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If I said “sad stories in the Gospels” what pops into your mind?  Maybe you think of 
Jesus hanging on the cross and telling His youngest disciple, “John, this is your mom.  
Mom, this is your son.”  Or maybe Peter’s denial.  Jesus looking across the courtyard 
and making eye contact while Peter is denying he even knows who Jesus is.   
… 
I actually think one of the saddest stories is John the Baptist dying.  But it’s not the John 
part that’s sad.  You see Peter’s denial leads to an incredible moment of grace, 
repentance and reinstatement – that’s glory.  And both John and Jesus die in moments 
of victory, not defeat – that’s glory.   
 
But Herod, he’s different.  His story is about losing the fight for faith.  And Mark presents 
it as a sad warning – don’t mishandle the opportunity of doubt.   
 
So if you’ve got a Bible please open it to Mark 6 starting in verse 14.  And would you 
stand with me in hunger and hope that the God of the universe would speak and we 
might have the ears to hear what He’s saying.  Hear now the word of the Lord. 
 
[Read Mark 6:14-29] 
 
There is a progression in the text we need to draw out today.  First we see the power of 
doubt, then we see what doubt actually is, and finally we see what we need in our 
moment of doubt.1  And that’s where we are going today. 
 
So let’s start with the power of doubt.  Now Herod is a very interesting character in the 
Bible.  There are actually three Herods.  Herod the Great comes first.  He’s the guy who 
tried to kill baby Jesus.  Then there is Herod Antipas from our story today.  And then 
there’s Herod Agrippa who comes later and imprisons Peter and kills James.   
 
So three generations of Herods and all pretty messed up.  They were power hungry and 
deeply untrusting of each other and the people around them.  And since they were 
stealing each other’s wives and killing babies it’s not hard to see why. 
 
But in our story today Herod Antipas comes so close to escaping the misery of his 
family and fails.   
 
So Herod and John cross paths when Herod marries his brother’s wife who is also his 
niece – hence her uncreative name, Herodias.  And when he did this he enraged the 
Jews because he was committing incest.  But people didn’t talk back to Herod because 
he killed them, so he didn’t hear this from anyone except John the Baptist.   

 
1 Outline adapted from Tim Keller’s sermon “The Fear of King Herod” 
https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/the-fear-of-king-herod-5456/ (Accessed May 19, 2021) 

https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/the-fear-of-king-herod-5456/
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And you know how some preachers have tag lines?  They are constantly saying things 
like “Are you tracking with me?”  Or “Come back to the text.”  Well John’s tag line was: 

 “It is against God’s law for you to marry your brother’s wife.” (Mark 6:18) 

 
And verse 18 tells us he didn’t just say this once, he said it over and over.  And Mark 
tells us this intrigued Herod.  He was puzzled by John but liked to listen to him.  So this 
means Herod brought John out of prison and let him preach – which is strange right?  
“Hi John, what have you been up to lately?  Just hanging out?  Okay, well why don’t you 
do some preaching.  Tell me about my sins some more.  But be careful because I might 
chop your head off.” 
 
And John would let him have it!  And Herod was so puzzled by John’s courage and lack 
of fear that he kept him alive.   
 
Actually this word “puzzled” – verse 20 – can also be translated “paralyzed by 
indecision.”  It’s what happens to you when you come to a fork in the road and you are 
afraid to take either path so you end up just standing there doing nothing.   
 
So on one hand Herod feared John because he knew he was a righteous and holy man.  
But on the other hand, he doesn’t want to do what John says because he doesn’t want 
to stop sleeping with his brother’s wife.  Oh boy. 
 
So Herod loves two things.  He loves his lust and he loves John.  And he’s stuck in this 
moment of decision between the two.  The Apostle James describes this saying: 

Their loyalty is divided between God and the world, and they are unstable in 

everything they do. (James 1:8) 

 
But Mark’s word “puzzled” adds another dimension– it’s not just attempting to love two 
things, it’s the doubt of not knowing if you have the strength to do the thing you should.  
Is the cost too great?  Will I come out with less?  And so you are crippled in the moment 
of decision unable to do what you want to do because of doubt.  You are unsure.  And 
doubt can cripple. 
 
And this can happen to people who are considering faith, and it can happen to people 
who already believe – doubt happens every time we find ourselves caught between 
where God wants us to go and whatever it is that is keeping us from going there. 
 
And we get stuck wanting to do the right thing, and the true thing, but struggling to know 
for sure whether the cost is worth it.  And sometimes we can get stuck in this kind of 
spot for a long time.  Have you been there?  Are you there right now? 
… 
Maybe you have the sense God wants you to do something but something else is 
holding you back.  You want to obey but you aren’t sure you can afford the cost or the 
change to the world you are committed to? 
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Do you believe but still struggle?  Maybe you wish you could come to Jesus like that 
dad who asked for healing for his boy.  And Jesus says “I can heal if you believe.”  And 
he responds “I do believe.  Help my unbelief.”   
 
Or maybe you’re like the Psalmist who says: 

Truly God is good to Israel, to those whose hearts are pure. But as for me, I 

almost lost my footing. 

    My feet were slipping, and I was almost gone. For I envied the proud when I 

saw them prosper despite their wickedness. (Psalm 73:1-3) 

 
The Psalmist knows God is good, but then he sees the bad things that happen to good 
people and the good things that happen to bad people and he doubts – could God even 
be real?  And he almost loses his footing.  And maybe you are there and don’t know 
what to do.  This is the power of doubt.  But is doubt bad?  What is doubt?   
… 
Within the Christian community doubt is often seen as a dirty thing to be ashamed of.  
And if you’ve ever shared one of your doubts with a friend, especially one at church, 
there is a good chance you learned to keep these things to yourself. 
… 
So one day this week I was tucking Elliana into bed and she looked at me, and out of 
nowhere said “There are a lot of people in the world, and they all believe in other gods.  
How do we know Jesus is real?”  What would you tell her? 
… 
Two things flashed through my mind in this moment.  The first was, I remember having 
this same doubt and being afraid to ask it at Sunday school and Christian school and 
Bible Camp and to my parents.  And I was afraid because I thought “what if they can’t 
give me a good answer?”  And I was also afraid because I had heard someone else ask 
a similar question and get shot down – “Don’t ask questions like that, just believe.”  
… 
The second thing that flashed through my mind was that there isn’t an easy answer to 
most of the doubts we experience.  But this is by design.  You see Jesus could have 
removed the need for faith from His followers, but He chose not to. 
 
When Jesus hung on the cross and the soldiers mocked Him “You saved others but 
You can’t save Yourself.  Come down from the cross.”  He could have removed doubt in 
that moment.  And it wouldn’t have even been hard. 
 
Just a few lightning bolts out of his fingertips.  “You don’t think I can come down?  Fred 
doesn’t think that either, but watch this” – Zap!  “Now do you believe?  Not yet?  Look 
over at George.”  Zap. 
 
It wouldn’t have taken long and those soldiers would have been clambering over each 
other to get Jesus down.  Or He could have called that legion of angels and history 
would be very different.  Jesus could have removed doubt from the table.  But He didn’t 
do it at the cross, and He didn’t do it at any moment up to the cross either. 
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So did you ever wonder how the disciples could watch Jesus walk on water and feed 
thousands and yet Peter could turn around and deny he even knew Him, and Judas 
could throw Him under the bus for 30 chunks of silver?  How could they doubt?  Hadn’t 
Jesus proved to them who He was? 
 
No.  You see every miracle Jesus did was done in such a way that somehow it didn’t 
prove anything and still required faith.  And that was what Jesus wanted.  If He was 
zapping people from the cross they would have bowed their knee, but not because they 
loved Him, but because they had to.  But Jesus doesn’t want us to bow because He’s 
powerful, He wants us to bow because we see Him as beautiful and lovely. 
 
And this means faith is essential and doubt always goes with it.  Doubt isn’t a curse, it’s 
an opportunity.  Doubt is the moment where your life can change for the better.  And 
Jesus loves to show up in our doubt.  So when the dad says “I believe, help my 
unbelief” Jesus doesn’t turn around and say “You doubter.  Go work that out.  And come 
back when you really believe.”  He doesn’t say that.  He knows faith and doubt go 
together so He meets the dad there. 
 
And this is what doubt is.  Doubt isn’t bad.  It’s a search for truth and it’s a window of 
opportunity to encounter God in a more real way than you knew Him before.  Look at 
verse 21: 

Finally the opportune time came. On his birthday Herod gave a banquet… (Mark 

6:21) 

 
There’s an opportune moment.  So Herod’s living an ironically miserable life.  He’s a 
celebrity with an eating disorder.  He’s got all the wealth and power and sex he wants 
and no friends and no trust and no love.  History tells us Herodias went on to divorce 
him.  And all the Herods ended badly.   
 
But in this moment this Herod has the gift of doubt.  He is so close to escaping the 
Herod destiny and diving into the Jesus destiny.   
 
Herod looks at John who’s got nothing and yet has the boldness to speak truth even 
when it could cost his life.  And Herod puzzles.  He doubts his worldview.  Doubt is a 
window of opportunity; it brings you to the end of yourself where your view the world 
and God has a chance to grow.  And this isn’t just for God haters, this is for all of us. 
 
You see we all have a view of God – everyone in the world.  We believe some stuff 
about Him and what He is and isn’t like, and what He has the power to do.  And guess 
what, none of our views of God are right. 
 
You don’t see God for who He actually is.  You don’t have Truth nailed down.  God is 
way bigger than your wildest imagination of what He could possibly be.  You and I have 
ideas about what God’s forgiveness and grace and mercy can cover but ever one of our 
visions is wildly insufficient.   
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We look up at the God of the universe as though we are looking up at a black sheet.  
And there are little pin pricks of revelation that allow His glory to shine through.  And 
these pin pricks are beautiful but we’re delusional if we think we see the whole thing.  
We say “wow, His mercy and grace are so huge.”  But like Paul says: 

Now we see things imperfectly, like puzzling reflections in a mirror, but then we 

will see everything with perfect clarity. (1 Corinthians 13:12) 

 
Isn’t it foolish then that Baptists and Pentecostals and Catholics can fight?  We think 
we’ve got Jesus nailed down, but like Colossians says: 
 For in Christ lives all the fullness of God in a human body. (Colossians 2:9) 
 
So we can’t possibly see Jesus for who He is.  He’s way bigger than any of us could 
ever get our minds around.  And, so when the way we used to see the world doesn’t 
work anymore it is doubt that opens us up to the possibility that there must be more.  
And there is – there is more, and more! 
… 
So what do you say when Elliana asks “How do I know that Jesus is the real God?”  Are 
all paths to God equal?  This is one of the big doubts adults wrestle with.  Another is “If 
God is good then why does bad stuff to happen to good people?”   
 
And the truth is there aren’t mathematical answers to these questions that will just make 
you happy.  The answer to these questions is not 7.  But there are answer.  Jesus said: 

“I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can come to the Father except 

through Me.” (John 14:6) 

 
Jesus thought He was the only way and then He came back from the dead.  And there 
simply is no parallel to this in any other religion.  But there’s more.  If God could allow 
Jesus, His most perfect servant, to suffer horribly for reasons nobody could understand 
then perhaps there is a reason for my suffering that goes beyond what I understand.   
 
You see it’s at the cross that we realize the gods we’ve all worshipped are too small for 
the real world.  But the real God is always bigger. 
 
And doubt is the uncomfortable tool God uses in opportune moments to blow our 
idolatrous worldviews apart.  In doubt the way we saw the world gets shown to be 
insufficient and that’s why we waver.  The god we used to believe in doesn’t hold water 
against the new problems we’re facing.  And because this world is real we have to throw 
out that old god – he’s not big enough.  And we need to try on a bigger worldview. 
 
But here’s the scary part for people like us.  This happens to Christians.  Christians can 
doubt.  And you probably know some who have.  Or maybe you’re in there right now.   
 
And it’s scary to watch someone go through this – what if faith doesn’t survive?  That’s 
a possibility.  But it’s a possibility Jesus is willing to wager in the hope of giving 
something more.   
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You see Jesus is passionately committed to the destruction of idolatry that doubt 
exposes.  He always keeps tearing down our small views of who He is to replace them 
with bigger and more accurate pictures. 
 
So Jesus isn’t scared of our doubt.  The fullness of the God of the universe lives in Him.  
So Jesus isn’t insufficient for your reality.  It’s just your view of Jesus that’s insufficient.  
And what you need is for Him to poke a new hole in the black sheet that you’re looking 
through so you can see Him a little more clearly that you ever saw Him before.  Doubt is 
an opportunity. 
… 
Doubt is an opportunity, but it’s not a foregone conclusion.  And Herod fails the 
opportune moment and this is why the story is so sad.  Herodias’ daughter dances and 
asks for John’s head on a platter.  And Herod has the choice to go along with her 
request, or he can embarrass himself in front of his dinner guests. 
 
And Herod caves.  What he loves – the praise and respect of people – is too costly to 
trade for what intrigues him – the boldness and abundance of John.  And in a second 
his moment of opportunity passes, and it’s gone. 
 
And we know it is gone because two and half years later Jesus stands in front of Herod 
and Pilot and all Herod can do is mock.  The puzzle is gone along with the doubt.  The 
praise of man has won.  And instead of getting free of the lineage of Herods, Herod 
Antipas has sealed his fate.   
 
And friends, this is the warning.  When you have a moment of opportunity to trust Jesus 
don’t let it pass thinking there will always be tomorrow.  At some point that moment will 
close.  It can close unexpectedly.  And when it does it may be gone. 
 
So if you sense God calling you to something today – to an obedience or a step of faith 
– then act.  Doubt is powerful.  But it isn’t bad.  It’s a gift – an opportune moment to see 
God in a bigger way.  So if you are doubting grab hold of Jesus.  But how? 
 
Two things: first, know that there is always fear involved with doubt.  Herod feared the 
loss of respect from his dinner guests – even though he didn’t know he was afraid and 
would have denied it.  But his fear enabled a girl to overpower him.  And perhaps you 
fear something too.  Whenever God calls us to something it is always into the unknown 
and that’s scary.  It’s hard to trust when you can’t see what God could possibly be 
doing.  It’s hard but that’s what faith is. 
 
Or perhaps there is a sin that you need to leave behind.  But you love that sin and you 
are afraid that if you go with God you will end up with less.  He won’t be better than the 
sin you have to forsake. 
… 
Fear is a lie the devil is good at it.  He uses it to convince us that God isn’t big enough 
or good enough.  And he plays off the fact that Jesus refuses to shoot lightning and take 
doubt out of the equation.  And so he provokes fear.  But don’t buy the lie.  God is good 
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and He wants good things for you.  So trust Him even when your view of Him isn’t big 
enough and you can’t figure out what He’s up to. 
… 
Second, we need to look beyond our heroes.  The fact is that we all have a tendency to 
build our faith around people we respect.  And doubt happens when our heroes fall.  
Celebrity pastors sin.  Or maybe just godly people in your life show themselves to be 
less than worthy.  And when this happens our faith gets shaken. 
 
And this happened to Herod.  His hero was John.  He loved that John could speak the 
truth at risk to his own life.  And he wanted to be like him.  He wanted to live without 
doubt and fear.  But in the end but this was a dead end.   
 
And that’s because he was looking at John instead of the one John pointed to.  John 

constantly said things like “Look! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world!” And “He must become greater, and I must become less.  

 
John always pointed to Jesus.  And this is where we need to look in our doubt.  So don’t 
let fear control you, and don’t set your eyes on people.  Look at the one who has the 
fullness of God inside them.  He is the one we need to see more clearly. 
 
So look at the cross.  On the cross Jesus felt the full rejection of the Father.  Clothed in 
your sin and mine He cried out “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?”  He felt 
the weight of doubt – ultimate doubt – and yet He prevailed in faith. 
 
And in that moment He took our penalty and impurity upon Himself, and He took it to 
hell.  And He did this so that we could be accepted in spite of our impurities and doubts.  
And we can know we are saved not by our righteousness, but by His.  And then Jesus 
came out the other side. 
 
Friends, doubt is powerful, it can destroy you.  But it’s not evil.  It’s actually a blessing.  
Doubt is an opportunity to crucify the idolatry of your small view of God and replace it 
with something bigger and more accurate.  The God of the universe is always bigger 
than you thought. 
 
And His Gospel is bigger than you thought.  Jesus is the God who took your sin to death 
and rose again.  And He longs to carry your doubt and lead you into the abundance of 
life He created you for.  So will you take the opportune moment and trust even though 
you don’t know what He’s doing.  And He’s probably not going to tell you.  But will you 
let Him poke new holes in your black sheet? 


