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The Word of the Lord from Mark 6:20: “Herod feared John, knowing that he was a righteous and 
holy man, and he kept him safe.” This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
We’ve recently had a series of Gospel lessons that involve faith and fear. Three weeks ago, it was 

the disciples afraid in the boat until Jesus woke up and calmed the storm. Two weeks ago, Jairus and his 

wife were afraid at news of their daughter’s death, while the woman who’d been sick for twelve years 
was afraid of facing Jesus after she was healed. Last week, we saw offense instead of fear: the people of 

Jesus’ hometown rejected Him for being too familiar. This week, we see fear and offense and rejection 
on the part of Herod. 

 

We’ve said before that fear is a terrible god. It doesn’t give any sort of reward. It rules by 
threats: “do this and do that, or else something worse will happen to you.” It offers no freedom: instead, 

it enslaves and controls. I read a book one time by a security expert called The Gift of Fear; in that book, 
he argued that fear was a good thing for two reasons. First, it makes you hypersensitive to the situation 

around you so that you will notice more and find ways to escape. Second, he argued, fear is a good thing 
because it means that whatever you fear isn’t actually happening to you yet, so you have time to figure 

out your escape.  

 
But what if there is no escape? What if you’re only hyper-aware of impending doom and there’s 

no way around it? That’s when people do foolish, irrational things.  
 

And that’s where you find King Herod in today’s Gospel lesson. Herod’s known for being crafty, 

ruthless and throwing a great party; but most of all, his is a life controlled by fear.  
 

Herod hears of Jesus working miracles, and Herod is afraid of Jesus and the miracles. He’s afraid 
because he’s convinced that Jesus is actually John the Baptist raised from the dead. This doesn’t make 

sense at all: Jesus was born about six months after John, and they were seen together before John died. 

But Herod isn’t thinking sensibly: his thinking is controlled by fear.  
 

Herod knows that he had John beheaded, and he knows that it was wrong. It began because he 
fell in love with his brother’s wife—Herodias—and took her as his own; and John, being a stand-up 

preacher of Law and Gospel, went to the trouble of declaring that Herod’s marriage was sinful and 
against the law. Rather than repent, Herod threw John in prison—but he was sure to keep John alive. 

Why? Fear. Herod was afraid of John—the king was afraid of the prisoner. He knew that John was a 

righteous and holy man, and he didn’t want to have the blood of a righteous and holy man on his hands. 
He listened to John—even heard him gladly, though he didn’t understand John’s message of repentance 

and forgiveness. But he kept him alive out of fear. 
 

It’s pretty obvious that he wasn’t afraid of John. He was afraid because of his own sin. He was 

afraid of the wrath of God. That’s why he wanted to keep John alive, so he didn’t make his guilt any 
worse—perhaps he even saw John as a bargaining chip with God.  

 
Herodias, his wife, had no love for John at all. She wanted him dead and gone.  

 



But there was more fear to control Herod. He held a party where his step-daughter danced for 

him and his guests; and Herod was so pleased with her moves that he promised her anything, up to half 
of the kingdom. On mom’s advice, she asked Herod for John’s head on a platter. Herod now had more 

fear to contend with; he was afraid of what it would look like to his guests if he broke his foolish promise. 
That was an immediate threat to his power and reputation, and fear of losing that god made God’s wrath 

for his sin a dull, distant threat. He kept his word and sent for John’s head. He felt bad about it, but in his 

judgment it had to be done. 
 

So the god of fear demanded a sacrifice from Herod. It demanded that the blood of a righteous 
and holy man be spilled. Please note: all that this sacrifice did was postpone the calamity that Herod 

feared. It didn’t free him from being afraid; rather, this sacrifice only made sure that Herod could 
continue in fear.  

 

In fact, now—in our text—he might be more fearful: he believes that John the Baptist is back 
from the dead, in the person of Jesus Christ.  

 
Eventually, Jesus will stand before Herod on trial: Pilate will send Jesus to him to try to avoid 

passing judgment on Jesus himself. Herod will want wonders, tricks and entertainment—for all we know,  

he’s looking to be distracted from his life and fear. Once again, Herod will be complicit in the death of a 
holy and righteous man—the holy and righteous Son of God. After that, he disappears from Scripture: we 

know from history, though, that he is accused of treason and shipped off to Gaul, where he dies in 
misery.  

 
And, most likely, he dies in fear.  

 

The great tragedy, of course, is that he could have been delivered from fear—even fear of God’s 
wrath. John the Baptist doesn’t condemn Herod’s sins to say, “It’s only a matter of time until the Lord 

destroys you.” He condemns the sin so that Herod might repent, trust in God’s grace and be forgiven. 
Even more tragic, Jesus is not put to death as a sacrifice to fear. He is crucified as a sacrifice for sin, 

offered to God. He is not sacrificed not to postpone judgment and prolong Herod’s fear, but take Herod’s 

place and to win forgiveness for Herod’s sins—so that Herod might be delivered from fear and death to 
peace with God and everlasting life. 

 
+++ 

 

Fear dominates the lives of many today. You and I are afraid of things. In many cases, you can 
lessen or get rid of the fear by things that you do or things that you avoid. No one wants to live in fear: 

so when we’re afraid, we work hard to change the situation. 
 

There is a fear about which you can do nothing, though: it’s the fear of God’s wrath for your sin. 
This is the fear that dominates many, even if they don’t realize it. The power of guilt that you feel is fear, 

the fear that sooner or later God is going to get you for your sins. The fear of God’s wrath drives many to 

follow Herod’s lead, and to seek the approval of people to distract them from God’s law. At the root of it, 
this is why many people demand that their sins be tolerated, even praised, by society. The praise of 

other sinners makes them feel less threatened by God’s wrath. The continued preaching of the Law by 
Christians leaves them unhappy indeed, because it reminds them of their fear.  

 

Many Christians live lives where fear plays a terrible part. Even if they’ve no great skeletons in 
the closet, they still live in fear and think, “I hope I am a good enough Christian to be saved.” That’s a 

life dictated by law and fear, not by the freedom which the Gospel brings.  
 

This fear of God’s wrath is most obviously manifested in the fear of death. This fear preaches, 
“You’re going to die because of your sin, because you don’t measure up to God’s demands.” 



 

You might well be living in fear of God’s wrath right now. It might be fear because of some 
terrible sin in your past that still haunts you, where you know full well that there is nothing you could 

ever do to make up for the evil that you’ve done. It might be a restless frustration that you do not live 
daily up to the standards that God demands, and so you know full well that you do not live a life good 

enough for God to love you. Such fear gnaws and haunts—you want to get rid of it, but what can you 

do? Nothing. It robs you of freedom to serve your neighbor, because you’re afraid of doing the wrong 
thing. It prevents you from living in freedom, and instead demands that you clutch at what you have for 

as long as you can before all of it is lost. What else can you do? God and His wrath are too much for you 
to overcome. His Law says so. And if that is all that God says, then no wonder you’re living in fear. On 

the bright side, the fact that you’re afraid means that you’re not fully suffering God’s wrath yet. But 
there’s no escape, and so you will—if the Law is all that God says.  

 

But God says more. He makes sure you hear the story of John the Baptist. John preached 
repentance, and we must say this. John didn’t just preach, “Turn from sin.” More importantly, he 

preached, “Turn from the foolish idea that you can make up for your sin before God. Don’t hide your fear 
from Him while you try to work out some way to work off your sinfulness. Confess it. Tell Him the truth: 

tell God the truth that you are sinful, that you deserve His wrath, and that there is absolutely nothing you 

can do to atone for your sin.”  
 

Furthermore, rejoice because there is more truth to be told. While there is nothing that you can 
do to atone for your sin, Jesus has done all to atone for your sin. His death was your death for your 

transgressions. He went to the cross and suffered all of God’s wrath in your place. He rose again to 
proclaim forgiveness and salvation to you. When He proclaims forgiveness, He declares to you, “God isn’t 

angry at you anymore, because I suffered that anger for you—all of it. There isn’t any left. And if there 

isn’t any wrath for sin left, then you have nothing to be afraid of.”  
 

If you are forgiven, you have nothing to be afraid of. No fear of God’s wrath, because God has 
no wrath for you. And as for other things in this life that make you afraid, you know that God is greater 

than these things; and because He treasures you as His forgiven child, He will use even these things you 

fear for your good. When you are afraid, confess your fears and confess your sins. And all the more, 
rejoice: rejoice that you need not fear God’s wrath anymore, because you are forgiven for all of your 

sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 
 

 


