
1 
 

Proper 10B, July 11, 2021, St. Anne’s 

2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-19; Psalm 24; Ephesians 1:3-14; Mark 6: 14-29 

 

I have to admit when I looked at today’s readings I wished I’d taken this Sunday 

off.  It’s hard to see any ‘good news’ in today’s gospel reading!  Quite frankly, the 

beheading of John the Baptizer is a horrid story!  It’s also unusual as a gospel 

story. Firstly, because Jesus doesn’t appear in it at all.  And also because it’s told 

as flashback which interrupts the flow of the narrative - the only time that Mark 

employs this kind of literary device.  But while it would be nice to just skip over 

John’s murder to the next story where Jesus feeds 5,000 hungry people, Mark 

clearly thought this ugly story was important- so let’s have a look at it. 

 

I think a bit of background might help you understand some of what’s going on.  

The ‘King Herod’ in today’s reading is Herod Antipas, one of the sons of the 

‘King Herod’ mentioned in the story of Jesus’ birth.  Herod Antipas and Herodias, 

the wife of one of his brothers, had an affair - which resulted in them divorcing 

their respective spouses and marrying each other. But marrying your sister-in-law 

was against Levitical law and so John publicly condemned them. Although we’re 

told Herod admired his accuser, he couldn’t let John go around undermining his 

power and authority - so he had John arrested and jailed. Herodias however, didn’t 

just want John arrested – she wanted him dead.  And in fairness to her, she had a 

lot more to lose if John’s denunciation of their joint actions resulted in Herod 

divorcing her.  Her opportunity came at a dinner celebrating Herod’s birthday, at 

which her young daughter Salome “danced and pleased Herod and his guests”. The 

lecherous fool promised her whatever she asked.  And Herodias used the 

opportunity to have her daughter ask for John’s death.  
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Now, of course Herod’s offer of ‘anything’ was stupid.  His promise of "even half 

of my kingdom," was the legendary offer made by King Hesperus to Queen Esther. 

Esther, used the promise to save her people from being massacred. And Herod 

probably never dreamt Salome would ask for John's head when he said it.  Mark 

says Herod was ‘grieved’ at Salome’s request -probably because he feared the 

people since they revered John as a prophet. But probably also because he too was 

drawn to what John said.  But once Salome had publicly asked for John’s head on a 

platter, Herod was left with a hard choice.  Give her what she asked for and kill a 

man Herod knew was holy and righteous.  Or lose face in front of his guests.  We 

know which choice he made. Herod’s world is dominated by the will for power 

and influence.  A world where competition, fear, and raw power are the ‘coin of 

the realm’.   

 

So, Herod could have made a different choice – he could have done the ‘right 

thing’ - but love of power and influence had replaced love of God in his life. 

Though he liked to listen to John the Baptist, he wasn’t going to risk his own 

reputation, nor any of his power, to spare John's life. This story of John’s death is 

the use of power at its worst.  But, we need to remember that while the actions of 

Herod and Herodias are an extreme case, the desire for reputation, authority, power 

and influence exists in all of us.  While none of us is likely to have someone killed 

to maintain our position - that certainly doesn’t mean we’re blameless in how we 

use the power we do have.  For one thing humans like to be liked and thought well 

of, which makes it easy to find yourself doing things to make yourself look good to 

others, or make them admire you - whether or not it’s actually the best course of 

action.  We all like to think of ourselves as basically good, and maintaining that 

self-image sometimes requires us to ignore the ways we fall short of being our best 

self.  So, it’s important to ask ourselves what motivation underlies how we make 
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our decisions in life.  For example, if we do something ‘generous’, are our actions 

driven by a genuine desire for the good of others?  Or is it from the desire to be 

seen as important and virtuous?  When we act, is it for self-aggrandizement or out 

of genuine self-giving?  When we make decisions, do we act for our own benefit or 

for the sake of others?  Because if we use money, the bottom line, rules, control, 

competition, manipulation, gossip to get what we want then we’re using power for 

our own ends.  And that’s the world Herod and Herodias live in. 

 

So, maybe that’s why Mark puts this sad story where he does - as a flashback.  

Since he’s telling it out of its narrative sequence, he could have put this scene 

anywhere. But he puts it here.  Immediately before this story we hear Jesus 

sending his disciples out in utter vulnerability - dependent on the hospitality and 

grace of others.  He sends them out to bring healing and mercy to those in need 

with no expectation of reward or return. And just after this scene comes a different 

kind of feast altogether – the story we usually call the feeding of the 5000, where 

Jesus takes a tiny amount of bread and gives everyone enough to fill them up.  

What follows the description of Herod’s banquet of death is a story of a banquet of 

mercy – a feast so markedly different to Herod’s birthday bash that it’s stunning to 

hold them up alongside one another. Rather than political intrigue and power plays 

and death dominating the event, Jesus’ feeding of the hungry-poor demonstrates 

how God’s abundance and blessings bring life. 

 

While we can’t know Mark's motives, maybe he gave us John’s death in this spot 

in his narrative because he wants us to understand that Jesus' ministry, like John's, 

has significant political implications. Not "political" in the sense of what party to 

vote for, but in the sense that the kingdom of God challenges our penchant for the 
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status quo and our all too easy compliance with the cultural assumption that wealth 

or status makes what we do ‘okay’.  

 

I think the choice Mark is putting before us is … which kingdom do you give 

allegiance to – Herod’s or God’s?  Of course, put that way it sounds like an easy 

choice. We know the right answer – God’s kingdom.  Of course that’s the right 

answer –the bible tells us that’s where vulnerability and sharing and mercy and 

justice and grace lead to abundant life. But, as John’s example shows us, it’s also 

where those very same qualities can cost you. And, at the very least, make you feel 

vulnerable. But the truth is that even if you give yourself to the world of power and 

money and status, you’ll still never quite feel secure.  Because once you’ve 

accepted that power is important – whether you define it as wealth or possessions 

or influence or whatever –then you’re always vulnerable to those with more 

power. More money.  More status.  You’ll forever live at the center of a never-

ending contest where there are never ultimate winners, only those who prevail for 

a time. Until they’re unseated by someone else. 

 

But in God’s kingdom there are no winners or losers, just the children of God - all 

beloved, all welcome, all deserving of love and respect based not on their merit or 

accomplishments but simply because God values each and every one of us.  It’s 

not always easy to make the right choice.  To opt for moral integrity and character 

rather than influence or power or material goods.  It’s not easy to refrain from 

using the power we do have to get our own way.  But it is worth the effort to 

choose the way of God’s kingdom rather than live in Herod’s. Because when 

you’re drawn into God’s kingdom - love, acceptance, and purpose abound.  And in 

the end, that’s always going to be worth far more than any amount of worldly 

power. 


