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Mark 6:7-31
⁷ Calling the Twelve to him, (Jesus) began to send them

out two by two and gave them authority over impure
spirits.

⁸ These were his instructions: “Take nothing for the
journey except a staff—no bread, no bag, no money in
your belts. ⁹ Wear sandals but not an extra shirt. ¹⁰
Whenever you enter a house, stay there until you leave
that town. ¹¹ And if any place will not welcome you or
listen to you, leave that place and shake the dust off your
feet as a testimony against them.”

¹² They went out and preached that people should
repent. ¹³ They drove out many demons and anointed
many sick people with oil and healed them.

¹⁴ King Herod heard about this, for Jesus’ name had
become well known. Some were saying, “John the
Baptist has been raised from the dead, and that is why
miraculous powers are at work in him.”

¹⁵ Others said, “He is Elijah.”
And still others claimed, “He is a prophet, like one of

the prophets of long ago.”
¹⁶ But when Herod heard this, he said, “John, whom I

beheaded, has been raised from the dead!”
¹⁷ For Herod himself had given orders to have John

arrested, and he had him bound and put in prison. He
did this because of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife,
whom he had married. ¹⁸ For John had been saying to
Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s
wife.” ¹⁹ So Herodias nursed a grudge against John and
wanted to kill him. But she was not able to, ²⁰ because
Herod feared John and protected him, knowing him to
be a righteous and holy man. When Herod heard John,
he was greatly puzzled; yet he liked to listen to him.

²¹ Finally the opportune time came. On his birthday
Herod gave a banquet for his high officials and military
commanders and the leading men of Galilee. ²² When
the daughter of Herodias came in and danced, she
pleased Herod and his dinner guests.

The king said to the girl, “Ask me for anything you
want, and I’ll give it to you.” ²³ And he promised her
with an oath, “Whatever you ask I will give you, up to
half my kingdom.”

²⁴ She went out and said to her mother, “What shall I
ask for?”

“The head of John the Baptist,” she answered.
²⁵ At once the girl hurried in to the king with the

request: “I want you to give me right now the head of
John the Baptist on a platter.”

²⁶ The king was greatly distressed, but because of his
oaths and his dinner guests, he did not want to refuse
her. ²⁷ So he immediately sent an executioner with
orders to bring John’s head. The man went, beheaded
John in the prison, ²⁸ and brought back his head on a
platter. He presented it to the girl, and she gave it to her
mother. ²⁹ On hearing of this, John’s disciples came and
took his body and laid it in a tomb.

³⁰ The apostles gathered around Jesus and reported to
him all they had done and taught. ³¹ Then, because so
many people were coming and going that they did not
even have a chance to eat, he said to them, “Come with
me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.”

God’s Separation of Church & State
Today I want to talk about the separation of Church & State, though ultimately from a different

angle than you might expect. All of us are probably familiar with this concept from the government side,
as it’s enshrined in the opening lines of the U.S. Constitution,1 which prohibit the government from
designating an official religion or favoring one religion over another. So I thought I’d begin by providing
some brief background on that.

Many aren’t aware that perhaps the earliest articulation of this concept - of the separation of
Church and State - came from a man named Roger Williams, more than a century before the United
States became independent or the Constitution was ratified. Williams’ belief in the complete separation
of Church & State was based upon his belief that “mixing the two would cause both to become corrupt.”2

2
https://www.freedomforum.org/separation-of-church-and-state/

1
The opening of the First Amendment, known as the establishment clause, states that "Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of

religion."

https://www.freedomforum.org/separation-of-church-and-state/
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Now, Williams was born in London in 1603, during an era when Church & State were completely
intertwined. And he actually became an Anglican clergyman. However, his personal religious beliefs
were actually closer to the Puritans, which the English monarchy had no tolerance for in that era; the
state mandated that everyone had to be Anglican or suffer grave consequences. So, in 1631 Williams
and his wife fled across the Atlantic to the Massachusetts Bay Colony, which of course had been
founded by Puritans. But Williams began making his belief in the separation of Church and State public.
But at that time, this idea was considered a very radical view. Even though these Massachusetts
Puritans had had to flee government control of religion in England, with the Christian Church having been
in bed with State power for going on 1300 years, no one had any imagination for how religion could ever
be free of government influence. And Williams also called these officials to account for taking land from
the Native Americans without any form of payment, which also boggled their minds.

So, Williams’ views agitated Massachuesetts officials,3 to the point that they eventually tried and
convicted Williams on four counts of (quote) “holding dangerous opinions at variance with official policy.”4

And in 1636 Williams fled on foot to found what became the colony of Rhode Island.5 And what made
Rhode Island unique was that it codified separation of Church and State in its original charter.6 But by a
century later, this principle of Separation of Church & State (from the state standpoint) had taken root to
the extent that the nation’s Founding Fathers echoed it in both the Declaration of Independence and the
U.S. Constitution.7

So, that’s a little background on the Separation of Church & State from the side of the state in U.S.
government history, which guarded the state from being corrupted by favoring one religion over another.
But, moving forward today, I want to talk about what scripture reveals about the importance for
Christians to guard against the worldly ways of the empire corrupting our faith and dulling our
consciences; what we might call God’s Separation of Church and State. What I want to show is how
today’s passage from Mark highlights the importance of guarding our hearts from allowing the fallen ways
of worldly kingdoms to ever supersede the values & priorities of Christ’s Kingdom, because the good
news is that we will inherit Christ’s kingdom in our lives to the extent we are unyielding in our allegiance
to Jesus and willing to separate ourselves from the corrupting ways of empire. So moving forward, I’m
not talking about the extent that religion can corrupt state government and whether the U.S. should
maintain its separation of Church & State or not. I’m going to be talking about why we must guard
against being seduced by the priorities & values of worldly kingdoms because of how it will dull our
consciences, diminish our witness, and inhibit God’s kingdom in our lives. This is the perspective St.
Mark is putting forth in how he frames the accounts in our gospel reading this morning. So let me explain
how…

In the first few paragraphs - verses 7 to 13, Mark recounts how Jesus began sending out His
disciples in pairs to do ministry. And what’s relevant about this for us, as Jesus’ disciples today, are
what Jesus’ instructions reveal about the values & priorities & ways of His Kingdom.

● Most importantly, the aim of the disciples’ mission is to set people free from sickness and
sin. Down in verse 12, Mark says, “They went out and preached that people should repent.
¹³ They drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them.”

7
Additional sources: https://www.nps.gov/articles/rogerwilliams.htm https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/church_state_historical.htm

6
Therefore, Rhode Island became a refuge “where all people could come to practice any religion without interference from the state.”

5
The colony was first called Providence.

4
https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/february-05/#:~:text=In%201635%2C%20Williams%20was%20tried,send%20him%20back%20to%20England.

3
Williams also called Massachusetts officials to account for taking land from the Native Americans without any form of payment.

https://www.nps.gov/articles/rogerwilliams.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/church_state_historical.htm
https://www.loc.gov/item/today-in-history/february-05/#:~:text=In%201635%2C%20Williams%20was%20tried,send%20him%20back%20to%20England
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And, scholar Mary Healy notes that this call to repentance was not some mere ritual, but a
call for people to radically turn away from sin.

○ So, as Jesus’ disciples today, this reflects what our goal should be as we engage the
world as Jesus’ disciples: working for the physical spiritual well-being of others.

● Second, as Jesus sends His disciples out, He clearly inhibits them from being motivated by
their own comfort and security. Verse 8 says He instructed them to “Take nothing for the
journey except a staff—no bread, no bag, no money in your belts…” And in that same vein,
Jesus tells them to stay in one house when they enter a town. He doesn’t want the
disciples to jump at any opportunities to upgrade to better accommodations.

○ So Jesus is teaching the importance of seeking the priorities of God’s kingdom - the
wholeness of others - over our own comfort and preferences, trusting God to take
care of our needs.

● Then, finally, Jesus instructs the disciples that wherever they are not welcomed, they
should leave and shake the dust off their feet. However, this is not something the disciples
would do in front of the people who weren’t receptive; rather they would do it as they left
the town: for their own benefit! It was a physical8 way for the disciples to leave these
people and their hardened hearts to God.

○ So, rather than coercing anyone into receiving their ministry, we seek to be Christ to
people while leaving it to God to change their hearts.

So, in this first section of our passage, of Jesus commissioning His disciples, we see what allegiance to
Jesus looks like: Living for the sake of the physical & spiritual well-being of others; and prioritizing that
over our own comfort & preferences; while always loving non-coercively and trusting the Spirit to change
hearts.

But after this section, Mark does something interesting. In verse 14, he notes that King Herod
heard of the disciples’ ministry in Jesus’ name and worried that this Jesus was John the Baptist risen
from the dead (v16), and this springboards Mark to go into this whole retrospective account about how
Herod had executed John the Baptist, before Mark will return at the end of the passage to describe how
the disciples (or apostles) returned to Jesus and reported all that they had done in His name. And
scholars refer to what Mark does here as “bookending”, where Mark will often interrupt one story with
another before coming back to the first story because Mark wants us to see some relationship between
the two. [[For example, two weeks ago we saw Mark do this with the story of Jairus’ daughter, with an
interlude about the woman who touched Jesus’ garment.]]

And I want to suggest to you that Mark bookends the account of Jesus sending His disciples out
on kingdom mission around the story of John’s execution to highlight the stark contrast between the
righteous way of God’s kingdom with the fallen ways of worldly kingdoms. Mark is highlighting the
importance of guarding our hearts from allowing the fallen ways of worldly kingdoms to ever supersede
the values & priorities of Christ’s Kingdom, because the good news is that we will inherit Christ’s
kingdom in our lives to the extent we are unyielding in our allegiance to Jesus and willing to separate
ourselves from the corrupting ways of empire. #

Now, if you found yourself disturbed by this story of how Herod came to have John the Baptist
executed, I can assure you that is absolutely the point. For Mark, this story highlights the fallen ways of
worldly kingdoms in juxtaposition with the ways of Christ's kingdom evident in Jesus’ instructions to the
disciples.

John the Baptist had called Herod to account for divorcing his first wife in order to marry his
brother’s wife, Herodias. And one reason John did this is because of Herod’s position; the Bible shows
time and again that the character & immoral actions of a nation’s political leaders impacts the character

8
And one might even say ‘sacramental’
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and morality of the people. But Herod had John arrested for this criticism and Herodias begrudged John
for it.

So, at Herod’s birthday banquet there came an opportunity for her to do something about it.
Herodias’ daughter danced for Herod and his guests. And, to be clear, this is Herod’s stepdaughter
dancing for him and his cronies in a sensual manner. And Herod was so pleased by this, that he offered
to do whatever his step daughter wanted, leading her mother to instruct her to as for John the Baptist’s
head on a platter.

Now, Herod was greatly distressed by this. He had over-promised - probably under the influence
of strong drink - but now he felt obligated to fulfill this request to save face, to preserve his own power.
And so, Herod had the executioner remove John’s head and bring it to his wife on a platter (as she had
requested). And John’s disciples came and took his body and laid it in a tomb.9 #

So, when it comes to fallen ways of worldly kingdoms, this story covers a lot of bases. Healy has
observed that “Herod’s actions show the snowball effect of unchecked sin.” Just like when King David
was drunk with his own worldly power and transgressed Bathsheba, Herod progressed “from
adultery…to debauchery and ultimately, via his rash oaths, to murder.” But scholar Ched Myers notes
how this episode highlights more than just the lustful and malicious ways of worldly power. He writes
that the dilemma created by (Herod’s) oath is a parody on “the shameless methods of decision-making
among the elite, a world in which human life is bartered to save royal face: Herod trades the ‘head’
(symbolizing his honor) of the prophet to rescue the integrity of his own drunken oath.”

And yet, perhaps most significantly for us are all the guests who were gathered for Herod’s party.
Verse 21 identifies them as “(Herod’s) high officials and military commanders and the leading men of
Galilee.”10 These guests not only participated in the objectification of Herod’s stepdaughter, but by also
failing to object to John's unjust execution, they became complicit in murder.11 And they serve as a
warning to all of us about allowing the fallen ways of worldly kingdoms to ever supersede the values &
priorities of Christ’s Kingdom. In their desire to advance themselves and their interests & comfort, they
had chosen the chance for worldly power and allowed their consciences to be dulled by not separating
themselves from these fallen way, and thus forfeited any opportunity for the kingdom of God (in their
lives). #

To borrow the metaphor from Paul’s epistle today, while the disciples were drinking from the cup
of the Lord, these birthday guests were drinking from the cup of demons at a banquet of death. We
cannot have a foot strongly in both camps without having our witness compromised and being
personally diminished. So, the relevance of this for us today, comes in how we engage with the worldly
kingdom of power & politics that we live in today. To the extent that we find ourselves minimizing the
immoralities of a political party or figure, or rationalize lies they may tell about reality, we are embracing
the posture of Herod’s birthday party guests rather than the posture Jesus prescribes for His disciples.

Now I can’t give an exhaustive list, but it's probably important to highlight a few concrete
examples, like when it comes to the matter of sexual identity, we are called to live in loving tolerance and
compassion, but the Democrats and President Biden go far beyond this to affirmation and celebration of
sexual and gender immorality. And we know this can’t be best for anyone, because what is best for all is
obedience to the revelation for human flourishing found in God’s word. However this isn’t to single out

11
Healy: ““Each player in the drama is complicit in the evil: his scheming wife, her lascivious daughter, the ruthlessly efficient executioner, and even Herod’s

dissipated guests, who raise no protest against the death of the innocent.”

10
which Myers reads as “the inner circle of power (in) an incestuous relationship involving governmental, military, and commercial interests.”

9
The numerous parallels here to the story of Jesus’ crucifixion at the hands of empire are uncanny, as Pilate also made a decision he didn’t really believe in

just to save face, to preserve his own power; as Jesus, like John, would be laid in a tomb; but perhaps most significantly for us: the crowd who demanded

Jesus be crucified and thereby was complicit in his death.
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LGBTQ people - the Church’s singling them out just represents our tendency to scapegoat - because
there is NO difference in the sinfulness of unrepentant homosexual fornication and an unrepentant
heterosexual fornication (or lifestyle) or even no-fault divorce. All of these “lifestyles” stifle the kingdom of
God in one’s life. And they are rooted in the unbiblical notion that freedom is being able to act on
whatever we feel like or desire to do. But from the standpoint of God it’s not freedom, but
soul-darkening enslavement to sin. So, as disciples it is incumbent for us to identify for ourselves and to
those who ask/solicit our perspective that these progressive or “free love” ideologies are not the way of
Christ, and to point instead to the way of true freedom, which comes through submitting our unholy
desires to God in order that He might in time conform our desires to what He has set out as best for us,
and in the meantime to resist temptation through the power of the Holy Spirit and the support of other
Christians.

And then, on the other side of the aisle of worldly power, you have a man like former President
Trump, who should not be shot at - I wrote this sermon before yesterday afternoon - but whose
unrepentant debauchery, adultery and objectification of women, defrauding of countless people through
his business, mocking the disabled, and dishonesty about reality to the American public is unmatched by
any president in U.S. history, but worse: he is unrepentant for every bit of it. It is vital that we be clear
about the wickedness and harm of all of this.

Now, you may wonder, “Well, isn’t that being judgmental, John, to say this about Trump or this
about the democrats?” Absolutely not. These are public policies and public figures that have
tremendous impact and influence on Christians today. So to speak about them and call them sin is not
being judgemental, it’s seeking to be discerning and prophetic as modeled for us by John the Baptist.

Though, by the way, it’s of course not just sex and lies with these parties of worldly power. Both
sides have their cultures of death, whether their dehumanizing positions like framing abortion as
healthcare, using the death penalty, continuing to enable easy access to AR-15s, and so on.

And it's necessary for us be honest about the wickedness of all of this, because the more we take
take the posture of minimizing or rationalizing the ungodly positions of politicians and parties - whether
its regarding sex & identity or election results or these different death cultures - the more we go along
with it uncritically, we will become less and less capable of discerning good from bad in those categories
ourselves, in our own lives. But the reason we compromise in these ways is because the enemy has
convinced us that we need this figure and this party to be in power in order for us to be okay. The
shooter yesterday represents someone who has believed this lie in the extreme. And it’s not that
elections don’t matter. But, as followers of Jesus, our hope ain’t in any Herod, it’s in the risen Lord!

And yet, it is imperative that we carry our truth non-coercively. Over my vacation I heard about
how officials in the state of Oklahoma have legislated that the Bible has to be taught in all public schools
and then officials in Louisiana have legislated that the Ten Commandments have to be posted in every
classroom, when they probably should post them on Bourbon Street instead😀. But, assuming these
are Christians behind these movements, these are examples of carrying truth coercively, which Jesus
discouraged His disciples from doing. Using power in this way against non-christians in their state’s
public schools is going to lead nonbelievers to resent Christianity, just like many Christians resent
ideologies about sexual identity being in classrooms in California? Well whatever happened to the
Golden Rule of treating people the way we would want to be treated in their position? Isn’t it fascinating
how in our sin we tend to covet freedom of religion when we don't have the power but then disrespect it
for others when we do have the power.

Mark has highlighted the importance of guarding our hearts from allowing the fallen ways of
worldly kingdoms to ever supersede the values & priorities of Christ’s Kingdom, because the good news
is that we will inherit Christ’s kingdom in our lives to the extent we are unyielding in our allegiance to
Jesus and willing to separate ourselves from the corrupting ways of empire. Now, I have to confess that
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as I began preparing for this sermon a few weeks ago and kept thinking about it over my vacation, the
Lord has convicted me of some particular ways I have minimized or ignored the harmfulness of some
movements or figures in worldly power just because other movements have been magnified as so
outrageous to me. But as Christians, we’re called to be committed to the truth even when it's
inconvenient, and what frees us to do this is realizing that we are not of this world;12 our citizenship is in
heaven.13 And so, I would invite each of us this morning to consider how the Lord is calling us to repent,
by separate ourselves from the corrupting ways of empire and become unyielding in our allegiance to
Him.

In the Name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

13
Philippians 3:20

12
John 17:16


