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2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-19 

1David again gathered all the chosen men of Israel, thirty thousand. 2David and all the people with him set out and went from Baale-judah, to bring up from there the ark of God, which is called by the name of the LORD of hosts who is enthroned on the cherubim.3They carried the ark of God on a new cart, and brought it out of the house of Abinadab, which was on the hill. Uzzah and Ahio, the sons of Abinadab, were driving the new cart 4with the ark of God; and Ahio went in front of the ark. 5David and all the house of Israel were dancing before the LORD with all their might, with songs and lyres and harps and tambourines and castanets and cymbals. 

12bSo David went and brought up the ark of God from the house of Obed-edom to the city of David with rejoicing; 13and when those who bore the ark of the LORD had gone six paces, he sacrificed an ox and a fatling. 14David danced before the LORD with all his might; David was girded with a linen ephod. 15So David and all the house of Israel brought up the ark of the LORD with shouting, and with the sound of the trumpet. 

16As the ark of the LORD came into the city of David, Michal daughter of Saul looked out of the window, and saw King David leaping and dancing before the LORD; and she despised him in her heart. 

17They brought in the ark of the LORD, and set it in its place, inside the tent that David had pitched for it; and David offered burnt offerings and offerings of well-being before the LORD. 18When David had finished offering the burnt offerings and the offerings of well-being, he blessed the people in the name of the LORD of hosts, 19and distributed food among all the people, the whole multitude of Israel, both men and women, to each a cake of bread, a portion of meat, and a cake of raisins. Then all the people went back to their homes. 

 

Mark 6:14-29 

14King Herod heard of it, for Jesus' name had become known. Some were saying, "John the baptizer has been raised from the dead; and for this reason these powers are at work in him." 15But others said, "It is Elijah." And others said, "It is a prophet, like one of the prophets of old." 16But when Herod heard of it, he said, "'John, whom I beheaded, has been raised." 

17For Herod himself had sent men who arrested John, bound him, and put him in prison on account of Herodias, his brother Philip's wife, because Herod had married her. 18For John had been telling Herod, "It is not lawful for you to have your brother's wife." 19And Herodias had a grudge against him, and wanted to kill him. But she could not, 20for Herod feared John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he protected him. When he heard him, he was greatly perplexed; and yet he liked to listen to him. 21But an opportunity came when Herod on his birthday gave a banquet for his courtiers and officers and for the leaders of Galilee. 22 When his daughter Herodias came in and danced, she pleased Herod and his guests; and the king said to the girl, "Ask me for whatever you wish, and I will give it." 23And he solemnly swore to her, "Whatever you ask me, I will give you, even half of my kingdom." 24She went out and said to her mother, "What should I ask for?" She replied, "The head of John the baptizer." 25Immediately she rushed back to the king and requested, "I want you to give me at once the head of John the Baptist on a platter." 26The king was deeply grieved; yet out of regard for his oaths and for the guests, he did not want to refuse her. 27Immediately the king sent a soldier of the guard with orders to bring John's head. He went and beheaded him in the prison, 28brought his head on a platter, and gave it to the girl. Then the girl gave it to her mother. 29When his disciples heard about it, they came and took his body, and laid it in a tomb. 

 Herod was a big shot, if you wanted to know for sure you could just ask him.  Now this is not the same Herod who we hear about at Christmas.  That was Herod the Great who reigned in Palestine by favor of the Romans from 37 BC to 4 BC.  That was the Herod that the Magi sought out in the Gospel of Matthew.  That was the Herod who being a bit paranoid and very cruel ordered that every boy under two be killed because one might be a rival.  That King Herod was the father of the King Herod that we read about in the story from the Gospel of Mark today. The son’s name was Herod Antipas.  I am not going to diagram Herod the Great’s family tree because that would be all that we would have time for today but I will say that Herod the Great had many marriages and many sons.  Some sons he had to kill off before he died because they became rivals and others became kings after him but no one assumed the throne that he occupied.  Some sons got a part of the kingdom and that is what Herod Antipas got.  He is called a tetrarch because he got approximately a quarter of the kingdom.  It just so happened that part of his kingdom was Galilee where Jesus grew up.
So maybe Herod Antipas was not such a big shot.  Maybe he only thought he was.  What is described in Mark today is probably one of the most sordid and ugly stories in the whole Bible.  The death of John the Baptist as described here is grotesque and horrifying and it seems to all come from the fact that Antipas had to be a big shot.

John the Baptist was a righteous man.  We know of him as Jesus’ cousin and the one who baptized Jesus.  He had a ministry of baptism and repentance and evidently a great following.  It is even speculated that Jesus was originally a disciple of John’s.  He was well known enough to have a prophet’s mantel and by that I mean that he was listened to.  If he wasn’t then Antipas would not have cared what he said or proclaimed but evidently he did listen or at least his wife did.  Antipas was married to Herodias but it was not his first marriage.  Herodias was his second wife who had also been married to Herod’s half brother Phillip.  Herodias seemed to be a very ambitious person and cashed in her husband Phillip for Antipas because Antipas had a kingdom and Phillip did not, presumably.  John the Baptist upon hearing of the coupling pointed out that it might not be that Kosher and that made him mortal enemies of Herodias forever.  Herodias wanted him dead but Antipas was reluctant to do so because he seemed to like John, enjoyed learning from him, and didn’t want trouble from those who were devoted to him. So he did arrest him but he also protected him until his ego got in the way.
We can only imagine what it would have been like growing up in the shadow of Herod the Great.  Herod the Great was ruthless and cruel.  He killed his father to get to where he was and killed off nephews and sons to remain where he was.  He was also expansive.  He started many building projects including the restoration of the temple.  His pleasure was central for him and so he had so many wives that it is hard to keep count.  He was a very large presence and if you were a son of his I am sure it was hard to find a way to be in the presence of Dad and have a life.  You couldn’t be too ambitious or you would be killed and I suppose you couldn’t be too timid or you would get nothing.

I suspect, and it is hard to do analysis, from here but I suspect there was a deep dark hole in Antipas.  Who knows what it does to a person to have a father like that but it seems as if Antipas wanted to somehow live up to his Dad.  Certainly taking another wife was much like Dad although again Antipas was a piker compared to Dad who had so many wives.  I get the feeling Antipas was haunted by this and maybe even chided by his wife to be more of a man so he was given to the grand gesture and that is why he is offering so much to Salome on her birthday.  What kind of man offers half of his kingdom to a child for her birthday?  A man who wants to be a big shot.  The trouble with such a grand gesture made in front of so many will have consequences….consequences that I am sure Antipas never anticipated.  He must have been surprised when Salome came back and asked for John’s head on a platter.  It says that the king was deeply grieved and I am sure he was.  His grandiosity had just backed him into a corner that he did not like but a big shot like Antipas does not have the courage or the personal integrity to go against the tide to change his mind to be ashamed of himself.  And so he does what he is told thinking he has no choice.  So a righteous man dies because another needs to save his self image.  Antipas had no God but himself and it was his tragedy and the destruction of those around him.
It could have been different.  In the story from Samuel there is a story of a great leader who believes in the God outside himself.  It is the story of David dancing before the ark as it is moved to Jerusalem.  The Ark of the Covenant is where God is to have resided.  David shows his utter devotion to God by dancing before the ark as they move it and he is so devoted that he does not care what people think.  And indeed Michal Saul’s daughter is embarrassed by what David does.
Sometimes doing the will of God is embarrassing; sometimes doing the will of God does go against the grain, sometimes the will of God asks us to rise above what others might think of us.  Sometimes the will of God is more important than our self image.

David doesn’t give a lick what other people think because it is the will of God that he is doing.  How much different it would be if Herod Antipas understood the world in the same way.  He certainly would not be swayed by a young girls request for something horrible and terrifying.  Even if he did promise he would have enough self esteem to say no and send her on her way.  He would have enough courage to be able to save his friend even though he might look a little stupid or weak.

Faith in God is a kind of maturity.  Faith in God enables us to get out from under some of our foibles and be righteous.  Faith in God can even fill in dark holes like Antipas had.  You see the guys who need to be big shots are covering up a feeling that they are not much at all.  That is why they are given to the grand gesture.  That is why they have to act bigger than life.  That is why the rules don’t apply to them: they are trying to cover up the fact that indeed they are very small.
David of course didn’t care.  He did have his foibles and he certainly was not perfect but he did have his God and that made all the difference.  David would rule over a united Israel for forty years and be remembered as really the father of Israel.  Herod Antipas would lose a war against the father of his first wife brought on because of his antics with Herodias and was exiled with Herodias and died at a time and a place that is unknown.  All that he is remembered for is the grisly death of John the Baptist and his disinterest in Jesus when he was sent to him by Pilate.  If your only God is yourself you can’t expect much more.
In Christ Amen.
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