
 
 

The Profit or The Prophetic?  

 Because we typically have a summer sermon series that isn’t lectionary-based, we don’t 

often look at the Markan stories that we are discussing this summer. This summer, however, as 

you know, we are going through the extraordinary stories in the book of Mark that illustrate 

Jesus’s ministry; these scripture choices coincide with the weekly Gospel lectionary reading, 

which is how we came to have today’s… unusual… story as our scripture reading. We don’t tend 

to spend a lot of time learning about John the Baptist, and what we do learn is about Mary and 

Elizabeth being pregnant together, John wandering in the wilderness wearing camel’s hair, and 

John baptizing Jesus. In Mark, all we hear of John is that earlier in the book, he was arrested. 

And then—an entire 16 verses to describe his gruesome death at the hands of Herod Antipas and 

his family.  

 What is it about this text that made Mark spend so much time sharing it with his readers? 

John’s story comes sandwiched in the middle of the beginning of Jesus’s ministry. Prior to this, 

Jesus sends his disciples out into the world, and in the text after this one, we hear Mark’s 

interpretation of the feeding of the 5000. Between them is a flashback—Jesus is gaining 

popularity, and in true Markan fashion of the Messianic secret, people are starting to wonder, 

“Who is this?” They guess that Jesus is a prophet, that he is Elijah, or—the theory that Herod 

latches on to—he is the resurrected John the Baptist.  
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 John’s death comes as a warning to the followers of Jesus that the path ahead is not an 

easy one. John made a name for himself by speaking truth to power. He called out systems of 

injustice and the breaking of Torah law, culminating in a criticism of the tetrarch himself because 

of Herod’s adultery with Herodias. John’s death foreshadows the crucifixion: a political system 

afraid of his gaining power and influence; a ruler who wants to pacify and please the people; and 

a horrifying death put on display. We get a window here into the corruption of the Herodian 

regime and the Roman Empire. Anything that pressed against the status quo or challenged the 

power of the government was squashed to keep the power and influence of those that had it. This 

plays out in detail in John’s murder. John wasn’t beheaded solely because of the words he spoke 

against Herod and Herodias; he was arrested for that. It was Herod’s clasping at power and 

weakness that resulted in John’s death.  

In Herod’s boastful desire to impress his guests, he ensnares himself in his own downfall. 

Herod offers his stepdaughter whatever she wants, even half of his kingdom, in front of all the 

influential guests at his banquet. When she comes back with the request for John’s head on a 

platter, Herod is said to have been “deeply grieved.” This somehow, for me at least, almost 

makes the situation worse— Herod knows that what he is doing is wrong and actively decides 

anyways to take a life in order to save face. His morality bumps up against an immoral system, 

and the system wins. In this, as Matthew Skinner writes, “Herod exposes himself as a man with 

no control over himself, his words, his power, his household, and his kingdom.” Herodias and 

her daughter also play a crucial role in this story, and we don’t know much about their cruelty 

other than Herodias being offended by John’s criticism and seeing an opportunity and seizing it. 

Blame for John’s death doesn’t lie in one particular person’s actions, but rather the sum of the 

family’s choices makes them all complicit in John’s death.  
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This story is an extreme and rather absurd telling of a frighteningly common human 

condition. Ultimately, John was killed because Herod and his family made bad choices, and 

instead of owning up to their mistakes, they chose power and influence over the possibility of 

looking weak or pushing back against their peers. This toxic societal influence creates a high-

pressure situation where people feel they must not to back down for fear of disappointing others 

or looking bad.  

We see examples of this sort of pressure throughout history—in Nazi Germany, for 

example, or during the Civil Rights Movement. Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated by 

those who feared the change he sought to bring about, and many pushed back against the Civil 

Rights Movement because it seemed more beneficial for the status quo to remain in place. It’s 

not just extremists who get caught up in movements; King, in his “Letter from a Birmingham 

Jail,” wrote to white, moderate clergymen about their response to racial disparities in the South. 

He criticized these ministers for being too slow to act; this inaction by its nature was more 

supportive of segregation than of the movement for equality. He named that he knew where the 

KKK stood clearly against him; the white moderate, though, was harder to understand. They said 

they supported the cause in theory but didn’t support King’s methods—he was moving too 

quickly and making changes too abruptly. This pushback against action made King ask, “Is 

organized religion too inextricably bound to the status quo to save our nation and the world?” 

 This question could be asked of so many of us—of the universal church, of our 

government, and of other larger systems as well as all of us as individuals. Change is hard, and it 

is often easier to make a choice that protects ourselves or what we know than to risk the 

unknown. When faced with a difficult choice, we fear others’ opinions of us—that they might 

judge us, call us weak, or be disappointed in us. This plays out on a systemic level regularly 
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when new laws are introduced, especially as we often argue about what the “right” thing to do 

even is. Our country has become so polarized that people are shunned if they don’t follow the 

party line the way others think they should. We see candidates on both sides of the aisle run for 

office and surprise us with their extreme views, then realize that they have to follow the extreme 

to get elected. How does that encourage people to listen to one another, compromise, or discern 

what is right?  

 We face this issue not just on a systemic level, but on an individual one too. I’m certain 

that we all have made mistakes in our lives that came from wanting to impress or not disappoint 

someone else, or because we had to make a decision between what felt moral and what would be 

most beneficial. It’s sometimes easier not to stand up against a bully, or perhaps to let something 

slide at work that you know wasn’t done correctly. Whether through inaction or from a direct 

choice, sticking with the status quo even when we know it’s wrong leads to real harm.  

 There will always be options for choosing what is profitable—what earns or keeps 

money, respect, power, and authority. And—there will always be a prophetic voice pushing back 

against systems of oppression that leave too many with too little. We, as individuals and as a 

society, are faced with this choice: will we choose what earns us earthly power and privilege and 

protects us from change, or will we listen to the voices crying out in the wilderness that are 

naming how things could be different?  

Standing up for what you believe in isn’t always the easiest choice, and it too can lead to 

consequences—we see this in both John the Baptist and Jesus’s ministries. But we are called to 

be a people who live into and share the truth, even when it’s hard to hear. It takes courage to do 

the right thing. In seeing these examples in scripture, we know the consequences of both the 

immoral and the moral choice. But we also know that we are not alone in the troubles that we 
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face. Professor Amy Erickson comments, “Even when faced with the terrible choices of an 

imperfect world, choices in which it seems impossible to do or even know what is right, when 

even love and courage seem insufficient, we have assurance. It is the unconditional assurance 

that in the agony of our uncertainties we have the certainty of God’s love.” This assurance is our 

encouragement that we are loved and saved through Christ’s redemptive grace. We make 

mistakes; we regret some of our choices; we wish that we had seen more clearly the 

consequences of our actions ahead of time. All this is part of being human. In Christ, we have 

confirmation that we are loved and chosen over and over again, continually being given the 

opportunity to choose anew truth and life and faithfulness. The feeding of the 5000 follows this 

story of Herod and John as a stark contrast between two banquets. One banquet is death-dealing, 

both literally in the taking of John’s life but also figuratively in the relationships that were being 

invested in that were based on peer pressure, status, and competition. Jesus’s banquet, though, is 

life-giving, taking the small bits of bread and fish and turning them into enough for all to come 

to the table. We are invited to this abundant life—a life full of grace and truth that honors and 

respects the value of each of those around us. When we choose life—when we choose to follow 

Christ—we answer the prophetic call to serve God over everything else that vies for our 

attention.  

John’s death is a foreshadowing of the crucifixion, and it’s a hard lesson for followers of 

Christ that life will not always be safe or offer us easy choices. We have hope, though, in 

knowing that Jesus’s resurrection is to come. There is life after death. May we seize this 

knowledge and know that when death comes to the status quo and change is on the horizon, we 

can hope for the new life that follows. May we be a people who are willing to ask questions, to 
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wrestle together through hard choices, to pay attention to the prophetic voices around us, and to 

be bound not to what is but to God and what could be. Amen.  


