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Our epistle reading this morning is from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. We looked at Ephesians

1.15-23 on Christ the King Sunday. Today we have the verses immediately preceding this. It is worth

quoting what I said then as an introduction.

‘Ephesians’ belongs to the group called ‘The Prison Letters’, those written while Paul was in captivity.

Paul wrote several epistles from Ephesus during his imprisonment there. This letter to the Ephesians

was believed to have been written while Paul was in prison in Rome between AD 62-64. I think we

can all begin to appreciate just a little of what loss of liberty means because of the periods of

lockdown we have all experienced, I am thinking of the first one in particular.

All those years ago Paul faced this problem of loss of liberty to a far larger degree and at times we

can sense his depression. And yet for most of the time as he addresses those first Christians his tone

is upbeat. Generally during his times of imprisonment Paul rejoices in the fact that he is carrying out

Christ’s mission and can share in King Jesus’ sufferings.

Ephesians seems to give an overview of all his teaching. Some scholars believe it is not by St. Paul

but a follower at a later date. The epistle opens with these words 1 ‘Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus

by the will of God, to the saints who are in Ephesus and are faithful in Christ Jesus: 2 Grace to you

and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.’

Apparently in the earliest manuscripts the word Ephesus is missed out and was added later.

However as Professor Tom Wright points out, Paul did write letters which were for districts, to be

passed around. If we think of this it would be a bit like a ‘round robin’ then there is no reason why

he should have included the word. So then let’s look at this early passage from Ephesians.

Ephesus in Paul’s day was a thriving Greek city port; it was a centre for trade, government and

power under Roman control.  Its importance made it an excellent site for a fledgling church and for

spreading the gospel. But there were problems, the goddess Artemis was widely venerated

throughout Greece. There was a huge temple dedicated to her worship in Ephesus.  In fact this



caused a great deal of trouble for Paul and his followers.  Paul was accused of preaching against her

worship. He was imprisoned in Ephesus for some time. The Romans of course had brought their

culture and deities including the cult of Emperor worship. Paul spent almost three years here from

(c.53-56). The Christian community grew rapidly despite persecution and became very strong. It is to

this community and no doubt Christians in the surrounding areas that Paul is writing.

After the initial greeting the passage continues with a huge overview of Paul’s theological teaching.

Having studied so many of the epistle readings we can recognise the themes at once.
3 ‘Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every

spiritual blessing in the heavenly places‘. The words, ‘Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord

Jesus Christ,’ set the tone at once. This whole section 3-14 is a prayer; if you like it is worship of the

triune God and all his wonders.

The words are familiar to us so it is easy to focus on the beauty of them and their words of worship

only, so as always; we need to examine this wonderful passage in detail.

To be honest the passage beginning at v4 used to puzzled me,
4’just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before

him in love. 5He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according to the good

pleasure of his will, 6to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.’

On the surface this looks as though God chose us from the beginning of time as the ones who would

believe in Jesus and thus be saved by him. I struggled with this. Our God gives us free will that is his

fundamental gift to humanity. So how can this be right? Now I want to quote from the first lines of

John’s gospel and to look at our passage from Ephesians in the light of that.
10 ‘He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know

him. 11He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. 12 But to all who

received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God.’

This is exactly what happened. Jesus came to God’s people, the Jews. He is the Messiah, the long

awaited King; the Anointed one but what happened, the vast majority of them rejected him. It was

all about free will, they chose to reject him. BUT 12 ‘to all who received him, who believed in his

name, he gave power to become children of God.’

That is it. Jesus came to all people and we all have free will to accept or reject Jesus. It is to those

who accept him that the wonderful promises of God belong.

The epistle continues:
7In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the

riches of his grace 8that he lavished on us. With all wisdom and insight 9he has made known to us

the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, 10as a plan for the

fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. 11In Christ we

have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined according to the purpose of him who

accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will, 12so that we, who were the first to set our

hope on Christ, might live for the praise of his glory.’

I have quoted in full because the argument is one entity and to divide it up would not help our

examination of it. As always with St. Paul, one point flows on to another, building up the argument

in a clear progression. The first point he makes here is that through Christ’s great love, and the

giving of his life for humanity on the cross, he wins the forgiveness of our sins. Redemption is the

central point. Now let’s look at the sentence in bold. So often in his writing, Paul has made clear

God’s fundamental plan, it is the new creation. That is what he has ‘foreordained before the



beginning of time’ and it is to be accomplished through Jesus Christ, the second person of the

trinity. The Messiah will reign over it as King as the prophets foretold. Those who choose to follow

Jesus, who ‘believe in his name’ are a part of God’s plan from the beginning of time and will help it

to fruition. Jesus has won this for us through the grace of God. He came to humanity at the

incarnation and walked with humans. He brought the word of God and he gave his life in love for

humanity. 7’In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses,

according to the riches of his grace 8that he lavished on us.’ On our own we were powerless, but

Jesus, God and man came to us. Our choice was to believe in him and so receive salvation through

the grace of God. Thus it follows,
11’In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined according to the purpose of

him who accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will, 12so that we, who were the first to

set our hope on Christ, might live for the praise of his glory. ‘

Paul states as does St. John in the opening to his gospel, nothing God does is without Jesus the

Christ. Jesus is part of the Godhead, the second person of the trinity, ‘The Word’ as John calls him. In

one short sentence St. John says, he was with God, he was God. That’s the opening of his gospel

because that is the fact. Jesus was not only at creation; he was with God bringing all creation into

being. Our God became human for us, ‘The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into

the world.’

Paul continues,
13’In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and had

believed in him, were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit; 14 this is the pledge of our

inheritance towards redemption as God’s own people, to the praise of his glory.’

This always reminds me of baptism when the candidate, often a baby, is marked by the minister with

a cross on their forehead. We are Christ’s own people marked with his badge, the badge of the

greatest love ever shown. Because we believe we have the promises of God and the gift of the Holy

Spirit, as indeed he gave it to those first disciples and followers in the upper room at Pentecost. It is

that same Holy Spirit who is God with us now, strengthening us, sustaining us.

In a few paragraphs Paul unfolds the theology of Christ incarnate God and God’s plan and promises

for the whole of creation as indeed St. John does in the wonderful opening to his gospel. That and

Philippians 2 must be my favourite passages from the New Testament.

Our gospel reading from Mark 6 deals with John the Baptist. All the gospels tell of John as the herald

of Jesus but St. John includes him in that wonderful opening to his gospel.  It is not an accident that

it is placed at the centre of the passage for John is at the centre of God’s plan for the world in Christ.
6 ‘There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7He came as a witness to testify to the

light, so that all might believe through him. 8He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to

the light. 9The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.’

John is the harbinger of Jesus. His birth is miraculous in that Elizabeth is past child bearing age. We

build up our picture of John from all the gospels. Though not all of them agree in detail, we know

that John was the one who prepares the way of the Lord.

‘This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask

him, ‘Who are you?’ He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, ‘I am not the Messiah.’ And

they asked him, ‘What then? Are you Elijah?’ He said, ‘I am not.’ ‘Are you the prophet?’ He



answered, ‘No.’ Then they said to him, ‘Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us.

What do you say about yourself?’ He said,

‘I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness,

“Make straight the way of the Lord” ’,

as the prophet Isaiah said.  John 1.6

‘As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning

John, whether he might be the Messiah, John answered all of them by saying, ‘I baptize you with

water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his

sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.’ Luke 3.

John recognises that Jesus is far superior to him. His baptism of Jesus in the Jordan shows this

clearly. He knows Jesus is the Messiah and this is his message together with the call to repent and

follow God’s way.

John is afraid of no one and he speaks out for what is right.  He is formidable and is the last in the

line of biblical prophets. Like them he knows that he is in great danger when speaking out against

the powers that be but that does not stop him.

Immediately preceding our passage for today are these words of Herod.
14 ‘King 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.’ 15 But 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.’’

The ‘it’ he is referring to is Jesus’ activities of healing and preaching and specifically the sending out

of the twelve on mission which we looked at last week.

Our passage deals with why Herod had arrested John and why he had him killed.

The arrest was because John had spoken out against Herod Antipas’ behaviour. Herod Antipas and

Philip were sons of Herod the Great. Herod the Great had many marriages and many children some

of whom he killed!

Herod Antipas went to Rome to visit his brother Philip who was married to Herodias –they were

both her uncles (as I understand it from the very complicated lineage involved!) Herod Antipas

divorced his wife Phaesalis and Herodias divorced Philip. She came back to Judea with Herod. The

Jews were furious and angered by the marriage because Herodias was the wife of Antipas’ own

brother. The two had sinned according to the Scriptures: “If a man takes his brother’s wife, it is

impurity. He has uncovered his brother’s nakedness. They shall be childless.” Leviticus 20:21

Not only that but Herod was not in the line of true kings, he like his father Herod the Great wanted

to be recognised by the Jews as their true king. Herod the Great had rebuilt the Temple in

Jerusalem, originally built by King Solomon partly to strengthen his claim to the throne. Herod

Antipas added to it.

Anybody that weakened or exposed their tenuous grip on kingship or who was seen as a threat to

them was killed. Think of Herod the Great’s slaughter of the innocents because the Magi had told

him they were looking for the child who was king.

Herod Antipas knew that John was preaching of the Messiah, the Anointed one, the one who was

from David’s line who would rule his people Israel. That was a threat of the first order, so because of

the two things, this and John’s anger at his immoral behaviour and his preaching against it – (would

a King of the true line act in such an ungodly way?), John was thrown in prison.

Naturally Herodias saw this as her chance and it is made quite clear she wants her revenge.



19 ‘And 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.’

That is interesting; in these days when life was nasty, brutish and short, Herod does not kill John. He

recognises him as a ‘righteous and holy man’ and protects him from his wife. Also although the

message of John bothers him he is captivated by John.

The rest of the story is sordid. It is Herodias’s daughter Salome who dances at the party. Herod, no

doubt after too much drink, makes the ridiculous and ostentatious promise. He has backed himself

into a corner it was done in front of his friends he either has to follow through or lose face.

We can imagine the scene, absolute silence, no doubt those at the banquet realised the ridiculous

nature of the king’s behaviour and were waiting with bated breath to see what would happen.

This is the chance Herodias has been waiting for and with a disgusting ruthlessness tells her

daughter to ask for John’s head.
25’Immediately 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.’

So all ‘his courtiers and officers and the leaders of Galilee’ stare at him and wait for the outcome.

Herod sees it as if he had no choice.
26’The king was deeply grieved; yet out of regard for his oaths and for the guests, he did not want to

refuse her.’

He saw himself backed into a corner; his idiocy had been taken and used against him. Of course he

didn’t want to lose face but equally also no doubt he did not want to face his wife’s wrath. It was

easier to give way and John paid the price.
27’Immediately 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.’

It is all done off stage we do not see John nor do we hear him speak again. He is the innocent victim

of ruthless, irresponsible power and vindictive revenge. I wonder just how often these scenes have

been repeated throughout history in scheming power politics.

The death of John the Baptist does of course prefigure the death of Jesus; he is equally a victim of

power, vengeance and fear. Jesus knows the dangers he faces. John’s death underlines them more.

If we go back to the beginning of the chapter,
14 ‘King 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.’ 15 But 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.’

Herod now fears John has been raised from the dead. Here is Jesus, a man who can cure people,

who has power over the elements and evil spirits. Here is a man who has raised those that were

dead to life. Here is the man who crowds of people are flocking to see. Here is a man whom people

are hailing as Messiah and King.

Already Herod is afraid and the storm clouds are gathering. The fear of Jesus on the part of the

priests and leaders will lead eventually to condemnation and death.

We may see this rather horrible story as an incident unrelated to us. Well of course it is on one level.

However in essence it is about a person who does not stand up for what is right, who because he



has got himself into a tight spot takes the easy option never mind about the consequences for

others. It is about irresponsible use of power. Herod seems to think he hasn’t got a choice. Of course

he has, he just chooses the easy option to get himself out of a hole.  We all have, we all have choices

to make and some are tough but we have Jesus as our guide and light. We must make what we

believe are the right choices no matter how tough they are.

The first followers of Jesus were called ‘Followers of the way.’ I have always loved that. If we follow

Jesus’ way, make the decisions we know he would wish us to make, we won’t go wrong.

I think of the poem by Robert Frost.

‘Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less travelled by,

And that has made all the difference.’

As we walk through this world we are called like John, to be not only fearless witnesses of Jesus

Christ but also to stand up for what we know to be right, to be guided by and grounded in our faith

in Jesus.

‘Then cleansed be every breast from sin, make straight the way for God within. Prepare we in our

hearts a home where such a mighty guest may come.’ C Coffin.
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