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

 
Our text, “When Herod heard of it, he said, ‘John, whom I beheaded, 
has been raised.’” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 How does one read of the beheading of John and apply it to 

daily life? (Frightening!) Today we consider two ways: 

First: Understand to what extreme we sinners will go to 

silence the Law of God. John came preaching repentance, but Herod 

didn’t want to heed the call, indeed feared it. We sinners will do 

anything – even remove the head of the greatest of the prophets – if 

it means feeling better about ourselves and avoiding God’s Law. But 

how much louder John’s preaching gets after he is beheaded – still 

2000 years later his preaching continues and – far from Herod saving 

his reputation – he is condemned from every pulpit across the globe 

because the Law of God will not be silenced. 

 So then, how do you now stand before the holy God? God’s 

Law tells you what to do, think, say, believe to be holy… in short, it 

tells you “Do this, and you will live”… but that doesn’t mean you can 

do it. The Law is holy – has been since creation. But when Man fell, 

the Law’s demands didn’t slide with him. When Man became tainted, 

impure, profane, wicked, the Law remained holy, so that - “post-fall” 
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– its call for holiness is now a “new office” to show you your sin and 

condemn any hopes you have of claiming yourself holy before God.  

And that’s why we sinners don’t like the preaching of the 

Law. We hear the Law and try to measure up and have to admit, “But 

I have not… I cannot,” and the Law says, “You must or you will surely 

die.” But that Law cannot empower us sinners to live as sinless; it 

cannot turn sinners into saints; it can only bring sinners’ sin to light 

and bring them not just to acknowledgement, but fear and 

trembling, as St. Paul says, “When the Law appeared, I died.” Notice 

he says, “I died.” He doesn’t say “I improved.” God’s Law is no 

blueprint or self-help to “improve our holiness” – ‘if I just be nicer, 

speak well, think better thoughts I’ll get to heaven;’ rather, John’s 

preaching condemns sin, and ceaselessly exposes our hearts as those 

not of saints, but of sinners. The heart rages with anger and envy, 

indifference and sloth, self-reliance and self-idolization, anxiety and 

worry. But, we look to our outer actions and believe such masks of  

righteousness justify us as kings and holy ones with our own 

Herodian authority to say, “John, how dare you point at me!”  

Lutherans almost pride ourselves in acknowledging our sin – 

yes, we’ll even speak of it in liturgical ritual along with everyone else! 

But to have particular sin uncovered/exposed – “That goes too far, 

John! How dare you threaten my public kingly, holy reputation?” 

So, an easy solution is to not listen to God’s Law. Some 60 

churches sit in Elgin alone. As soon as the Law confronts you, how 
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many opportunities you have to convince yourself you may hide 

from it, explain it away as a pastor’s opinion, go find preaching that 

will not call you to repentance but will only call you a saint whose 

happy life the holy God approves!  

But that’s not John’s preaching; that’s not the preaching of 

the one sent by God to prepare the way for the Messiah. There is no 

pointing to the Lamb who takes away the sin of the world if there is 

not first the piercing thrust of the Law of God to open us wide and 

expose our sins.  

So, as John tirelessly cries out, we become defiant, proud and 

obstinate, and we seek to silence the Law: “Off with its head!”  

 But the Law of God is far more everlasting than the 

messenger. If the messenger is cut off, the Law remains… almost as if 

Moses and the prophets and John all continue to preach long after 

their death. If not even a headless John deters God’s Law from its 

proclamation/purpose, how do you fare trying to run from or hide 

from it? 

 We’re left to hope we may simply say what needs to be said 

or do what needs to be done to silence the Law: “If I just go along 

with it, the Law will fall silent and we can talk about something else.” 

But the Law doesn’t require agreement on the matter; it requires 

love of the matter. Here’s what I mean: 

  We think we have been crushed; we think our pride has 

been broken, and so we say, “Fine, I repent.” But John calls out 
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again, “Bear fruit in keeping with repentance.” And we sinners, with 

our last ounce of pride, wanting to use repentance as an excuse for 

future laxity toward the things of God, now play the victim: “What 

do you mean ‘bear fruit in keeping with repentance’? I said I was 

sorry. Isn’t that enough? What more do you want from me?”  

 But, John’s call to bear fruit in keeping with repentance has 

exposed your heart and proven whether you were actually penitent 

in the first place. To claim “I repent” because the Law of God annoys 

you and so you mouth the words to silence that Law and justify 

yourself is far removed from crying “I repent” because you fear 

God’s wrath, know what your sins deserve, and know that His Holy 

Law would be perfectly followed if we were truly by nature saints, 

but because we’re not by nature holy ones and we see our sins, the 

Law condemns us as we must admit that we are poor miserable 

sinners. 

 Now, to the one who fears God’s wrath, laments his sinful 

ways, and knows God’s holy Law rightly condemns him, to that one 

John now cries, “Behold, the Lamb of God… He takes away your sin.” 

Yes, when you fear and tremble over your fornication, your 

drunkenness, your laziness, your gossip, your hot-headedness… 

when you think on these and know that they merit nothing calmer 

than the terrors of hell, John points you to Jesus Christ the atoning 

sacrifice and says, “Behold, hell’s jaws have been shut. Your sin is 

placed on Christ. The Law’s focus and condemnation and curse that 
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was meant for you has been absorbed by him. He has become the 

curse for you, for “cursed is the one who hangs on the tree;” He has 

borne the wrath of God and the terrors of hell for you. Your 

iniquities are forgiven; you are saved by Christ; you are saints by 

reputation… reputation of one who has been purchased by and has 

been spoken for by Christ Jesus.”  

What a marvelous truth this is! That, rather than destroying 

us with his Holy Law, God sent a savior to fulfill it and meet its 

demands on our behalf. The Law rightly and continually showed us 

our debt, but Christ came and intervened and said to you, “You now 

have no debt, for I have paid it.” The Law rightly and continually 

showed our unrighteousness and unholiness, but Christ came and 

intervened, “You are now declared holy and righteous, for I am 

righteous and you now belong with me.” The Law rightly and 

continually threatened us with death and hell, but Christ came and 

intervened, “You now have life and the heavenly inheritance, for I 

am yours and you are mine and where I am, you will be also.”  

 There simply is no comprehending how completely Christ has 

satisfied the Law and therefore rendered Satan powerless to accuse 

you by it. Where the Law demanded and Christ fulfilled, what power 

has Satan to now say, “But, look, you still are sinners”? We may so 

simply and certainly answer, “Yes, Satan, I am a sinner… and if God 

shines His good and holy Law upon me it will show all my warts and 

imperfections. But Christ shines brighter than His Law, and His 
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righteousness and holiness and sacrifice washes out everything, so 

that anyone who wishes to focus on my sin must look away because 

of the brightness of Christ covering me.” 

 It’s as if the Law is a cameraman hired to capture a record of 

your life. And, after all of your deviance and sinful frolicking or sitting 

idle on company time or yelling at your spouse or children or 

parents… all because you think no one can see or hear, suddenly this 

cameraman comes and says, “I have evidence and pictures to publish 

– not just on tabloids before the world, but in the courts of the 

Almighty God.”  

 And you know you are caught… what can you do but despair 

and say, “I am ruined. The truth is known, my reputation shot, my 

true self exposed before God who searches the heart! What point is 

it to even beg his mercy, for he sees me as I am?!” But, as the 

cameraman is ready to ruin you, suddenly he finds that all of his 

pictures are useless, for they have all been washed out by the light of 

the sun. In every picture, you – the intended subject – are not 

identifiable because all that can be seen is the brilliant light of 

another, the one who saves you. Suddenly, you walk free. You are 

not condemned. You are not ruined before the judge. He sees only 

his Son, and He loves that Son… what better pictures can he be gifted 

than those of the brilliance and glory of His Son… And so – because 

of that Son – the almighty delights in you, for the pictures meant to 

expose you are now pictures defined by the light of Christ.  
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Now, this is safety… this is comfort… this is joy. And this 

newfound safety in Christ gives us opportunity to ponder that the 

cameraman (the Law) was only doing his job. He was no enemy, but 

a faithful servant of God, and so why would I now blame the Law for 

exposing my sin? He was only capturing the truth of the matter!  

In our salvation, we see that John’s proper work was not to 

relish in condemning us, but to drive us to see our need for Christ. 

But if I now rejoice in God’s Holy Law and know that it is good, 

suddenly I do not fear John, but rejoice in his faithful work and am 

even glad to suffer alongside him for the Christ who saved me.  

This is the second way of meditating upon our text: Loving 

Christ and His forerunner John may mean we have to be ready to 

share in John’s fate. How much the world threatens us with isolation 

as it cries out: 

 
“God’s will is too narrow; modesty and sexual purity is unsatisfying; 
loving others is too vulnerable; using Christian freedom for someone 
else’s gain is a missed opportunity; Christianity is for the weak.” 
 
When such threats come, will we give up the faith because we fear 

God will forget us in the dungeon of loneliness? Will you simply keep 

silent about the faith or now distance yourself from Law and Gospel 

because you worry that – if you confess the faith as something 

totally incompatible with the sinful desires of the flesh – the world 

will hand you your head on a platter! “Surely, God must not expect 

such Christian life!?”  
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 Friends, where will the next generation of Christians be if you 

do not confess the faith on account of fear you will have your head 

handed to you? Where will your ignorant neighbors and wandering 

co-workers and family members be if you do not dare to boldly share 

with them your faith, even if they may ignore or mock you or malign 

your reputation?  

 Where would you be if generations before you were not 

willing to lose their head for the sake of the Gospel?  

Do you know where you’d be? You’d be in the dungeons of 

false doctrine, terrorized by the worry that you have not done 

enough to earn salvation, that you have millennia of years of 

purgatory awaiting you, that you must pray to Mary and the saints 

because the Savior who died for you is too angry with your sin to 

now remember that he shed his blood for you. 

 And do you know why that’s exactly where you’d be… 

because it was at the Diet of Augsburg, when the Roman Emperor 

demanded the Lutheran laymen to renounce the Gospel, that the 

laymen responded, “We would rather that you strike off our heads 

than we give up the Gospel of Christ Jesus.”  

 What eternal benefit have generations of Christians known 

because the promise of free forgiveness of sins through Christ meant 

so much to a few Lutherans that they were willing to have their head 

handed to them on a platter!… or, generations later, other Lutherans 

were willing to leave their German Saxony to settle in a distant land 
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called Missouri because they cherished Christ’s Law and Gospel more 

than their property, possessions, comforts, reputations.  

 Now it’s your turn. The whole American landscape waits for 

confessional Lutheranism to become so worried about being 

shackled in isolation with John that we’d rather hold our tongue and 

die a quiet death of social assimilation. But John’s cry continues 

through the confession of your daily lives, “Repent and bear fruit in 

keeping with repentance, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” For, 

as you live that daily before others, you show others that sin matters 

before God, His Holy Law will not relent, but you also show others 

that any and every penitent may live in certain confidence and joy, 

for “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.” 

  

We should be able to end there… but here’s the problem: We 

hear all this and say, “Sounds great, but such Christian life I cannot 

live. I am not yet to the point of such bold confession. I wilt under 

pressure; I crumble in the face of adversity. Temptation is all around 

me; I find myself still full of sin, and I simply do not have a strong 

faith like John.” 

Christ your Good Shepherd says, “Of course that’s the case… 

are you not still a sheep and a child of God? True, you are saint by 

reputation, for by your baptism you bear my name… and my name,” 

Jesus says, “declares you holy. But you are still sinner by ability and 

thus you still fall far short of the holiness of God. You are like those 
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to whom the epistles were written… who still wrestled with 

drunkenness, gossip, sexual impurity, vices and sins of all sorts. That 

you still at times do not want to keep or even hear the holy Law, this 

proves you are still this side of heaven and have Old Adam to 

wrestle. Thus, for you, repentance is still to be preached; Forgiveness 

of sins is still my divine gift, strengthening of faith is still needed. The 

Law and Gospel is still for you – that though you still fall far short of 

the glory of God, you are still justified by the Father’s grace through 

the redemption that is in my atoning sacrifice,” Jesus says. 

 Thus, friends, you are gathered here each week not because 

it is what pious saints do for Jesus, but because it is what sinners 

who desire to be saints receive from Jesus …that you might be willing 

to heed John’s proclamation, die his Christian death, and live 

eternally alongside him in the safety of Christ. 

 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
July 15, 2018 
 
 


