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The conscience has been described as the eye of the soul.  William Shakespeare has Richard III from the play of the same name as saying, 

“My conscience hath a thousand several tongues, 

And every tongue brings in a several tale, 

And every tale condemns me for a villain.”

Webster defined conscience:
· the faculty power, or inward principle which decides as to the character of one’s own actions, purposes, and affections, warning against and condemning that which is wrong and approving and prompting to that which is right; 

· the moral faculty passing judgment on one’s self; 

· the moral sense.


Every man has a conscience.  According to Paul, all men have been given the light of nature (Rom. 2:14-15).  This innate knowledge of right and wrong is part of the image of God in man.  It is one’s sense of morality.  The issue with conscience then is what law or standard of morality is guiding one’s conscience.  If the conscience is the eye of the soul, then one will live and act according to one’s soul, alive or dead.  A soul that is alive unto God, having received His grace to live by faith according to a regenerate heart, an enlivened soul, has as its law of conscience the Word of God.  The soul that is dead in trespasses and sins lives according to the law of the world and has a sense of morality that is steeped in sinful desires and passions.  


What we see in our story this morning is the tragic result of ignoring one’s conscience, that light of nature given to all men concerning right and wrong.  The life of Herod Antipas shows that the natural man’s conscience is enslaved by sin.  And unless we silence sin, sin will silence conscience.

I.  Herod’s Conscience on Trial (6:17-29)


There are only a couple of passages in the gospel of Mark that are not about Jesus Christ – and those that are not about Christ are about John the Baptist.  The first we saw in Mark 1 where John the Baptist arrives as the forerunner or herald of Christ.  The second passage is found in these verses where Mark records the events that lead to the death of John the Baptist.  It is a narrative that most of us are familiar with.  However, I think we often miss the focal point of the narrative.  While the death of John the Baptist is cruel and unjust, I don’t believe that he is the most important character in the narrative.  That would belong to King Herod and his role in sentencing John the Baptist to executed.  I agree with Geoff Thomas, “This incident gives us the history of one man’s conscience.”
  And it is the conscience of Herod that we examine this morning.


1.  A convicted conscience (vv. 17-18)


We are told that “Herod himself had sent and had John arrested and bound in prison.”  There are actually four Herod’s mentioned in the New Testament.  The first is Herod the Great who was alive when Jesus was born and who was responsible for the murders of innocent children in Bethlehem (Matt. 2).  This Herod had ten wives and numerous children.  Three of his sons, born to different wives, were also named Herod.  One of those was this Herod, Herod Antipas, who ruled after him for 43 years.  He was not in fact a king, but a tetrarch of Galilee, his brothers being tetrarch’s over other regions left to them by their father.  The Roman emperor would never allow a man to carry the title of king.  So the title of king was self-proclaimed by Herod Antipas.  Herod Antipas was a lover of luxury, a ruthless and clever man that Jesus knew and referred to as “that fox” (Lk. 13:32).  


Another of the Herod’s is Herod Philip, also mentioned in our text and it is with Philip that our story has its sinful twist.  Herod Philip, the half-brother of Herod Antipas, had a wife named Herodias who had an affair with Antipas.  This affair with his sister-in-law was well known and widely talked about and led to the divorce of Antipas from his first wife as well as the divorce of Herodias and his half-brother Philip.  Antipas’ first wife’s father was also a king just south in Perea.  This king, King Aretas, will later go to war against Antipas to avenge his daughter.  


But the story gets more complicated because Herodias is also the daughter of the Herod we have yet to mention, the other half-brother of Philip and Antipas.  That Herod was murdered by his own father, in this case, Herodias’ grandfather, Herod the Great.  Therefore, in marrying Herodias, Antipas did not only marry his sister-in-law but also his niece.  In doing so, he violated Levitical law.  He had committed incest, and even though Antipas was outside of Israel, John the Baptist calls him to account for violating God’s law.  “For John had been saying to Herod, ‘It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.’”  


Herod was a powerful man.  He was a Jewish leader, or at least that was his fancy.  He would occasionally go to Jerusalem and celebrate the Passover.  Hence the title, “that fox,” from our Lord.  He was a king in name only, not by right, and his desire was to have the Jews serve him as their king.  Geoff Thomas points out, “We know that Herod was a claimant to the royal line of David, and that Herod wanted all the Jews to come together and recognise him as their true king.”
   In this regard we see John’s boldness in publicly pronouncing Antipas’ sin.  John preached the kingdom.  His message was that entrance into the kingdom was through repentance of sin and faith in the King, Jesus Christ.  John preached a King, but not Antipas.  Further, this public pronouncement of Antipas’ sin proved that he was unqualified to assume the title of king of the Jews.  He was a lawbreaker, an immoral man according to the moral law of God.  


Antipas now faced a decision.  His conscience was under conviction.  This public pronouncement by John made his sin unmistakable.  He could either repent of his sin or he must somehow find a way to keep John quiet.  He chooses the latter and has John arrested and thrown into prison, Mark noted at the desire of Herodias.  One would think this would end the story.  But Herod’s conscience would not allow the story to end just yet.  His conscience had been pricked. 



2.  A captivated conscience (vv. 19-20) 


The historian Josephus tells us that John was executed in a place called Machaerus.  Herod the Great had built a magnificent palace there in the hills surrounding the Dead Sea, which served as security for the palace from invading armies.  Josephus described Machaerus as “magnificently spacious, with beautiful apartments.”  Deep under the palace were dungeons that remain to this day.  The palace is long gone, but the dungeons remain.  In those deep dungeons John the Baptist was unjustly imprisoned by Herod Antipas.  


Again, we might think that that would end the story.  John would simply be left to die and that would end Herod’s problem.  But it was not like that because of Herod’s conscience.  And, as Calvin once said, suddenly a man’s conscience will summon him to stand before the bar of God.  Herodias was not satisfied.  She “had a grudge against him and wanted to put him to death.”  But she “could not do so.”  Why not?  Look at v. 20, “For Herod was afraid of John.”  We must picture this.  Here, one of the most powerful men in all of the world in Antipas, who had imprisoned this man named John, who was poor and haggardly and pretty much a loner.  And Antipas was afraid of him.  Why?  Again, look at v. 20, because he knew “that he was a righteous and holy man.”  John did not fear Herod – Herod feared John because he was a righteous man.  He feared him so much that he protected him, “kept him safe.”  


The righteousness and holiness of John captivated Herod’s conscience, so much so that Antipas could not simply wash his hands of John and put him out of his mind.  Mark says that Herod “used to enjoy listening to him.”  “When he heard him, he was very perplexed,” but he listened anyway.  Herod was so captivated by this man that he would go down into the bowels of the palace, into the dark and damp dungeons, and listen to John’s words, words that had formerly convicted him of his sin with Herodias.  Perhaps we see why Herodias wanted john out to death.  He was having an effect on Herod.  His preaching of the kingdom was somehow interesting to Antipas.  Herod was afraid of John because of the truth he proclaimed, the truth that Jesus was the Lamb of God who would take away the sins of the world.  This puzzled Herod.  How could Jesus be both a King and a Lamb at the same time?  We can see Herod crying out to John, “This makes no sense!”  But, you see, John preached the truth.  He was holy and righteous, and Herod was afraid of him.  Geoff Thomas is correct, “John was the first real man Herod had ever met.  He wasn’t a fawning flunky who brought him women and wine, and cooked him some lamb at three in the morning when his conscience would not let him sleep.  Herod was a great sinner who was offending his own conscience and rejecting the word of God and gripped by the word of God.  He wanted John to be silent, and yet he wanted to hear him too.”
  


Why this confusion?  Because Herod knew that he was wrong.  Herod is much like a man named Felix in Acts 24 who sent for the prisoner Paul and listened to him as he spoke of righteousness and the judgment to come.  King Felix would say, “That’s enough!” and dismiss Paul.  But then he couldn’t stand it and would recall Paul and talk with him.  That is exactly what Herod is doing here with John.  Both of these men were captivated by the message of John and Paul, and yet they denied their consciences and put off doing anything about it.  Derek Thomas picks up on this and rightly acclaims, “There is never a convenient time for repentance.  There will never be a time when you are more ready to obey God than today.  Only today; this very moment is all we are guaranteed.”
  Herod put repentance off.  His conscience had been convicted of sin and captivated by the truth of John’s message.  Herod knew that he was wrong, but he does not repent.  Why?


3.  A cowering conscience (vv. 21-29)

Herodias wants John dead, and the opportunity presents itself in v. 21.  Mark calls it “a strategic day.”  Someone has said that the only place Herodias felt that her marriage license could be safely written was on the back of John the Baptist’s death certificate.  It was Herod’s birthday celebration and it was a grand occasion.  This would have been a huge party that took weeks to plan.  People would travel great distances, perhaps taking vacation to make the journey.  Remember, Machaerus was not easy to get to.  All of the important people are invited.  No dignitary was left out.  There was food and wine unlike any other party.  And then there was a show.  The queen’s daughter came in and danced for them.  Josephus identifies her as a young girl, probably a teenager, named Salome.  Her dancing “pleased Herod” (v. 22).  It does not take a very vivid imagination for us to picture what this means.  But in case you haven’t got it, consider that Salome probably performed this dance before men only.  V. 24 says, “She went out and said to her mother,” which implies that her mother was not present at the party.  We can assume that if Queen Herodias was not present then there were no women present.  Teenage girl dancing before a bunch of drunken men and they were pleased.  Now you get the picture.


When she had finished her dance, Herod yells out, “Ask me for whatever you want and I will give it to you,” even offering half the kingdom (v. 23).  Of course, that was really not his to offer because Rome would not allow him to give away half the kingdom.  But Herod was caught up in his own little fantasy, thinking that Salome would desire him on this occasion.  So Salome goes out and asks her mother, “What shall I ask for?”  And immediately, without any hesitation whatsoever, Herodias replies, “The head of John the Baptist.”  The “strategic day” had come.  Herodias’ premeditated plan to have John executed is revealed.  Salome does not pause and ask, “Are you sure about this?  We can have anything we want.”  Look at v. 25, “Immediately she came in a hurry to the king, and asked, saying, ‘I want you to give me at once the head of John the Baptist on a platter.”  She even embellishes Herodias’ words.  “At once,” she says, “on a platter.”  

The king was stunned.  V. 26 says that Herod “was very sorry,” literally “distressed.”  Kent Hughes notes, “This word was used only one other time in the New Testament, to describe Jesus’ pain in the Garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:34).”
  For the moment, Herod’s conscience is smitten, even more than it was when John proclaimed his sinfulness in his marriage.  John was a good man and Herodias had deceived him.  In his conscience, he knows that it would be wrong to execute John.  But he had given his word.  These men, these important men, “his lords and military commanders and his leading men,” had witnessed the oath he had made with Salome.  He could not back away and be seen as a man who did not keep his word.  So, though his conscience tells him one thing, his pride tells him another, and he cowers to the demand.  He sends the executioner down into the dungeon with the command, and John is beheaded (v. 27).  Herod would rather please men than God.


The solemnity of this is captured by the words of Kent Hughes:

What a tragedy! Herod’s conscience had begun to live, and he stifled it because of what he feared others would think. Realizing what was at stake, this is incredible. But there are many today who are doing just the same thing. How many people’s consciences have been awakened to eternal things and their own sinful plight, and yet have buried it all because of what they feared their friends or family or fiancé or spouse or fellow-students would think. Some spend their entire lives basing their decisions on what other people think.

II.  Herod’s Conscience on Display (6:14-16)


Jesus ministry was thriving.  His miracles, much more than His teaching, had drawn the attention of the entire region.  And now His disciples had gone out with the same authority, preaching and healing (6:12-13).  We now fast forward probably a month or two and notice the response of Herod when he hears about the ministry of Jesus.  He had sent out his spies to check on this man who was garnering such popularity in his kingdom.  Word of all this had caught the ear of Herod Antipas in the palace.  


1.  A guilty conscience (vv. 14-16)


“And King Herod heard of it, for His name had become well known; and people were saying, ‘John the Baptist has risen from the dead, and that is why these miraculous powers are at work in Him.’  15 But others were saying, ‘He is Elijah.’ And others were saying, ‘He is a prophet, like one of the prophets of old.’  16 But when Herod heard of it, he kept saying, ‘John, whom I beheaded, has risen!’”


Here we see the heart of skepticism.  It has always been the habit of men who do not know Christ to get their religious opinions from a majority poll or vote.  People love to speculate on the person and work of Jesus.  Here we see how their speculation blinded them from seeing Christ in their very midst.  Some were convinced that Jesus was John the Baptist restored to life.  These might even have been some of John’s earlier disciples.  Others said that Elijah had appeared.  These would be thinking of the prophecy of Malachi 4:5, “Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the LORD.”  After all, there were certainly evidences of the kingdom visible in His ministry.  Still others thought He must have been one of the older prophets returned from the dead.  


Herod hears all of these speculations.  While he might have given some consideration to the Elijah and older prophets ideas, he comes to the conclusion that Jesus must be John the Baptist up from the grave.  The language in v. 16 is graphic, “John, whom I beheaded, has risen!”  “I” is emphatic in the Greek, “I am the one.  I did it!”  The sense is that he said it over and over again.  That was Herod’s conviction.  But as Sinclair Ferguson concludes, “But it was not a conclusion based on spiritual understanding.  It was the conviction of a guilty conscience.”
  So we see Herod’s guilty conscience would not allow him to remain silent.


Many of you have read, probably were made to read, Edgar Allen Poe’s short story, “The Tell-Tale Heart.”  The story, written in first person, describes a man that detested one eye of an old man living in his home.  He called it a ‘vulture - a pale blue eye, with a film over it.’  The man did him no harm but something about that ‘pale blue eye’ pierced him, and he could stand to live with it no longer.  So he planned to rid himself of this man.  For seven days he crept into his room at midnight.  But the eye was always shut.  On the eighth night the door latch squeaked and awakened the old man.  After an hour of silence he lit his lantern and there it was!  The ‘Evil Eye’ gazed at him, so he threw open the lantern, leaped toward the man, and as the old man screamed, he dragged him to the floor and pulled the heavy bed over him.


He dismembered the corpse, took up three planks in the man’s bedroom, and hid the remains while replacing the floor.  He congratulated himself on a job well done, and one that no one could ever know.  He had nothing to fear.  Before daylight, though, three police officers came to the door.  They had been notified of a scream in the night, so they came to investigate.  The man, however, had nothing to fear.  Showing them the entire house, with great confidence he finally put chairs out for the men with his own chair right over the dismembered body beneath the flooring.  They chatted merrily, with the officers convinced that no problem existed.  However, as he sat he felt himself turning pale, and a ringing began in his ears.  It grew louder and louder though the officers heard nothing.  It grew louder and louder. His agitation increased as he raved, swore, and flung the chair into the wall. Louder it grew, but the officers remained pleasant, when finally he shrieked, ‘Villains! Dissemble no more! I admit the deed! - tear up the planks! - here, here! - it is the beating of his hideous heart!’
  


That is the result of a guilty conscience.  It is meant to call us to repentance and forgiveness.  That is what Herod’s conscience was doing on this occasion.  However, Herod did not repent.  There was just his futile speculation that John had risen from the dead.  His guilty conscience did not lead him to Christ.  And in ignoring his conscience, he loses it altogether.

 


2.  A dead conscience (Luke 23:8-11)


The last mention of Herod Antipas in Scripture shows the reality of a man who denied his guilty conscience.  Herod’s heart was hardened.  At the end of Jesus’ life He was sent from Pilate to Herod.  Jesus was on trial and He was under Herod’s jurisdiction.  We read of this meeting in Luke 23:8-11.

8 Now Herod was very glad when he saw Jesus; for he had wanted to see Him for a long time, because he had been hearing about Him and was hoping to see some sign performed by Him.  9 And he questioned Him at some length; but He answered him nothing.  10 And the chief priests and the scribes were standing there, accusing Him vehemently.  11 And Herod with his soldiers, after treating Him with contempt and mocking Him, dressed Him in a gorgeous robe and sent Him back to Pilate.

Herod wanted to see Jesus because he thought Jesus might perform some sign for him.  If Jesus would perform some miracle, Herod would spare His life and make Him the court jester.  There would be instant fame and recognition.  There was no fear or spiritual conviction in Herod.  He was a hardened man.  Herod, who had just a year prior been captivated by the preaching of John concerning this man, who enjoyed hearing about the King and His kingdom.  He now stands face-to-face with the King and mocked Him.  It is interesting that when Herod had a conscience he saw John the Baptist as a righteous and holy man and kept him safe.  Now, his conscience dead, he sees no righteousness or holiness in Christ and turns Him back over to Pilate to be executed.  Kent Hughes shows the tragedy of Herod’s life on this occasion, “Herod stood face-to-face with Christ who is absolute righteousness and absolute goodness and saw nothing in him.  More terribly, Christ now saw nothing in Herod.  It was the death of a soul.”
  That is the sobering reality of the life of Herod, a man who ignored his conscience because he was enslaved by sin.

Conclusion


1.  There is a pattern to sin and temptation.  

2.  Unconfessed sin will harden your heart to Jesus Christ.
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