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But when Herod heard of it, he said, “John,
whom I beheaded, has been raised.”  For it
was Herod who had sent and seized John and
bound him in prison for the sake of Herodias,
his brother Philip’s wife, because he had
married her.

Mark 6:16-17

A Solemn and Ugly Tale in Two Parts

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ.  

Amen.

Today’s reading makes you wonder.  Not in a “isn’t the Kingdom of God amazing 

and beautiful” kind of way, but in a “did he really just say that?” kind of way.  St. 

Mark pulls us out of the narrative regarding the sending of the disciples and places

before us an interlude that contains all the plot elements you would expect in a 

new Netfillx of HBO series: adultery, a beheading, lurid details.  Theere are stories 

you do not bring up in polite conversation: a relative’s legal problems, someone’s 

fil2h marriage, the images that, late at night, play across one’s computer screen.  

Thee story of the death of John the Baptizer is one of those stories.  Here we have 
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the execution of God’s prophet resulting from the drunken promise made to a 14 

year old girl who is luridly dancing for a Herod’s birthday party.  Thee evidence of 

this execution is literally served up on a platteer for the guest to observe.  It is not 

the stuff  of etiquettee, not exactly the kind of thing you would bring up at a dinner 

party.  But that’s what St. Mark is trying to get across as he takes us into this littele 

interlude.  Thee Kingdom of God is not built on polite conversation.  It is built on 

yet another solemn and ugly story that takes place a2er John, the crucifilxion of 

our Lord Jesus Christ who atones for the sins of a broken and fallen world.  Theis 

filrst solemn and ugly story story surrounding the death of John points us to 

Christ.  Thee Forerunner, even in his death, prepares the world for what the death 

of Jesus will accomplish.

Thee story centres on the recollection of Herod Antipas.  He is a real piece of work. 

In fact, the story of the entire family of the Herods is a never ending list of greed, 

avarice, murder.  Theis particular appendage to the Herodian family tree has visions

of grandeur that don’t quite match the reality of his situation.  St. Mark calls him 

“king” but perhaps the Evangelist is ironic or demeaning, for Antipas is not really 

king of anything.  Like other regional rulers of that time in that part of the world 

he is subservient to Rome.  Theey call the shots, not him.  Even still, he cherished 

the family ambition: to have the Jews recognize him as their real king.  To that end

he continued  his father’s temple building project in Jerusalem, which had been 

closely associated with royalty ever since the time of King Solomon who built the 

filrst temple a thousand years before.  Herod fancies himself a new Solomon, God’s
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chosen king.

So we enter into the storyline hearing that word is getteing around about Jesus and 

the apostles who are out preaching and performing miracles having been sent.  

Word gets around even to Herod, and people are off ering up all kind of 

explanations for what is happening.  Perhaps Jesus is Elijah, who according to 

Jewish tradition would come back to get things ready for the filnal judgement.  Or 

perhaps Jesus is another prophet like the prophets of old that people heard about 

from the Hebrew scriptures.  Herod, though, homes in on a very specifilc 

explanation for “these miraculous powers>at work in [Jesus].”1  “But when Herod 

heard of it, he said, ‘John, whom I beheaded, has been raised.’”2  Why? He has a 

guilty conscience.  Thee news of Jesus and the preaching of the Kingdom of God 

and what people are saying about miracles immediately sparks the remembrance 

of what happened to John, for which Herod was directly responsible.  

It’s a sordid, shabby, shameful story.  It starts when Herod threw John in prison, 

because John brought the Law of God to bear in its full force and judgment upon 

the marriage of Herod to his brother’s wife.  And even though that in and of itself 

was immoral, and illegal, and a bad example to the people he aspired to rule, there 

is more than meets the eye.  In condemning the sin of Herod John is also showing 

people that these ambitions to be the people’s true King, the anointed one of God, 

is rubbish.  Would God chose such a man to be the new Solomon?  Would the 

1 Mk 6:14.
2 Mk 6:16.
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Messiah behave in such a shameful way?  Not only that, but John preaches of the 

Kingdom of God, and his baptism off ers the forgiveness of sins, which will be 

fulfillled and made manifest on the cross to all who repent and believe.  Theere will 

be no need for the temple.  Theere will be no need for Herod.  So John needs to be 

locked up, because he is just getteing in the way of all these big ideas.  Of course, 

Herod’s wife wants to just get it over with right away and kill him.  Out of sight, 

out of mind.  But “Herod feared John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy 

man, and he kept him safe. When he heard him, he was greatly perplexed, and yet 

he heard him gladly.”3

He was perplexed.  He was in a confused state of mind.  He had a guilty 

conscience.  Why? Because this is what the preaching of the Kingdom of God 

does.  It elicits real guilt in real people’s lives.  Jesus comes on the heels of John 

and pronounces that the Kingdom of God has come, in His very person, in order 

that people would be saved from sin.  Real sin.  Theis is called repentance.  Thee filrst 

part involves hearing the Law in all its force, announcing the consequence of sin, 

which is death and hell.  So o2en we want to just compartmentalize the Christian 

faith.  We distance belief from life.  We treat our faith like a confilrmation class 

that we pass every week when we come to church, rather than a release from the 

horrible eff ects of sin to a holy life we could never imagine, yet alone accomplish, 

on our own.  So look again at Herod and this recollection which leads to a guilty 

conscience: it comes from the preaching of Jesus and the apostles whom He has 

3 Mk 6:20.
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sent.  God’s Word of Law works contrition and guilt, not popular subjects in our 

world today.  “King Herod heard of it, for Jesus’ name had become known.”4  God 

is a living God, his Word is a living Word, and wherever and whenever this Word 

is preached it awakens people to sin, real sin, committeed by real people, in a world

that is broken to pieces.  Herod’s tale is sordid and shabby, but so is mine, and so 

is yours.  Sin is sin.  Apart from Christ there is no end to the evil we would do.  

Even in Christ, we still struggle against the eff ects of sin every day.

But true repentance that comes from hearing the Law, which results in an 

experience of sorrow and contrition, also immediately hears in faith the blessed 

word of forgiveness from the Saviour who has come to save real sinners like us.  

Theat’s why St. Mark gives us this Gospel story.  Theat’s why we need to hear about 

all the ugly details.  For what happened to John is just a foreshadowing of what 

will happen to Jesus.  Like Herod, Pontius Pilate will yield to pressure and 

pronounce a sentence of execution that he was reluctant to order.  Thee hatred of 

Herodias toward John is matched in the fury of the Jews who turn their own 

hatred toward Jesus.  And then in turn the ones Jesus sends out into the world will

experience the same level of hatred and condemnation for the preaching of the 

Gospel, and to this day the Body of Christ lives in that reality.  Mission is messy, 

it’s o2en a solemn and ugly story.  God is working in the middle of this mess.  It’s 

true, much of what happens in our lives is not a topic for polite conversation.  But 

God is working in the middle of our mess, too.  Today Jesus continues His 

4 Mk 6:14.
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ministry of Word and Sacrament, He calls sinners to repentance, and He delivers 

“the goods” in these means of Grace.  Theat’s why you are here today, to once again

come to the table, to once again hear the Words of absolution and to be restored in

your Baptism, to go back out refreshed and renewed, turned once again toward 

God and his holiness.  

Herod feared John the Baptizer, but he could never get beyond his own self-

centred understanding of John’s message.  Thee preaching of the Word that came to

him in the news of Jesus and the apostles, and the teaching of John the Baptizer, 

surely “perplexed” Herod.  But he would never hear those words with faith.  And 

so when the time came he went along with an evil plot, and then a toxic 

combination of superstition and a guilty conscience would torment him.  But for 

those in Christ we now stand before God with a clean conscience, having been 

washed in the waters of Holy Baptism, for as St. Paul writes, “when you heard the 

word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, [you] were sealed 

with the promised Holy Spirit.”5  Even in an ugly and solemn story we can filnd the

hope and solace that God off ers the world through his Son our Lord.  We are real 

people who have been saved from real sins, and it took the solemn and ugly death 

of our Saviour to make that happen.  We are not afraid to talk about what He did 

for us – or at least we shouldn’t be – even in polite conversation.  Because the 

Kingdom of God is at hand, and the Lord invites everyone to His feast in the 

Kingdom which has no end.  And so, “let us draw near with a true heart in full 

5 Eph 1:13.
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assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our

bodies washed with pure water.  Let us hold fast the confession of our hope 

without wavering, for he who promised is faithful.”6  Amen.

And now the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and 

your minds in Christ Jesus.

Rev. Kirk P. Radford

Christ Lutheran Church, Sarnia, Ont.
 Soli Deo Gloria✠

6 Heb 10:22–23.
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