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“The Gospel of the Grisly Banquet”      Text – Mark 6:14-29       OT Reading – Psalm 32

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I have mentioned before the title of a very useful book called Jesus on Every Page.  It is a book that helps us see how the whole of Scripture speaks of Jesus.  So, whether it be prophecy or OT narrative or wisdom or Psalms or NT epistle, etc, we see different ways that Jesus is revealed in the Bible.  
Well, when it comes to the four Gospels, you would think that such a book is unnecessary because the Gospels are accounts of the life and death of Jesus.  Jesus is the central character and He either is the one speaking and acting or the one being spoken or acted against.  
But then you come to a passage like the one before us today.  Mark’s Gospel began with the words, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  But if I were to ask you who this passage is about, you might say, King Herod or John the Baptist or maybe even Herodias, Herod’s wife.  
But the passage, while mentioning Jesus’ name in the first verse, just isn’t about Jesus.  He is not a character in this account, let alone the central character.  He doesn’t speak in it or make a comment about it and He is not referred to by any of the other characters in the account.  
And so, there have been some commentators over the years who have even questioned whether this account belongs in Mark’s Gospel.  Could it be, they suggest, that John the Baptist’s publicist got hold of Mark’s Gospel soon after it was written and plonked this story in it?  Their question is: Would we be any the poorer if we just skipped over this story or removed it?
Well, we could talk about God’s supervision over the compilation of the canon, which means the gathering together of the books of the Bible, and the transmission of the complete Bible down through the ages.  But even if we just consider this passage in the light of Mark’s Gospel, what we shall see today is that this passage is also about Jesus or reveals Jesus.  And in so doing, we shall shall see that what it reveals about Him speaks loudly to us also.
So let’s just walk through this passage, noting the terrible but sadly all too recognizable aspects of human behaviour on display here, before we stand back and consider what this passage contributes to the WHO is JESUS? theme that is to the fore in the first eight chapters of Mark’s Gospel.

1. And first of all, the King Herod spoken of here is not the same one who was mentioned around the birth of Jesus.  That was Herod the Great.  This is Antipas, a son of Herod the Great.  He originally married Aretas, daughter of the King of Nabatea.  But Herod the Great had two other sons, Aristobulus and Philip, who were Antipas’s half brothers.  Herodias was the daughter of Aristobulus.  And she had married Philip.  So she was Antipas’s niece.  It’s almost as bad as a Hollywood soap opera, isn’t it!   Well, at one time, Herod Antipas went to visit Herod Philip, and he and Herodias fell madly in love with each other and they divorced their spouses so they could be married.  So Herod married his niece who was the wife of his brother.
a. But, as we are told in v18, John the Baptist had told Herod Antipas that this was against the commandments of God.  And Herodias did not like this one little bit.  So she convinced her new husband to arrest John.  v19 tells us she “nursed a grudge against John and wanted him killed.” But Herod, as we see from v20, “feared John and protected him, knowing him to be a righteous and holy man.”  In fact, as v20 continues, Herod “was greatly puzzled [by John], yet he liked to listen to him.” 
b. So we have a man whose conscience is constantly being pricked by the preaching of John.  But he will neither obey the commands of the Lord nor release John whom he has wrongly imprisoned.  Instead, to please his wife, up to a point, he keeps John in prison and occasionally ‘pokes the bull,’ perhaps amazed that John is so bold to rebuke him when all his other advisors just fawn and kow-tow – Yes, Herod, No, Herod, three bags full, Herod!  What a wicked man.
i. Now, it can happen that when people are confronted with their sin that they immediately come under the conviction of sin and repent.  In fact, I remember brother Kelly telling me once of a time when he and the family were at Family camp.  And they had invited Kelly’s sister to come to camp for the day.  Now, at the time, she was living with her boyfriend but they were not married.  And as it happened, the minister who spoke on that day spoke a straight up message about marriage and divorce and the expectations of the Lord.  And I remember Kelly saying that he expected his sister and her boyfriend to walk out any moment and drive off.  But they didn’t.  In fact, they stayed for the rest of the camp, repented of their sin, moved out of the house they lived in together, married and are still members of one of the Reformed Churches today.  In John 8:32, Jesus says, “The truth shall set you free.”  And that happened, for that couple, on that day.  
ii. But the truth doesn’t always work as quickly as that.  In fact, someone else has said that the truth shall set you free but first it will make you miserable.  And this has been the case for many people.  There have been many who have come to Christ who first were repelled by holiness and righteousness.  They were highly offended by a friend who told them that a relationship they were in was sinful or that a behaviour they engaged in was offensive in the eyes of the Lord.  “How dare you!  Who do you think you are?  I am not interested in a god like that!  You have no right to judge me!”  But later on, God’s grace in Jesus and the forgiveness of sins eventually brought them, sobbing, and on their knees, in repentance, to Christ.
iii. And whether someone responds instantly to the preaching of the gospel or some time later on is not important.  That is God’s business.  Our hope, our prayer, though, is that they respond in repentance and faith.  

iv. Once, after the apostle Paul had preached to a king and his assembled nobles, the king said, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?”  And Paul replied, “Short time or long-- I pray God that not only you but all who are listening to me today may become [a follower of Jesus].”  And that is my prayer for you today if you are not yet a follower of Jesus: “Short time or long-- I pray God that [you] may become [a follower of Jesus].”
v. But this was not the case with Herod.  In the end, the truth did not set him free but became the standard by which he shall be judged on the Day of the Lord.  Herod will be reminded that he heard the truth from John the Baptist but refused to repent and believe in Jesus.  And that will be a part of his condemnation.
2. But Herod is not alone in his wickedness.  For in vv21-28, we see the wickedness of Herodias and her daughter.  There is this grand banquet.  There are many men present who are likely full of alcohol.  And the daughter of his wife comes in and dances for them all.  And we can be pretty sure it was not the technical expertise of the dance that pleased Herod and his guests.  It is vile and disgusting and unholy.  And Herod offers her what ever she would like as a reward.  And so she goes and talks with her mother who seizes the moment and this weak and sinful and wicked king gives in to her demands and John the Baptist’s life is ended in this brutal manner.  And so we read that “John’s disciples came and took his body and laid it in a tomb.”
a. Now, I want to pause here and again take note of what is said about Herod.  For in v26 we are told that he was “greatly distressed, but because of his oaths…” etc.  And Herod stands at the head of a long line of those who have heard the truth; whose consciences have been awakened to their own sin and the realities of eternal life, but they bury it all because they fear the reaction of family or friends or they are not prepared to count the cost.  
i. And if this is you, today, I urge you to listen to Jesus.  He said, “Do not be afraid of those who can kill the body and after that can do no more.  Fear Him who, after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell.  Yes, I tell you, fear Him.”  God “commands all people everywhere to repent.  For He has set a day when He will judge the world with justice by [Jesus].”  
ii. So, if you are greatly distressed by your sins, don’t bury it to keep someone else happy.  Listen to Jesus who says, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  
3. But as we return to vv14-16, we learn that what Herod did to John the Baptist is in the past.  But what he did then is having an effect on what he is thinking now.  For Herod has heard something, you see.  What we read is: “King Herod heard about this.”  
a. And the “this” most naturally points us back to what Mark has just described in the verses prior to this event, which was the ‘successful’ preaching and healing activity of the disciples.  But Mark also says that “Jesus’ name had become well known.”  So it is the miraculous activity that is centred around Jesus that has got the attention of Herod.  
i. And we learn that there are several opinions floating around in relation to WHO is JESUS?  Now, we don’t know of John the Baptist performing any miracles.  But perhaps he did, or, you can certainly understand the people thinking that if he has risen from the dead, he would surely be performing miracles now!  But others think Jesus is Elijah, because the prophet Malachi spoke of Elijah coming “before that great and terrible day of the Lord.”  But others are not prepared to think of him in lofty terms such as those and see him more as an ‘ordinary’ prophet, if there is such a thing.  
A. Now, we shall see the Who is JESUS? question have its resolution at the end of chapter 8 where Jesus asks the disciples who people think He is and they repeat these opinions and then He asks them who they think He is and Peter replies, “You are the Christ.”  But that is still to come.  What is in focus here is Herod’s opinion.  And Herod, having heard something about Jesus, has put two and two together, and multiplied it by a troubled a conscience, and divided it by guilt, and factored in a heart full of fear, and he has come up with John Redivivus – John back from the dead.  
b. Romans 2:15 talks about the “conscience bearing witness” as our thoughts sometimes accuse us and sometimes defend us.  Well, Herod’s conscience is working overtime at the moment in accusation.  

i. And you boys and girls should know what this is like.  You have done something wrong – maybe you have broken something – and no one knows who did it or maybe someone else has got the blame.  And the reality is that you have gotten away with it.  But you feel awful.  You can hear this voice inside telling you how wrong you are and that you should own up and that if you don’t this or that might happen.  And you are so troubled that you go to Dad or Mum or your teacher that it was you.
ii. Well, that is your conscience at work.  And if this is how it works in your heart, then praise the Lord!  In fact, when you next pray, you should say, ‘Thank you, Lord, for an active conscience.  Help me to listen to it.”

iii. Earlier in the service, we read from Psalm 32.  And in that Psalm, we read about David’s conscience at work.  After having sinned, he says, “When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long.  For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.  Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity.  I said, "I will confess my transgressions to the LORD"-- and you forgave the guilt of my sin.”
iv. That is the precious grace of an active conscience at work.
v. And at this point in time, Herod still had an active conscience.  He says, “John, the man I beheaded…”

vi. But Romans 1:18 describes “the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness.”  And that’s what Herod did.  He knew that what he had done was wrong.  And this news about Jesus brought it all back.  But still he did not repent.
vii. Turn with me please to Luke 23:8.  There we read about Jesus on trial.  And Pilate has sent Jesus to Herod, the same Herod as from our Mark passage.  “When Herod saw Jesus, he was greatly pleased, because for a long time he had been wanting to see Him.  From what he had heard about Him, he hoped to see Him perform some miracle.  He plied Him with many questions, but Jesus gave him no answer.  The chief priests and the teachers of the law were standing there, vehemently accusing Him.   Then Herod and his soldiers ridiculed and mocked Him.  Dressing Him in an elegant robe, they sent Him back to Pilate.”  Herod’s conscience is now dead.  He stands, face to face, with Jesus, but there is nothing.
A. And so, I have to warn you friend, if you are one of those who has heard the truth about your sin and about Jesus, but you are putting Him off and continuing with your sin: You can slay your conscience to the point that it no longer bothers you.  But you will stand before Jesus, one day, and your conscience and Jesus as Judge will speak a word of condemnation that is loud and clear and inescapable.  So “Today, if you hear His voice, do not harden your heart.”  Repent and believe in Jesus, now.
Well, I trust you see how even this story about Herod and John the Baptist drives us to seek the mercy of God in Jesus Christ?

But listen now as I describe the elements of this episode and tell me who it reminds you of:

· John the Baptist is arrested.  
· There is a plot to have Him put to death.  
· The leaders fear him.  
· We are told that he is an innocent man who does not deserve to die.  
· But he is put to death anyway and in a grisly way.  
· And then he is buried.  
And this reminds you of?  Jesus.  All this will also happen to Jesus.  So John the Baptist, the one who came to prepare the way for Jesus, having done so in life, does so, also, in death.  
And so, with this episode, we are being told something about WHO Jesus is and WHAT Jesus has come to do.  This account is ultimately about Jesus.
And with these words, those who would follow Jesus are told what it means to follow Jesus.  You see, those who were the first to read Mark’s Gospel were being persecuted.  And you get a clear sense as you read the Gospel that they had the idea that they didn’t sign up for this; they signed up for a triumphant Christianity that would quickly cover the world and claim everything for Jesus.  But Mark’s message to them is: Look what it cost John, because of what it cost Jesus!  
And the message is the same to you and me today.  The discipleship that Jesus calls you too is not a nice comfortable church life and a good marriage and sweet little children and deep friendships that never encounter rocky roads and one victory over sin after the other and a peaceful death in your bed at age 96.  And you know this, brothers and sisters, don’t you.  
To be a disciple of Jesus means following Jesus all the way to the cross and beyond.  And some light weight message about victory and triumph and how easy it is with Jesus on your side just won’t cut it.
So what does discipleship of Jesus offer, then? Well, it offers a sense that one is living according to the truth, is walking with Jesus, is giving oneself in love to the service of God in the world.  The reward is not success, or comfort and ease, but the cast-iron knowledge that one is faithfully serving God’s purposes in the world.
So is it hard at home, Christian?  Is it hard at work, Christian?  Is it hard in here, Christian?  Well, I quoted these words last week, but they are fitting today also.  “Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.”
This is the gospel of Jesus that is set before us in the tale of the grisly banquet.  Amen.

