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So there’s a gospel passage for ya…  


Here we are at worship…maybe expecting a parable from Jesus; or another story of healing; or maybe a word about love or mercy or forgiveness, or mission.  Instead, we got a story of a beheading.  It’s pretty hard to put a happy face on this one.  It’s not really one that makes us feel very warm and fuzzy.


So let’s do some Bible this morning.  Let’s build some Bible muscles!...keeping in mind that often the Gospel is about something more powerful than warm and fuzzy.


I’m going to speak on three things today:  I’m going to speak on what happens here in this story.  I’m going to speak on why this story is here at all.  And then, I’m going to speak on what it means for us and what we’re supposed to take from it.


So here’s what’s going on:  We know about John the Baptist.  He’s a cousin of Jesus.  He’s a prophet who preaches in the wilderness, and who baptizes people for repentance of sin in the Jordan River.  He dresses in camel’s hair and eats locusts and wild honey…just like Elijah.  He was popular.  Apparently, a lot of people needed to repent and knew they needed to repent.  So it says that all of Jerusalem went out to see him.  That “all” of Jerusalem went to see him is certainly hyperbolic speech, but it makes the point—people listened to what John the Baptist said, and in response to his preaching they did what they could to change their lives for God.

One of the persons who came to be baptized by John was Jesus.  The relationship between Jesus and John is complex.  It raises a lot of questions.  But here’s what we can say for sure:  The early Church knew John was important.  John plays a major role in all four of the gospels.  He is celebrated as the new Elijah, paving the way for the Messiah.  Regardless of the complexities, John is so important that each of the gospel writers must begin their story of Jesus by talking about John first.


And now he’s in prison.  We know why he’s in prison not just from this story, but also from the writing of a Jewish historian named Josephus who lived a generation after John and Jesus.  Here’s the story behind this story:


The Romans decided to govern ancient Palestine mostly through puppet kings called tetrarchs who would be their vassals.  One was a fellow named Herod the Great, who messed with the wise men and once tried to kill Jesus by killing all the babies in Bethlehem.  He died, and after some of his other sons were executed, his son Herod Antipas eventually became the new king.  (Now I’ll give you a word of warning here…you almost need a scorecard to keep track of all the different Herods in this story.  Herod the Great [and he really wasn’t that great] had ten wives with whom he had nine sons, five of whom were called “Herod.”)  Now there was a kingdom to the southeast of Palestine called Nabatea.  Herod Antipas—the one in this story--married the daughter of the King of Nabatea.  It was a marriage that made good diplomatic sense.  But Herod Antipas had a half-brother named Herod Boethus who lived in Rome.  Herod Boethus was also called Philip.  Herod Antipas took a vacation to visit Herod Boethus, and while he was there he fell in love with his half-brother’s wife, a woman named Herodias…who also happened to be his own niece.  He took a Roman holiday, and fell in love with a woman who was his own niece and his half-brother’s wife.  

At this point he should have taken a cold shower, and got on a boat back to Jerusalem.  He didn’t.  Herodias decided to divorce her husband (who seems not to have been particularly upset at the idea), and Herod Antipas decided to divorce his wife.  Now we don’t know the name of the woman Herod Antipas wanted to divorce.  We just know that her father, the King of Nabatea, didn’t like the idea of his daughter being dumped one bit because after he took his newly-single daughter home he mobilized his army.  Angry fathers will sometimes do that when they’re kings.
Herod Antipas and Herodias married.  They returned to Jerusalem with the daughter Herodias had born through Herod Boethus, a girl named Salome.  (Mark is mistaken about her name in this passage.  It wasn’t Herodias.  It was Salome.)
Now here’s what the Hebrew Law says:  You can’t marry your brother’s wife.  Can’t do that, is what it says in Leviticus.  And apparently, John the Baptist stood up and said to Herod Antipas “You can’t do that.”  Whether out by the Jordan River, or in town…but somewhere, when all those people started gathering around him, John called out the king for his unacceptable behavior.  In some form or fashion he said “this behavior is wrong.” Josephus comments more explicitly than does scripture on how John’s words against Herod raised the ire of the people he ruled.  But that’s what happens…John stands up for what is right, and the people start listening to him.  And so with an army mobilizing on his southeastern flank, and his poll numbers in decline, Herod behaves the way the rulers of this world behave and puts John in prison.
Now Herod doesn’t want to hurt John.  Read the story carefully, and Herod is somewhat sympathetic to John.  Actually, he’s afraid of him.  That’s why John’s in prison.  Beyond that, Herod liked listening to John.  He didn’t understand him, but he liked listening to him.  It’s Herodias who’s really after him.  She’s the one who’s really upset—and he’s trying to protect John from her.  It’s just that his lust, self-indulgence, impulsiveness, and weakness get in the way.

Now sometimes, there are stories in scripture worth lingering over…stories that are fun to tell.  This isn’t one of them.  It’s icky.  So we’re not going to linger on this one today.  Other than John, there isn’t a single admirable character in this story.  Not Herod; not Herodias; not the daughter.  The end is that weakness, lust, cunning, and vengefulness coalesce to put a good and righteous man—a hero—to death.

That’s what’s happening here.  Now…let’s do some Bible…
In a literary way, this is an odd story.  The Gospels are about Jesus, but you will notice that this story really doesn’t have much to do with Jesus at all.  It’s a story about John the Baptist, not Jesus.  It doesn’t really advance the story about Jesus.  It’s like an interlude.  There’s the Jesus story over here, and then STOP, and for a little bit there’s the John the Baptist story, and then back to Jesus…
You will also notice that this is a retrospective story.  It’s about something that happened in the past.  It’s like in a movie, where there’s a flashback scene.  Now what these two things mean is that 1) this story…because it is not specifically about Jesus…doesn’t have to be here at all; there’s no essential reason that it be included in the gospel at all because it doesn’t appear to do much for the Jesus story.  Luke doesn’t tell this story; neither does John; when Matthew tells it, he cuts out about half of it; this story of John’s beheading is not essential to the story of Jesus.  That this story is here is a choice Mark makes.  And 2) because it’s a flashback, because it’s not part of the flow of the gospel story, it could be told almost anywhere.  For example, it could have been told right at the beginning of Mark’s Gospel where it says that John was arrested.  So there are two questions Mark wants us to ask:  Why does he tell this story?  And why does he tell it here?
Well, here’s an answer…and it has to do with what comes before this story.  Take a look at the first line of the reading.  It says “King Herod heard of it, for Jesus’ name had become known.” What did he hear of?  What’s the “it” that inspires this retrospective story of the beheading?
The “it” he heard of is what we heard of last week if we were in worship…that the disciples of Jesus—people like you and me--were going into the countryside two-by-two and speaking of the Kingdom.  They were traveling light, and moving fast, and trusting God, and casting out demons, and healing the sick.  Jesus had given them his authority, and they were using it; and like him, they were putting the world on notice that the Kingdom of God was at hand.  It may be that the disciples will have to wipe the dust of some towns off the bottom of their feet, but God is making good things happen.  Things are rockin’ and riding high; people are saying “yes.”  The disciples are being successful!  When the disciples finally return from their mission, they’ll tell Jesus all the wonderful things that happened.  Goodness gracious, when the Gospel is preached and responded to it just wants to make you stand up and holler “Hallelujah!”…and that’s what’s going on!
…but in case any disciple reading this story thinks that living the Kingdom life and sharing it will be easy, well, let me tell you what happened to John the Baptist…and, of course, what we recognize is that what happens to John the Baptist is kind of like what happens to Jesus; and then we start remembering that we are told to carry our cross; we are bid to come and die to ourselves; that we live not for the purpose of waving to the adoring crowds, but to serve as the Son of Man served.
You see, I think this story is told, and I think it’s told here, because Mark is in favor of full-disclosure…decide to follow Jesus; decide to live that way; decide to stand up for him; and there’s a chance you could lose your head…but you’ll certainly sleep better…
This is a story that paints on a big canvas.  The powers of the world, it declares, are not favorable to the Gospel.  The Kingdoms of this world are not like the Kingdom of God.  Herod the Great tried to kill Jesus.  His son, Herod Antipas, kills his cousin John.  When we speak and stand for the justice, and mercy, and love of God; when we stand up for righteousness; we should not expect adulation.  Mark was trying to explain to the first disciples of Jesus why it was that so many in authority were hostile to them.  His answer…it’s always been that way, and it’s just the way it is.  It was that way for Elijah; it was that way for Amos; it was that way for Jeremiah; it was that way for John the Baptist; it was that way for Jesus…so if we choose to give our lives for him, we should expect nothing different.
It’s a big canvass story.  But we apply it to the smaller canvasses of our lives.  That’s not easy to do, but who ever said being a follower of Jesus was easy?

We stand up for godly righteousness when life demands that we do so because Christ has blessed us with every spiritual blessing that we might live for the praise of his glory.  We stand up for godly righteousness because through the mercy of God and the power of the Spirit, we can.  So bringing it home, maybe it looks like this…when our neighbors start gossiping about our neighbors, we refuse to participate.  When hateful things are said about people because they look different from us, or dress differently, or follow different customs, or because they come from a different part of the world than we came from and have an accent that makes it difficult to understand them, or because their sexual orientation is different than ours, we don’t put up with that.  When our children start complaining about why we don’t have what everybody else has, we remind them that we aren’t everybody else…we’re followers of Jesus.  So that rather than have more, we’re a household that gives more.  When we are wronged or hurt, and the world’s definition of justice calls for revenge or a steely-eyed and pursed-lip grudge, we let go and forgive.  When others in our business world cut corners or shade the truth, we are the ones who are forthright and maintain quality…even when it costs us.  Where there are those places in our culture that say adultery is okay, or greed is okay, or promiscuity is okay, or deceit is okay, or living beyond our means is okay…we point in another direction.  Where others say “keep,” we say “give.” Where others say “hate,” we say “love.” Where others say “this is all there is,” we’re the ones who smile and say “actually, there’s a whole lot more.” Where others say “look out for number one,” we say “number one is already looking out for me; what, therefore, shall I fear?”
And the point of the story is that when we choose to take these stands—when we choose to live as Jesus calls us to live—we may not always be popular, and we may not always be liked.  But if you have ever tried to live a life where your purpose has been to be popular and liked, you know that there is no happiness at the end of that rainbow and that the surest way to lose your soul is to allow others to shape it into what they want it to be.  In this artfully told story, it’s the guy who wants everybody to like him who is the villain and who goes to bed after his birthday party filled with regret.  And the one who cares only for what God wants…well, some of us still name our sons after him.
When we choose to live this way, we may not always be popular or well-liked.  But we won’t be alone, either.  John the Baptist wasn’t alone when those soldiers entered that cell.  When it’s tough, remember the Lord is with you.  And look around…when it’s tough, remember that we’re with you—your Church—we’re with you, also.  When it’s time to stand, we’ll stand with you, and we got your back.
It’s an odd story to read in worship.  But here’s why Mark wrote it, and we read it…to be reminded that in those moments when faithfulness is difficult, we are exactly where we’re supposed to be; that if we ever suffer for the sake of God, we are only doing what our brothers and sisters before us—and with us—have done and are doing; and that if our faithfulness in the evening brings us sorrow or pain, still the promise of the morning is joy and a happy day.  For if like John the Baptist we all have our personal Good Fridays, then through Jesus we are all given together an eternal Easter.
