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July 11, 2021 

Christ the Servant, Reston  

Pentecost 7 

 Mark 6:14-29 

 

 

 I’d like to preach a sermon to you this morning about sex.  And 

adultery.  And incest.  And violence.  And intrigue.  And betrayal.  And 

revenge.  And guilt.  Now that I have you listening with both ears I need to 

tell you it is also a sermon about courage, honesty, truthfulness, and 

morality.  It is a story which, if it were on prime time TV, you wouldn’t let 

your six-year-old watch.  And it is right there in the Bible – New 

Testament even! 

 The story we are considering is the betrayal and beheading of John 

the Baptist.  The story begins in the palace of King Herod Antipas.  In the 

first scene, the king and his aides discuss the news of this Jesus of Nazareth 

whose name and fame were spreading.  Herod is wondering who this new 

prophet is.  The alternatives include Elijah and John the Baptist raised 

from the dead.  Herod is convinced that John has come back to haunt him.   

 Herod and John had crossed paths back when Herod began coveting 

his brother’s wife – literally.  His brother, Philip, was married to Herodias.  

Herod and Herodias took a liking to each other.  So, Herodias divorced 

Philip to marry Herod.  Problem was, the book of Leviticus had a very 

specific law against marrying one’s sister-in-law.  It was considered to be 

incest.  John the Baptist publicly condemned the marriage.  Herod actually 

respected John for standing up for the right thing.  But Herodias was livid.  

She harbored that deep resentment toward John the Baptist for years.  

Isn’t it amazing how one person can be resentful of another person when it 
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is person number one who was wrong in the first place.  Herodias wanted 

to kill John the Baptist but Herod wouldn’t let her. 

 But that doesn’t stop Herodias.  Her opportunity comes on the 

occasion of a birthday party for the king.  Herod’s gorgeous and seductive 

daughter, Salome, comes in and dances.  It is very beguiling.  His male 

guests become excited.  Scripture doesn’t say, but my bet is that the wine is 

flowing freely.  Herod must be feeling pretty good, too, because he calls 

Salome over to him and says, “I’ll give you whatever you ask of me.  Even 

half of my kingdom.” 

 Salome goes to her mother and tells her,  "Dad says he will give me 

anything I ask him for.  What should I ask him for?”  In what is one of the 

most chilling lines of the story Herodias responds,  “Ask for the head of 

John the Baptist.”  Salome goes to Herod and repeats this line.  “What I 

want, Dad, is the head of John the Baptist.”  Then she adds, “on a platter.” 

 It is an understatement to say that Herod was conflicted about this.  

Again, he respected John.  But Herod had given his promise and there 

were guests present.  So, Herod does what he sees as the honorable thing 

and gives the order to a soldier.  The soldier goes to the prison, cuts John’s 

head off, and comes back to the palace with it on a platter, and gives it to 

Salome who in turn presents it to Herodias.  There was nothing left for the 

disciples to do but to get John’s body and bury it. 

 Now, what do we do with this story – this graphic intense story?  It 

is the longest anecdote recorded in any of the four gospels.  It is the only 

flashback.  Folks are wondering if John the Baptist hasn’t come back to 

life in the form of Jesus, so Mark needs to go back and tell us how John 

died.  It is the only story in all four gospels in which Jesus never appears.   

The commentaries I consulted were approaching it from the point of view 

of John’s martyrdom, his courage.  John’s willingness to put his life on the 
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line for his Lord.  And, indeed, this is a theme.  But I think there is a larger 

lesson for us from our gospel writer, Mark. 

 Why did Mark put this strange flashback in the middle of his 

biography of Jesus?  Well, the flashback becomes a flash forward to the 

end of Jesus’ own life.  Herod foreshadows Pilate all too willing to give in 

to the demands for death.  John the Baptist foreshadows Jesus who dies at 

the hands of a cruel authority.  I looked at three commentaries in 

preparing for this sermon.  The first one said,  “Why would any pastor in 

his right mind choose this text to preach on.”  The second commentary 

asked the question,  “Where is the gospel in today’s gospel?”  That is, 

where is the good news in this gruesome story we just heard.   It concluded 

there isn’t any.  The third commentary agreed with the second one that 

there is no good news here, but that is the point of the whole thing.   This is 

something of a Good Friday text put in front of us in the heat of the 

summer when patience and church attendance are at an all time low! 

 Here’s another clue to why we are hearing this:  It has to do with 

our church calendar.  The first half of our church year – from Epiphany 

through Pentecost, is basically about the life of Christ.  The second half of 

our church year all the way up to Advent, is about the life of the individual 

Christian, you and me.  So, now this becomes a story about you and me -- 

about discipleship.  I think Mark placed this story here – after the account 

of Jesus being rejected by his own hometown and after the training of the 

disciples – by way of telling us that following the Lord isn’t all cute 

bumper stickers and worship which makes us feel all warm, cozy, and 

nostalgic.  It is one thing to be idealistic and prepared, but it is quite 

another thing to actually confront the nature of sin and evil in the world.  

How many times, in my own first year in the ministry, did I say,  “They 

never taught us about that in seminary!” 
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 The disciples were learning that it isn’t just all about feeding the 

hungry and tending the sick.  Such things are treating the victims of 

injustice.  But confronting evil also means confronting the causes of 

injustice itself and by confronting people who perpetuate injustice.  It 

means speaking truth to power.  John the Baptist spoke truth to Herod 

and he got killed for it.  Jesus spoke truth to the religious authorities and 

he got killed for it. 

 One person in my clergy Facebook group also asked the question, 

“Where is the gospel in today’s gospel?”  The question comes from 

something we all were taught in seminary, that every sermon must 

proclaim the good news.  I question that.  First, it presumes that listening 

to sermons is all about getting something for ourselves – grace, forgiveness, 

eternal life … all the spiritual good things.  But sometimes the message is 

not Easter.  It is Good Friday.  Evil exists.  We, as disciples of our Lord, 

are called upon to confront it. But maybe sometimes sermons are allowed 

to be about only what we give, not get.  Sometimes, giving our lives to God 

may mean just that – giving our very lives. 

 You want gospel?  Wait a few minutes.  The forgiveness and 

deliverance is waiting for you on the altar in the form of the bread and 

wine – the body and blood of Christ.  Come back next week and hear 

about Jesus feeding the five thousand.  Keep coming, and coming, and 

listening and, as time goes by, you will hear the unfolding good news that, 

in the end, Christ reigns victorious over sin, death, and evil.   The gospel is 

there.  Wait for it …wait for it …. 

 

  

  


