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Pastor Eric and I often say (not jokingly) that the Holy Bible should be “rated 

R for content”! The story of Herod’s birthday party is one such time. It 

shouldn’t be viewed by sensitive audiences. It comes with all the elements 

of a hit drama series or a classical tragedy play. It includes graphic violence, 

sexual exploitation and innuendo bordering on a creepy hint of incest. There 

is lust for power, abuse of power, political scheming, behind-the-scenes 

manipulation, and lavish decadence!  

The characters are all the most prominent people of Herod’s inner circle — 

all schmoozing around the glittering celebrities of the Herodian dynasty. The 

real stars of the drama don’t even appear in this episode, Jesus and (to a 

lesser extent) John the baptizer. Don’t let that fool you, though, they have a 

big presence in today’s story, and the cross casts a long shadow over it.  

The writer, evangelist, Mark, uses a couple of his favorite literary devices to 

give the episode richer meaning than the story would have standing alone. 

There is a lot lying under the surface of this short story. So, just like any 

drama series, it’s hard to fully grasp the gist of any single episode without 

seeing it in relation to the whole narrative.  

Mark has set this story within a story within a much larger story. First we 

have Herod’s birthday party which interrupts a story of Jesus sending out 

pairs of his disciples and of their return. In last week’s episode, we heard 

about the sending out. Next week we’ll hear about the return. Given that 

juxtaposition, we should consider the stories related. The birthday-party-

beheading sheds light on what it’s like to be agents of Jesus going out to all 

the world teaching his way of living and healing — a new world order.  

It would be easy to label Herod as chief villain, and he is most certainly a 

bad actor, but he is just one, featured part of a whole corrupt system. His 

supporting actors are onstage with him — everyone looking to protect self, 



of position, security, status — everyone protecting the structure or institution 

built to favor and shelter them and their power.  

Herod preens before his guests and saves his reputation after his 

ridiculous oath blows up in his face.  

Herodius (the wife), threatened by John’s criticism, protects her 

position of power — as wife of the so-called king.  

Herodius (the daughter) does her best to work her way into a position 

of power.  

Herod’s minions prop up their positions of power in Herod’s 

government, military, and Galilean commerce and institutions by their 

presence and support.  

As Ched Myers puts it in his book Binding the Strongman, “the dinner party 

becomes the occasion for the murderous whims of the ruling class of 

Galilee to be revealed.”  

This is a classical tragedy play!  

Not just because of what happens to John. It’s tragic about what’s 

happening to Herod and company — what has been happening to and by all 

the Herods acting through history leading back to include today’s Old 

Testament story about God’s plumb line of a prophet Amos, in the court of 

King Jeroboam. The actors may change, but the story remains the same 

and the structures, systems, and institutions persist.  

And then there’s John. Offstage. In prison. Not interested in saving his own 

skin. He’s compelled to speak truth no matter what. Like Amos, he is there 

to be the “plumb line in the midst of [God’s] people” to reveal the 

crookedness of the power structure and the power-brokers in it.  

Now…back to our story within a story:  

Herod’s murderous birthday party set within the story of Jesus’ disciples 

being sent out to heal and teach a new world order. John’s head on a platter 

is a vision of what it’s like to be those disciples going up against powers-

that-be.  



Again, it’s a storyline that has persisted through history. Amos was also 

killed — by the son of Amaziah, King Jeroboam’s priest. This seems to be 

the fate of those who proclaim the truth about God’s way of justice and love 

in a world driven by all the elements that make for a hit drama. The 

Lutheran Study Bible says this about the Amos story:  

The message of Amos is a challenge to people and nations caught up 

in the pursuit of material wealth and comfort… Amos reminded the 

people that true faithfulness is trusting in God alone and treating the 

neighbor with justice.  

Ouch! That stings! Because on the one hand, I feel myself being sent out 

and, in my heart, called to strive to proclaim and live Christ’s way of loving 

God and loving neighbor. And on the other hand, I find myself right there, in 

the midst of Herod’s party, part of that same system. John and Amos 

weren’t part of the systems and institutions they confronted. But for me 

(aside from the head-on-a-platter possibility) the sting of my being sent out 

to heal people and teach a new-world-order-in-the-way-of-Jesus includes 

the fact that I am part of the corrupt system against which I hold the plumb 

line. And by my (even unwitting) participation in it, I reveal my own 

crookedness.  

Yep. It’s a classical tragedy, all right.  

Except, remember: this story-within-a-story is also nestled in another story. 

These are just episodes in the greater, over-arching drama of the gospel of 

Jesus. His presence is in today’s episode, even though he’s not onstage. 

Today’s story concludes (in stark contrast to the lavish decadence of 

Herod’s birthday party) with John’s disciples quietly taking his body, and 

they “laid it in a tomb.” And we will hear those same words again. The 

quietness of John’s disciples taking the body for entombment hauntingly 

prefigures Joseph of Arimathea taking Jesus’ body down from the cross, 

after which he “laid it in a tomb.” The cross looms over the scene.  

Ok, that doesn’t dispel the tragedy yet.  



For that, we need to back up to the way this episode opens. As it opens, we 

learn that Herod has heard about Jesus’ deeds of power and of his disciples 

preaching a new world order. After checking out social media about what 

“some were saying” about Jesus, Herod is convinced Jesus is John, raised 

from the dead, come back to haunt him — a danger to the power structure 

that props up his cushiony position.  

And here we have one of my favorite literary devices — irony! Herod is 

completely wrong about who Jesus is. And…Herod is (unknowingly) 

completely right about who Jesus is! He got the “raised from the dead” part 

exactly right! His suspicion foreshadows the resurrection!  

And not only that…if Herod believes that John has come back to life, then 

Herod, who ordered him killed, really has no power at all! His power is 

neutralized, broken, and all the king’s courtiers, all the kings officers, and all 

the leaders of Galilee can’t put it back together again.  

Mark begins today’s episode by preparing us for a gruesome, violent, 

abuse-of power by saying at the start: “all is not lost! Stay tuned!”  

All is not lost…even for us. 

 

 


