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Chapter I

 The Birth of John the Baptist

 1 

There was in the days of Herod, the king of Judaea, a 

certain priest named Zacharias, of the course of Abia: and 

his wife was of the daughters of Aaron, and her name was 

Elisabeth.   And   they   were   both   righteous   before   God, 

walking in all the commandments and ordinances of the 

Lord   blameless.   And   they   had   no   child,   because   that 

Elisabeth   was   barren,   and   they   both   were   now   well 

stricken   in   years.   And   it   came   to   pass,   that   while   he 

executed the priest’s office before God in the order of his 

course, According to the custom of the priest’s office, his 

lot was to burn incense when he went into the temple of the 

Lord. And the whole multitude of the people were praying 

without at the time of incense. And there appeared unto 

him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the 

altar   of   incense.   And   when   Zacharias   saw   him,  he   was 

troubled, and fear fell upon him. But the angel said unto 

him, Fear not, Zacharias: for thy prayer is heard; and thy 

wife Elisabeth shall bear thee a son, and thou shalt call his 

name John. (Luke 1:5-13)

The angel’s announcement of the coming of John the Baptist 

broke the 400 years of silence of the spirit of prophecy. In all 

ways John was unique. Compared with the other prophets, Jesus 

said, “There   were   none   greater   born   of   women.”   His 

incorruptible   sincerity,   his   humility,   his   fearlessness   and 

courage, together with the tragic story of his death all combine 

to give him a distinctive place in the Bible narrative. We are told 

that he came to Israel in the power and the spirit of Elijah. He 

stood alone between the Jewish dispensation and the Christian 

dispensation. But his greatest work and the ministry by which he 

will ever be remembered was that he was the forerunner of the 

Messiah. 

The   book  of   Luke   begins   with   relating   events   associated 
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with the birth of John the Baptist. High up in the hill country 

near   Jerusalem,   there   lived   a   certain   priest   by   the   name   of 

Zacharias with his wife, Elisabeth. They were a godly couple 

well advanced in age at the time of the events narrated. They had 

long   desired   a   child,   but   this   had   been   denied   them. 

Nevertheless, they had prayed many times about the matter, but 

at last, their best years having passed, they ceased to indulge this 

hope.   They   reconciled   themselves   to   the   fact   that   they 

apparently would live and die childless (Luke 1:13). 

Zacharias was a priest “of the course of Abia,”  and twice a 

year it was his duty to journey to Jerusalem to fulfill his office 

of a week of six days and two Sabbaths. At this time in history, 

according to Josephus, there were 20,000 priests settled in and 

about Judea. Many were no credit to the priesthood but were in 

fact “blind leaders of the blind.” On the other hand, there were 

those priests who were deeply sincere and led devout lives. Of 

this latter  class  was Zacharias,  as well  as his wife  Elisabeth. 

“And they were both righteous before God, walking in all 

the commandments and ordinances of the Lord blameless” 

(Luke 1:6). 

As we have noted, the couple had long prayed for a son, but 

apparently their prayer had not been answered. Although they 

did not know it, their petition had been heard, but the answer 

had been withheld because the hour set by Providence had not 

yet   come.   Elisabeth   was   to   bear   a   son   who   was   to   be   the 

forerunner   of   the   Messiah.   The   fulness   of   time   when   the 

Messiah was to appear, and therefore, also His forerunner, was 

settled in the divine plan prepared from the foundation of the 

world and could not be moved backward nor forward. 

But at last the time came. So it was that on this memorable 

occasion when Zacharias left his home in the hills to fulfill his 

duty in the temple service, he little knew of the strange event 

which   was   to   await   him.   Among   the   priestly   duties   was   the 

offering of incense in the Holy Place at the time of prayer. The 

priest who offered the incense was determined by lot. And none 

in a lifetime offered it twice. But on this day, it so happened that 
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the lot had been cast, and it fell to Zacharias. 

It was a great honor indeed. Zacharias was chosen from out 

of all Israel to enter the Holy Place and minister at the altar and 

make   intercession   for   the   people.   Since   Zacharias   had   never 

before performed this solemn task, his mind was naturally in a 

state of awe and suppressed excitement. At the time of offering, 

Zacharias went into the Holy Place with his head covered and 

his shoes removed. Taking his censer  full of incense  into his 

hand, he poured it upon the perpetual fire of the altar. Then he 

made intercession for the people even as the whole multitude 

without, was also praying. 

But suddenly Zacharias looked up and beheld an angel of 

the Lord standing at the right side of the altar of incense. The 

priest, already in a state of emotional suspense, when he saw the 

angel standing there  “was troubled, and fear fell upon him” 

(Verse 12). 

The angel was none other than Gabriel, who stands in the 

presence of God. The angel reassured Zacharias and told him to 

fear not, for his prayer had been heard. His wife, Elisabeth was 

to bear him a son, and he was to call his name John. 

But the angel said unto him, Fear not, Zacharias: for 

thy prayer is heard; and thy wife Elisabeth shall bear thee 

a son, and thou shalt call his name John. And thou shalt 

have joy and gladness; and many shall rejoice at his birth. 

For he shall be great in the sight of the Lord, and shall 

drink neither wine nor strong drink; and he shall be filled 

with the Holy Ghost, even from his mother’s womb. And 

many of the children of Israel shall he turn to the Lord 

their God. And he shall go before him in the spirit and 

power   of  Elias,  to   turn   the  hearts   of   the   fathers  to   the 

children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just; to 

make ready a people prepared for the Lord. (Luke 1:13-

17)

The event, the angel declared, would bring great joy to the 

household of Zacharias. He went on to give further instructions. 

The child was to be brought up a Nazarite and was not to drink 

wine nor strong drink of any kind. He would be filled with the 
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Holy Ghost from the time of his birth. When the child grew up, 

he would become a great prophet who would turn many souls to 

the Lord. But most important, he was to be a forerunner of the 

Messiah,   preparing   a   people   for   His   coming.   In   the 

accomplishment   of   this   great   task,   he   would   go   forth   in   the 

power and the spirit of Elias. 

As   the   angel   continued   speaking,   the   priest   somewhat 

composed   himself.   Beginning   to   realize   the   astonishing 

significance of the angel’s message, his human reasoning began 

to assert itself. True, he had prayed for a son, but had not the 

angel come too late, much too late? The time when Elisabeth 

could bear a son was past. How could these things possibly be? 

And   so   Zacharias,   as   many   others   since   have   done,   tried   to 

reason out how a miracle could take place. “Whereby shall I 

know this? for I am an old man, and my wife well stricken in 

years?”  (Verse 18). Zacharias wanted a sign and he got it. The 

angel in rebuke told him he was to be stricken dumb until the 

event of the birth of the child took place. 

And the angel answering said unto him, I am Gabriel, 

that stand in the presence of God; and am sent to speak 

unto thee, and to shew thee these glad tidings. And, behold, 

thou shalt be dumb, and not able to speak, until the day 

that   these   things   shall   be   performed,   because   thou 

believest  not my words, which  shall  be fulfilled in their 

season.   And   the   people   waited   for   Zacharias,   and 

marvelled that he tarried so long in the temple. And when 

he   came   out,   he   could   not   speak   unto   them:   and   they 

perceived that he had seen a vision in the temple: for he 

beckoned   unto   them,   and   remained   speechless.   And   it 

came to pass, that, as soon as the days of his ministration 

were accomplished, he departed to his own house. (Luke 

1:19-23)

The people marvelled that the priest stayed so long in the 

temple. When Zacharias finally came out, they saw he could not 

speak. He made signs to them, and finally they understood that 

he had seen a vision. Zacharias stayed in the temple until he had 

fulfilled the days of his ministration, then returned to his own 
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house. 

Since he could not speak when Elisabeth his wife saw him, 

she must have been quite dismayed. But after he had written out 

on paper the story of what happened and Elisabeth had read it, 

her alarm gave way to joyful anticipation. The couple decided, 

however, that all circumstances considered, it was best for the 

time being to say nothing to anyone. It would be an awkward 

thing   to   explain,   and   despite   their   happy   anticipation   of   the 

coming   event,   they   felt   that   any   explanation   at   the   moment 

would be misunderstood. For the next five or six months, they 

kept to themselves and said nothing of these things. 

But at the end of six months, they had an unexpected visitor. 

She was certainly a welcome one. It was none other than Mary, 

the mother-to-be of the Christ Child! Whether the cousins had 

met before, we do not know for certain.  Probably so, for Mary 

though she made the trip by herself, apparently knew the place 

where the elderly couple lived. As Mary stood at the door, two 

remarkable  things happened.  At the moment  Mary spoke, the 

babe leaped in Elisabeth’s womb. Then suddenly, the Spirit of 

God came upon the elderly woman, and a beautiful  prophecy 

came forth acknowledging Mary as the mother of the Messiah. 

It was a happy meeting, indeed, as the women exchanged all 

the little  details and secrets of the  wonderful  events that had 

taken place. Two women with Zacharias were for the time being, 

in almost exclusive possession of the secret of the destiny of the 

world! Elisabeth and Mary no doubt talked about little else than 

the meaning of these strange things that had happened to them. 

Poor Zacharias sat mute, saying nothing, although no doubt he 

conveyed his thoughts to them from time to time in writing. 

We may well assume the priest was not idle. He probably 

was busy studying from a scroll, the Psalms and the Prophets. 

Everything that he could find that related to the coming of the 

Messiah   and   his   forerunner   was   searched   out   and   then,   of 

course,  shared  with  the   women.   The  prophecy  that   Zacharias 

gave, after John was born, makes it appear that his spirit had 

been   enriched   with   the   great   Messianic   truths   of   the   Old 
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Testament. 

The   time   that   Mary   could   remain   with   Elisabeth   ran   its 

course. Whether she stayed until after John was born cannot be 

said with certainty.  If she  did, she  left immediately after, for 

travelling as the days of her pregnancy advanced would become 

increasingly difficult. 

On the eighth day after Elisabeth gave birth to a son, the 

neighbors and cousins came to rejoice with the parents and to 

circumcise the child. They wanted to call him Zacharias after the 

father.   The   mother   said   that   he   should   be   called   John.   The 

relatives were not pleased with this, for they had a name already 

selected. But when they made signs to Zacharias, he wrote the 

words, “His name is John.”  In his answer all former hesitation 

was gone. He told them what his name was—not what it would 

be! And no sooner had he done this than his tongue was loosed 

and he gave forth a beautiful Messianic prophecy:

And   his   father   Zacharias   was   filled   with   the   Holy 

Ghost, and prophesied, saying, Blessed be the Lord God of 

Israel; for he hath visited and redeemed his people, And 

hath raised up an horn of salvation for us in the house of 

his servant David; As he spake by the mouth of his holy 

prophets, which have been since the world began: That we 

should be saved from our enemies, and from the hand of 

all that hate us; To perform the mercy promised to our 

fathers,   and   to   remember   his   holy   covenant;   The   oath 

which he sware  to our father Abraham, That he would 

grant unto us, that we being delivered out of the hand of 

our enemies might serve him without fear, In holiness and 

righteousness before him, all the days of our life. And thou, 

child, shalt be called the prophet of the Highest: for thou 

shalt go before the face of the Lord to prepare his ways; 

To   give   knowledge   of   salvation   unto   his   people   by   the 

remission of their sins, Through the tender mercy of our 

God; whereby the dayspring from on high hath visited us, 

To give light to them that sit in darkness and in the shadow 

of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace. (Luke 

1:67-79)

These events had a solemn effect upon the people who lived 
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in that region. It was something they would not quickly forget. 

Thirty years later when John the Baptist began his preaching, 

many of those then living would be gone, including his mother 

and   father.   But   some   probably   were   still   alive,   and   would 

remember. 

We can believe that the boy growing up would find a home 

noted for its piety and devotion. His recollection in after-years 

would   be   of   the   constant  perusal  of  the  sacred  books  by his 

father   and   of   his   teaching   them   to   him   even   as   God   had 

instructed by the hand of Moses:

And these words, which I command thee this day, shall 

be  in  thine  heart:   And   thou  shalt   teach   them  diligently 

unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest 

in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and 

when thou liest down, and when thou risest up. (Deut. 6:6-

7). 

Each day the aged priest would pray with fervent spirit that 

God would indeed use their son in the ministry of which the 

angel had spoken. And that the Messiah would come and bring 

salvation to Israel. 

Zacharias   probably   knew   he   would   never   live   to   see   it 

himself, but he was sure that it would come to pass. As for the 

lad, we are told that  “the child grew, and waxed strong in 

spirit, and was in the deserts till the day of his shewing unto 

Israel.”  (Luke 1:80). 
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Chapter II

 The Voice Crying in the Wilderness

 2 

In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the 

wilderness   of   Judaea,   And   saying,   Repent   ye:   for   the 

kingdom  of   heaven   is   at   hand.   For   this   is   he   that   was 

spoken of by the prophet Esaias, saying, The voice of one 

crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, 

make   his   paths   straight.   And   the   same   John,   had   his 

raiment of camel’s hair, and a leathern girdle about his 

loins; and his meat was locusts and wild honey. Then went 

out to him Jerusalem, and all Judaea, and all the region 

round about Jordan, And were baptized of him in Jordan 

confessing their sins. (Matt. 3:1-6)

As son of a priest and a direct descendant of Aaron through 

Elisabeth, John the Baptist would have been in line to become a 

priest of the temple. The temple life would have brought him 

honour and security,  rich robes and jewels. But he turned his 

back on all this and renounced his right to the priesthood. 

Apparently John was a silent, lonely boy. An old man’s only 

child, he was without brothers or sisters, without playmates or 

companions. Learning from his parents the work that was before 

him, he wandered in solitude, brooding and thinking. Assuming 

that John the Baptist was bereaved early, it is probable that he 

made it his habit, even as a youth, to retire to the desert for long 

seasons   of   meditation   and   prayer.   This   does   not   necessarily 

mean that he entirely avoided village life. It is probable that he 

came out on occasions. 

While   in the  wilderness,  he  learned to subsist  on meager 

food, wild honey taken from trees, and flying locusts, which are 

cooked as food by the Bedouins of the desert. His appearance 

was   uncouth,   his   raiment   was   of   camel’s   hair,   and   a   leather 

girdle was about his loins. 

John was not alone in the great wilderness of Judaea. There 
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were the Essenes who had left civilization and lived a life of 

poverty and self-denial. Josephus the historian in his early life 

had come under the influence of the Essenes, and he gives us an 

accurate account concerning their beliefs and practices. 

The Essenes were recruited from among people who were 

tired   of   the   world   and   its   vanities.   They   evolved   an   idea   of 

communal life which later was followed for a while by the early 

church. Some of the Essenes were married, but others practiced 

celibacy. One of the features of their belief was their strong faith 

in the coming of the Messiah. 

The recent discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls throws much 

additional   light   on   the   habits   of   the   Essenes.   For   it   was   the 

members   of   this  sect   who  prepared   these   documents   and  hid 

them in the caves beside the Dead Sea, where they  would be 

rediscovered by a wandering Bedouin in the year 1947. The total 

number of the Essenes according to Josephus, was about 4,000. 

While they had disciples in many cities in Palestine, their main 

community was En-eglaim located south of Jericho. The Essenes 

set a common table, had a commissary, and when anyone needed 

clothes, he was permitted to take such as he desired from the 

common storehouse. 

Although the Essenes participated in temple worship, they 

also conducted their own sacrificial rites. Each day at sunrise, 

they had special prayers. Grace was said before and after each 

meal.   Above   all,   the   Essenes   gave   great   importance   to   the 

studying and copying of the Scriptures. 

While we do not have proof that John the Baptist was an 

Essene,   his  austere   life  corresponds   to  that  of  this   sect.   It is 

likely that he was influenced by them and probably when he 

began  preaching,  he  drew   many  of   his  disciples  from  among 

their number. 

Thus we see John the Baptist reaching manhood, a hermit of 

the wilderness, living far from the haunts of men—except for the 

Essenes—who themselves lived an isolated existence. We may 

assume that occasionally he would come into their community to 

study the Scriptures, copies of which they kept available. Then 
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back again he would go into solitude, giving his time to fasting 

and penitence and to the seeking of self-mastery. All during this 

time he would meditate on these utterances of the prophets and 

how   God   in   the   old   days   had   spoken   to   men.   He   would   be 

especially impressed by their bold denunciation of sin and their 

clarion calls to repentance. 

There was a central thought in the prophecies that must have 

especially attracted him—the coming of the Kingdom of God. 

How soon would its King, the Messiah, appear? Some of the old 

prophecies   were   hard   for   John   to   understand,   but   gradually 

certain truths began to stand out before him. Little by little the 

parts of the prophetic puzzle began to fit together, and he saw 

that his ministry was to be forerunner to that of the Messiah. 

His father and mother, while alive, had surely told him about 

his mysterious birth, of the coming of the angel who had foretold 

that  “he should go before  Him  in the  spirit  and power  of 

Elijah.”  And then one day, while he waited before the Lord in 

the wilderness, God spoke directly to him telling him to read the 

book of Isaiah, for there he would find himself referred to as the 

“voice crying in the wilderness.”  (Among the Dead Sea Scrolls 

has been found a manuscript of the book of Isaiah, identical with 

what we have today.)

Providentially,   at   the   same   time   that   John   was   in   the 

wilderness, there was an unusual spiritual awakening going on 

in   Israel.   Many   people   were   becoming   concerned   about   the 

coming   Messiah.   Indeed   their   first   thought   when   John   the 

Baptist began preaching was to ask whether he was Elijah, or 

Christ. “Who   art   thou?...   Art   thou   Elias?   ...Art   thou   that 

prophet?”  (John 1:19-22). 

Then suddenly, as the prophetic clock struck the hour, John 

the Baptist felt impelled to leave the hills to begin preaching the 

message of the Kingdom of God. Perhaps on occasion he spoke 

in cities round about, but mostly his preaching was on the banks 

of the river Jordan. His stern voice rang out against sin, as he 

called   the   nation   to   repentance   and   to   preparation   for   the 

Coming One. When people asked him who he was, he would 
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say, “This is he that was spoken of by the prophet Esaias 

saying, the voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye 

the way of the Lord, make his paths straight”  (Luke 3:4). 

What kind of person did the people see when John spoke? 

They saw a fiery young man tanned by wind and rain. They saw 

a man consumed with a vision, preaching his heart out, calling 

men   to   repentance   and   righteousness,   telling   them   to   make 

crooked ways straight and to get ready for the Christ. “Repent 

ye,”  he repeated again and again, “for the kingdom of heaven 

is at hand.” 

It is significant that John began his message of repentance 

near the city of Jericho. During the reign of the wicked Herod, 

Jericho   had   gained   a   position   of   economic   and   political 

importance.   Under   his   son   Archelaus,   its   voluptuous   life 

continued   unabated.   Its   rich   lands   were   farmed   out   by   the 

Romans,   while   revenues   from   them   were   collected   by   the 

publicans. Josephus and others describe the beauty of its gardens 

and splendor of its palaces and places of entertainment. It was a 

city of wealth and luxury of an effete society. A hippodrome and 

amphitheater offered exciting pleasures. Jericho became a resort 

of   the   idle   rich,   a   place   where   they   gave   themselves   to 

amusement, revelry, and an abandonment to sensual delights. 

Only John the Baptist was capable of raising an effective 

protest against this way of living. The Essenes sick at heart with 

the   luxury   and   frivolity   of   the   times,   could   do   nothing   but 

withdraw themselves from it. But John sparing none, struck at 

the   heart   of   the   evil.   When   his   preaching   created   such 

excitement that the people came out of the cities en masse to 

hear  him,  he  thundered at them words that  made  them shake 

with terror and conviction:

Then said he to the multitude that came forth to be 

baptized of him, O generation of vipers, who hath warned 

you to flee from the wrath to come? Bring forth therefore 

fruits worthy of repentance, and begin not to say within 

yourselves, We have Abraham to our father: for I say unto 

you, That God is able of these stones to raise up children 
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unto Abraham. And now also the axe is laid unto the root 

of the tree: every tree therefore which bringeth not forth 

good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire. (Luke 3:7-

9)

What words from a man preaching from the sand dunes of a 

river which flowed into the Dead Sea! Still a more appropriate 

place   for   such   preaching   could   hardly   be   found   than   in   this 

region associated in memory with the guilty cities of Sodom and 

Gomorrah. There John stood, a weird figure with flowing locks 

and piercing eye—clothed in a rough garment, presenting a vivid 

picture   of   wrath   to   come.   But   instead   of   frightening   off   the 

hearers, the multitudes, even from Jerusalem and the cities of 

Judea, continued to flock to him. There was greatness in John, a 

grandeur   in   his   mission,   an   authority   in   his   message,   which 

compelled people to listen. 

The   consternation   caused   by   his   strong   words   as   he 

presented the issues of life and death, stripped of all pretense, 

was profound. Under the spell of his powerful  preaching, the 

consciences of people were stung to the quick. What were they 

to do? John told them to repent. Not only were they to repent, 

but they were to bring forth fruits meet for repentance. After 

they had confessed their  sins, they were  to be  baptized, as a 

symbolic act showing that their past sins had been washed away 

and a new life begun. 

John   cut   through   hypocrisy   and   pretense   without 

compromise.   The   Pharisees   and   Sadducees   also   came   to   his 

baptizing. He was thoroughly familiar  with their hyprocrisies, 

how they devoured “widows’ houses and for a pretence make 

long prayer”  (Matt. 23:14). To them he said, “O generation of 

vipers,   who   hath   warned   you   to   flee   from   the   wrath   to 

come?”  John took the picture from the flame of the little fires on 

which the people cooked their food on the desert. When the fire 

caught the brushwood,  the scorpions and lizards and serpents 

that had hidden in the shade rushed out. 

He   warned   the   self-righteous   not   to   say   that  “we   have 

Abraham to our father,”  for God was able to raise up children 
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to Abraham of the very stones that lay by the river bank. 

“What must we do?”   said the people in the throng who 

stood   listening,   and  he   answered   saying,   “He  that   hath  two 

coats, let him impart to him that hath none; and he that hath 

meat, let him do likewise”  (Luke 3:11). 

The tax collectors also said, “What shall we do?”  And he 

said unto them, “Exact no more than that which is appointed 

you.” 

A company of soldiers approached him saying,  “And what 

shall we do?”  And he said unto them, “Do violence to no man, 

neither accuse any falsely; and be content with your wages.” 

In   no   instance   did   he   advise   the   people   to   change   their 

livelihood, but to go on in their present work and to be just and 

honest and to show mercy. 

When a man repented and said that he wanted to live a new 

life, John took him by the hand and plunged him into the waters 

of the Jordan. This was a symbol of the washing away of sin, 

and a preparation for the new kingdom. 

John brought his sermons to a close with words about the 

coming Messiah. He explained that he was only the forerunner, 

that while he baptized in the water, the One who would come 

after him would baptize in the Holy Ghost and with fire. 

John answered, saying unto them all, I indeed baptize 

you with water but one mightier than I cometh, the latchet 

of whose shoes I am not worthy to unloose: he shall baptize 

you with the Holy Ghost and with fire: Whose fan is in his 

hand,   and   he   will   thoroughly   purge   his   floor,   and   will 

gather the wheat into his garner; but the chaff he will burn 

with fire unquenchable. (Luke 3:16-17)

Not since the days of Amos and Isaiah and Jeremiah had 

such a prophet arisen! The fire of his message swept through the 

land! 

Young   men   from   every   side   flocked   to   him.   Disciples 

multiplied   with   such   speed   that   thirty   years   later   they   were 
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found in far away places such as Asia Minor and Egypt (Acts 

18:24-25; 19:3). Caiaphas and his father Annas became alarmed. 

It   caused   Herod   the   king   in   his   terraced   gardens   to   send 

messengers to find out what the excitement was all about. 

But an event was about to take place in which though John 

would participate, would completely overshadow his ministry. 

News of the Baptist’s teaching had gone abroad to a hundred 

villages and cities in Israel. One of these towns was Nazareth. 

There in that village, a workman in a carpenter shop heard the 

rumors. He knew what it was all about. He knew by heart the 

words that John quoted from Isaiah:

The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare 

ye   the   way   of   the   Lord,   make   straight   in   the   desert   a 

highway for our God. Every valley shall be exalted, and 

every   mountain   and   hill   shall   be   made   low:   and   the 

crooked shall be made straight, and the rough places plain. 

(Isa. 40:3-4)

Jesus, the carpenter, realized that at last His time had come. 

The hour had struck. He was now to leave the shop in Nazareth 

forever. 

For the last time Jesus gathered up His tools and put them in 

their place. Then turning to his brothers James, Jude, Joses, and 

Simeon, then grown men, he handed the workshop over to them. 

He   said   farewell   to   his   sisters,   and   had   a   long   talk  with   his 

mother. Then embracing her, he bid her goodbye, and began His 

journey down the hill that led toward the Plain of Esdraelon. 

After   a   while,   He   turned   east,   and  going  through  the   gap  of 

Jezreel, He went down toward the river Jordan. 

19

Chapter III

 John and Jesus

 3 

Did   Jesus   and   John   ever   meet   in   their   boyhood   days?   If 

Zacharias and Elisabeth were still alive and in good health when 

Joseph and Mary went on their annual visits, it is almost certain 

that they did. Mary who had been so close to Elisabeth would 

certainly desire to see her and exchange experiences. Both Mary 

and Elisabeth would have an intense interest in the welfare of 

each   other’s   sons,   who   they   knew   were   destined   to   fulfill 

preeminent roles in human destiny. 

Since Zacharias and Elisabeth lived not far from Jerusalem, 

it is highly probable that nothing except the infirmities of old 

age would keep them away from the Passover. Still, it might be 

that in the providence of God, Jesus and John were to be kept 

apart in their youth. At all events, the two did grow up apart, 

each   moving   toward   his   own   peculiar   mission.   Both   would 

accomplish a great work, but one was to soar higher than the 

other. One would increase, and then decrease. But of the other, 

“of the increase of his government and peace there shall be 

no end”  (Isa. 9:7). 

Having  travelled   for   several   days   since   He   left   Nazareth, 

Jesus at last came to the banks of the Jordan. He then moved 

south along the path to the ford where crowds had gathered to 

hear   John.   Straightway  he   went   up   to   John   and   asked   to   be 

baptized. Although both men were related in the flesh, there was 

no   apparent   human   recognition   on   the   part   of   John. 

Nevertheless, his unerring spiritual insight instantly knew who 

He was. Immediately the prophet sought to restrain Him saying, 

“I have need to be baptized of thee, and comest thou to me?” 

(Matt. 3:14). 

Here was no penitent seeking a new and better way of life. 

The Baptist knew that He was no ordinary candidate. This was 
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none   other   than   the   Messiah!   As   John   surveyed   the   solemn 

majesty of the Sinless One who stood before him, he irresistably 

felt the need of the Stranger’s work for himself. Moreover, since 

there were no sins to wash away, baptism for the visitor seemed 

inappropriate. 

But   Jesus   had   subjected   himself   to   all   forms   of   human 

jurisdiction. He was circumcised according to the Law. He was 

obedient to the Law. According to the Mosaic Law, those who 

came in contact with anyone ceremonially unclean were required 

to submit to the appointed ablution. Jesus had been in touch with 

men. He was willing to be baptized to fulfill all righteousness. 

He recognized John’s baptism as a symbol of purification. But 

more than a purification, baptism was an attestation. It was a 

symbol of the soul’s consecration to God’s will forever. It was a 

dedication on Jesus’ part to become the Lamb of God slain from 

the foundation of the world. 

So when Jesus said, “Suffer it to be so now: for thus it 

becometh us to fulfill all righteousness,”  John baptized Him. 

 Baptism of the Spirit

As Jesus rose out of the water, a wonderful experience broke 

upon Him. It was the glorious coming of the Holy Spirit in all 

fullness. 

And   Jesus,   when   he   was   baptized,   went   up 

straightway  out of the water:  and, lo, the heavens were 

opened unto him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending 

like a dove, and lighting upon him: And lo a voice from 

heaven, saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well 

pleased. (Matt. 3:16-17)

Jesus was not the only one who saw the Spirit descending as 

a dove. John saw the same thing, and thus he knew for certain 

that Jesus was the One who was to come, the Son of God (John 

1:32-34). 

In this event at the river Jordan, the triunity of the Godhead 

was revealed. God, the Son being baptized; God the Holy Spirit 
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coming upon Him in the form of a dove; God the Father saying, 

“This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” 

One   other   thing  should   be   noted   concerning   a   remark   of 

John’s. He said that God had sent him to baptize. Some have 

assumed that John on his own initiative had adopted baptism as 

an appropriate rite to symbolize his ministry This is untrue. John 

baptized because God had specifically called him to do it. It is 

true that the ancients in some of their rituals used water in a 

symbolic act of purification. But it never included repentance. 

John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance. It was something 

altogether new. 

Jesus   Himself   certified   that   the   baptism   of   John   was   of 

Heaven when he reasoned with the Pharisees. They demanded to 

know by what authority He did the things that He was doing. 

Jesus answered by asking them a question, “The  baptism of 

John,   whence   was   it?   from   heaven,   or   of   men?”   (Matt. 

21:25). 

This put the chief priest and the elders in a tough spot. The 

inference was that John’s baptism was of heaven. But if they so 

agreed, then Jesus would ask, “Why did ye then not believe 

him?”   On the other hand, if they said  “of men,”   they would 

have trouble with the people, “for all hold John as a prophet.” 

Therefore, they did not answer. 

 The Apostle John’s Record of John the Baptist

The book of John was written a number of years after the 

other gospels and was intended to fill in some of the details not 

covered   by   the   evangelists.   The   apostle   also   provides   some 

additional   information   concerning   the   ministry   of   John   the 

Baptist. 

He begins with a statement that John was a man sent from 

God, that he was not the Light, but was sent to bear witness of 

that Light. The Baptist’s knowledge evidently included the fact 

of the pre-existence of Christ when he said, “He that cometh 

after me is preferred before me: for he was before me”  (John 
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1:15). 

Apparently in the midst of John’s ministry at the Jordan, the 

Jews sent a committee of priests and Levites from Jerusalem to 

make an investigation of what was happening. They asked John 

if he were Elijah. Or was he the prophet that Moses spoke of? 

To each of these questions, John answered in the negative. Then 

they questioned him further asking him that if he were neither 

Christ nor Elijah, why then did he baptize? 

John’s answer was to tell them that he was “a voice crying 

in the wilderness,”  warning the people to make straight the way 

of   the   Lord,   that   the   Christ,   Israel’s   Messiah,   already   was 

standing in their midst. 

These events took place at Bethabara on the other side of 

Jordan.   The   very   next   day   after   John’s   interview   with   the 

Levites  and  priests,   who  should   appear   before  him but   Jesus 

Himself.   Immediately   John   cried   out   and   said,   “Behold   the 

lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world”  (John 

1:29). 

The next day, Jesus appeared again and John said, “Behold 

the   lamb   of   God”   (John   1:36).   This   time   two   of   John’s 

disciples heard him say this, and they turned and followed Jesus. 

One was the apostle John and the other was Andrew, Simon’s 

brother. The latter went and found his brother Peter and said to 

him, “We have found the Messias!”  From that day they were 

no longer the disciples of John, but disciples of Jesus. 

 The Rise of Christ’s Ministry and the Decline 

 of John’s

John continued carrying on his ministry the same as he had 

been   doing.   He   chose   a   place  “in   Aenon   near   to   Salim, 

because  there was much water there: and they came, and 

were baptized”  (John 3:23). 

More and more of his disciples left him to join with Jesus. 

But some remained with him, feeling that duty required it, even 

if the One John had pointed out to them was the Messiah. 
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News reached them that Jesus (or rather His disciples) was 

baptizing more disciples than John (John 4:1-2). The followers 

of   John,  jealous  for   their   leader’s   ministry,   called  this  to his 

attention:  “And   they   came   unto   John   and   said   unto   him, 

Rabbi, he that was with thee beyond Jordan, to whom thou 

barest witness, behold, the same baptizeth, and all men come 

to him”  (John 3:26). 

It  is   one   of   the   most   natural   things   in   the   world   for   the 

followers of a noted personality to be jealous of their leader’s 

prestige.   It   hardly   seemed   fair   to   them   that   after   John   had 

labored and given himself without stint to the work of rousing 

the people of Israel to their need of repentance, and indeed was 

risking his very life for the cause, that another should come on 

the scene and reap the benefits. Not only had Jesus taken some 

of   John’s   disciples,   but   in   fact   he   had   begun   baptizing   and 

making   even   more   disciples   than   John.   Despite   the  Baptist’s 

magnanimous spirit, it did not look altogether right. 

But John the Baptist, noble soul, rose fully to the occasion 

and   in   a   sublime   discourse,   he   not   only   fully   justified   what 

Christ was doing, but made the most definitive statement of the 

Lord’s divinity and Messiahship that had yet been made:

John answered and said, A man can receive nothing, 

except it be given him from heaven. Ye yourselves bear me 

witness, that I said, I am not the Christ, but that I am sent 

before him. He that hath the bride is the bridegroom: but 

the friend of the bridegroom, which standeth and heareth 

him, rejoiceth greatly because of the bridegroom’s voice: 

this my joy therefore is fulfilled.  He must increase, but I  

 must decrease. He that cometh from above is above all: he 

that is of the earth is earthly, and speaketh of the earth: he 

that cometh from heaven is above all. And what he hath 

seen and heard, that he testifieth; and no man receiveth his 

testimony. He that hath received his testimony hath set to 

his  seal   that   God   is  true.   For   he   whom  God   hath   sent 

speaketh the words of God: for God giveth not the Spirit 

by measure unto him. The Father loveth the Son, and hath 

given all things into his hand. He that believeth on the Son 

hath   everlasting   life:   and   he   that   believeth   not   the   Son 
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shall not see life; but the wrath of God abideth on him 

(John 3:27-36). 

A careful perusal of these words of John shows that he had a 

comprehensive   understanding   of   the   nature   and   ministry   of 

Christ. 

1. John understood that he was but the forerunner; therefore, 

he said  “He must increase, but I must decrease”   (Verse 

30). 

2. John resisted all efforts to make him take the pre-eminence, 

and he called his disciples’ attention to the fact that all along 

he had said that, “I am not the Christ, but that I am sent 

before him”  (Verse 28). 

3. His office was that of a “friend of the bridegroom”  and in 

that   position   he   could   say, “this   my   joy   therefore   is 

fulfilled”   (Verse 29), and that in fulfilling that office his 

purpose in life had been attained. 

4. John followed with a statement of Christ’s divinity, saying 

that He was from above, that is, from heaven (Verse 31). 

5. He stated that “God giveth not the Spirit by measure unto 

him.” 

6. Christ was beloved of the Father and He  “hath given all 

things into his hand.” 

7. To have faith in Jesus was to have everlasting life; to reject 

Him was to have the wrath of God abiding on him:

He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life: and 

he that  believeth  not the  Son  shall  not  see  life;  but the 

wrath of God abideth on him. (John 3:36)

In this remarkable declaration of faith in the Messiah, John 

the   Baptist  rose   above   all   the   petty   human   jealousies   and 

rivalries.   He   completely   renounced   personal   ambition   and 

reaffirmed his absolute faith in the One whom he had heralded 

and identified as the Messiah of Israel. 

Just  what  the   future  course   of  his  ministry  held  for   him, 
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John did not know. He saw it as his duty, however, to continue 

to   carry   on   as   before,   until   he   had   received   instructions 

otherwise. 
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Chapter IV

 John the Baptist and Herod

 4 

For Herod feared John, knowing that he was a just 

man and an holy, and observed him; and when he heard 

him, he  did many things,  and  heard   him gladly.  (Mark 

6:20)

Now it had so happened that King Herod, the tetrarch, had 

for some time been watching with no little interest, the ministry 

of John the Baptist. There were two contrasting sides to this man 

Herod,   a   better   nature   that   responded   to   John’s   earnest 

preaching,   and   also   an   evil   side   which   more   often   than   not, 

controlled the man. When Herod first heard John, he was much 

impressed.  It is likely that  he  surprised his own court  by his 

favorable attitude toward John. They no doubt had misgivings as 

to   how   Herod   would   react   to   the   straight   preaching   of   the 

Baptist.   Notwithstanding,   it   seemed   that   Herod   was   not 

offended, but rather took to the Baptist’s preaching. We are told 

that “when he heard him, he did many things, and heard him 

gladly.” 

But Herod’s religious impressions did not endure long. In 

the first place, his wife Herodias, whom he had taken from his 

brother Philip, had no interest whatever in John. If she thought 

of him at all, it was to consider him only as an uncouth fanatic. 

But when she learned that John had the temerity to denounce her 

marriage   publicly,   she   was   furious.   Herodias   demanded   that 

Herod have the Baptist taken into custody at once and executed. 

He refused her demand.  But when he perceived that  she was 

determined   to   accomplish   her   evil   purpose   by  one   means   or 

another, he forestalled her by having John put in prison. 

Failing to achieve her objective immediately, she apparently 

played on Herod’s fears by insinuating that the Baptist was a 

revolutionary  bent   on   inciting  a   rebellion.   Josephus   seems   to 
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bear this out saying that Herod “feared lest the great influence 

John   had   over   the   people   might   put   it   in   his   power   and 

inclination   to   raise   a   rebellion;   for   they  seemed   ready  to   do 

anything he should advise.” 

John’s   faithfulness   in   preaching   the   truth   to   King   Herod 

shows   him   at   his   very   highest   moment.   It   is   common   for 

preachers to preach straight to ordinary people. But it is also true 

that some who have been most vehement in denouncing the sins 

of the lower classes, often change their tone when they come 

face   to   face   with   sinners   in   high   places.   Herod   probably 

presumed   that   John   the  Baptist   would  follow  this  policy and 

would   refrain   from  saying  anything   about   him   of   a   personal 

nature. But John was not made that way. All men were alike to 

him. He bluntly told Herod that it  “is not lawful to have thy 

brother’s wife.” 

The   interviews   that   Herod   had   with   John   left   him   in   an 

unhappy   frame   of  mind.   The   uncompromising   Baptist 

completely  dominated   the  conversation.  There   was something 

about the prophet that stirred Herod’s slumbering conscience so 

that “he did many things.”  But the evil genius of Herodias held 

him back. With all the spitefulness of a thoroughly bad woman 

who   was   angry   because   John   had   dared   to   denounce   her 

adulterous marriage, she clamoured for his blood. 

Torn between these forces, the one good and the other bad, 

Herod vacillated between two opinions. Nevertheless, he made 

the imprisonment as easy as possible on John by permitting his 

disciples free access to their master. In this way, the Baptist was 

kept in close touch with all that was taking place on the outside. 

The black fortress of Machairus where John was imprisoned 

was not a scene to inspire a man used to freedom as the prophet 

was. It was located in an area surrounded by fields of black lava, 

which overlooked the desolate waters of the Dead Sea. 

Above the valley, there rose at this point the sheer precipices 

of black volcanic rock. One of these was surrounded on three 

sides by deep chasms and on the summit, Herod the Great had 

reared Machairus Castle. Its vast cellars were stocked with grain 
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and food capable of withstanding a long siege. Its armoury was 

crammed with swords,  javelins, and shields for a great army. 

Surely with such an impregnable fortress, Herold could defy any 

who dared to challenge his authority. 

Nevertheless, Herod was beset with many fears. Every day 

rumors came to him of the massing of the Arabs against him. In 

marrying Herodias, Herod had sent his former Arab bride back 

to her father Aretas. The proud Arab was furious at this insult to 

his daughter, and began working might and main to draw the 

Arab tribes together for a fight to the death against Herod. 

Tiberius Caesar was also interested in what was happening. 

He had his spies out to keep an eye on his vassal-king to find out 

the reason for all the restlessness on the Arab frontier. Would 

Tiberius give Herod assistance, or would he, being displeased 

with his actions, decide to remove him from his throne? 

These were the reasons why Herod was fearful. He dared 

not risk any disturbances in his kingdom, which might arise from 

John’s   preaching.   And   so   Herod,   stilling   the   voice   of 

conscience, did nothing. John, therefore, continued to languish 

in prison. Accustomed as he had been to the freedom of the open 

spaces, the confinement of the prison must have been peculiarly 

galling. Still he had hope. Would not Jesus the Messiah soon 

take a hand in the matter? His prison days could not last much 

longer. 

From time to time John’s disciples would come to him to 

give him the latest word on what was happening on the outside. 

On each occasion, John would listen eagerly, but each time the 

report was the same; nothing exciting was happening. It seemed 

that Jesus was spending most of his time teaching. There was no 

indication that he was taking any steps to restore the kingdom to 

Israel, or to help John out of his present predicament. 

Then, for the first time, a question arose in John’s mind. The 

days were swiftly passing, and his hopes apparently were not 

being fulfilled. He had called the people to repentance assuring 

them that the Kingdom of God was at hand. While John did not 

ask for a prominent place in that kingdom, He had dared to hope 
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that when the Messiah came, his day of imprisonment would be 

over,   and   he   could   enjoy   an   honored   retirement.   But   now   it 

seemed as if he were going to remain in prison indefinitely. 

It was a dark hour for the great prophet. Shut up in prison, 

deprived of his liberty, it was hard for him to believe the sun 

was   shining   anywhere.   At   last   he   felt   that   he   must   have   a 

definite word from Jesus, on how matters stood. Was Jesus, the 

Messiah after all? He sent two of his disciples to say to him, 

“Art thou he that should come? or look we for another?” 

(See Luke 7:19-23)

Christ’s answer to John’s messengers was an attestation to 

His own wisdom. He might have sent John a list of proofs of His 

divinity. He might have reminded the prophet of the supernatural 

signs   that   took   place   at   the   river   Jordan   attesting   to   His 

Messiahship.   He   might   have   called   John’s   attention   to   the 

revelations that God had given to John himself concerning Him. 

But He did no such thing. Instead he asked the messengers to 

observe His ministry that day, and then to go back and report to 

John what they had seen. The prophet could judge whether or 

not it had the marks and qualifications of Messiahship. Let them 

tell   John   that   the   blind   receive   their   sight,   the   lepers   are 

cleansed,   the   dead   are   raised,   and   the   poor   have   the   gospel 

preached to them. In other words, the needs of humanity were 

being met, the wounds of the suffering were being bound up, the 

sorrows of the brokenhearted were being comforted, and the sick 

and diseased were being made whole. 

Here is a lesson for the church today. It is a curious thing to 

see sects and denominations in labored attempts trying to prove 

that  they and they only represent  the true church.  One group 

claims   that   they  have   inherited   the   mantle   of   Christ   through 

apostolic   succession   and   they   alone   are   God’s   elect,   and   all 

others are usurpers. 

Christ showed that the proper way to prove that His ministry 

was of God was, by His works. His credentials were, “Believe 

me that I am in the Father, and the Father in me: or else 

believe me for the very works’ sake”  (John 14:11). Men need 
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to   cease   arguing   over   which   church   is   the   true   church   and 

instead   begin   to   let   the   world   see   the   signs   following   their 

ministry. The disciples of John went back and told him all things 

that   they  had   seen   and   heard.   We   are   certain   that   John   was 

reassured by His answer and was thus strengthened for the final 

tragic scene in his life, though not a little ashamed that he had 

questioned. 

The martyrdom of John was now at hand. The weak Herod 

was   about   to   climax   his   evil   career   with   a   crime   that   must 

forever blacken his name and relegate him to the lowest hall of 

infamy. Like his father, Herod the Great, he could be cruel and 

crafty, but unlike his father, he was weak and vacillating. He 

was a man in whom many of the worst features of fallen human 

nature were compounded. Although Herod was not all bad, and 

there were times when he thought to do better, whatever there 

was   in   him   for   good   was   destroyed   by   his   marriage   to   the 

execrable Herodias. It has been well said that what Jezebel was 

to Elijah in the Old Testament, Herodias was to the Elijah of the 

New Testament. But whereas Elijah escaped the deadly hatred 

of   Jezebel,   John   the   Baptist   was   to   be   the   victim   of   the 

murderous Herodias. 

Herodias   had   sound   reasons   for   hating   John.   If   Herod 

followed John’s instructions for putting her away, where would 

she   go?   She   would   be   a   disgraced   and   ruined   woman.   Her 

hatred, therefore, was implacable, and she bided her time in one 

consuming purpose: to vent her fury upon the hapless head of 

the faithful prophet. 
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Chapter V

 The Death of the Prophet

 5 

And when a convenient day was come, that Herod on 

his birthday made a supper to his lords, high captains, and 

chief estates of Galilee; And when the daughter of the said 

Herodias   came   in,   and   danced   and   pleased   Herod   and 

them that sat with him, the king said unto the damsel, Ask 

of me whatsoever thou wilt, and I will give it thee. And he 

sware unto her, Whatsoever thou shalt ask of me, I will 

give it thee, unto the half of my kingdom. And she went 

forth, and said unto her mother, What shall I ask? And she 

said,   The   head   of   John   the   Baptist.   And   she   came   in 

straightway with haste unto the king, and asked, saying, I 

will that thou give me by and by in a charger, the head of 

John the Baptist. And the king was exceeding sorry; yet 

for his oath’s sake, and for their sakes which sat with him, 

he would not reject her. And immediately the king sent an 

executioner, and commanded his head to be brought: and 

he went and beheaded him in the prison. And brought his 

head   in   a   charger,   and   gave   it   to   the   damsel;   and   the 

damsel gave it to her mother. And when his disciples heard 

of it, they came and took up his corpse, and laid it in a 

tomb. (Mark 6:21-29)

The   birthday   of   Herod   had   come   and   to   celebrate   the 

occasion, he invited as guests a number of the lords and captains 

of his kingdom to his princely castle at Machairus, where John 

was imprisoned. 

Herodias was there with him at the castle, and still smarting 

under the stinging rebuke of John concerning her marriage, she 

had laid plans which she hoped would bring to a speedy end the 

career of the prophet. 

While Herod and his nobles and officers were in the midst 

of   their   banqueting,   Herodias   introduced   an   unexpected 

diversion. She had a daughter by the name  of Salome by her 
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former husband whom she had so shamelessly abandoned. The 

young princess was sent by her mother to the banquet hall to 

perform   before   the   wine-inflamed   eyes   of   the   revellers,   a 

lascivious dance. This lewd performance evoked an enthusiastic 

applause from the audience. The gratified Herod summoned the 

girl before  him,  and oblivious of the fact that he was only a 

vassal-king and had no right to transfer anything of the kingdom 

without the Emperor Tiberius’ sanction, vowed in the manner of 

oriental munificence that he would grant her anything she might 

ask, even to the half of his kingdom. 

Salome then went to her mother and sought her advice as to 

what she should request, and the wicked woman exulting in the 

success of her stratagem asked for the head of John the Baptist. 

It might be wondered that a young girl would not shrink from so 

gruesome   a   request   as   this.   However,   the   mother   no   doubt 

persuaded her daughter that John the Baptist endangered their 

own  security, that if his advice were followed by Herod, they 

would be left out in the cold, banished and exiled. 

Herod   the   king  was  deeply  distressed  by this   unexpected 

request, and would gladly have withdrawn his promise, were it 

not for those that were present. With the greatest of reluctance, 

he   made   good   his   ill-considered   promise.   Soon   a   soldier 

appeared at the cell of John the Baptist. Made aware that the 

vengeance of Herodias had at last succeeded, the great prophet 

committed Himself into the hands of God and prepared for his 

fate.   Moments   later   the   deed   was   done;   and  the   head   of   the 

prophet was presented to Salome who carried the ghastly trophy 

to Herodias where she might gloat over it in triumph. 

John   the   Baptist   was   as   Moses,   who   led   the   children   of 

Israel into the Promised Land which he himself could only see 

afar off, or like King David who prepared the materials for the 

temple which he himself could not build. He had begun a great 

work   which,   however,   it   would   not   be   his   to   finish.   As 

forerunner  of  Christ,  he accurately described  his place  in the 

unfolding order of events when he said,  “He must increase, but 

I must decrease.” 
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The dastardly crime had been committed. The disciples of 

John at the risk of their own lives, came to the prison and after 

securing   the   body   of   the   prophet,   sorrowfully   buried   it.   But 

Herod was far from happy with himself.  His conscience  now 

rose up to taunt and punish him. Before long, news came to him 

of  the  works  of   Jesus.  When   Herod’s   servants   talked  to  him 

about it, he said, “This is John the Baptist; he is risen from 

the   dead;   and   therefore   mighty   works   do   show   forth 

themselves  in him”   (Matt.  14:2).  The  unhappy king had not 

many more years to enjoy the position of power that he held, of 

which he had proved himself so unworthy. 

Retribution, ironically enough, was to come from Herodias’ 

brother, Agrippa. Herod had treated the young man as a pauper 

relative   and   he   had   departed,   vowing   that   Herod   would   pay 

dearly for his insults. When by a stroke of fortune the adventurer 

was  made   king  of   Palestine   by  the   erratic   Emperor   Caligula, 

Herodias filled with envy, gave her husband no rest until they 

went to Rome to also ask the emperor for a larger kingdom. It 

was   their   undoing.   Due   to  Agrippa’s   treachery,   Caligula   was 

made to believe that Herod planned a rebellion. Forthwith Herod 

and Herodias were banished into exile, there to begin to reap the 

harvest   of   evil   they   had   sown.   How   unhappy   the   miserable 

Herodias   must   have   been   knowing   that   their   misfortune   had 

been caused by her scapegrace brother and her own insatiable 

ambition. 

Herodias had followed a pattern of evil throughout her life. 

It was a retribution fully earned that she and her husband spent  

their last days in poverty and misery. 
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 Baptist and Herod

For Herod feared John, knowing that he was a just 

man and an holy, and observed him; and when he heard 

him, he  did many things,  and  heard   him gladly.  (Mark 

6:20). 

There is only one other source of knowledge of John the 

Baptist apart from the gospels, and that is Josephus. Since on the 

whole his records are considered in the most part accurate, we, 

therefore, shall include his story of Herod and John the Baptist. 

 Why the Samaritans Were Excluded from the Temple

As  the   Jews  were   celebrating  the   Feast   of   Unleavened 

Bread, which we call the Passover, it was customary for the 

priests to open the temple gates just  after midnight.  When, 

therefore,   those   gates   were   first   opened,   some   of   the 

Samaritans   came   privately  into   Jerusalem,  and   threw  about 

dead men’s bodies in the cloisters; on which account the Jews 

afterwards excluded them out of the temple, which they had 

not used to do at such festivals; and on other accounts also 

they watched the temple more carefully than they had formerly 

done. 

 Herod Builds Tiberias

And now Herod the tetrarch, who was in great favour with 

Tiberius, built a city of the same name with him, and called it 

Tiberias. He built it in the best part of Galilee, at the lake of 

Gennesaret. There are warm baths at a little distance from it, in 

a village named Emmaus. Strangers came and inhabited this 

city; a great number of the inhabitants were Galileans also; and 

many were necessitated by Herod to come thither out of the 

country belonging to him, and were by force compelled to be 

its inhabitants; some of them were persons of condition. He 
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also admitted poor people, such as those that were collected 

from all parts, to dwell in it. Nay, some of them were not quite 

freemen, and these he was a benefactor to, and made them free 

in great numbers; but obliged them not to forsake the city, by 

building them very good houses at his own expense, and by 

giving them land also; for he was sensible, that to make this 

place a habitation was to transgress the ancient Jewish laws, 

because many sepulchres were to be here taken away in order 

to   make   room   for   the   city   Tiberias;   whereas   our   law 

pronounces that such inhabitants are unclean for seven days. 

(Nu. 19:11)

 Josephus' Record of Christ

Now, there was about this time, Jesus, a wise man, if it be 

lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works

—a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He 

drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many of the 

Gentiles.   He   was   (the)   Christ;   and   when   Pilate   at   the 

suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned 

him  to   the   cross,   those   that   loved   him  at   the   first   did   not 

forsake him, for he appeared to them alive the third day as the 

Divine   prophets   had   foretold   these   and   ten   thousand   other 

wonderful things concerning him; and the tribe of Christians so 

named from him, are not extinct at this day. 

 How Herod Married the Adulterous Herodias

About this time Aretas (the king of Arabia Petrea) and 

Herod   had   a   quarrel,   on   the   account   following;   Herod   the 

tetrarch had married the daughter of Aretas, and had lived with 

her a great while; but when he was once at Rome, he lodged 

with Herod, who was his brother indeed, but not by the same 

mother; for this Herod was the son of the High Priest Simon’s 

daughter.   However,   he   fell   in  love   with  Herodias,   this  last 

Herod’s   wife   who   was   the   daughter   of   Aristobulus,   their 

brother and the sister of Agrippa the Great. This man ventured 

to talk to her about a marriage between them; which address 

when she admitted, an agreement was made for her to change 

her habitation, and come to him as soon as he should return 

from Rome: one article of this marriage also was this, that he 
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should divorce Areta’s daughter. So Antipas, when he made 

this agreement, sailed to Rome; but when he had done there 

the business he went about, and was returned again, his wife 

having discovered the agreement he had made with Herodias, 

and having learned it before he had notice of her knowledge of 

the whole design, she desired him to send her to Macherus, 

which is a place on the borders of the dominions of Aretas and 

Herod,   without   informing   him   of   any   of   her   intentions. 

Accordingly, Herod sent her thither, as thinking his wife had 

not perceived anything. Now she had sent a good while before 

to Macherus, which was subject to her father, and so all things 

necessary  for   her   journey  were   made   ready  for   her   by  the 

general of Areta’s army, and by that means she soon came to 

Arabia, under the conduct of the several generals who carried 

her from one to another successively; and she soon came to her 

father, and told him of Herod’s intentions. So Aretas made this 

the first occasion of his enmity between him and Herod, who 

had   also   some   quarrel   with   him   about   their   limits   at   the 

country of Gamalitis. So they raised armies on both sides, and 

prepared for war, and sent their generals to fight instead of 

themselves and, when they had joined battle, all Herod’s army 

was destroyed by the treachery of some fugitives, though they 

were of the tetrarchy of Philip, joined with Areta’s army. 

 The Ministry of John the Baptist

Now, some of the Jews thought that the destruction of 

Herod’s   army   came   from   God,   and   that   very   justly,   as   a 

punishment of what he did against John, that was called the 

Baptist;   for   Herod   slew   him,   who   was   a   good   man   and 

commanded   the   Jews   to   exercise   virtue,   both   as   to 

righteousness toward one another, and piety towards God, and 

so to come to baptism; for that the washing (with water) would 

be acceptable to Him, if they made use of it, not in order to the 

putting away (or the remission) of some sins (only) but for the 

purification   of   the   body:   supposing   still   that   the   soul   was 

thoroughly purified beforehand by righteousness. Now, when 

(many) others came to crowd about him, for they were greatly 

moved (or pleased) by hearing his words, Herod, who feared 

lest the great influence John had over the people might put it 

into his power and inclination to raise a rebellion (for they 
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seemed ready to do anything he should advise), thought it best 

by  putting  him  to  death,  to  prevent   any  mischief  he  might 

cause, and not bring himself into difficulties, by sparing a man 

who might make him repent of it when it should be too late. 

Accordingly, he was sent a prisoner, out of Herod’s suspicious 

temper, to Macherus, the castle I before mentioned, and was 

there   put   to   death.   Now  the   Jews  had   an   opinion   that   the 

destruction of this army was sent as a punishment upon Herod, 

and a mark of God’s displeasure against him. 

 Herod’s Treatment of Herod Agrippa

For these reasons he went away from Rome, and sailed to 

Judea, but in evil circumstances, being dejected with the loss 

of that money which he once had, and because he had not 

wherewithal to pay his creditors, who were many in number, 

and such as gave no room for escaping them. Whereupon, he 

knew not what to do; so for shame of his present condition, he 

retired   to   a   certain   tower   at   Malatha,   in   Idumea,   and   had 

thoughts of killing himself: but his wife Cypros perceived his 

intentions, and tried all sorts of methods to divert him from his 

taking such a course: so she sent a letter to his sister Herodias, 

who was now the wife of Herod the tetrarch, and let her know 

Agrippa’s   present   design,   and   what   necessity  it   was  which 

drove him thereto, and desired her as a kinswoman of his, to 

give him her help, and to engage her husband to do the same, 

since she saw how she alleviated these her husband’s troubles 

all she could, although she had not the like wealth to do it 

withal. So they sent for him and allotted him Tiberias for his 

habitation, and appointed him some income of money for his 

maintenance, and made him a magistrate of that city, by way of 

honour   to   him.   Yet   did   not   Herod   long   continue   in   that 

resolution of supporting him, though even that support was not 

sufficient for him; for, as once they were at a feast at Tyre, and 

in   their   cups,   and   reproaches   were   cast   upon   one   another, 

Agrippa thought that was not to be borne, while Herod hit him 

in his teeth with his poverty, and with his owing his necessary 

food to him. So he went to Flaccus, one that had been consul, 

and had been a very great friend to him at Rome formerly, and 

was now president of Syria. 
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 Herod Agrippa upon Death of Tiberius, Made King

However, there did not many days pass, ere he sent for 

him to his house, and had him shaved, and made him change 

his raiment; after which he put a diadem upon his head, and 

appointed him to be king of the tetrarchy of Phillip. He also 

gave him the tetrarchy of Lysanias, and changed his iron chain 

for a golden one of equal weight. He also sent Marullus to be 

procurator of Judea. 

Now  in  the  second   year   of   the   reign  of   Caius  Caesar, 

Agrippa desired leave to be given him to sail home, and settle 

the affairs of his government; and he promised to return again 

when he had put the rest in order, as it ought to be put. So, 

upon the emperor’s permission, he came into his own country 

and appeared to them all unexpectedly as a king, and thereby 

demonstrated to the men that saw him, the power of fortune, 

when they compared his former poverty with his present happy 

affluence; so some called him a happy man; and others could 

not well believe that things were so much changed with him 

for the better. 

 How Herodias’ Envy Led to Herod’s Ruin

But Herodias, Agrippa’s sister, who now lived as wife to 

that Herod who was tetrarch of Galilee and Perea, took this 

authority  of   her   brother   in   an   envious   manner,   particularly 

when she saw that he had a greater dignity bestowed on him 

than her husband had; since, when he ran away, he was not 

able  to  pay his  debts;   and   now he  was  come  back,   it   was 

because he was in a way of dignity and of great fortune. She 

was   therefore   grieved   and   much   displeased   at   so   great   a 

mutation   of   his   affairs;   and   chiefly   when   she   saw   him 

marching among the multitude with the usual ensigns of royal 

authority, she was not able to conceal how miserable she was, 

by reason of the envy she had towards him; but she excited her 

husband, and desired him that he would sail to Rome, to court 

honours equal to his; for she said that she could not bear to 

live any longer, while Agrippa, the son of that Aristobulus, 

who was condemned to die by his father, one that came to her 

husband in such extreme poverty, that the necessaries of life 

were forced to be entirely supplied him day by day; and when 
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he fled away from his creditors by sea, he now returned a king. 

But   let   us  go   to  Rome,   and   let   us  spare   no  pains   nor 

expenses, either of silver or gold, since they cannot be kept for 

any better use than for the obtaining of a kingdom. 

But for Herod, he opposed her request at this time, out of 

the   love  of  ease,  and   having  a  suspicion  of  the  trouble   he 

should have at Rome; so he tried to instruct her better. But the 

more she saw him draw back, the more she pressed him to it, 

and desired him to leave no stone unturned in order to be king: 

and at last she left not off till she engaged him, whether he 

would or not, to be of her sentiments, because he could not 

otherwise avoid her importunity. So he got all things ready, 

after as sumptuous a manner as he was able, and spared for 

nothing, and went up to Rome, and took Herodias along with 

him.   But   Agrippa,   when   he   was   made   sensible   of   their 

intentions and preparations, he also prepared to go thither; and 

as soon as he heard they set sail, he sent Fortunatus, one of his 

freedmen,   to   Rome,   to   carry   presents   to   the   emperor,   and 

letters against Herod, and to give Caius a particular account of 

those matters, if he should have any opportunity.  This man 

followed Herod so quick, and had so prosperous a voyage and 

came so little after Herod, that while Herod was with Caius, he 

came himself, and delivered his letters; ... wherein he accused 

him, that he had been in confederacy with Sejanus, against 

Tiberius’s government, and that he was now confederate with 

Artabanus, the king of Parthia, in opposition to the government 

of Caius; as a demonstration of which he alleged that he had 

armour   sufficient   for   seventy   thousand   men   ready   in   his 

armoury.   Caius   was   moved   at   this   information   and   asked 

Herod whether what was said about the armour was true; and 

when he confessed there was such armour there, for he could 

not deny the same, the truth of it being too notorious, Caius 

took that to be a sufficient proof of the accusation, that he 

intended to revolt. So he took away from him his tetrarchy, 

and gave it by way of addition to Agrippa’s kingdom; he also 

gave Herod’s money to Agrippa, and, by way of punishment, 

awarded him a perpetual banishment, and appointed Lyons, a 

city of Gaul, to be his place of habitation. 

But when he was informed that Herodias was Agrippa’s 
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sister, he made her a present of what money was her own and 

told her that it was her brother who prevented her being put 

under the same calamity with her husband, but she made this 

reply:—‘Thou indeed  O emperor! actest after a magnificent 

manner, and as becomest thyself, in what thou offerest me; but 

the kindness which I have for my husband, hinders me from 

partaking of the favour of thy gift; for it is not just that I, who 

have been made a partner in his prosperity, should forsake him 

in his misfortunes.’ Hereupon, Caius was angry at her, and sent 

her   with   Herod   into   banishment,   and   gave   her   estate   to 

Agrippa. And thus did God punish Herodias for her envy at 

her   brother,   and   Herod   also   for   giving   ear   to   the   vain 

discourses of a woman. 

Thus the curtain was rung down on the lives of two of the 

most execrable characters found in the entire Bible. 
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