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Based on the reading from Mark 6:14-29 

The thought of a person being beheaded is gruesome and repulsive!  The numerous 

beheadings in the Middle East recently have made this method of execution seem 

more real to many of us. 

You may wonder why we even use this awful text.  When one preaches from the 

common Lectionary, there are four choices of scripture lessons:  Old Testament, 

Psalms, Gospels, and other New Testament books plus the epistles. 

I chose this difficult passage because of what I could learn and then share with 

you.  It was a challenge to understand, and during my preparation, I questioned my 

choice more than once!  As many of you know, I love to continue studying the 

bible after all these years.  In the last ten years I have learned  many new ways to 

study the bible.  How did this come about?  I began to read authors who were new 

to me and to attend their lectures.  I was criticized by some for learning from these 

authors who approached biblical studies from a different perspective. 

These new learnings have taught me to revere parts of the bible that I could not 

understand or found no way to accept.  The main principle I learned was that the 

most important teaching of a passage was its meaning, not whether it literally 

happened or not. Remember Mark wrote the first Gospel forty years after the death 

of Jesus.  Matthew, Luke and John were written between fifteen to twenty five 

years after Mark. There were many Jesus stories, healings, miracles and visions to 

choose from.  The last verse of the Gospel of John states, “if every one of them 

was written down, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that 

would be written.”  Thus those that are included in the Gospels must have special 

meanings.  They are what we seek when we study the bible. What does this 

passage mean for us today. 

The story of the death of John the Baptizer is so dramatic that it often obscures the 

theological meaning of the passage.  What a story this is which includes sexual 

lust, political ambition, scandal, seduction, and murder. Such elements of the story 

have inspired artists and writers through the ages.  Visual artists have painted 
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scenes of the drama. The June 26th issue of the Christian Century has a picture of 

the beheading by the artist, Caravaggio, Oscar Wilde wrote a play about Salome, 

which Richard Strauss used to compose his opera.  Movies have used the story. 

However, there is more to this story than the beheading of John the Baptizer.  The 

setting for this narrative is Galilee where Jesus and the twelve remained.  Jesus had  

not yet “set his face” toward Jerusalem and what awaited him there--Conflict and 

Death!   

Mark begins this chapter with the account of Jesus’ first sermon in his hometown 

of Nazareth.  You know that story.  Jesus, the hometown boy, had come home to 

preach that Sabbath.  They knew who he was- the “carpenter, son of Mary, brother 

to several sisters and brothers.”  All went well until Jesus made clear that God’s 

love and care was for all people, not just the Jews.  According to Luke’s gospel  

Jesus stated that God’s love was even for a widow from Zarephath in Sidon who 

had no food during the famine and for a Syrian general with leprosy. When the 

congregation heard this they were  “filled with rage. They drove Jesus out of 

town.” 

Jesus spoke those ever- true- words:  “Prophets are not without honor, except in 

their hometown…”  Jesus’ statement identifies him with the prophets of ancient 

Israel and affirms that prophets are often rejected as Jesus was rejected at 

Nazareth, by the Pharisees and scribes, by his own family, and later by the Temple 

authorities as recorded in the last chapters of the Gospels.  Jesus’ message and 

ministry of the Kingdom of God meant change which is frightening and unsettling, 

often resulting in resistance and anger.   

Mark in verses 7-13 follows up the Nazareth experience with the account of Jesus 

sending forth the disciples two by two to reveal the meaning of the Kingdom of 

God “on earth as it is in heaven.”  The disciples had a fruitful ministry, many heard 

the message of God’s love for all, and many were healed.  Word had “spread 

abroad” about Jesus and his disciples.  

Suddenly verses 14-16 are  a flashback in which Mark introduces Herod Antipas 

and his relationship with John the Baptizer.  Herod heard of Jesus’s popularity and 

that some were saying, ‘John the Baptizer has been raised from the dead. Others 

said, ‘It is Elijah.’  (Old Testament history declared that Elijah would precede the 
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arrival of the Messiah.)  And others said, ‘It is a prophet, like one of the prophets 

of old.’  But when Herod heard of it, he said, “John, whom I beheaded, has been 

raised.’”  His guilt for killing John the Baptizer was still very much alive within 

him.  

Who is this “King Herod” who heard about Jesus and thought John the Baptizer 

had been raised?  First of all Herod Antipas was not a king!  He was one of the 

sons of the late King Herod the Great.  Herod Antipas was the tetrarch of Galilee 

and Perea, a territory adjacent to Galilee.  In other words Herod Antipas was 

appointed governor of these areas by the powers-that- be in Rome.                      

Herod had put John in prison because his wife, Herodias, was angry with John for 

describing her marriage as “unlawful.”  According to the Mosaic law it was 

unlawful to marry her husband’s brother if her husband was still living or if she 

already had a child. That her marriage was unlawful did not seem to make much 

difference to Herodias.  John’s  pointing it out meant a great deal to her.  She put 

pressure on her husband to do something about John.  

Poor Herod!  He wanted to please his wife, yet according to verse 20 he “feared 

John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and kept him safe.  When he 

heard John, he was much perplexed; and yet he heard him gladly.”   

Now the part of the story some of you have been waiting for!  It was Herod’s 

birthday.  He gave a banquet for his courtiers and officers and the leading men of 

Galilee.  We can only imagine the bountiful banquet table.  After the meal there 

was entertainment for the men.  Notice it was a   “ male’s- only” party.  No doubt 

in addition to the good food there was plenty of new wine available.  You get the 

picture.  A large group of men well fed, wine flowing freely (no cash bar here!)  In 

comes a young woman dancer to entertain the men.  She is Herod’s stepdaughter, 

Herodias’ daughter from an earlier marriage.  She is not named here, but later the 

Jewish historian Josephus gives her name as Salome. 

Herod was “pleased” with her dance because she was such a “good dancer” I will 

let you define both “pleased” and “ good.”  In his excitement or whatever you may 

want to name it, he offers her anything she wants “ up to one half of his kingdom,” 

which he could not actually give her because it was under Roman authority. She 
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was bewildered with his extravagant offer.  She did not know what to do, 

especially in front of all those important men.  She ran to mama for help.  Herodias 

finally had an answer for her hatred of John.  She instructed her daughter, “Ask for 

“the head of John the Baptizer.”  

Salome hurried back to the party and declared to all hearers, “I want you to give 

me at once the head of John the Baptizer on a platter.” Herod was exceedingly 

sorry, but because of his oaths and his guests he did not want to break his word to 

her.”  John was beheaded, his head presented on a platter to Salome who took it to 

her mother.  John’s disciples came and took his body to a tomb. Of what does that 

remind you? 

The death of Jesus is foreshadowed by this account of John’s death by the power of 

Rome.  John was seen as Jesus’ mentor and it was only after John’s death that 

Jesus began his public ministry.  Remember Jesus asked John to baptize him.  

Since John had been killed by the powers-that- be, could Jesus expect any better 

treatment? 

As you know it was the Roman Governor Pilate who conspired with the Jewish 

Temple authorities who ordered Jesus’ crucifixion .  It was not the Jewish people 

who wanted Jesus killed.  It was not the crowd that had welcomed Jesus who 

suddenly turned against him.  It was the same  powers- that- be who wanted Jesus 

out of the way. 

End of the story!  Your part of this sermon is to apply its meaning to your life.  I 

will suggest my thoughts by looking at the characters in this account in terms of 

their behavior.    As several writers have stated and psychology has taught, “The 

best way to know your faults is to notice what you are critical of in others.”                                                                                             

FIRST Herod Antipas:  He is a man who seems unsure of himself.  He wants to 

please his wife, yet he is intrigued by John. After he announces that he will give 

the dancer anything she wants, he only agrees to her request because of the 

presence of the important men at his party.  What would they think of him if he 

refused her?  He is moved more by guilt, self-interest and pride than by justice and 

truth. 
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Herod found it impossible to please everyone around him and still uphold his own 

personal standards.  He was caught in a web of relationships that rendered  him a 

“reactor” rather than an “actor” in the drama of his life. We don’t know what else 

may have clouded his vision and weakened his resolve.  Herod was more focused 

on himself than anything else. 

You have no doubt heard of the downfall of the NBC Nightly News Anchor, Brian 

Williams.  He was at the top of his game-a popular banquet speaker, sought-after 

consultant and most-listened- to news anchor.  He wanted more and more!  He 

embellished his account of his helicopter ride over Iraq, bragging that they were 

under enemy fire.  When NBC discovered his fabrication, he was suspended and 

demoted.  Further investigation revealed he had on numerous occasions lied about 

his personal experiences.  He and Herod suffered from the same malady:  self-

centeredness. 

SECOND Herodias: She was the wife of Herod and had been married to his 

brother.  We don’t know the details of this relationship.  We do know she hated 

John because he had publicly described her marriage as “unlawful.”  She was very 

sensitive to public opinion.  She also did not hesitate to involve her young daughter 

in her scheme to have John eliminated.  She wanted revenge at any price.  She 

wanted John killed.   

THIRD Salome:  We know very little about this young woman who was reported 

to be a “good” dancer. Salome was not confident she would make the right choice 

as to what she would ask of  Herod.  She went to her mother for help. You know 

what Herodias told her to request.  She was obedient to her mother though she 

embellished her mother’s demand.  Salome asked for the head of John the Baptizer 

“at once on a platter.”  

FOURTH John the Baptizer:  Mark’s gospel begins in chapter one with a 

description of John’s ministry as Jesus’ forerunner.  John was “proclaiming a 

baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  He was a unique character who 

lived a simple life.  He lived in the wilderness clothed only in camel’s hair and ate 

locusts and wild honey.  Compare his existence with that of Herod. 

John was a godly man who took his call very seriously and declared that people 

needed to change their ways. I believe his message of repentance was probably  
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similar to the Isaiah passage Jesus read  in the synagogue in Nazareth.  “The Spirit 

of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the 

poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to 

the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

This passage contains important elements of the kingdom of God. 

In Matthew’s gospel, chapter 11, Jesus speaks to the crowd about John asking,  

“What did you go out into the wilderness to look at?  A reed shaken by the wind?    

Someone dressed in soft robes?  Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal 

palaces  A prophet?  Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet.  This is the one about 

whom it is written, ‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will 

prepare your way before you.’” 

“Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John 

the Baptist.”  It is this John that Herod beheaded. 

Conclusion:   The many emotions displayed in this story are common to human- 

kind:  anger, revenge, need to please, over- indulgence, uncontrolled lust, misuse 

of power, fear, impulsiveness, etc. 

None of us is perfect.  All of us are human beings struggling with conflicting 

feelings of right and wrong, selflessness and selfishness.  Change is scary and the 

familiar seems more comfortable. 

We can ask ourselves whether the choices we make are self-protective or self-

giving. Are they a part of God’s transformation of the world helping to bring the 

Kingdom of God “to earth as it is in heaven.”   

The Rev. Don Welch wrote in one of his newspaper articles, “In my youth, I 

learned a hymn that I have never forgotten.  C. D. Meigs wrote these words:  

‘Lord, help me live from day to day in such a self-forgetful way, that even when I 

kneel to pray, my prayer shall be for others.’  Mr. Welch continues, “what would 

happen to us if we, on entering church, silently prayed: ‘Lord, this not about me, 

it’s about God?’”    May it be so.  Amen. 

 

 


