Paul Walker   CEC   7/12/09    Mark 6:14-29     “Herod, John the Baptist and the Law”

     In our short gospel passage for today, we see the stuff of Hollywood: adulterous betrayal, illicit attraction, drinking and dancing, unbridled ego, behind the scenes manipulation, and finally the grisly decapitation of the man who was the greatest of those born among women.

     This gospel tale, graphically depicted in a painting that hangs at Monticello, is the death of John the Baptist. I’ll give you the executive summary.

     Herod Antipas was a second tier ruler who was given to self-interest, bravado, and the pleasures of the flesh. While married to his first wife, he fell in love with his brother’s wife, Herodias. Herod and Herodias divorced their spouses and married each other, flaunting and violating at least 2 counts of Jewish Law.

     The Jewish Law – in its entirety - was thunderously embodied in the person of John the Baptist, who called the rulers of Israel a “brood of vipers” and warned all people to repent and flee the coming wrath of God. John caused quite a stir - as the Bible says that Jerusalem, all Judea and all the regions in the countryside were going out to hear John preach.

     Herod was interested in and alarmed by John. Likely he was jealous and threatened, for no ruler likes the popularity of a rival.  Herod also liked the diversion of entertainment – he surely gawked as John drew the crowds. But there was more. Herod feared John and believed he was a righteous man. The scripture says that John’s teachings “perplexed him, but he heard him gladly.”

     Herod heard John gladly, that is, until John started preaching directly to Herod. It’s one thing to hear someone talk about man’s general sinful condition, and quite another thing to hear someone talk about your specific sinful condition. This is what John did. He publicly condemned Herod’s marriage to Herodias, as well as “all the evil things Herod had done”, as we read in Luke’s account. 

     Herod liked preaching when it tickled his fancy, but was threatened by it when the word of the Law took aim at his own “beloved sin.” Herod, who was greatly concerned with his reputation and his own pleasures, did not take kindly to John’s public denunciation of him. 

     We also know that Herodias was even more incensed at the meddlesome comments of this vagabond preacher. She was a manipulative wife; Herod was a weak and easily manipulated husband. If his current wife had dismissed her first husband, Herod could be next in line. So, capitulating to Herodias’ pressure, Herod locked John the Baptist up in jail.

     While John and his condemning, accusing voice of the Law was locked up and silenced in prison, Herod decided to throw a birthday feast for himself. He invited everybody who was anybody. We know that these kinds of parties were raucous, lascivious and sodden. 

     In the midst of the din, Herodias’ daughter came in and danced for the men. The language that describes the dance and the King’s reaction to his stepdaughter is clearly charged with unseemly attraction. Powerful men, moved by Eros, believe they can do whatever they want. In his bravado, Herod promised his stepdaughter whatever she wanted, even up to half his kingdom. Whether this was the whiskey talking or Cupid talking, who knows? But he set his own trap.

     The dancing daughter went to her mother, who continued to nurse her grudge against the imprisoned Preacher. How dare he condemn her with the Law! Herodias, therefore, seized the opportunity. Knowing that her husband cared too deeply about his own reputation to back out of his public oath, she demanded the death of John the Baptist. And to cap off the salacious episode, she called for his immediate execution. In a scene famous in the annals of art, the prophet’s head was presented at the party on a platter.

     What are we to make of this ribald and grotesque story? To be sure, its details of royal feasts and decapitated prophets fall outside our usual experience. But then again, I feel the message, delivered in its characters and action, connects and convicts. What is its message for us this morning?

     John embodies and speaks the Law of God. The Law is the demand of God on our lives, articulated neatly but not exclusively in the 10 Commandments. The Law tells us how to live and how to lead lives that are pleasing to God. We were created to obey God’s law – a Law, if obeyed, would produce human happiness and thriving. 

     Imagine for a minute the peace and happiness you would feel if you and your family and your community and your world followed the Law and put God first in all things, loving neighbor as self.  There would be no war. If you or anyone else did not have adulterous thoughts or actions – there would be no pornography or sex trade. If you did not envy or covet – there would be no economic crisis. If there were no bearing of false witness, we would live in a community of complete trust.

     And yet, in our sin, we will not accept the Law, even if it is meant for our good. The problem is that the Law doesn’t incite in sinful human beings the desire to obey, even though it would be good for us. The Law incites the opposite desire – the will to rebel, especially when the Law stands in the way of something we want and think we need. 

          So when God’s Law confronts and convicts us, then we do what Herod and Herodias do to John. We silence it. We put it in prison. But sometimes we find that isn’t enough. There is a still small voice or even a loud incessant voice that will not be silenced.

     Sin that is unconfessed and has not produced the fruit of repentance – as John the Baptist says, lurks like a Tell-Tale Heart, beating beneath the floorboards of our lives. We can call a thing that is wrong right, but that does not make it right.  And God’s Law will win. Like every dog, unconfessed sin will have its day. It produces physical reactions like migraines and back trouble and anxiety. 

     Finally, as the Bible says, sin leads not just to physical or social difficulty, but to death. As Paul says in Romans, “the very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me.”

     But because we do not want to die, we, like Herod and Herodias, try to put God’s Law to death.  And we may be successful for a while. We may leave church, stop reading the Bible, get absorbed in new philosophies and communities that say what we wish to hear.  But in the end, life lived in violation of God’s Law leads to death.

     Killing John the Baptist did not satisfy the demand of the Law. The Law’s satisfaction would demand another death, the death of the One to whom John the Baptist points. Jesus Christ lived the perfect life, followed all the commandments in heart and deed. Herod sentenced Jesus to death too. But this time, this death would fulfill the Law. As Paul says, “Christ is the end of the Law.” The incessant, accusing  voice of the Law is finally silenced. We cannot escape its demand, but Christ’s death on the cross fulfills the demand on our behalf.

     What this means is that in Jesus Christ you have forgiveness of your sin. In Christ, you may confess your sin and know that you are completely forgiven. When you hear a convicting word, there is no need to deny or resist. Just confess your sin and know that your Savior pleads his blood on your behalf.

     That Christ is the end of the Law also means that in Christ and through Christ you may lead a life that pleases God! The Holy Spirit produces love of God and love of neighbor – the summary of the Law. Or as we read in Galatians, the Spirit produces “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Against such things there is no law.”
     Amen.
