During the party, the daughter of Herodias came in and danced for Herod and 

his guests. Apparently this was not a ballet but a sensual and erotic dance that 

so aroused and pleased these drinking men that Herod said to the girl, “Ask 

me whatever you want and I will give it to you…up to half my kingdom” (vs. 

22-23).  (A way of saying, I won’t refuse to be generous to you). 

[Vs 24-28] 

This may be gruesome and grotesque but it is not exceptional. Hundreds of 

martyrs through the ages and even many today have faced a similar fate to 

that of John the Baptist for refusing to recant their faith in Christ.  

Verse 29 could not be more bitter and vs. 30 could hardly be sweeter. In vs. 

29 John’s disciples bury his decapitated body but in vs. 30 Jesus’ disciples 

report their success of overcoming the kingdom of darkness restoring order 

and wholeness where sin and devastation once reigned.  That is the bitter-

sweet of laboring for the Kingdom that gives life but is overshadowed by 

death. That is the danger of advancing the gospel in a hostile world.  

But don’t allow the horror of John’s death to blind you to the ray of hope in 

this passage. Evil at its best cannot ultimately destroy light with darkness. 

God’s purposes cannot be ultimately thwarted by men (or Satan). As Mark 

tells the story, no sooner has John’s life been snuffed out than Jesus the 

greater One is on the scene, not only surpassing John’s ministry but 

multiplying it through His 12 apostles.   

Life Principle: The kingdom of God cannot be stopped by human 

opposition, or even death. Not even the death of God’s choicest servants can 

undermine the advancement of His kingdom.  



What a foreshadowing this is of the cross. When Jesus was crucified, it 

seemed like such a win for the kingdom of darkness at first, until Jesus rose 

from the grave and gave the Holy Spirit in all His authority and power to the 

church to multiply His influence exponentially around the world and 

throughout the ages.  

When we put these passages together as Mark did and interpret the disciple’s 

ministry in light of John’s death we come to a clear conclusion: The 

kingdom of God advances with great power but not without great cost. 

The question is, will we embrace the necessary cost of discipleship 

ourselves? It is our calling!  

I Peter 2:20-21—“For you have been called for this purpose, since Christ 

also suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His 

steps…” 

John 12:24-25—“unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it 

remains by itself alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. He who loves his 

life loses it; and he who hates his life in this world shall keep it to life 

eternal.” 

 

Acts 14:22—“Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of 

God." 

 

2 Tim 3:12—“indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be 

persecuted. 

 

Mark 8:34-38—“And He summoned the multitude with His disciples, and 

said to them, "If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny himself, and 

take up his cross, and follow Me. 

 35 "For whoever wishes to save his life shall lose it; but whoever loses his 

life for My sake and the gospel's shall save it. 

 36 "For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world, and forfeit his 

soul? 

 37 "For what shall a man give in exchange for his soul? 

 38 "For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words in this adulterous and 

sinful generation, the Son of Man will also be ashamed of him when He 

comes in the glory of His Father with the holy angels." 

 

Are we willing to embrace the cost for the gospel to advance and flourish in 

the soil that is broken up by the plow of our sacrifice? What will we be 

willing for it to cost us?  

 

The cost of following Jesus is not just measured in a few monumental 

choices in life but by a million mundane moments that require our allegiance 

to Christ…like serving our spouse or extending grace to an irritable person. 

 

The cost of following Christ will be measured in the stewardship of your 

time and money; by honoring Christ in your relationships; by dying to pride 

in your reputation; by nurturing a life of service; by forsaking self for the 

interests of Christ in others;  by considering your life not your own, but 

God’s.  

 

Yet the better question is not how much will I sacrifice, but how deeply will I 

treasure Christ? The only motivation to suffer for Christ is to know Christ 

as supremely satisfying. It is the eternal and infinite value of Christ that 

compels us to sacrifice deeply of our temporary earthly lives. The ultimate 

question is not just what am I willing to give up, but what do I treasure more: 

the infinite riches of Christ or the fleeting comforts of earth?  

 

It was the ultimate and infinite worth of Christ that motivated Paul with the 

willingness to give up every earthly gain.  

Philippians 3:7-10—“But whatever things were gain to me, those things I 

have counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 

 8 More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value 

of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all 

things, and count them but rubbish in order that I may gain Christ, 

 9 and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived 

from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness 

which comes from God on the basis of faith, 

 10 that I may know Him, and the power of His resurrection and the 

fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; 

 11 in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead. 

 

Romans 8:16-18—“The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we 

are children of God, and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs 

with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him in order that we may also be 

glorified with Him. For I consider that the sufferings of this present time 

are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us. 

 



The way we prepare ourselves to embrace the cost of discipleship is 

saturating our hearts and minds in the beauty, glory, grace, mercy, love, 

justice, and saving power of Christ.  

The gospel (good news) we share is not a promise for an easier life—life 

may actually get harder. But it is a promise for a perfect eternity that infuses 

us with hope in our present life.  

What does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul?  

What does it profit a man, if necessary, to forfeit every earthly comfort and 

yet gain eternal life and reward?  

 

Prayer--Lord, I simply ask that you would plant this one desire deep in our 

hearts, that “To live is Christ and to die is gain” (Phil 1:21). 


