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Well, okay. What can we say about this graphic Gospel account?  Where are we going to find 

some good news this morning?  We can’t hear this sordid story in church and just ignore it… can 

we?  This is what happens if you skip church in the summer - you miss all the really exciting 

stuff!  It sounds more like Shakespearean tragedy or reality TV than scripture, doesn’t it?   

 

Let’s remember that in Mark’s Gospel, John the Baptizer appears right away, in chapter 1, verse 

4, as a wilderness prophet, baptizing people in the Jordan River.  Before long, Jesus and the 

disciples are making the headlines - and Herod hears about it.  What we have in our Gospel is a 

flashback scene.  Herod, who had beheaded John on a dare at a dinner party, now thinks that 

Jesus is the beheaded John the Baptizer, raised from the dead. So, of course this makes Herod 

very nervous. 

 

Mark is usually brief and to the point in his writing, but this passage is uncharacteristically rich 

in details, lurid details, because John is key to the message Mark wants us to hear.  And it’s an 

intense message. Mark wants to be sure his readers understand how the world will react to the 

truth of the Gospel.  Sometimes it will be well-received… but other times the Gospel will 

challenge the status quo, the powers that be, and the generalizations and assumptions of the 

world.  And sometimes it will even challenge our families.  John was a truth teller, and it cost 

him his life, his head on a platter.   

 

Here is some previous history that helps us understand what’s going on here. When Herod 

married his brother’s wife Herodias, John told Herod that his marriage was a moral outrage. It 

was a moral outrage because Levitical Law said a man could not marry his brother’s wife if the 

brother was still alive, which he was.  It was a moral outrage because Herodias was also believed 

to be Herod’s niece.  While Herod didn’t like hearing the truth in John’s admonishment, he was 

on some level convicted by it, and he was perplexed by John… perplexed enough to want to 

keep listening to him.  So he put John in prison, to keep him nearby and to protect John from 

Herodias, who had a grudge against him and would just as soon see him dead. 

 

We might wonder why Mark recorded this awful story, we might ask, “Where is the grace in this 

story?”  Perhaps Mark knew that we would be all too familiar with stories like this one - that all 

of us, at one time or another, would find ourselves caught like Herod; caught and deeply grieved.  

And isn’t that the truth?  Can we see ourselves some place in this story?   

 

Haven’t most of us, at one time or another, found ourselves reacting when someone like John the 

Baptizer speaks truth into our lives?  Herodias reacted in anger and hostility and she sought 

revenge.  Herod also reacted with anger and fear, and yet… there was some conviction and 

remorse.  John’s words made him think; they perplexed him.  John’s words presented Herod with 

a moment of grace, with a moment of choice. 

 

How many times have we made choices, based not on our love for Christ, but on our need to be 

in control, or to be accepted?  How open and willing are we to hearing the truth about ourselves?   



If we are honest, we might admit that there are times when we, like Herod, do hear parts of the 

truth, but many times it’s just easier to discount it, ignore it, or avoid it.  And if we are honest, 

we may even admit that there have been regrettable times when we reacted as Herodias did –  

with anger, hatred, and revenge on our minds. 

 

Before we know it, we can get all caught up in actions where we are no longer being true to 

ourselves, simply doing the next thing that will make us look good, that will allow us to save 

face.  We choose to follow the crowd, or hold to a group think mentality. We may give in to peer 

pressure, laugh at inappropriate jokes, or make assumptions and generalizations.  We judge 

people by their outward appearance, we stereotype people by race, gender, religion, or 

nationality.  But here is a truth. We have a choice as to how we see others who may be different, 

and while we cannot always control our circumstances, we can choose how we react to them. 

 

If we are honest, if we can begin to hear truth, we may recognize that sometimes we make self-

serving choices - choices to keep peace in the family, or to stay under the radar at work, rather 

than choosing to face and solve the problems by speaking truth.  It’s only human to care what 

others think and to want to please those around us. It’s so hard for us to admit we might be 

wrong or that we made the wrong choice. 

 

Daily life is full of Herod-like dilemmas to negotiate, the moral outrages of our time.  For 

awhile, we can fool ourselves into thinking sordid tales like the beheading of John happen only 

in books, movies, or in other places long ago, but then, the shocking events come too close for 

comfort –  the now daily, even hourly reports of gun violence, the constant political chaos, the 

perpetual poverty just outside our door, and the refugee disaster going on at the border. Even if 

we don’t want to talk about these things, they may weigh heavy on our minds. 

  

All too often we are like Herod; we are perplexed by the little nudges of our consciences yet we 

make a choice to ignore them. Or we are like the guests at Herod’s dinner party, making a choice 

to ignore the moral outrages going on around us so that we can sleep at night. Can Herod’s story 

challenge us to examine our choices, and to ask ourselves: are the choices we’re making self-

protective and self-serving, or are they part of God’s transformation of the world? 

 

The truth is, we are all imperfect and in need of a Savior, we all make bad choices sometimes. 

We are perplexed as we weigh the Gospel against our own desires, need for control, and 

reluctance to change.  And while our own families may look normal on the outside, many of us 

are dealing with our own terrible texts of family dysfunction, broken relationships, and mistakes 

made. So where is the grace? 

  

Scripture tells the stories of many whose lives were changed by God’s amazing grace, a grace 

that is freely bestowed on us – as Paul reminds the Ephesians.  Because that is what the Gospel 

is about –  lives being changed by God’s grace.    

 

When we choose to accept God’s grace and power in our lives, we are making a choice to lay 

down our pride and admit our mistakes and imperfections. We are making a choice to see the 

moral outrages around us and be convicted to respond, by the grace of God, to bring healing and 

transformation to a broken and hurting world. 



 

John the Baptizer, like prophets and martyrs throughout time, always pointed beyond himself to 

Jesus, the Christ, who has come to fulfill God’s promise of forgiveness and new life.  

 

And when the prophet has just been beheaded, or our elected officials are acting only in self –

interest, or innocent children long for their parents; when your family life is conflicted, or a 

friend has betrayed you, or your world seems to be crashing down around you; then the 

possibility of another ending –another choice– is not just good news, but the best news we can 

imagine. It is, indeed, amazing grace. 

 

Amen. 


