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Introduction: Preaching and Painting  

 

This little book has taken me, the author, by surprise. Ever since I was licensed 

as a Reader in the Church of England at the tender age of 27, I have enjoyed 

preaching ɀ both the preparing of sermons and the delivery of sermons. Many 

people have been kind enough to say I have a gift for it. I have regarded words ɀ 

the choosing, arranging and articulating of words ɀ as my primary medium. 

Since 2004 (around the time I was ordained), my preaching has taken on an 

additional dimension. I have come to appreciate the value of the visual, and 

have experimented with the juxtaposition of text and image through the use of 

Powerpoint. I have used many different types of image, but there is one that I 

prize in particular: the judicious and imaginative use of religious art to enhance 

the exposition of biblical narratives. 

Although I have always had some interest in art, this is a fascination that has 

developed apace during the last few years. I can date its beginnings to the 

preparation of the final sermon in this collection. While reflecting on the story 

of doubting Thomas and scouring the Internet for relevant material I came 

ÁÃÒÏÓÓ #ÁÒÁÖÁÇÇÉÏȭÓ ÍÁÇÎÉÆÉÃÅÎÔ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ 4ÈÏÍÁÓ ÐÒÏÂÉÎÇ ÔÈe wound of the 

risen Christ. It was one of those great moments of revelation for me. The 

painting touched me in a deeper and more exciting way than any of the 

commentaries on John that I had read. This is not to say that commentaries are 

a waste of time! But ever since then I have made it my habit, when preaching on 

a biblical narrative, to research the paintings on the subject as well as to read 

the commentaries. I always find this worthwhile, even when I do not find a 

painting I wish to use, or when I do not agree with the interpretation offered by 

the artist. Disagreement can be stimulating as well as agreement can be 

encouraging! So quality art can be helpful in preparation for understanding 

biblical stories; it can also be invaluable in delivery for ill ustrating biblical 

stories. The wonder of the Internet is that it makes much of this art easily 

accessible and the value of Powerpoint (or its variations) that it makes the same 

art eminently useable. 

This book is a collection of ten sermons, all preached within the last five years, 

where I have made use of paintings in my preaching. They are sermons where 

people seemed to find such use helpful. I am convinced that there are a sizeable 

number in our congregations (and outside) who are as much visual people as 

verbal people ɀ whom we need to address through their eyes as much as 

through their ears. Painting was after all used to communicate biblical stories 

long before many people had the Scriptures in their own languages. Even 



  Preaching and Painting Richard Higginson  

Introduction 

 

4 

though I come from an evangelical tradition which prizes, with good reason, the 

preaching of the Word, I do not see why that should exclude other means of 

communication. The Bible is, after all, replete with images, metaphors, symbols 

and parables ɀ page after page conjure up pictures iÎ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÍÉÎÄȢ !ÂÏÖÅ ÁÌÌȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ 

full of vivid and powerful stories which lend themselves to artistic portrayal. 

Biblical scenes used to vie with scenes from classical mythology in forming the 

basic stock-in-trade for all aspiring artists. While some artists painted them 

simply because they were expected to, a considerable number were informed 

and inspired by their own personal faith; and although many followed stylistic 

conventions about how a scene should be portrayed, the more diligent went 

back to the biblical text to check what was said and the more creative were not 

afraid to depart from these conventions.  

Within the vast corpus of biblical art readers will rapidly discover that I have a 

particular bias. A high proportion of the paintings that I use are from 

seventeenth-century Western art ɀ notably the artists of Italy and the 

Netherlands. My own view is that though the 16th century Renaissance (with the 

likes of Raphael, Leonardo, Michelangelo and Titian) may justly be seen as 

representing an artistic peak, as far as biblical art is concerned the 17th century 

reaches even higher. This is a view completely at odds with the Victorian art 

ÃÒÉÔÉÃ *ÏÈÎ 2ÕÓËÉÎȟ ×ÈÏ ÏÎÃÅ ÓÁÉÄ ȬÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÏÒ ÔÒÕÌÙ ÓÉÎÃÅÒÅ ÁÒÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

17th ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȭȢ ) ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÏ serious a misjudgement that I thought it an 

equally serious misjudgement when the institution that used to be Anglia 

Polytechnic University re-named their university after him!  

Ruskin was wrong. The seventeenth century produced many paintings of 

superb qÕÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÅÁÒÔÈÉÎÅÓÓȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ "ÉÂÌÅȢ 

They show enormous insight into portraying what was going on inside people, 

the strength of their emotions, whether that be ɀ for example ɀ love, hatred, 

devotion or amazement. 

Among the seventeenth century biblical artists, two stand out: Caravaggio and 

Rembrandt. Readers will therefore find more of their paintings than those of 

any other artists in this book. Both were geniuses in the matter of chiaroscuro ɀ 

the juxtaposition of darkness and light. No biblical phrase is more appropriate 

to sum up their craft than light in the darkness (see John 1:5). Darkness is their 

primary medium, but there are always parts of their paintings that are lit. 

Where the light comes from and what is shines on are highly significant. 

Alongside Caravaggio and Rembrandt, however, there were a whole host of 

other talented artists, examples of whose work you will find here. But I have not 

limited myself to the seventeenth century. The sermon on the transfiguration, 

for instance, takes its inspiration from the fascinating, two-part painting by 
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Raphael; and in the sermon on the annunciation I reject seventeenth century 

interpretations in favour of a much more modern one. I would ask readers not 

to base their judgment on whether art is a useful aide to preaching by my own 

particular taste of artists; if you prefer a different age or a different style, fair 

enough, and I hope you will be stimulated to explore it ɀ to see what riches it 

may offer. 

I need to say a word about the context in which these sermons was preached. 

Throughout this period I have combined my main job as lecturer at Ridley Hall 

×ÉÔÈ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÃÕÒÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅ ÍÉÎÉÓÔÅÒ ÁÔ 3Ô 0ÈÉÌÉÐȭÓ #ÈÕÒÃÈ ÉÎ 

Cambridge. The majority of these sermons wÅÒÅ ÐÒÅÁÃÈÅÄ ÁÔ 3Ô 0ÈÉÌÉÐȭÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ 

the Anglican church in Romsey Town, a socially mixed area to the south-east of 

the city centre. Unlike some of the more central and affluent parts of Cambridge, 

it does not contain a lot of academics and professional people. The glory of St 

0ÈÉÌÉÐȭÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ Á ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÁÂÏÕÔ ρππ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÉÓ ÉÔÓ 

ȬÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÉÎÅÓÓȭȠ ÉÔ ÈÁÓ Á ÆÁÓÃÉÎÁÔÉÎÇ ÃÒÏÓÓ-spectrum of good-natured folk who give 

a friendly welcome to all and sundry. So these sermons have a down-to-earth 

quality; you will not find here sermons that are sophisticated intellectual 

exercises, though I always try to make people think and to extend their 

knowledge, understanding and horizons.  

In collecting these sermons together, I have resisted the temptation to make 

many changes; these have been kept to an absolute minimum. I am aware that, 

in relation to any passage, there is always much more that could have been said. 

But I have been content to let the sermons stand as they are, or rather as they 

were, retaining their local colour, delivered to a particular people at a particular 

time, and usually kept within the expected confine of a twenty minute duration. 

I have however allowed myself the luxury of adding some notes, where I have 

provided some references, notably in giving details about when the pictures 

were painted and where they can be found. 

4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÅØÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 3Ô 0ÈÉÌÉÐȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȢ /ÎÅ ÓÅÒÍÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÐÒÅÁÃÈÅÄ 

ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÕÒÉÎÇ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÏÆ 3Ô -ÁÔÔÈÅ×ȭÓȟ ÁÎÄ Ô×Ï ×ÅÒÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÁÔ 2ÉÄÌÅÙ (ÁÌÌȢ 

Of these one, Defeating Evil through the Cross, is rather longer than all the rest, 

and has a slightly different character. It was a forty minute address given during 

the course of Holy Week, which we celebrated together as a college when Easter 

fell unusually early in 2005.  

Within this range of sermons I hope that I have given some idea of the variety of 

ways in which paintings can be used. As with everything else, this is something 

that can be done both poorly and to good effect. Mine has been a voyage of 

learning through experimentation. With regard to the way I have handled the 
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paintings no two of these sermons are quite the same. In The Death and 

Resurrection of the Beloved Son, I have used two equally powerful paintings to 

bring home the shock and horror of what is being described. Faithful in Hard 

Times features paintings which offer two different but equally plausible 

interpretations of what was going on. In Kept Safe, and to some extent Two 

Frantic People, I use a painting which initially I found unsatisfactory, but whose 

ÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÅÎÅÓÓ ȬÇÒÅ×ȭ ÁÓ ) ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȢ )Î 

The Annunciation I follow the development of a stylised artistic tradition which 

eventually culminates in something powerful and lifelike. The painting in The 

Nazareth Manifesto is not about the Gospel passage, but serves to illustrate an 

Old Testament story to which Jesus alludes. In Metamorphosis I reveal a picture 

in two halves, the one portraying the central scene and the second a key event 

which follows shortly afterwards. In Facing the Music I have drawn on Henri 

.ÏÕ×ÅÎȭÓ ÉÍÍÅÎÓÅÌÙ ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ 2ÅÍÂÒÁÎÄÔȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

parable of the prodigal son. Doubting Thomas uses a painting which portrays an 

incident we are not told actually happened, but have good reason to believe 

could have happened. So there is no one model for use of art revealed in these 

sermons; rather, a careful attention to whatever best serves the art of 

communication.  

In my enthusiasm for the use of painting in preaching, I am aware that there are 

temptations involved. It is important not to mistake the medium for the 

message, or for fascination with art to distract from serious exegesis of a 

passage. Good art, properly used, has a servant role; and for a preacher it should 

be subordinate to the proclamation of the Gospel, the good news about Jesus 

Christ to which the whole of the Bible ultimately points. My experience is that 

God can use it to just such an effect. I offer these sermons in a spirit of modesty, 

but with an eager hope that they may inspire others who have the responsibility 

and privilege of preaching to explore the riches that twenty centuries of biblical 

art have to offer. 
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 The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son  

or The Near Sacrifice of Isaac     Genesis 22:1-19 1 

 

When as a preacher I am confronted by a choice of lectionary readings my 

instinct is usually to go first with the Old Testament passage and second, the 

more difficult passage.2 So it is with my choice of Genesis 22 tonight. Let me say 

at the outset: I do not like this story. It is a story I find disturbing on many 

different levels. 

)ÔȭÓ Á story I find disturbing as a father. Three weeks ago we rejoiced in the 

baptism of Isaac, the dearly beloved son of Toby and Amy.3 4ÏÎÉÇÈÔ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÈÅÁÒÄ 

of Abraham being told to kill his dearly beloved son Isaac. A prospect repugnant 

to any father. Yet Abraham is surprisingly acquiescent ɀ ÈÅ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ 

'ÏÄȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄȢ (Å ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ 'ÏÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3ÏÄÏÍ ÁÎÄ 

'ÏÍÏÒÒÁÈȟ ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÉÓȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÉÎÃÒÅÄÉÂÌÙ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÆÁÃÔȢ ,ÏÏË ÁÔ ÖÅÒÓÅ σȢ 

!ÂÒÁÈÁÍ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄȟ ȬÒÏÓÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Éng morning, saddled his 

ÄÏÎËÅÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÏÏË Ô×Ï ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÍÅÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÓÏÎ )ÓÁÁÃȣȭ 

)ÔȭÓ Á ÓÔÏÒÙ ) ÆÉÎÄ ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á feminist. You may laugh at my describing myself 

in this way, but if a feminist is understood as a person sensitive to the injustices 

ÐÅÒÐÅÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÏÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȟ ×ÈÙ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÍÅÎ ÂÅ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔÓ ÔÏÏȩ 9ÏÕ ÍÁÙ ÁÓË ×ÈÁÔ 

ÉÎÊÕÓÔÉÃÅ )ȭÍ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ɀ no woman is mentioned in Genesis 22. Exactly! If 

the acquiescence of Abraham in this story is shocking, so is the silence of Sarah. 

As far as we can tell Abraham never consults her or tells her what he intends to 

do. After all that waiting and giving birth to a son at an advanced old age, can 

you imagine her assenting? Can you imagine the scene if Abraham had killed 

Isaac and returned to tell Sarah what ÈÅȭÄ ÄÏÎÅȩ 4ÈÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÍÁËÅÓ ÍÅ 

shudder! 

)ÔȭÓ Á ÓÔÏÒÙ ) ÆÉÎÄ ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÁÎ ethicist. Kierkegaard focuses on this story in 

his famous essay Fear and Trembling ÁÂÏÕÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÔÅÌÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÕÓÐÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ÅÔÈÉÃÁÌȭȢ4 His point is that ethics is suspended in favour of a superior good, that 

of being faithful to the will of God. The ethicist in me wants to protest: how can 

ÅÔÈÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ 'ÏÄȭÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÄÉÃÔÉÏÎȩ +ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÙÏÕÒ Ï×Î ÓÏÎ ÇÏÅÓ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ ÔÏ 

                                                           
1  This sermon was preached in Ridley Hall Chapel on May 18 2006. 
2  The New Testament passage set was Luke 24:13-35. 
3  Toby and Amy Hole ς Toby was then an ordinand at Ridley.  
4  There are many editions of this important work. See e.g. the Penguin Classic version translated 
ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ōȅ !ƭŀǎǘŀƛǊ Iŀƴƴŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ мфурΦ tŀǊǘ ƻŦ /ŀǊŀǾŀƎƎƛƻΩǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ 
reproduced on the front cover.  

1 
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all our standard moral instincts and presumptions. Surely God ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÂÒÅÁË ÈÉÓ 

own rules? 

)ÔȭÓ Á ÓÔÏÒÙ ) ÆÉÎÄ ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á theist. I believe in God, a loving God, but the God 

ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÍÕÃÈ ÓÅÎÓÅȢ 'ÏÄ ÈÁÄ ÌÅÄ !ÂÒÁÈÁÍ ÔÏ ÅØÐÅÃÔ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ 

from his son Isaac ɀ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÒÔÈ ÏÆ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȢ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÁnd appears to be a 

shattering of his own promise, a sabotage of his own plan. 4ÈÉÓ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÊÕÓÔ 

seem unloving or cruel; it seems illogical. How can I defend such a capricious 

God? 

0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÙÏÕ ÆÅÅÌ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÒÕÓÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÄÅÆÅÎÃÅȢ 'ÏÄ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ intended 

Abraham to kill Isaac, you say; he was just testing! Well, all I can say is it was a 

jolly dangerous test. As the Duke of Wellington said about the battle of 

7ÁÔÅÒÌÏÏȟ ȬÁ ÄÁÍÎ ÃÌÏÓÅ-ÒÕÎ ÔÈÉÎÇȭ ɀ too close for comfort.5 Look at verse 10: 

Ȭ4ÈÅÎ !ÂÒÁÈÁÍ ÒÅÁÃÈÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÈÁÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÏÏË ÔÈÅ ËÎÉÆÅ ÔÏ ËÉÌÌ ÈÉÓ ÓÏÎȭȢ )ÔȭÓ Á 

ÇÏÏÄ ÊÏÂ ÈÅ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÇÅÌȭÓ ÖÏÉÃÅ ɀ a second later, and Isaac could have been 

dead. 

The horror of the moment is brought out vividly in two paintings by Caravaggio 

and Rembrandt, which were displayed side by side in the recent Rembrandt-

Caravaggio exhibition in Amsterdam.6 At the exhibition there were lots of 

paintings where a shared theme was juxtaposed. Violence perpetrated by a 

×ÏÍÁÎȟ ÉÎ 2ÅÍÂÒÁÎÄÔȭÓ 3ÁÍÓÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ $ÅÌÉÌÁÈ ÁÎÄ #ÁÒÁÖÁÇÇÉÏȭÓ Judith with 

(ÏÌÏÆÅÒÎÅÓȠ Á ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÓÔÕÎÎÉÎÇ ÒÅÖÅÌÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÉÔÈ 2ÅÍÂÒÁÎÄÔȭÓ &ÅÁÓÔ ÏÆ 

"ÅÌÓÈÁÚÚÁÒ ÁÎÄ #ÁÒÁÖÁÇÇÉÏȭÓ 3ÕÐÐÅÒ ÁÔ %ÍÍÁÕÓȢ "ÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÏÎÅ 

where there is a direct comparison, the two artists depicting the same scene. 

  

                                                           
5  In fact, reputed to be said by Wellington may be closer to the truth ς but it is such a well-known, 

memorable and apposite quote that I am content to let it stand. 
6  The Rembrandt-Caravaggio exhibition took place in the Van Gogh Museum from 24 February to 18 

June 2006. My wife Felicity and I were delighted to attend it ς the best art exhibition I have ever 
seen. 
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This is CaravagÇÉÏȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȢ7 We see an Isaac who is absolutely terrified, 

squirming, aghast as he realises what his father is about to do. The ram who is 

ÄÅÓÔÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ )ÓÁÁÃȭÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÌÏÏËÓ ÏÎ ÂÅÎÉÇÎÌÙȟ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄ ÅØÔÒÁÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÉÌÙ ÃÌÏÓÅ 

ÔÏ )ÓÁÁÃȭÓ ÈÅÁÄȢ 

 

  

                                                           
7  This painting belongs to the Uffizi Gallery, Florence. Caravaggio painted The Sacrifice of Isaac in 

1603. 
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And this is 2ÅÍÂÒÁÎÄÔȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȢ8 7Å ÓÅÅ !ÂÒÁÈÁÍȭÓ ÈÁÎÄ ÓÍÏÔÈÅÒÉÎÇ )ÓÁÁÃȭÓ 

ÆÁÃÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÙȭÓ ÎÅÃË ÅØÐÏÓÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ËÎÉÆÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÓ ÄÒÏÐÐÅÄ ÆÌÙÉÎÇ 

through the air but pointing towards his neck. In both versions, we have a sense 

of the angel rescuing Isaac in the very nick of time. 

 
                                                           
8  This painting belongs to the Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg. Rembrandt painted The Sacrifice 

of Isaac in 1635. Simon Schama, in his brilliant book wŜƳōǊŀƴŘǘΩǎ 9ȅŜǎ, Penguin, 1999, comments 
ǘƘŀǘ ΨwŜƳōǊŀƴŘǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ !ōǊŀƘŀƳΩǎ ǿǊŀǘƘŦǳƭΣ ŀƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ŦŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƻƪ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŀŘƳŀƴ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘƭȅ 
ǇŀǊƻƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜƭƭΩΦ  
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.Ï× ÌÅÔȭÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇÓ ÓÉÄÅ ÂÙ ÓÉÄÅȢ 

 

So, there is no doubt about the horror of the story. But though I find it a 

disturbing story it is also a powerful ÓÔÏÒÙȢ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÄÉÓÍÉÓÓ ÉÔȢ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÓÁÙȡ 'ÏÄ 

never told Abraham to kill Isaac, that it was just a delusion of his imagination. 

That is too easy a way out. 

This story illustrates in the most dramatic way something most of us know. God 

is love but his love is a tough kind of love. He sometimes asks us to give up 

things very dear to us. It may be a special relationship; the prospect of 

marriage; the reality of parenthood; a well-paid job that brings great 

satisfaction; a glittering career. Some of you may have given up one or more of 

these things as part of your call to oÒÄÁÉÎÅÄ ÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÙȢ *ÅÓÕÓ ÔÁÌËÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ȬÔÈÏÓÅ 

who had left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or 

ÆÉÅÌÄÓ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ ÓÁËÅȭȢ9 His call can be tough. 

*ÕÓÔ ÁÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ×Å ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄ ÉÎ ÏÂÅÄÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 

faith, God ultimately gives back what he has called us to give up. I have lost 

count of the number of people resigned to a life of singleness for God who have 

ended up getting married! But there is no guarantee of this. Certainly at the 

point when we are responÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÄÅÍÁÎÄȟ ×Å ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÁÓÓÕÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ×ÉÌÌ 

give back what we give up. Abraham really thought he was going to kill Isaac. 

                                                           
9  Mark 10:29. 
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)ȭÍ ÉÎÄÅÂÔÅÄ ÔÏ 0ÈÉÌÉÐ *ÅÎÓÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÌÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÍÅ *ÏÎ $Ȣ ,ÅÖÅÎÓÏÎȭÓ The Death and 

Resurrection of the Beloved Son.10 This opened me up to the world of Jewish 

interpretation of this story. Rabbinic Jews had great deal to say about the 

aqedah ɀ the binding of Isaac, which is their name for this story. In the history of 

Jewish interpretation three remarkable developments took place. 

First, the story acquired Paschal connotations. The near-slaughter of Isaac, who 

was replaced by a ram, foreshadowed the literal slaughter of lambs in the 

Passover ɀ a ritual which averted disaster for the Israelites and brought them 

deliverance. 

Second, Isaac, who appears a passive victim in the original story, came to be 

regarded in a much more active light. He was willingly involved and offered 

himself as a sacrifice. 

Third, and this is the most extraordinary ɀ ÓÏÍÅ ÒÁÂÂÉÓ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȬÁÓÈÅÓ ÏÆ 

)ÓÁÁÃȭȢ 4ÈÅÙ believed Abraham actually did kill Isaac, but that God brought him 

back to life. Isaac was resurrected. 

Although I believe these developments are fanciful embellishments of Genesis 

22, I also think there is something providential about them. For they provide a 

stepping-stone or bridge to the fulfilment of this story that we as Christians can 

see in Jesus. The three aspects that nearly happened in the case of Isaac actually 

did happen in the person of Jesus. What was projected on to Isaac becomes 

reality wi th Jesus. 

There are few direct references to Genesis 22 in the New Testament, but there 

ÁÒÅ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅÓ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÒÅÓÏÎÁÔÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÏÒÙȢ *ÏÈÎ σȡρφȡ Ȭ&ÏÒ 'ÏÄ ÓÏ 

ÌÏÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÇÁÖÅ ÈÉÓ ÏÎÌÙ 3ÏÎȣȭ ÈÁÒËÓ ÏÆ Ȭ4ÁËÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÏÎȟ ÙÏÕÒ ÏÎÌÙ 

son Isaac, ×ÈÏÍ ÙÏÕ ÌÏÖÅȭȢ 2ÏÍÁÎÓ ψȡσςȡ Ȭ(Å ×ÈÏ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ×ÉÔÈÈÏÌÄ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î 3ÏÎȟ 

ÂÕÔ ÇÁÖÅ ÈÉÍ ÕÐ ÆÏÒ ÕÓ ÁÌÌȣȭ 0ÁÕÌ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÕÐȟ ÏÆ 

abandonment. God did not of course literally kill Jesus, but he launched him on a 

collision course with his contemporaries which led to a bloody, gruesome death 

at the hands of the Jews and the Romans. Jesus was killed by a combination of 

evil forces: envy, malice, legalism, cynicism and expediency. But behind all these 

very human elements lay the will and purpose of God. The God whom Jesus 

knew so intimately as a loving heavenly father abandoned him in the depth of 

his agony.  

                                                           
10  Jon D. Levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son: The Transformation of Child 

Sacrifice in Judaism and Christianity, Yale University Press, 1995. Philip Jenson is my Ridley 
colleague who teaches Old Testament.  



  Preaching and Painting Richard Higginson  

The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son or The Near Sacrifice of Isaac 

 

13 

)ÔȭÓ ÔÉÍÅ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȢ11 

 

                                                           
11  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ [Ŝ aŀǎ ŘΩ!ƎŜƴŀƛǎ ƛƴ ǎƻǳǘƘ-west France. It is the only biblical 

painting by Rembrandt which now hangs in a church. It was rescued from oblivion in 1959 when 
wŜƳōǊŀƴŘǘΩǎ ǎƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŜ мсом ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅ 
examined.  
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This painting by Rembrandt of the crucifixion shows a thin, frail Jesus, crying 

out in a yelp of pain. Rembrandt probably intended to capture the moment 

×ÈÅÎ *ÅÓÕÓ ÓÈÒÉÅËÅÄ ȬÍÙ 'ÏÄȟ ÍÙ 'ÏÄȟ ×ÈÙ ÈÁÓÔ ÔÈÏÕ ÆÏÒÓÁËÅÎ ÍÅȩȭ12 His sense 

of god-forsakenness is best understood as a consequence of his assuming the 

ÅÎÔÉÒÅ ÂÕÒÄÅÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÓÉÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÏÓÓȢ  

As Paul says in 1 Corinthians.5:7, Christ our Passover lamb has been sacrificed 

for us. John portrays him as dying on the day that the Passover was 

celebrated.13 (ÉÓ ÄÅÁÔÈȟ ÎÏÔ )ÓÁÁÃȭÓȟ ÁÖÅÒÔÓ ÄÉÓÁÓÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÕÓȢ (ÉÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ 

liberation. 

!ÎÄ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÓÁÃÒÉÆÉÃÅ ×ÁÓ Á ×ÉÌÌÉÎg sacrifice. He knew what he was doing when he 

set his face like flint to go to Jerusalem.14 He knew the trouble that lay in store 

ÆÏÒ ÈÉÍ ÔÈÅÒÅȢ (Å ÄÉÄÎȭÔ have to die, but he chose to die. Even when he was 

arrested he claimed that he could have called on twelve legions of angels to 

rescue him ɀ ȬÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÎ ÈÏ× ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÒÉÐÔÕÒÅÓ ÂÅ ÆÕÌÆÉÌÌÅÄȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÁÙ ÉÔ ÍÕÓÔ 

ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȩȭ15 Isaac is most unlikely to have understood what was 

happening to him. Jesus did. 

Finally, and most importantly, Jesus is the beloved son who was raised from 

death. God vindicated the victim of all those evil forces that put him to death. He 

showed that Jesus was the righteous one. As Paul says in Romans 1, he 

proclaimed him to be Son of God with power by the spirit of holiness through 

the resurrection of the dead16. Isaac came close to a death and resurrection 

experience ɀ agonisingly close. One can even say, as Hebrews, that he had a 

figurative experience of these things. But with Jesus, it really happened: nothing 

figurative here. A real, gruesome death; a genuine, joyful resurrection. 

Our other reading is the story of Jesus talking to his disciples on Emmaus road. 

We are told that he interpreted to them all the things about himself in the 

Scriptures. I have often wondered what particular passages he expounded. In 

preparation for this sermon, I found myself wondering for the first time 

whether Genesis 22 featured in that Bible study. The beloved son who was so 

nearly sacrificed points to the beloved son who for our sakes was sacrificed. A 

deeply disturbing story that is difficult to understand on its own ɀ which makes 

a lot more sense when we consider it in the light of another, greater story. 

  

                                                           
12  Mark 15:34. 
13  John 19:31. 
14  Luke 9:51, 53. 
15  Matthew 26:53-54. 
16  Romans 1:4. 
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 Faithful in Hard Times  

ɀ *ÏÓÅÐÈ ÁÎÄ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ 7ÉÆÅ     Genesis 391 

 

The early life of Joseph is like a game of snakes and ladders. It is full of ups and 

downs, a real rollercoaster ride. This is how it looks: 

LADDER The favourite son, the many-coloured cloak, dreams 

suggesting that he was special 

SNAKE (Å ÐÒÏÖÏËÅÓ ÈÉÓ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒÓȭ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓÙȠ ÔÈÅÙ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ ËÉÌÌ ÈÉÍ and 

throw him down a well 

LADDER Just when he was in danger of dying from thirst, he is pulled 

out of the well 

SNAKE He is sold into slavery in Egypt ɀ *ÏÓÅÐÈȟ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ 

favourite son 

LADDER He does well, wins favour with Potiphar and is put in charge 

ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ %ÇÙÐÔÉÁÎȭÓ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄ 

SNAKE 4ÈÅ ÉÎÃÉÄÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅȡ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÆÁÌÓÅÌÙ ÁÃÃÕÓÅÄ and 

thrown into prison  

LADDER Again he does well, works his way up the prison hierarchy 

and correctly interprets dreams 

SNAKE The chief cupbearer, whose dream he interprets favourably, 

forgets to put in a good word for him. 

By the end of Chapter 40 Joseph is not in a much better position than in the 

middle of chapter 37. He is simply stuck in prison rather than stuck in a pit. A 

bit like someone playing snakes and ladders, and after half an hour ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ 

stuck on the bottom row. How frustrating is that! 

Is the story of your life a bit like that? As you look back perhaps you see a game 

of snakes and ladders: 

 A wonderful relationship which blossomed for a while and then went 

sadly wrong 

                                                           
1 ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊƳƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀǘ {ǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΩǎ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ƻƴ WǳƴŜ мн нллрΦ 

2 
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 A once happy family, now split into different factions 

 A job in which you achieved rapid promotion and from which you 

reaped much satisfaction; then you were made redundant 

 For many years you enjoyed excellent health; then you were hit by 

chronic illness or an accident which has left a lasting injury 

 You used to have a lot of money, but lost most of it in investments or a 

business deal which turned out different from expected. 

Life has a habit of throwing up some very slippery snakes. 

The snake Joseph encountered in our story today took the form of a randy, 

ÍÁÎÉÐÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ×ÏÍÁÎȢ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ -ÒÓ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÄÁÙȢ 

Remember The Graduate, the 1967 film in which a bored middle-aged woman 

seduces a young graduate, Benjamin Braddock, played by Dustin Hoffman? The 

actress who played Mrs Robinson, Anne Bancroft, actually died this week.  

)ÔȭÓ ÔÉÍÅ ÆÏÒ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÍÕÓÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÎÄÉÔÉÏÎȡ 

Ȭ!ÎÄ ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÔÏ ÙÏÕȟ -ÒÓ 2ÏÂÉÎÓÏÎȟ  

Jesus loves you more than you will know 

Wo wo wo 

God bless you, please, Mrs Robinson, 

Heaven holds a place for those who pray, 

(ÅÙ ÈÅÙ ÈÅÙȣȭ2 

Sexual temptation is something that comes the way of most of us some time in 

our lives. It may be in the heady days of youth, when sexual desire is so strong 

and everyone else seems to be doing it, so why not me? It may be later on when 

×ÅȭÒÅ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ ɀ or maybe still single ɀ and we can be tempted by the allure of 

an affair or the thrill of a one-night stand. It may be something that affects us on 

our own ɀ the temptation to stimulate ourselves with erotic images and indulge 

in pornography. Whatever form sexual temptation takes, it leads us down 

routes which cause us shame and drag us away from God.  

You may say: sex has never been a temptation for you. Instead you may be 

vulnerable in other areas. Actually, sexual sin is often not just about sex but the 

ÁÂÕÓÅ ÏÆ Á ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐȢ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ ×ÁÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÓÁÙÉÎÇȡ Ȭ) ÈÏÌÄ 

ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÈÅÒÅȢ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÄÏ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒ ) ×ÁÎÔȢȭ "ÉÌÌ #ÌÉÎÔÏÎ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙÅÄ ÍÕÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ 

attitude when he had his affair with Monica Lewinsky. But abusing power ɀ 

                                                           
2  Lyrics from Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel. 
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manipulating people, bullying them, using the opportunities and resources of 

your position for your own selfish ends ɀ is something that also happens quite 

apart from sex. Those who abuse power usually get their comeuppance 

eventually. It can ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÔÏ ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓȟ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÏÒÓȟ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȟ ÖÉÃÁÒÓȣ Is 

ÔÈÁÔ Á ÓÎÁËÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÆÁÌÌÅÎ ÄÏ×Îȩ 

9ÏÕÒ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÁÇÁÉÎȢ 9ÏÕȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ×ÈÏȭÓ ÈÅÌÄ ÍÕÃÈ 

power in your life. For you temptation may take the form of envy, bitterness, 

grumbling about others, or wanting to take short cuts to improve your lot. You 

may need to heed the words of Proverbs 30:7-ψȡ Ȭ'ÉÖÅ ÍÅ ÎÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÐÏÖÅÒÔÙ ÎÏÒ 

riches; feed me with the food that I need, or I shall be full, and deny you, and 

ÓÁÙȟ Ȱ7ÈÏ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȩȱ or I shall be poor, and steal, and profane the name of my 

'ÏÄȢȭ 

Whatever our position in life, it has its temptations. There are snakes waiting to 

ÂÉÔÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ "ÉÂÌÅȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ 

contrast between David, who starts off as a delightful youth, but falls into sexual 

temptation along the way, and Joseph, who begins life as an obnoxious youth, 

but manages to resist the sexual temptation which comes his way.  

There are two ways of reading this story in Genesis 39. And there is no way of 

ËÎÏ×ÉÎÇ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÓ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔȢ 4ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÔÏÌÄ ×ÈÁÔ *ÏÓÅÐÈ 

thought and felt, only what he said and did. Did you notice that as the passage 

was being read? We are simply told the bare events; we are left to guess what 

was going on beneath and behind them.3 

  

                                                           
3  The same is true of the Genesis 22 saga: we are told what Abraham did, not what he felt. The 

compiler of these ancient stories leaves great scope for our imaginations! 
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This painting shows one way of interpreting the story. It is by the 17th century 

Italian artist, Guido Reni.4 This takes the view that Joseph was attracted by 

0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅȢ  

 

Note how Joseph puts his hand up ÔÏ ÓÁÙ ÎÏȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÏÎÖÉÎÃÉÎÇȢ (Å 

looks at this Mrs Robinson of her day with a mixture of longing and horror. In 

ÓÈÏÒÔȟ ÈÅȭÓ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÁÎ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÔ ×ÏÍÁÎ ×ÈÏȭÓ ÐÕÌÌÉÎÇ ÈÁÒÄ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÃÌÏÁË ÁÎÄ 

he finds it a real struggle to say no. It would be no surprise if Joseph was a 

ÙÏÕÎÇ ÍÁÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÓÅØÕÁÌ ÕÒÇÅÓ ×ÈÏ ×ÁÓ ÆÌÁÔÔÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ -ÒÓ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ 

attention ɀ ÉÎÄÅÅÄȟ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÆÌÉÒÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÄÁÎÇÅÒ ÂÙ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ 

the house when no-one else was there (v.11). But those who flirt with 

temptation do not necessarily succumb. Being a young man of high principle, he 

somehow found the strength to resist her advances. 

  

                                                           
4  This painting belongs to the J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles. Reni painted Joseph and 
tƻǘƛǇƘŀǊΩǎ ²ƛŦŜ around 1630. 
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4ÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ )ȭÍ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÓÈÏ× ÙÏÕ ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÂÙ 'ÕÅÒÃÉÎÏȟ Á 

ÎÅÁÒ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÏÆ 2ÅÎÉȭÓ ×ÈÏÍ 2ÅÎÉ ÄÅÓÐÉÓÅÄ Âut an equally talented 

painter who succeeded him as Head of the Academy of Art at Bologna.5 This 

takes the view that Joseph was not ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅȢ  

 

)Î ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙÓ ÈÅÒ ÃÈÁÒÍÓ ÓÈÁÍÅÌÅÓÓÌÙȢ 'ÕÅÒÃÉÎÏ ×ÁÓ 

a devout believer, but he was no prude; he leaves little to the imagination. But 

*ÏÓÅÐÈ ×ÏÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÂÒÁÚÅÎ ×ÏÍÁÎȢ 7ÉÔÈ ÏÎÅ ÈÁÎÄ ÈÅ ÒÅÐÕÌÓÅÓ ÈÅÒ 

and with the other he fends her off. He has the look of a desperate man, 

horrified at what is happening but determined not to give in. 

This too is a plausible scenario. Joseph may well have found Mrs Potiphar 

repulsive, though that is more likely if she was less attractive than Guercino 

portrays her! We are told that he was handsome and good-looking (v.6); no 

description is given of her. She was an older woman and he may not have 

ÆÁÎÃÉÅÄ ÈÅÒ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÁÌÉÅÎÁÔÅ ÈÅÒȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÈÅ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÅÄ 

                                                           
5  This painting belongs to the National Gallery of Art, Washington DC. Guercino painted Joseph and 
tƻǘƛǇƘŀǊΩǎ ²ƛŦŜ in 1649. It was one of a pair of paintings undertaken by Guercino, using the same 
man and woman as models. The other is the story of Amnon and Tamar, which makes an 
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ WƻǎŜǇƘ ŀƴŘ tƻǘƛǇƘŀǊΩǎ ǿƛŦŜΥ there the seducer (Amnon) gets his way 
and rapes his sister. See 2 Samuel 13. 
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her husband and wanted to go on serving him. So Joseph was caught in a very 

difficult position.  

Whichever way you read the story, the end result is the same. Joseph says no to 

temptation. It may have come easily or it may have been a struggle, but the 

important thing is that he refuses to do a wicked thing, wrong his master and 

sin against God. The same is true with us. The key thing is not whether or not 

ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ ɀ often there will be ɀ but what is the end result. 

Saying no to temptation can be costly. No one is more dangerous than a scorned 

lover. And so we come to our third painting of this story, by Rembrandt.6 

Understandably, most of the sixteenth and seventeenth century artists who 

painted this story focus on the dramatic episode when sexual temptation was at 

its height. Rembrandt knew all about sexual temptation in his personal life but 

in his art often departs from tradition in what he chooses to highlight. So it is 

ÈÅÒÅȡ ÈÅ ÄÅÐÉÃÔÓ Á ÌÁÔÅÒ ÓÔÁÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÁÍÁȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ×ÈÅÎ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ 

accuses Joseph in front of Potiphar.  

 

                                                           
6  This painting also belongs to the National Gallery of Art, Washington DC. There is a very similar 

version of the painting by Rembrandt in the Gemäldegallerie, Berlin; the most significant 
difference is that in the latter Joseph raises a hand in apparent objection. 
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The atmosphere here is one of tranquillity and calm, in striking contrast to the 

pictures we saw earlier. No dishevelled clothes, no rumpled bed-sheets; instead, 

a respectably dressed woman making a serious accusation against the chief 

man-servant. You might expect Joseph to look indignant about the pack of lies 

ÓÈÅȭÓ ÔÅÌling, but he simply hangs his head; he seems resigned to his fate. 

4ÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒ ×ÁÓ ÐÕÔ ÉÎ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÈÉÓ ×ÉÆÅȢ 7ÅȭÒÅ 

ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ȬÂÕÒÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÇÅÒȭ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ ÔÏÌÄ ÈÉÍ ÈÅÒ ÔÒÕÍÐÅÄ ÕÐ ÓÔÏÒÙȢ )Ô ÍÁÙ 

be that he burnt with anger ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ *ÏÓÅÐÈȠ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÁÌÌȟ ÈÅ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÇÉÖÅ ÈÉÍ ÔÈÅ 

chance to defend himself. But it may be that he was angry about the situation in 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȢ )ÔȭÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÈÁÒÂÏÕÒÅÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÄÏÕÂÔÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ 

×ÉÆÅȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ɉÉÆ ÈÅȭÄ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÈÏÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÖÉÎÃÅÄ Èe would probably have put Joseph 

ÔÏ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÏÒ ÓÏÌÄ ÈÉÍ ÂÁÃË ÉÎÔÏ ÓÌÁÖÅÒÙɊ ÂÕÔ ÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÈÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÌÙ 

question it. So Joseph ends up in prison, a rather elite section of the prison 

×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ËÉÎÇȭÓ ÐÒÉÓÏÎÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÈÅÌÄȢ  

Joseph was faithful in hard times. There is no indication of him cursing his luck, 

0ÈÁÒÁÏÈȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ ÏÒ ÈÉÓ 'ÏÄȢ 7ÈÁÔ Á ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÏÉÌÔȟ ÂÏÁÓÔÆÕÌ ÂÒÁÔ ÏÆ 

chapter 37! Here is a high-principled young man who accepts the rough with 

the smooth. He will not do the wicked thing that stares him the face, even when 

she is tugging at his cloak. He is faithful. 

But this is not just a story about Joseph being faithful. It is also a story about God 

being faithful. 

Selina7 pointed out last week that God is curiously absent from the events of 

'ÅÎÅÓÉÓ σχȢ 7ÅȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÅÁÍÓ *ÏÓÅÐÈ ÈÁÄ ÃÁÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ 'ÏÄȢ 

ȬThe ,ÏÒÄȭ ÉÓÎȭÔ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÅÖÅÎ ÏÎÃÅȢ (Ï× ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ σωȦ &ÏÕÒ ÔÉÍÅÓ 

×Å ÒÅÁÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄ ×ÁÓ ×ÉÔÈ *ÏÓÅÐÈȭ ɉÖÓȢ ςȟ σȟ ςρ ÁÎÄ ςσɊȠ Ô×ÉÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ 

,ÏÒÄ ÇÁÖÅ ÈÉÍ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓȭ ɉÖÓȢ σȟ ςςɊȠ ÏÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄ ÂÌÅÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ %ÇÙÐÔÉÁÎ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ *ÏÓÅÐÈȭ ɉÖȢυɊȢ What about the middle of the chapter, you 

ÍÁÙ ÁÓËȩ #ÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ 'ÏÄ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ Á ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ *ÏÓÅÐÈȭÓ ×ÁÙȟ ÉÎ 

the shape of the slithering snake represÅÎÔÅÄ ÂÙ 0ÏÔÉÐÈÁÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅȟ ÂÕÔ ×Å ÃÁÎ ÂÅ 

confident God was still with him. God was faithful in helping Joseph to be 

faithful.  

,ÅÔȭÓ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ×Å ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ɀ snakes and ladders. Thinking of our 

lives in terms of a game of snakes and ladders is actually inadequate. This is to 

measure life simply in terms of favourable circumstance, whether things work 

out as we would like. The more fundamental issue is whether we are faithful to 

God, whether we are growing in godliness, whether we become more like God 

                                                           
7  {Ŝƭƛƴŀ DŀǊƴŜǊΣ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΩǎ ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴΦ {ƘŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǳƳōŜƴǘ ƛƴ 5ŜǾƻƴΦ 
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ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÏÂÅÄÉÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÈÉÍȢ )Æ ÙÏÕ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅ *ÏÓÅÐÈȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ 

snakes and ladders, he was no better off stuck in a prison than he was stuck in a 

pit. But in terms of character development ɀ in terms of his walk with God ɀ he 

ÈÁÄ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÌÅÄ Á ÌÏÎÇȟ ÌÏÎÇ ×ÁÙȢ (ÅȭÄ ÍÁÄÅ ÓÔÅÁÄÙ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÄÄÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ 

mattered.  
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 Kept Safe ɀ Coping with Jealousy  

Psalm 59; 1 Samuel 18 & 191 

 

A wonderful thing about the psalms is that they cover such a wide range of 

human emotions. They express, very honestly, all sorts of different feelings: 

love, hatred, praise, anger, doubt, confusion. We can identify with the psalmists 

very readily. But there is one type of psalm I have always found hard to relate to 

my experience ɀ psalms like this one, number 59, where the psalmist talks 

about the experience of being encircled by enemies. What a dominating theme 

this is: 

 Ȭ$ÅÌÉÖÅÒ ÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÙ ÅÎÅÍÉÅÓȟ / 'ÏÄȭ (v.1) 

 Ȭ$ÅÌÉÖÅÒ ÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÅÖÉÌÄÏÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÖÅ ÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÍÙ 

ÂÌÏÏÄȭ ɉÖȢςɊ 

 Ȭ3ÅÅ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅÙ ÌÉÅ ÉÎ ×ÁÉÔ ÆÏÒ ÍÅȭ ɉÖȢσɊ 

 Ȭ4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÁÄÙ ÔÏ ÁÔÔÁÃË ÍÅȭ ɉÖȢτɊ 

 Ȭ4ÈÅÙ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÁÔ ÅÖÅÎÉÎÇȟ ÓÎÁÒÌÉÎÇ ÌÉËÅ ÄÏÇÓȭ ɉÖȢφɊ 

4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÅÅÐȟ ÖÅÒÙ profound, very real experience of being 

surrounded by enemies ɀ people who are out to get him. 

I wonder how we relate to this. What about us? Do we have enemies? Do we feel 

in physical danger from our enemies? There may be some streets where we feel 

a bit wary walking late at night, but few of us probably fear assault from specific 

people. So identifying with these psalms can be difficult. I think this psalm 

makes much more sense ɀ and we can start to make connections ɀ when we 

note its particular setting. Psalm 59 is described as a psalm of David, composed 

Ȭ×ÈÅÎ 3ÁÕÌ ÈÁÄ ÓÅÎÔ ÍÅÎ ÔÏ ×ÁÔÃÈ $ÁÖÉÄȭÓ ÈÏÕÓÅ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ËÉÌÌ ÈÉÍȭȢ 

,ÅÔȭÓ ÔÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ 3ÁÕÌ ÁÎÄ $ÁÖÉÄȢ 3ÁÕÌ ×ÁÓ $ÁÖÉÄȭÓ ÅÎÅÍÙ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

he was jealous. Originally, Saul was delighted with David. After all, David had 

saved Israel from the threat of Goliath. Saul thought David was a splendid young 

man and invited him to stay in his own home, the royal residence.2 Then Saul 

×ÁÓ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ $ÁÖÉÄȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙȢ 7ÈÁÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ÈÉÍ ×ÁÓ the 

ÓÏÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÃÉÎÇ ×ÏÍÅÎȡ Ȭ3ÁÕÌ ÈÁÓ ÓÌÁÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄÓȟ ÁÎÄ $ÁÖÉÄ ÈÉÓ ÔÅÎÓ ÏÆ 

                                                           
1  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊƳƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀǘ {ǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΩǎ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ƻƴ Wǳƭȅ нл нллсΦ 
2  See the unfolding story in 1 Samuel 17. 

3 
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ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄÓȭȢ3 4ÈÉÓ ÒÁÎËÌÅÄȢ 7Å ÒÅÁÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ3ÁÕÌ ×ÁÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÁÎÇÒÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÆÒÁÉÎ 

ÄÉÓÐÌÅÁÓÅÄ ÈÉÍ ÇÒÅÁÔÌÙȭ ɉρ 3ÁÍÕÅÌ ρψȡψɊȢ Note that the song was not actually 

criticising Saul. In terms of a military assessment, the women were saying that 

Saul had done well ɀ but David had done even better. Saul was a hero; David 

was a super-hero. 

4ÈÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÉÎÎÏÃÅÎÔ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎ ÆÕÅÌÌÅÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÆÅÁÒ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 3ÁÕÌȢ ȱ7ÈÁÔ 

more can he get but the kiÎÇÄÏÍȩȱ ÈÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȢ Ȭ&ÒÏÍ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÍÅ ÏÎ 3ÁÕÌ ËÅÐÔ Á 

ÃÌÏÓÅ ÅÙÅ ÏÎ $ÁÖÉÄȢȭ4 3ÁÕÌȭÓ ÆÅÁÒ ÏÆ $ÁÖÉÄ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ ËÉÌÌ ÈÉÍȢ In fact, it 

became an obsession with him. 

Saul tried to kill David in an astonishing variety of ways: 

 Ȭ"Ù ÔÈÅ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 0ÈÉÌÉÓÔÉÎÅÓ ÉÎ ÂÁÔÔÌÅȭ ɉρ 3ÁÍÕÅÌ ρψȡςυɊȢ (Å ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ 

his daughter Michal as wife to David if he killed 100 Philistines, but the 

plan misfired ɀ David and his soldiers were successful. 

 By the hands of his son Jonathan and his attendants (1 Samuel.19:1). 

4ÈÁÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ×Ïrk because Jonathan loved David ɀ he was his special 

friend. 

 "Ù ÔÈÅ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÍÅÎ ÓÅÎÔ ÔÏ $ÁÖÉÄȭÓ ÈÏÕÓÅ ɉρ 3ÁÍÕÅÌ ρωȡρρɊȢ 4ÈÁÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ 

work because his new wife Michal got wind of it, let David down 

through a window and put a dummy in his bed as a pretence, to buy him 

some time. 

 "Ù ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÈÁÎÄȟ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÓÐÅÁÒȟ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ȬÐÉÎ $ÁÖÉÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÌÌȭȢ 3ÁÕÌ 

attempted this twice, on both occasions while David was playing the 

lyre (1 Samuel 18:11, 19:10). Each time Saul missed. Either he was a 

poor shot or David was a good dodger. 

                                                           
3  1 Samuel 18:7. 
4  1 Samuel 18:8-9. 
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'ÕÅÒÃÉÎÏȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ5 ÉÓ ÃÏÌÏÕÒÆÕÌȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÈÁÓ Á ÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ ÁÒÔÉÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÆÅÅÌ ÔÏ ÉÔȢ 3ÁÕÌȭÓ 

posture looks frozen. Yet there may be something appropriate about that. 

Perhaps Saul had difficulty releasing his spear and throwing it straight because 

he was consumed by guilt about his attitude to David as well as by animosity 

and fear. But he was also frozen, in the sense that he could not escape from this 

sorry complex of emotions. On more than one occasion he repents of his 

hostility to David6 and then reverts to the primitive and powerful force of 

jealousy. 

We may well think that Saul was thoroughly unreasonable, over the top and out 

ÏÆ ÏÒÄÅÒȢ "ÕÔ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓÙ ÉÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÁÌÌ ËÎÏ× ÁÂÏÕÔȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 

which we can all identify. Jealousy is annoyance or anger that someone else has 

ÇÏÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ) ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ɀ or got more than I have. Is there anyone you feel that 

about? Is there anyone who feels that about you?  

)ÔȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓÙ ÉÓ Á ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÄÉÖÉÄÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ 

ȬÓÉÄÅȭȢ 9ÏÕ ÓÅÅȟ $ÁÖÉÄ ÁÎÄ 3ÁÕÌ ÓÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÅÎÅÍÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÂÏÔÈ ÏÎ 

the same side ɀ fellow-Israelites, worshippers of the same God, locked in 

combat with a fellow-enemy in the Philistines. Yet jealousy makes fresh 

enemies out of those who should ÂÅ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÙ ÏÆ ÊÅÁÌousy. 

                                                           
5  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƻǿƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ DŀƭƭŜǊƛŀ bŀȊƛƻƴŀƭŜ ŘΩ!ǊǘŜ !ƴǘƛŎŀΣ wƻƳŜΦ DǳŜǊŎƛƴƻ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ Saul 

Attacking David in 1646. 
6  See I Samuel 19:6, and later, when David spares his life in the caves of En Gedi, 1 Samuel 24:16-21. 
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,ÅÔȭÓ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓÙȡ 

 "ÒÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÓÔÅÒÓȟ ×ÈÏ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓ ÏÆ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÌÏÏËÓȟ 

good fortune, success at school or university. I think of a family where 

there are twins, and one twin is more attractive and brighter than the 

ÏÔÈÅÒȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÉÓȟ ÂÕÔ ) ÇÕÅÓÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ Ô×ÉÎ ÎÏÔ 

to feel jealous of the first. 

 Friends who are jealous over a man or woman that they both love. On 

holiday I was reading a novel about two school friends who used to be 

incredibly close. Then they discovered that they loved the same girl ɀ 

one felt jealous of the other, and that had momentous consequences. 

 University lecturers ɀ yes, it happens among them too! They can get 

jealous over who is the more popular with students, whose are the 

lectures that people rave about, who gets the better book reviews. 

 Sportsmen, jealous over who is having more success or receiving more 

attention from the fans or the media. Many teams contain individuals 

who have difficult personal relationships, who frankly do not like each 

other. This can happen at any age or level of sport, from the primary 

school football team to a World Cup squad. 

3ÈÁËÅÓÐÅÁÒÅȭÓ ÐÌÁÙ Othello is a tale of two jealousies. Iago is a soldier who is 

ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÈÁÓÎȭÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÐÒÏmoted. He stirs up trouble for the Moorish 

general Othello by spreading rumours that his wife Desdemona is unfaithful. 

This in turn makes Othello jealous. It is the stuff out of which tragedies are 

made ɀ on stage and in real life. 

,ÅÔȭÓ ÔÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÒÇÅÔ ÏÆ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓÙȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÃÁÎ ÓÅÅÍ ÖÅÒÙ 

ÕÎÆÁÉÒȢ )ȭÍ ÓÕÒÅ $ÁÖÉÄ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÙȢ Ȭ) ÈÁÖÅ ÄÏÎÅ ÎÏ ×ÒÏÎÇȭȟ ÈÅ ÃÒÉÅÓ ÉÎ 0ÓÁÌÍ 

υωȡτȢ )Î ρ 3ÁÍÕÅÌ ςπȡρ $ÁÖÉÄ ÓÁÙÓ ÔÏ *ÏÎÁÔÈÁÎȟ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÈÁÖÅ ) ÄÏÎÅȩ 7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÍÙ 

crime? How have I wronged your father, thÁÔ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÍÙ ÌÉÆÅȩȱ )Ô ÉÓ Á 

sad fact that doing your best and making the most of your talents can make 

other people envious. This can happen in church circles as well as many others. 

)Æ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÔÁÒÇÅÔÓ ÏÆ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓÙ ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔȭÓ ×ÅÌÌ ×ÏÒÔÈ ÁÓËÉÎÇ ÉÆ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÄÏÎÅ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ 

to provoke it unwittingly. We need to be sensitive, to avoid being boastful or 

flaunting our success ɀ if successful we are. But sometimes we may have acted 

perfectly properly and we can still be the target of jealousy. Jealousy is a very 

ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȢ 
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How do we cope with jealousy? Well, it helps to have a good friend, as David did 

with Jonathan. Take a look at 1 Samuel 19:1-6. We need a friend who is loyal to 

us but can also be objective, who can tell us how things really are. Ironically, 

*ÏÎÁÔÈÁÎ ÈÁÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓ ÏÆ $ÁÖÉÄ ÔÈÁÎ ÄÉÄ 3ÁÕÌȠ $ÁÖÉÄȭÓ 

ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ ×ÁÓ Á ÔÈÒÅÁÔ ÔÏ *ÏÎÁÔÈÁÎȭÓ Ï×Î ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÕÃÃÅÅÄÉÎÇ 3ÁÕÌ ÁÓ ËÉÎÇȢ 

"ÕÔ *ÏÎÁÔÈÁÎ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÁÄ Á ÔÈÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓÙ ÉÎ ÈÉs body ɀ he was 

a great help to David. 

Ultimately, though, our security lies with God. That is so in two ways. 

&ÉÒÓÔȟ 'ÏÄ ËÎÏ×Ó ×ÈÏ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÔÒÕÌÙ ÌÉËÅȢ )Ô ÉÓ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ 

matters most. It is God who knows our innermost motives. He knows whether 

we have acted to provoke jealousy or have just been an undeserved target. 

Second, God protects us from the hatred and anger of the jealous. Personal 

enemies may conspire against us; they may try to destroy our good name and 

reputation; but usually ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÔÈ ×ÉÌÌ ȬÏÕÔȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄȢ 'ÏÄ ÈÁÓ Á ÈÁÂÉÔ ÏÆ 

vindicating those who are faithful to him ɀ just as he did with Jesus. God has a 

habit of showing they were in the right. We need to ask for that protection and 

call on that protection. 

And that brings us back to Psalm 59. God is often described in the psalms as a 

rock and a fortress. So it is here: 

Ȭ9ÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÍÙ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈȟ ) ×ÁÔÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕȠ 

you, my God, are my fortress, 

ÍÙ 'ÏÄȟ ÏÎ ×ÈÏÍ ) ÃÁÎ ÒÅÌÙȢȭ ɉ0ÓÁÌÍ υωȡωɊ  

Ȭ"ÕÔ ) ×ÉÌÌ ÓÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈȟ 

in the morning I will sing of your love; 

for you are my fortress, 

ÍÙ ÒÅÆÕÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÒÏÕÂÌÅȭȢ (Psalm 59:16) 

)Æ ÙÏÕ ÆÅÅÌ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÓÏÍÅ ÅÎÅÍÉÅÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓ ÏÆ ÙÏÕȟ ) ÈÏÐÅ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÙÏÕȭÌÌ ÆÉÎÄȢ 

Ȭ9ÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÍÙ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈȟ ) ÓÉÎÇ ÐÒÁÉÓÅ ÔÏ ÙÏÕȠ 

you, my God, are my fortress, 

my God, on whom I can rely. (Psalm 59:17) 
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 The Annunciation  ɀ -ÁÒÙȭÓ Threefold Response  
Luke 1:26-38 1   

 

4ÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÁÙ ) ×ÁÓ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÄÉÏ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÁÒÄ 2ÏÂÂÉÅ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓȭ ÓÏÎÇ 

AngelsȢ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÅ Ȭ)ȭÍ ÌÏÖÉÎÇ ÁÎÇÅÌÓ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄȭȢ )Ô 

reminded me that ten years ago angels were very much at the centre of 

contemporary culture. Not only was 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓȭ ÓÏÎÇ Á ÈÉÔ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ2, but there was 

the film City of Angels3 which we remember going to see. It is set in Los Angeles, 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ 3ÐÁÎÉÓÈ ÆÏÒ ȬÔÈÅ ÁÎÇÅÌÓȭ ɀ so named because the early settlers 

ÈÁÄ ÖÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÁÎÇÅÌÓ ÔÈÅÒÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÌÍȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ És based round a young doctor who 

falls in love with a mysterious stranger who turns out to be ɀ yes, an angel. Then 

in 2002 a book4 came out which included interviews with no less than 350 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÈÏ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÅÙȭÖÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÁÎÇÅÌÓ ɀ messengers from God ×ÈÏȭÖÅ 

surprised them, protected them or spoken to them. 

Whatever we make of these claims, we can say with some certainty that angels 

are at the very heart of the Christmas story. Wherever you look in Matthew and 

,ÕËÅȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓȟ ÔÈÅÙ ËÅÅÐ ÐÏÐÐÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÁÌÌ over the place. The angel Gabriel and 

his colleagues were clearly working overtime a little over 2000 years ago! And 

there is no more momentous angelic encounter in history than the visit made 

by the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be 

married to a man named Joseph ɀ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÒÇÉÎȭÓ ÎÁÍÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ -ÁÒÙȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÓÔÏÒÙ 

known as the annunciation ɀ Á ÆÁÎÃÙ ×ÏÒÄ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÅÁÎÓ ȬÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÉÎÇȭȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÓÏ Á 

ÓÔÏÒÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÌÏÏÍÅÄ ÌÁÒÇÅ ÉÎ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÁÒÔȢ !ÎÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ Á ×ÈÉÌÅ ÓÉÎÃÅ )ȭÖÅ 

had the opportunity to preach on a biblical story that has attracted the attention 

ÏÆ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȟ ) ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ )ȭÄ ÍÁËÅ ÕÐ ÆÏÒ ÌÏÓÔ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇȦ 

  

                                                           
1  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊƳƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀǘ {ǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΩǎ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ƻƴ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ нм нллуΦ 
2  It remains Robbie Williams best-selling single to date. 
3  The film was directed by Brad Silberling and starred Nicolas Cage and Meg Ryan. 
4  Emma Heathcote-Jones, Seeing Angels, John Blake Publishing, 2002. 

4 
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Artists inherit and develop traditions about how to depict biblical stories. Here 

is a fairly conventional painting of the annunciation from the 17th century by 

the French artist Philippe de Champaigne.5 We have cherubs and a white dove 

floating above, an angel who looks like a girl with wings just coming in to land, 

ÈÏÌÄÉÎÇ Á ×ÈÉÔÅ ÌÉÌÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ ÔÏ Mary. The lily symbolises her 

purity ɀ -ÁÒÙ ×ÈÏȭÓ ×ÅÁÒÉÎÇ Á ÂÌÕÅ ÄÒÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÏËÓ ÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÅÄ ÂÕÔ ÓÔÉÌÌ 

suitably serene. 

 

  

                                                           
5  This painting belongs to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City. Champaigne painted The 

Annunciation in 1644. 
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This is another 17the century painting by the Italian artist Orazio Gentileschi.6 

Again we have the white dove, the white lily and Mary looking pious in a blue 

cloak. But this time Gabriel looks more like a boy with wings and is kneeling in 

front of Mary pointing upwards. 

 

                                                           
6  This painting belongs to the Galleria Sabauda, Turin. Gentileschi painted The Annunciation in 1623. 
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If we now jump a couple of centuries to the 19th century, we see some 

interesting developments. This is by Dante Gabriel (what an appropriate name!) 

Rossetti.7 Still we have the white lily ɀ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÍÁÚÉÎÇ ÈÏ× ÐÅÒÓÉÓÔÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÙÍÂÏÌ 

is. Anyone would think that a white lily is mentioned in the biblical story. But 

now we have an angel without wings, and both the angel and Mary are dressed 

ÉÎ ×ÈÉÔÅȢ -ÁÒÙ ÌÏÏËÓ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ×ÏËÅÎ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ 

×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÓÅÅÉÎÇȢ 

 

                                                           
7  This painting belongs to the Tate Gallery, London. Rossetti painted The Annunciation in 1849-50. 
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!ÎÄ ÎÏ× ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÒÔÈ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ) ÌÉËÅ ÍÏÓÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 

American African artist Henry Ossawa Tanner. 8 We no longer see the figure of 

an angel, simply a vertical line of white light. And Mary? Well, she just looks like 

an ordinary girl, in pretty ordinary surroundings. The flooring is rough and the 

×ÁÌÌ ÐÌÁÓÔÅÒ ÉÓ ÃÒÁÃËÅÄȢ 7ÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÅØÔÒÁÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙ ɀ yoÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ 

shafts of light like that ever day ɀ but the setting is much more the stuff of 

ÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÌÉÆÅȢ )ȭÌÌ ÃÏÍÅ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÌÁÔÅÒȢ 

 

-ÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÅÁÒÄ ɉ,ÕËÅ ρȡςφ-38) is taken up with 

ÔÈÅ ÁÎÇÅÌȭÓ ÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎg that is going to happen to Mary. But at three 

points Mary interjects ɀ she responds to what Gabriel says. And it is these three 

responses that I want to consider this morning. 

&ÉÒÓÔȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÇÅÌȭÓ ÇÒÅÅÔÉÎÇȢ 'ÁÂÒÉÅÌ ÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÓ ÈÉÓ 

ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ Á Ȭ(ÁÉÌȭ ÏÒ Ȭ'ÒÅÅÔÉÎÇÓȟ ÙÏÕ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÅÄȢ 4ÈÅ ,ÏÒÄ ÉÓ 

×ÉÔÈ ÙÏÕȢȭ9 This seems innocuous enough ɀ it sounds like an angelic equivalent 

ÏÆ 'ȭÄÁÙȢ 'ÒÅÁÔ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÙÏÕȦȭ "ÕÔ -ÁÒÙ ×ÁÓ greatly troubled. The Greek word used 

ÍÅÁÎÓ ȬÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÁÇÉÔÁÔÅÄȭȢ 3ÈÅ ×ÏÎÄÅÒÅÄ ×ÈÁÔ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÇÒÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅȢ The 

                                                           
8  This painting belongs to the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Tanner painted The Annunciation in 

1898. 
9  Luke 1:28. 
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interesting thing is that Mary is deeply disturbed before rather than after 

discovering the disturbing news that the angel has in store for her. This first 

indication that she has been singled out as someone special makes her nervous 

and panicky.  

-ÁÙÂÅ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ×ÈÅÎ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÓÅÎÓÅÄ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÌÌ ÏÎ ÏÕÒ ÌÉÖÅÓȢ 

Ȭ7ÈÁÔ ÍÅȟ ,ÏÒÄȩȭ Ȭ.Ï ÎÏȟ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÙ ÍÅÁÎ ÍÅȢȭ Ȭ0ÌÅÁÓÅ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÈÁËÅ ÍÅ 

ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅ ÒÕÔȢȭ 9ÅÓȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÆÌÁÔÔÅÒÉng in one sense for Mary to be told 

ÓÈÅȭÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ ×ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÄȩ (Ï× ÏÆÔÅÎ ÈÁÖÅ ×Å ÈÅÁÒÄ 

ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ Ȭ) ×ÏÎÄÅÒ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÄÏ ÍÅ Á ÆÁÖÏÕÒȢȭ Our suspicions are 

immediately raised. Doing favours usually means being disturbed from our 

peaceful existence, facing new challenges, fitting an extra thing into our busy 

schedule. Mary hears the polite and flattering greeting, and she smells a rat. 

Rightly so. God had serious designs on her life. 

And so the angel goes on to spell out to this frightened teenage girl what the 

ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÆÁÖÏÕÒ ÉÓȢ 3ÈÅ ÉÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÇÉÖÅ ÂÉÒÔÈ ÔÏ Á ÓÏÎȟ Á ÓÏÎ 

she is to call Jesus, a son who will be great and who will be called son of the 

Most High. Gabriel describes his future in terms that would give Mary the clear 

message that this son was none other than the promised Messiah. Mary also 

gets the impression that this is going to happen imminentlyȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÎÇÅÌ ÉÓÎȭÔ 

telling her something about the outcome of her future marriage: conception and 

birth  are going to happen alarmingly soon. 

!ÎÄ ÓÏ ×Å ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÇÅÌȢ 3ÈÅ ÆÉÎÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÓÓÁÇÅ 

difficult to understand, so she questions it. Ȭ(Ï× ×ÉÌÌ ÔÈÉÓ ÂÅȭȟ ÓÈÅ ÓÁÙÓȟ ȬÓÉÎÃÅ ) 

am a virgin?10ȭ -ÁÒÙ ÉÓ Á ÔÅÅÎÁÇÅÒ ×ÈÏ ÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÅÌÙ not into pre-marital sex, nor 

does she intend to be. She does not understand how she can become a mother, 

and she is probably embarrassed at the prospect: the gossip, the scandal, the 

slur on her reputation as a respectable girl, the hurt which would be caused to 

her fiancé. Mary legitimately questions what God is up to. Has the angel 

mistaken his bearings? Has he homed in on the wrong girl? -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ 

understanding is entirely understandable. 

)ÔȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÅÎ ɀ earlier in this chapter ɀ Zechariah questions the 

surprising news about having a baby that is told to him, Gabriel rebukes him for 

lack of faith. But not with Mary. Sometimes our questioning God is the sign of 

ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÆÁÉÔÈȠ ÂÕÔ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÐÒÏÐÅÒ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÁÎÄ 'ÏÄ ÉÓ ÂÉÇ 

enough to listen to them and answer them. If we feel surprised about the new 

job, the new task, the new challenge we sense God is calling us to, by all means 

                                                           
10  Luke 1:34. 
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question it, discuss it, talk it through and tease it out ɀ but if the call really does 

come from 'ÏÄȟ ÈÅȭÌÌ ÌÅÁÖÅ ÕÓ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÕÎÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅ ÕÎÔÉÌ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÄȢ 

&ÏÒ -ÁÒÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÑÕÉÃËÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÇÅÌȭÓ ÍÏÕÔÈȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×Ó 

takes an even more startling turn. Not only is this promised son going to be very 

special; the way he is created ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÕÎÕÓÕÁÌȢ Ȭ4ÈÅ (ÏÌÙ 3ÐÉÒÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÃÏÍÅ ÏÎ 

ÙÏÕȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ -ÏÓÔ (ÉÇÈ ×ÉÌÌ ÏÖÅÒÓÈÁÄÏ× ÙÏÕȢȭ11 God is going to 

work a miracle in her. And as evidence of that miraculous power, Gabriel tells 

her that her relative Elizabeth has already conceÉÖÅÄ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÏÌÄ ÁÇÅȢ Ȭ&ÏÒ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ 

ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ 'ÏÄȢȭ12 

!ÎÄ ÓÏ ×Å ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÔÉÍÅ ÉÔ Ó ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȢ 

It is remarkably accepting. Mary quietens her troubled mind, calms her 

questioning spirit, and accepts. With a positive affirmation of the will, she 

ÃÏÎÓÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÔÉÎÙ 'ÏÄ ÈÁÓ ÆÏÒ ÈÅÒȢ Ȭ) ÁÍ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȭÓ ÓÅÒÖÁÎÔȭȟ -ÁÒÙ ÓÁÙÓȢ 

Ȭ-ÁÙ ÉÔ ÂÅ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÙÏÕÒ ×ÏÒÄȢȭ13 Embarrassment may lie ahead, pain 

and difficulty will lie ahead, but Mary realises that there is no point in resisting 

'ÏÄȭÓ ×ÉÌÌȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÁÎ ÉÍÍÅÎÓÅ ÐÒÉÖÉÌÅÇÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÓÏÎȢ 

Mary says she s ready to saddle the responsibility which goes with that. She 

consents to the idea of Jesus, the incarnate Son of God, making his home within 

her. )Î *ÏÙÃÅ (ÕÇÇÅÔÔȭÓ ÍÅÍÏÒÁÂÌÅ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÓÈÅ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÌÆÌÅÓÓ ÓÐÁÃÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ 

God could become man.14 She accepts Jesus into the very core of her being ɀ the 

relationship of an unborn child to its mother is one of the most intimate and 

profound imaginable. 

Now in one sense, all this sets Mary apart as utterly unique. One of the titles 

given to Mary by the early church was Mother of God. None of us ɀ obviously 

the men but also the women ɀ can ever emulate Mary in the physical 

relationship she had with Jesus. But the interesting thing is that the New 

4ÅÓÔÁÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÆÕÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÓÅÔ -ÁÒÙ ÏÎ Á ÐÅÄÅÓÔÁÌ ÁÐÁÒÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÕÓȢ *ÅÓÕÓ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÄÉÄÎȭÔȢ 

It is the similarities rather than the differences between Mary and ourselves 

which shine through most of the Gospel references to her. Mary had to go 

through the same steep learning curve of discipleship just like the rest of us.15 

                                                           
11  Luke 1:35. 
12  Luke 1:37. 
13  Luke 1:38. 
14  Although I have heard this quote attributed to Joyce Huggett, I have been unable to track down a 

reference for it. 
15  Former Ridley Principal Christopher Cocksworth comments on this in Holding Together: Gospel, 

Church and Spirit ς the essentials of Christian identityΣ /ŀƴǘŜǊōǳǊȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нллуΣ ǇΦмнмΥ ΨaŀǊȅΩǎ ǎƭƻǿΣ 
gradual movement towards maturity in faith, her faltering steps towards discipleship (which may 
ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘ ƻƴŜǎύΣ ƘŜǊ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŀƳōƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ WŜǎǳǎΩ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 
of disciples in the early stages of his ministry, does not make her any less of a model of the faithful 
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In an incident at the end of Mark 3, Jesus refuses to pay special deference to his 

ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÙÓ Ȭ7ÈÏÅÖÅÒ ÄÏÅÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÏÆ 'ÏÄ ÉÓ ÍÙ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÍÙ ÓÉÓÔer and 

ÍÙ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭȢ16  

!ÎÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÃÁÌÌ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÕÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 

the same pattern that Mary did. We are disturbed. We are questioning. We are 

accepting.  

 

Something I like about this painting is that you can read all three of those 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÉÎÔÏ -ÁÒÙȭÓ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȢ 7Å ÃÁÎ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÏÕÒÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÓÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÏÎ Á ÂÅÄ 

ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȢ !ÃÃÅÐÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÏÎ ÏÕÒ ÌÉÆÅ ÉÓ 

ÒÁÒÅÌÙ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÔÁÎÅÏÕÓȢ )ÎÉÔÉÁÌÌÙ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÕÐÓÅÔȠ ÔÈÅÎ ×Å ×ÏÎÄÅÒ ÉÆ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ 

message correctly; when the message is confirmed, we realise the only sensible 

ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÆÁÌÌ ÉÎ ×ÉÔÈ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÐÌÁÎÓȟ ÎÏÔ ÒÁÉÌ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅÍȢ -ÁÒÙ ÈÁÓ ÆÏÒÇÅÄ Á 

route it makes sense for us to follow. 

 

                                                                                                                                                      
follower of Christ. Rather, it authenticates her and makes her a genuine pattern of Christian 
ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭŜǎƘƛǇΦΩ 

16  Mark 3:35. 



  Preaching and Painting Richard Higginson  

The Annunciation ς aŀǊȅΩǎ ¢ƘǊŜŜŦƻƭŘ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ 

 

36 

But I want to conclude this talk by bringing in the passage from Philippians as 

well. It is indeed a wonderful thing that Mary accepted Jesus. But even more 

wonderful is the fact that at this moment in time Jesus accepted Mary. As the 

ÈÙÍÎ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÉÓÈ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÁÙÓȟ Ȭ,Ï ÈÅ ÁÂÈÏÒÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÒÇÉÎȭÓ ×ÏÍÂȭȢ17 

Philippians 2 tells us that he who was in the form of God, he who was present at 

the creation of the world, emptied himself. He made himself nothing. Jesus 

started life on earth not as a baby but as an embryo ɀ ÓÔÒÉÃÔÌÙ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ 

a virgin birth but a virginal conception. At the beginning of life an embryo is 

virtually nothing ɀ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÔÉÎÙ ÂÌÏÂ ÏÆ Á ÃÅÌÌ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȡ 

 

And this is what the embryo looks like 5 weeks later: 

 

In those early stages not only is the embryo tiny, but its chances of survival are 

quite small. We talk sentimentally about the warmth and security of the womb, 

                                                           
17  ! ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘȅƳƴ Ψh ŎƻƳŜ ŀƭƭ ȅŜ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭΩΦ  
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but the fact is that life as an embryo is extremely hazardous. The chances of 

abrupt termination, whether natural (through a miscarriage) or artificial 

(through an abortion) are high indeed ɀ and abortion was carried out in a 

primitive way in the ancient world. But quite apart from the physical perils, 

there is the utter dependence, the loss of control, the loss of consciousness, the 

being stripped down and starting at the very beginning, which assuming the 

form of an embryo represents. Jesus made himself nothing. Are we humbled by 

'ÏÄȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÁÃÔ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÉÌÉÔÙȩ ) ÁÍȢ 

The wonder is that from that fertilised egg in the fallopian tube, from that 

embarrassing event of a teenage girl pregnant before her time, from that 

ÆÒÉÇÈÔÅÎÅÄȟ ÂÅ×ÉÌÄÅÒÅÄ ÙÏÕÎÇ ×ÏÍÁÎ ÂÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ×ÉÌÌ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ 

emerged the boy and finally the man ɀ who became the Saviour of the World. 

Your Saviour, and my Saviour. That is the miracle of Christmas. 
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  The Nazareth Manifesto  ɀ *ÅÓÕÓȭ -ÉÓÓÉÏÎ 3ÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ 
Luke 4:16-301 

 

One of the odder habits I have is collecting company mission statements ɀ 

statements in which companies set out their core purpose and values. Here are 

a couple of examples. Tesco have been in the news this week because the Office 

of Fair Trading have set up a full-scale competition inquiry into the practice of 

the four leading supermarkets.2 4ÅÓÃÏȭÓ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÔÏ create value for 

our customers to earn their lifelong loyalty.3 So be warned, folks: they want you 

for life! GlaxoSmithKline, the huge pharmaceuticals company, are dedicated to 

develop the quality of human life by enabling people to do more, feel better and 

live longer.4 I like this: that surely is what a pharmaceuticals company should be 

ÁÌÌ ÁÂÏÕÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÅÁÓÙ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÙÎÉÃÁÌ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÂÕÔ ×Å ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ 

ask: how would we feel if others were as cynical about church mission 

ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔÓȩ )ÔȭÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÐÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ 

mission statements than do churches, but churches are beginning to catch up. 

Let me remind you about our church mission statement. We have agreed that 

ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÏÆ 3Ô 0ÈÉÌÉÐȭÓ ÁÎÄ 3Ô 3ÔÅÐÈÅÎȭÓ ÉÓ ÔÏȡ 

 Worship God in all we do 

 Grow together as disciples of Jesus Christ 

 Serve the local community 

 Enable others to know Jesus5  

)ÔȭÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÁËÉÎÇ Á ÆÒÅÓÈ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙ. 

9ÏÕȭÌÌ ÂÅ ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔ ÓÏÏÎȦ 

)Î ÏÕÒ 'ÏÓÐÅÌ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ×ÈÁÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ *ÅÓÕÓȭ -ÉÓÓÉÏÎ 

3ÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ÔÈÅ .ÁÚÁÒÅÔÈ -ÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÏȢ Allow me to set the 

ÓÃÅÎÅȢ )ÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÉÔȭÓ 3ÁÔÕÒÄÁÙ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÁÌÉÌÅÁÎ ÔÏ×Î ÏÆ .ÁÚÁreth. As a law-

abiding, respectable Jew you are attending the local synagogue. The synagogue 

services are organised by an official6 who might invite anyone of learning or 

                                                           
1  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊƳƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀǘ {ǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΩǎ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ƻƴ aŀǊŎƘ мн нллсΦ 
2  See www.guardian.co.uk/business/2006/mar/10/supermarkets.frontpagenews. 
3  See www.jobsite.co.uk/corpages/tesco/. 
4  See www.gsk.com/about/index.htm. 
5  See www.stphilipschurch.org.uk/our_mission. 
6  Note mention of the attendant in Luke 4:20. 

5 
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reputation to take part. The reading from the law was set; a reading from the 

prophets was optional. The person who read from the Hebrew Scriptures would 

then comment on the passage before sitting down.  

Imagine you are there as Jesus is invited to read and chooses the passage Isaiah 

61:1-2: 

Ȭ4ÈÅ 3ÐÉÒÉÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄ ÉÓ ÏÎ ÍÅȟ 

because he has anointed me 

to proclaim good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 

and recovery of sight for the blind, 

to set the oppressed free, 

ÔÏ ÐÒÏÃÌÁÉÍ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȭÓ ÆÁÖÏÕÒȢȭ 

4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔȢ *ÅÓÕÓ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ need to invent a mission statement 

ɀ he finds one ready-made in the Old Testament. This passage from Isaiah will 

do very nicely for him, thank you very much. It is a mark of how highly he 

regarded the Hebrew Scriptures. 

But the Old Testament is rarely quoted in the New Testament without 

something interesting being done with it. It is hardly ever used in a way that 

your conventional Jewish rabbi would use it. So it is here. There are three twists 

in the tale ɀ three interesting ways in which Jesus tweaks this passage.  

First, Jesus breaks off in mid-sentence. Look back to Isaiah 61:2, and you will 

ÓÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÏÍÉÔÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ ÖÅÒÓÅ ςȟ ȬÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙ ÏÆ 

ÖÅÎÇÅÁÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÏÕÒ 'ÏÄȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÓÕÒÅÌÙ ÎÏ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÃÈÁÎÃÅȢ (ÉÓ ÈÅÁÒÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ 

probably expecting Jesus to read on ɀ maybe to read the whole of Isaiah 61 ɀ 

ÂÕÔ *ÅÓÕÓ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÓÈÏÒÔ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌȢ  

"Ù ÓÔÏÐÐÉÎÇ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÈÅ ÄÏÅÓȟ *ÅÓÕÓ ×ÉÓÈÅÓ ÔÏ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÏÄ ÎÅ×Ó ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ 

grace. In this respect it is interesting to compare him with John the Baptist, who 

ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓÅÄ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔȢ *ÏÈÎ ÁÎÄ *ÅÓÕÓ ÂÏÔÈ ÐÒÏÃÌÁÉÍÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ËÉÎÇÄÏÍ 

ÏÆ 'ÏÄ ÉÓ ÁÔ ÈÁÎÄȭ7 but with different emphases. Both are important, and the one 

ÉÓ Á ÐÒÅÌÕÄÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒȡ *ÏÈÎȭÓ ÍÅÓÓÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔ and repentance from sin, 

ÔÈÅÎ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÍÅÓÓÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÍÅÒÃÙ ÁÎÄ 'ÏÄȭÓ ×ÅÌÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÎÃÅȢ 3Ï *ÅÓÕÓ ÒÅÁÄÓ 

the first verse and a half from Isaiah 61, suddenly rolls up the scroll and sits 

ÄÏ×ÎȢ (Å ÌÅÁÖÅÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓȭ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÃÌÁÉÍ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȭÓ ÆÁÖÏÕÒȭ ÒÉÎÇing in 

ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÒÅÒÓȭ ÅÁÒÓȢ  

                                                           
7  Cf Matthew 3:2 and 4:17. 
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I wonder how you would have felt at that point. Well, the people of Nazareth 

were clearly fascinatedȢ 7ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÎ ÕÐ ÔÏȩ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÅÙÅÓ ÏÆ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÓÙÎÁÇÏÇÕÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÆÁÓÔÅÎÅÄ ÏÎ ÈÉÍȭ ɉÖȢςςɊȢ  

3ÅÃÏÎÄȟ *ÅÓÕÓ ÓÁÙÓ ÔÈÁÔ )ÓÁÉÁÈȭÓ ÐÒÏÐÈÅÃÙ ÉÓ ÆÕÌÆÉÌÌÅÄ ÉÎ ÈÉÍȢ Ȭ4ÏÄÁÙ ÔÈÉÓ 3ÃÒÉÐÔÕÒÅ 

ÉÓ ÆÕÌÆÉÌÌÅÄ ÉÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇȭȢ8 What that meant was that the promise of good 

times was no longer relegated to the future. The Jews were used to dreaming of 

a Golden Age that lay ahead ɀ and in the light of their current circumstances it 

probably seemed a long way off. Jesus says: No! The passage was being fulfilled 

in the present ɀ today ɀ and it was being fulfilled in his person. He was the 

,ÏÒÄȭÓ 3ÅÒÖÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ )ÓÁÉÁÈ ÔÁÌËÓ ÁÂÏÕÔȠ ÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÎÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȭÓ 3ÐÉÒÉÔȢ 

It is he, speaking in the first person singular, who is the subject of Isaiah 61:1-2. 

If you were in that congregation, what would you be starting to feel? (Imagine 

ÔÈÁÔ ) ÒÅÁÄ ÁÎ /ÌÄ 4ÅÓÔÁÍÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÐÈÅÃÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÓÁÉÄ ȬÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÍÅȦȭɊ 4heir 

ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ Ô×Ï ÓÔÁÇÅÓȢ )ÎÉÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÅÄȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ȬÁÍÁÚÅÄ 

ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÁÃÉÏÕÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÉÓ ÌÉÐÓȭ ɉÖȢςςɊȢ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÔÈÅÍ 

ÓÁÙÉÎÇ Ȭ(Å ÓÐÅÁËÓ ×ÅÌÌȟ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÈÅȩȭ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÂÏÙ ÃÏÍÅ ÇÏÏÄȢ "ÕÔ ÔÈÅÎ 

their mood tuÒÎÓ ÔÏ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÉÎÇȢ Ȭ(Ï× ÃÏÍÅ ÈÅȭÓ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓȩ )ÓÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÓ 

*ÏÓÅÐÈȭÓ ÓÏÎȩ (Å ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÁÓ Á ÂÏÙȟ ×ÁÓ ÈÅȩ /+ȟ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÈÅÁÒÄ 

ÓÐÅÃÔÁÃÕÌÁÒ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅȭÓ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÉÎ #ÁÐÅÒÎÁÕÍ ɀ ÂÕÔ ×ÈÙ ÈÁÓÎȭÔ ÈÅ 

ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÁÎÙ ÍÉÒÁÃÌÅÓ ÈÅÒÅȩȭ 

Jesus detects the questioning in their puzzled expressions and the muttered 

comments being passed from one member of the congregation to another. He 

decides to treat them to a little history lesson from the Old Testament. And this 

brings us to another line in novel interpretation. 

3Ï ÔÈÉÒÄȟ *ÅÓÕÓ ÇÉÖÅÓ Á ×ÉÄÅÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ËÉÎÄÎÅÓÓȢ (Å ÓÅÅËÓ ÔÏ 

ÂÒÏÁÄÅÎ ÈÉÓ ÔÏ×ÎÓÍÅÎȭÓ ÈÏÒÉÚÏÎÓ ÏÆ ×ÈÏ 'ÏÄ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔȢ )ÓÁÉÁÈ φρȟ 

taken in full, is a chapter about a restoration of national fortunes ɀ of Israel 

being back in ÃÈÁÒÇÅȢ 3Ï ÖÅÒÓÅÓ φ ÔÏ ψ ÓÁÙ Ȭ4ÈÅÙ ×ÉÌÌ ÒÅÂÕÉÌÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÃÉÅÎÔ 

ÒÕÉÎÓȣÔÈÅÙ ×ÉÌÌ ÒÅÎÅ× ÔÈÅ ÒÕÉÎÅÄ ÃÉÔÉÅÓȢ 3ÔÒÁÎÇÅÒÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÈÅÐÈÅÒÄ ÙÏÕÒ ÆÌÏÃËÓȠ 

ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎÅÒÓ ×ÉÌÌ ×ÏÒË ÙÏÕÒ ÆÉÅÌÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÎÅÙÁÒÄÓȢȭ 4ÈÅ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ )ÓÒÁÅÌ ÏÎÃÅ 

again being supreme, of other nations serving them. But this is not what Jesus 

wants to emphasise. 

)ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ *ÅÓÕÓ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÔÏ /ÌÄ 4ÅÓÔÁÍÅÎÔ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ËÉÎÄÎÅÓÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÈÏ×Î 

to unexpected people ɀ Gentiles, not just Jewish people. First he cites the story 

                                                           
8  Luke 4:21. 
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of the prophet Elijah being sent to the widow of Zarephath, which you can find 

in 1 Kings 17. Here is a charming picture of a charming story9: 

 

Elijah visited this widow at a time of famine, when people were struggling 

desperately to find enough food to eat. At first it seems rather harsh for Elijah to 

impose himself on a poor woman who scarcely has sufficient to feed herself and 

her son, let alone a visiting prophet. But during the time Elijah stayed with her 

ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÆÏÏÄ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÄÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍȡ ȬÔÈÅ ÊÁÒ ÏÆ ÆÌÏÕÒ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÕÓÅÄ up 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÊÕÇ ÏÆ ÏÉÌ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÒÕÎ ÄÒÙȭȢ10 You can see both the jar and the jug in the 

picture. Jesus comments that there were many widows in Israel in the time of 

Elijah, but God picked out this widow who lived outside Israel for his special 

favour. Zarephath lay 12 miles from Sidon, north-west of Israel, in the area that 

was then known as Phoenicia.  

*ÅÓÕÓ ÔÈÅÎ ÃÉÔÅÓ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÏÎÅ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ËÎÏ×ÎȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ 

story of Naaman, the Syrian general who had leprosy, and was cleansed through 

ÉÍÍÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÖÅÒ *ÏÒÄÁÎȢ !Ó ×Å ÒÅÁÄ ÉÎ ς +ÉÎÇÓ υȡρτȡ Ȭ.ÁÁÍÁÎ ×ÅÎÔ ÄÏ×Î 

and dipped himself in the Jordan seven times, as the man of God (Elisha) had 

                                                           
9  This painting is by the Italian artist Bernardo Strozzi. It is owned by the Kunsthistoriches Museum, 

Vienna. Strozzi painted The Prophet Elijah and the Widow of Zarephath between 1630 and 1635.  
10  1 Kings 17:16. 
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ÔÏÌÄ ÈÉÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÆÌÅÓÈ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÓÔÏÒÅÄȭȢ *ÅÓÕÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÍÁÎÙ ÌÅÐÅÒÓ ÉÎ 

Israel in the time of Elisha, but God picked out this leper outside Israel, someone 

who was a potential enemy of Israel, for his special favour. Syria lay north-east 

of Israel. 

I wonder how you would have felt, sitting in that synagogue, when Jesus cited 

these two stories, drawiÎÇ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÕÎÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÏÆ 

Nazareth were furious. Theirs is such an extreme reaction that they nearly kill 

*ÅÓÕÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÁÎÔÅÄ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÆÁÖÏÕÒ ÒÅÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÆÏÒ 

themȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÏÄ loves Sidonian widows and 

Syrian generals, not just solid upstanding citizens of Nazareth. 

3Ï ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ Ô×ÉÓÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÌÅ ÏÆ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÆÒÏÍ 

Isaiah. And there are three questions for us by way of application. 

1.  How closely does our mission statement as a church conform to 

that of Jesus? 

) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔ ÈÁÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ Á ÓÅÎÓÅ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ *ÅÓÕÓȭ 

mission was unique. But there should be some correspondence, some overlap, 

some continuity, between what hÅ ×ÁÓ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÕÐ ÔÏȢ 3Ï ×Å ÎÅÅÄ 

to look more closely at what is in that Nazareth manifesto, and ask: 

2.  !ÒÅ ÏÕÒ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȩ 

Most of the statements in that Isaiah passage can be understood at a literal level 

and morÅ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÙȢ 4ÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÒÁÓÅ Ȭ'ÏÏÄ ÎÅ×Ó ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÏÒȭȢ 0ÏÏÒ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÒÅ 

ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÎÅÙȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅÇȟ ÂÏÒÒÏ× ÁÎÄ 

ÓÃÒÏÕÎÇÅȠ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÕÒÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔ ÍÅÁÌ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÏÏÒ ÁÒÅ 

also those who are poor in spirit, those who feel wretched, have low self-

ÅÓÔÅÅÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎÙÏÎÅ ÌÏÖÅÓ ÔÈÅÍȢ 4ÈÅ ÇÏÏÄ ÎÅ×Ó ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÏÄ 

loves those who are poor and those who feel poor ɀ and so should we. We 

should proclaim the good news in word and action. Let there be no rift, no 

divide, between evangelism and social action: the two belong together. 

Jesus proclaimed freedom for the prisoners. Here he probably was using 

language metaphorically ɀ as far as we know, people were not released from 

ÌÉÔÅÒÁÌ ÐÒÉÓÏÎÓ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÍÉÎÉÓÔry (apart from Barnabas). He did 

release men and women from the chains of sin, fear, self-loathing and social 

marginalisation. We should be in the same business as he was. But perhaps we 

ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÌ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÐÒÉÓÏÎÅÒÓȭ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ 4Èere are 

people who are imprisoned unjustly and treated abominably ɀ think of the 

horrors going in Guantanamo Bay. We can support organisations like Amnesty 
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International or Barnabas Aid, which seeks to help persecuted Christians. And 

visiting prisoners who are being punished for genuine crimes is a very 

worthwhile thing to do.11 

Jesus proclaimed recovery of sight for the blind. Last week I heard about a 

ÄÏÃÔÏÒ ×ÈÏȭÓ ÏÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ Á ÎÅ× ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ÇÌÁÓÓÅÓ ɀ ÈÅȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÈÉÇÈ ÔÅÃÈ 

equipment which offers real hope for blind people. Recovery of sight was of 

course a prophecy that Jesus did fulfil literally: he opened the eyes of the blind 

so that they were able to see. But it was also true on a spiritual level as well. He 

helped people to see the truth about themselves, about God, and about their 

ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ 'ÏÄȢ !ÒÅ ×Å ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÅÙÅÓ ɀ helping 

them to see more clearly what is going on? 

The message is clear. What we should be about is a mission which liberates 

people from oppression in the fullest sense of the word. This is a mission that is 

holistic and many-layered. It includes serving cups of coffee on Friday mornings 

and running Alpha courses on Wednesday evenings.12 4ÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ×ÅȭÒÅ 

doing already but our Development Project should enable us to do more and do 

things better. 

3.  Are we ready to have our vision widened?  

In particular, to have our vision widened of who God cares about. Do we know a 

widow of Zarephath ɀ someone in a state of poverty who has been richly 

provided for? Do we know a Naaman the Syrian ɀ someone who has been 

ÈÅÁÌÅÄ ÏÆ Á ÒÁÒÅ ÉÌÌÎÅÓÓȩ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÏÆ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎÓ ÈÅÒÅȢ *ÕÓÔ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ *Å×Ó 

ÉÎ .ÁÚÁÒÅÔÈ ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÆÁÖÏÕÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÓÏ we must beware of 

×ÁÎÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÂÌÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÏ Christians. Think outside the box ɀ include 

ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÎ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅȢ 

/ÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÐÒÉÄÅÄ ÏÕÒÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÔ 3Ô 0ÈÉÌÉÐȭÓ ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ 

inclusive. We seek to welcome people of many different types, including those 

who might nÏÔ ÆÉÎÄ Á ×ÅÌÃÏÍÅ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÐÌÁÃÅÓȢ ) ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÓÁÙȡ ÌÅÔȭÓ ËÅÅÐ 

this up! Keep on being inclusive. That is how we can be true to the Nazareth 

Manifesto, the mission statement of Jesus. 

 

  

                                                           
11  Visiting the prisoner is a strong New Testament imperative. See e.g. Matthew 25:36 and Hebrews 

13:3. 
12  ¢ǿƻ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǘ {ǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘΦ 
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  Two Frantic People, Desperate for Help 1  
Mark 5:21 -43 

 

I wonder what your early morning ritual is. Mine is to get up at about ten to 

seven, go downstairs and make a cup of tea for Felicity and myself. When our 

ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÓÏÎ 0ÅÔÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÄÏÉÎÇ Á ÊÏÉÎÅÒÙ ÁÐÐÒÅÎÔÉÃÅÓÈÉÐ ÁÔ #ÏÕÌÓÏÎȭÓ Á ÃÏÕÐÌÅ ÏÆ 

years ago, I used to find him in the kitchen making sandwiches. He became an 

expert sandwich maker, wrapping two slices of bread round some appetising 

contents ɀ ham, cheese, lettuce, cucumber.  

This story in Mark 5:21-43 is a bit like a big juicy sandwich. One story is 

contained inside another. The outer slices of Jairus and his daughter are 

wrapped round the contents of the woman with the issue of blood. We can be 

confident this is not a matter of Mark using an artificial device in telling the 

story; Matthew and Luke have the two stories intertwined in exactly the same 

way, though they tell the stories in less detail than Mark.2 

Jairus and the woman make a fascinating pair. On the one hand they have much 

in common, much that unites them. Both of them come to Jesus in a frantic state. 

This is a story of two frantic people who are desperate for help. They reach out 

to Jesus at their point of need. 

But in many respects Jairus and the woman are quite different. They actually 

make a fascinating contrast. And it may be that in one or the other, you can 

recognise someone a bit like yourself.  

Jairus is a man whose 12-year-old girl has fallen ill. Seriously ill ɀ an acute kind 

of illness. We can imagine her sweating in bed with a rising temperature, the 

agonised household, mother crying, father distraught, hope slipping away like 

sand through a sieve. What can they do? 

Jairus is a synagogue official. We know that Jewish synagogues of the time had a 

board of elders with a President, and that is probably who he was. The 

President organised seÒÖÉÃÅÓ ÂÕÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÔÁËÅ Á ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÍ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȢ (Å 

worked out rotas and allotted duties ɀ a cross between a church warden and a 

church administrator. The president of the board of elders was a respected man 

in the community; the post carried some status. The town where this was 

happening was probably Capernaum, and Jesus had already made a mark in the 

                                                           
1  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊƳƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀǘ {ǘ aŀǘǘƘŜǿΩǎ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ƻƴ у WǳƴŜ нллуΦ 
2  See Matthew 9:18-26 and Luke 8:40-56. 
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synagogue at Capernaum, teaching and healing uninvited. For a synagogue 

leader Jesus was an exciting person to have around but rather an uncomfortable 

one. Jairus may have had mixed feelings about him. 

"ÕÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒ ÉÓ ÄÙÉÎÇ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȢ 3Ï ÄÅÓÐÅÒÁÔÅ ÉÓ 

Jairus about his daughter that when he hears Jesus has returned from a journey 

across the lake he rushes to see him, he swallo×Ó ÈÉÓ ÐÒÉÃÅȟ ÈÅ ÆÁÌÌÓ ÁÔ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÆÅÅÔȟ 

and he pleads for help. )ÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÓÓ ÏÆ ÄÉÇÎÉÔÙȟ ÂÕÔ *ÁÉÒÕÓ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÃÁÒÅȢ Ȭ-Ù 

little daughter is dying. Please come and put your hands on her so that she will 

ÂÅ ÈÅÁÌÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÖÅȭȢ3  

Notice that Jairus sought help publicly ɀ he was open about his problem. He did 

this in front of the crowds and the crowds followed. 

Are you a bit like Jairus? You have a problem and you believe Jesus can help. It 

may be an acute illness. It may be the breakdown of a relationship. It may be a 

crisis at work. Or the problem may not be directly yours but, like Jairus, 

someone dear to you: your daughter, your husband, your best friend. So eager 

ÁÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÓÏÌÖÅÄȟ ÓÏ ÄÅÓÐÅÒÁÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÈÅÌÐȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÑÕÉÔÅ 

uninhibited abouÔ ÁÓËÉÎÇȢ 0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ×ÈÏ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÓÔÒÁÉÇÈÔ 

up at the end of a service seeking someone to pray with you. 

The woman in the story is very different. She suffered from an embarrassing 

condition. The technical term for her illness is menorrhagia, a gynaecological 

condition where women suffer from near constant periods ɀ the periods never 

ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ÓÔÏÐȢ )ÔȭÓ ÍÅÓÓÙ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÐÌÅÁÓÁÎÔȢ 3ÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÓÕÆÆÅÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÎ ÁÃÕÔÅ ÉÌÌÎÅÓÓȟ ÉÔ 

×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÌÉÆÅ-threatening, but she suffered from a chronic condition. A chronic 

condition is one that goes on and on. The woman had suffered for twelve years, the 

ÓÁÍÅ ÌÅÎÇÔÈ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ *ÁÉÒÕÓȭ ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÌÉÖÅȢ $ÏÃÔÏÒÓ ÈÁÄ ÍÁÄÅ ÈÅÒ 

ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÒÓÅȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÏÍÅ ÃÕÒÉÏÕÓ ÏÌÄ ×ÉÖÅÓȭ ÔÁÌÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÏ× ÔÈÉÓ 

condition could be cured: carrying the ashes of an ostrich egg in a linen rag, or 

carrying barley corn found in the dung of a white she-ass!4 Because of her condition 

the woman was considered ritually unclean. We know this from Leviticus 15:25. 

What is more, anything or anyone she touched was considered unclean. If a person 

was known to have an issue of blood, the condition could be as isolating as being a 

leper. That meant the natural tendency was to keep quiet about it.  

So this woman too is desperate. She too has heard about Jesus. So desperate is 

she to be well that she creeps up behind Jesus in the crowd, reaches out, and 

                                                           
3  Mark 5:23. 
4  See William Barclay, The Gospel of Mark, St Andrew Press, 1954, p.128. 
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tugs his cloak. Jewish men typically wore robes with four tassels, one on each 

corner. The woman probably had a little tug at one of these tassels. 

So she seeks help in a different way to Jairus. The woman sought help secretly ɀ 

she was furtive. Understandably so, in view of her condition. Who can blame her? 

Are you a bit like this woman? You too have a problem and you believe Jesus 

can help. But yours may be a chronic condition, not an acute one. An 

ÁÇÇÒÁÖÁÔÉÎÇ ÐÁÉÎ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÄÏ×Î ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒÓȢ ! ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ 

ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÅÍÂÁÒÒÁÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÁÂÏÕÔȢ ) ÓÕÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ 

years ago. A bad habit which makes you ashamedȟ ÓÏ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÁÆÒÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÔÅÌÌ ÁÎÙÏÎÅ 

ÅÌÓÅȢ 9ÏÕ ÔÏÏ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÕÒÅÄȠ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÄÅÓÐÅÒÁÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÈÅÌÐȢ "ÕÔ ÙÏÕ ÍÁÙ ÆÉÎÄ ÉÔ 

ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÆÏÒ ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ Á ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅȢ 9ÏÕȭÄ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ 

ÓÅÅË *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÈÅÌÐ ÉÎ ÓÅÃÒÅÔȢ 9ÏÕÒ ÐÒÁÙÅÒ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÏÄÄ ÍÉØÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÆÅar and faith, 

perhaps with a dose of superstition thrown in. 

When the woman touched Jesus, something peculiar happened. He realised that 

power had gone out of him. He sensed that the touch was not accidental, and 

something decisive had happened as a result. 

When I investigated how biblical artists had treated this story, I made an 

ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÙȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÏÎÅ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ) ÃÏÕÌÄ ÆÉÎÄȢ )ÔȭÓ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ρφth 

century Italian artist Paolo Veronese, and here it is5:  

 
                                                           
5  This painting is owned by the Kunsthistoriches Museum, Vienna. Veronese painted Christ and the 

Woman with the Issue of Blood between 1565 and 1570. 
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!Ô ÆÉÒÓÔ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȢ *ÅÓÕÓ ÌÏÏËÓ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÃÒÏÓÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÁÎȢ 

4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÈÉÎÔ ÏÆ Ȭ×ÈÁÔ do ÙÏÕ ÔÈÉÎË ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÄÏÉÎÇȩȭ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȢ "ÕÔ 

maybe his initial reaction was to be cross. Ȭ7ÈÏ ÔÏÕÃÈÅÄ ÍÙ ÃÌÏÔÈÅÓȩȭ ÈÅ ÁÓËÓȢ 

The disciples think ÔÈÁÔȭÓ Á ÒÉÄÉÃÕÌÏÕÓ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÂÕÔ *ÅÓÕÓ ÐÅÒÓÉÓÔÓȡ Ȭ7ÈÏ ÔÏÕÃÈÅÄ 

ÍÅȩȭ6 He wants to find out. 

The fact is that Jesus confronted the woman. He made her come clean about 

×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅȭÄ ÄÏÎÅȠ ÈÅ ÒÅÆÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÌÅÔ ÈÅÒ ÓÎÅÁË Á×ÁÙ ÉÎ ÓÅÃÒÅÔȢ Ȭ7ÈÏ ÔÏÕÃÈÅÄ ÍÙ 

ÃÌÏÔÈÅÓȩȭ !ÎÄ Óo the woman, like Jairus, now falls at his feet. Trembling with 

fear (what a powerful phrase) she tells him the whole truth. All is revealed. 

*ÅÓÕÓȭ ÔÏÍÅ ÔÈÅÎ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙȢ .Ï× ÈÅ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÁÓÓÕÒÅÓ ÈÅÒȢ 

Now he speakers to her with words of TLC ɀ ÔÅÎÄÅÒ ÌÏÖÉÎÇ ÃÁÒÅȢ Ȭ$ÁÕÇÈÔÅÒȟ ÙÏÕÒ 

ÆÁÉÔÈ ÈÁÓ ÈÅÁÌÅÄ ÙÏÕȢ 'Ï ÉÎ ÆÁÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÂÅ ÆÒÅÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÉÎÇȢȭ7 

Note that Jesus brought the secret seeker into the open. Initially, it might seem 

rather unkind that Jesus exposed the woman, that he forced her to tell her story. 

But how much better she must have felt in the end. What an encouragement, 

what reassurance, to depart with those words of Jesus ringing in her ears! 

Meanwhile, what about Jairus? I bet that he felt highly frustrated while this 

interlude wi th the woman was taking place. Valuable time was being lost as far 

as his daughter was concerned. I imagine him hopping around with impatience. 

And then his worst fears are confirmed. People come from his house with the 

terrible news that his daughter was ÄÅÁÄȢ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÕÒÃÈ ÉÎ *ÁÉÒÕÓȭ 

ÓÔÏÍÁÃÈȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÍÁÙÂÅ Á ÓÕÒÇÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÅÎÔÍÅÎÔȢ 7ÈÙ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ *ÅÓÕÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÏÍÅ 

quicker? 

"ÕÔ *ÅÓÕÓ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ ÕÎÆÁÚÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÉÓȢ (Å ÃÁÌÍÓ *ÁÉÒÕÓ ÄÏ×Îȡ Ȭ$ÏÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÁÆÒÁÉÄȢ 

"ÅÌÉÅÖÅȭ8 ɀ and the tense of the verb has the fÏÒÃÅ ÏÆ Ȭ*ÕÓÔ ÇÏ ÏÎ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÉÎÇȭȢ *ÁÉÒÕÓ 

had shown faith by asking Jesus to help. He must simply continue to believe, 

difficult though that might be. And so the story continues. The group reaches 

*ÁÉÒÕÓȭ ÈÏÕÓÅȢ Jesus ignores the mourners who had already launched into their 

wailing rituals; Matthew mentions flute players who would pipe a lament.9 

Jesus takes Jairus aside with his wife and three closest disciples. He then 

absolutely amazes them. Before their eyes a dead child is raised to life. 

 Ȭ4ÁÌÉÔÈÁ ËÏÕÍȭ10 says Jesus ɀ the original words he spoke in Aramaic. Why does 

Mark quote Aramaic here? Perhaps because Peter remembered these words 

                                                           
6  Mark 5:30-31. 
7  Mark 5:34. 
8  Mark 5:36. 
9  Matthew 9:23. 
10  Mark 5:41. 
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ÖÅÒÙ ÖÉÖÉÄÌÙȢ -ÁÒËȭÓ ÇÏÓÐÅÌ ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ 0ÅÔÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÁÎÄ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÐÒÅÃÉÓÅ 

words must have printed themselves deep on his memory of the event. Ȭ,ÉÔÔÌÅ 

ÇÉÒÌȟ ÇÅÔ ÕÐȭȢ 

So Jesus brings joy to Jairus just as he did to the woman earlier. But he does so 

in a different way. Jesus brought joy to the open seeker in private. The raising of 

*ÁÉÒÕÓȭ ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÄÏÎÅ ÉÎ ÆÒÏÎÔ Ïf the crowds. Three disciples, the parents, 

the girl and Jesus himself ɀ these were the only people present. He even told 

them not to tell anyone about it, which must have been well-nigh impossible.  

But the contrast between these two stories is striking. Jesus brings the secret 

seeker into the open. He brings joy to the open seeker in private. 

What is the lesson for us? Well, I suggest you think long and hard, that you do a 

bit of soul-searching about the way that God wants to deal with you. We can be 

sure of one thing: Jesus certainly wants us to come to him with our problems. 

But it may be that his way of dealing with us will not quite be what we expect or 

even what we want. Those of us who are quick to come forward, who are keen 

to request help publicly, may find ɀ like Jairus ɀ that Jesus wants to do a mighty 

work with us in private. He may meet with you in a dramatic way in the quiet of 

your own study or bedroom. And those of us who are shy about coming 

forward, who want to seek help privately may find ɀ like the woman ɀ that Jesus 

wants us to come out into the open. He wants to show us that he loves us 

ÐÕÂÌÉÃÌÙȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÌÌ ÇÌÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎȢ %ÉÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÙȟ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏ ÎÅÅÄ 

to be scared. Jesus desires the best for you. 

*ÅÓÕÓȭ ×ÁÙ ÉÓ ÆÕÌÌ ÏÆ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÅÓȠ ÉÔȭÓ ÄÅÃÉÄÅÄÌÙ ÔÏÐÓÙ-turvy. Are we prepared for 

the unexpected? Are we prepared to let Jesus have his way with us? Is Jesus 

wanting to deal with you more like Jairus, or is he wanting to deal with you 

ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÍÁÎȩ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ) ×ant to leave with you. 
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  Metamorphosis ɀ The Transfiguration of Jesus  
Mark 9:2 -12; Matthew 17:1 -13; Luke 9:28-36 1 

 

I wonder what the ×ÏÒÄ ÍÅÔÁÍÏÒÐÈÏÓÉÓ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÔÏ ÙÏÕȢ -ÁÙÂÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ Á ×ÏÒÄ 

that features in your vocabulary. I looked it up in the dictionary and found that 

it is a biological process through which an animal develops, involving a 

ÃÏÎÓÐÉÃÕÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÂÒÕÐÔ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÉÍÁÌȭÓ form or structure. Think of a 

tadpole becoming a frog, or a caterpillar becoming a butterfly. The caterpillar 

develops into a pupa, inside which a miracle happens: the worm-like caterpillar 

turns into a beautiful butterfly!  

The Greek word for transfiguratiÏÎ ÉÓ ÍÅÔÁÍÏÒÐÈÏÓÉÓȢ 4ÈÅ ȬÍÅÔÁȭ ÂÉÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

×ÏÒÄ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȬÍÏÒÐÈÁȭ ÂÉÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ÍÅÁÎÓ ȬÆÏÒÍȭȢ 4ÈÅ 

ÔÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ Á ÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ÄÒÁÍÁÔÉÃ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÎ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅȢ 9ÏÕ 

ÍÁÙ ÆÉÎÄ ÉÔ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅȢ 0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ×ÏÎÄÅÒÉÎÇȡ ÄÉÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃiples just 

ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÉÔȩ 7ÅÌÌȟ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÖÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÕÎÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÅÓ 

would have imagined the same thing. The transfiguration is very solidly rooted 

in the Gospel accounts. The story is told in three of the four Gospels. There are 

slight differences in these accounts but not contradictions; each has some 

ÄÅÔÁÉÌÓ ÎÏÔ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȢ 4ÏÄÁÙ ×ÅȭÌÌ ÂÅ ÄÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓȡ 

Mark 9:2-12, Matthew 17:1-13 and Luke 9:28-36. 

The event took place up a mountain. There has been considerable speculation 

about which mountain. Some think it was Mount Hermon, which rises 9000 feet 

above the Golan Heights, a snow-capped peak on the range which now divides 

Israel from Lebanon. Both Mark and Matthew say it was a high mountain2, so 

that could well be right. Others think it was Mount Tabor, which is much 

smaller, 1800 feet. It is situated at the eastern end of the Jezreel valley and west 

of the sea of Galillee. Mount Tabor now has two Arab villages at the foot of it, 

and is crowned by the Church ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÁÔÉÏÎȢ 7Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÉÃÈ ÏÆ 

these two suggestions is correct ɀ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȦ 

)ÔȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÒÅÅ 

Gospel writers: 

 Ȭ4ÈÅÒÅ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÅÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅÍȢ (ÉÓ ÃÌÏÔÈÅÓ became dazzling 

×ÈÉÔÅȟ ×ÈÉÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÁÎÙÏÎÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÌÅÁÃÈ ÔÈÅÍȢȭ ɉ-ÁÒË ψȡσɊ 

                                                           
1  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊƳƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀǘ {ǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΩǎ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ƻƴ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ му нллтΦ 
2  Mark 9:2; Matthew 17:1. 
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 Ȭ4ÈÅÒÅ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÅÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅÍȢ (ÉÓ ÆÁÃÅ ÓÈÏÎÅ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÎȟ ÁÎÄ 

ÈÉÓ ÃÌÏÔÈÅÓ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÇÈÔȢȭ ɉ-ÁÔÔÈÅ× ρχȡςɊ 

 Ȭ!Ó ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÐÒÁÙÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÃÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÃÌÏÔÈÅÓ 

ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÁÓ ÂÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÓ Á ÆÌÁÓÈ ÏÆ ÌÉÇÈÔÎÉÎÇȢȭ ɉ,ÕËÅ ωȡςωɊ  

The change affected both his face and his clothes. They were bathed in the 

brightest of light.  

One of the most notable depictions of the transfiguration in Western Christian 

art is by Raphael. It was actually his last painting before his death.3 

 

 

Here we have an elevated, exalted Jesus. The figure on the left is Elijah, the great 

prophet. The figure on the right, holding the tablet which contains the ten 

commandments, is Moses, the great lawgiver. Both of them were associated 

with mountains: Elijah with Mount Carmel and Moses with Mount Sinai ɀ so if 

                                                           
3  This painting belongs to the Vaticano Pinacoteca, Vatican City. Raphael painted The 

Transfiguration between 1518 and 1520. In fact, it was unfinished at his death on Good Friday 
1520 and was completed by his students. 
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anywhere was a natural place for these two long dead characters to meet up 

with Jesus, a mountain was. Beneath them, cowering on the ground, are the 

ÔÈÒÅÅ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÅÓ 0ÅÔÅÒȟ *ÁÍÅÓ ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎȢ 2ÁÐÈÁÅÌȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ 

×ÈÅÎ ȬÁ ÃÌÏÕÄ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÆÒÁÉÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÅÎÔÅÒÅÄ 

ÔÈÅ ÃÌÏÕÄȭ ɉ,ÕËÅ ωȡστɊȢ  

The overwhelming message that this experience conveyed to the disciples was 

gloryȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÓÏ ÉÎ ,ÕËÅȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔȢ 4ÈÅ Ô×Ï ÍÅÎȟ -ÏÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ %ÌÉÊÁÈȟ 

ȬÁÐÐÅÁÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÇÌÏÒÉÏÕÓ ÓÐÌÅÎÄÏÕÒȭ ɉÖÅÒÓÅ σρɊȢ 7ÈÅÎ 0ÅÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ Ô×Ï 

ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÆÕÌÌÙ Á×ÁËÅȟ ȬÔÈÅÙ ÓÁ× ÈÉÓ ÇÌÏÒÙȭ ɉÖÅÒÓÅ σςɊȢ 0ÅÔÅÒ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ 

×ÒÏÔÅ ÁÎ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÁÔÉÏÎȟ Á ÒÁÒÅ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ Á ÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ *ÅÓÕÓȭ 

life outside the Gospels, in the rest of the New Testament. See 2 Peter 1:17. And 

how does he describe the experience? He says that our Lord Jesus Christ 

ȬÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÈÏÎÏÕÒ ÁÎÄ ÇÌÏÒÙ ÆÒÏÍ 'ÏÄ ÔÈÅ &ÁÔÈÅÒ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÏÉÃÅ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ ÈÉÍ 

ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ -ÁÊÅÓÔÉÃ 'ÌÏÒÙȭȢ 

7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÇÌÏÒÙȩ )ÔȭÓ Á ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ×ÏÒÄ ÔÏ ÐÉÎ ÄÏ×ÎȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÂÕÔ ×Å ÃÁÎ 

say what glory is associated with . In the Bible glory is often associated with: 

 Light ɀ an effusion of light round someone or some place. So it is with 

Jesus, Moses and Elijah on the mountain. 

 Majesty ɀ the royalty, dignity and honour that go with someone in an 

exalted position 

 Divinity ɀ glory belongs to God. In the transfiguration God is showing 

the disciples that glory belongs to Jesus as well. The voice from the 

ÃÌÏÕÄ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÓ ×ÈÏ *ÅÓÕÓ ÉÓȟ ÁÓ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÂÁÐÔÉÓÍȡ Ȭ4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÍÙ 3ÏÎȟ ×ÈÏÍ ) 

ÈÁÖÅ ÃÈÏÓÅÎȠ ÌÉÓÔÅÎ ÔÏ ÈÉÍȦȭ4 

 ! -ÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ 0ÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ɀ God is showing his presence ɀ 

decisively, unmistakeably ɀ in the person of Jesus. Moses and Elijah are 

there as signs that the Old Testament promises are being fulfilled. Jesus 

is the one to whom the law points and to whom the prophets point. He 

is carrying on their work and bringing it to completion. 

The transfiguration is a one-ÏÆÆ ÅÖÅÎÔȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÕÎÉÑÕÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÔÈÅ .Å× 

Testament also speaks of our transfiguration. That may come as a big surprise. 

7ÈÅÒÅ ÅÌÓÅ ÄÏÅÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ÁÐÐÅÁÒȟ ÙÏÕ ÍÁÙ ÁÓËȩ 7ÅÌÌȟ ÉÔȭÓ not there in our 

%ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÅÅËȡ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ×ÏÒÄȟ ÍÅÔÁÍÏÒÐÈÏÓÉÓȟ 

ÉÎ Ô×Ï ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÉÎ 0ÁÕÌȭÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓȡ 

                                                           
4  [ǳƪŜ фΥорΦ /Ŧ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀǘ WŜǎǳǎΩ ōŀǇǘƛǎƳ ƛƴ [ǳƪŜ оΥннΦ 
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First, Romans 12:2 : ȬȣÂÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÅÄ ɉÌÉÔÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÅÄɊ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÎÅ×ÁÌ ÏÆ 

ÙÏÕÒ ÍÉÎÄȭȢ Paul is saying we should be open to the prospect of God completely 

changing the way we think. 

!ÎÄ ÓÅÃÏÎÄȟ ς #ÏÒÉÎÔÈÉÁÎÓ σȡρψȡ Ȭȣ×Å ÁÌÌȟ ×ÈÏ ×ÉÔÈ ÕÎÖÅÉÌÅÄ ÆÁÃÅÓ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÌÁÔÅ 

ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȭÓ ÇÌÏÒÙȟ ÁÒÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÅÄ ɉÔÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÅÄɊ ÆÒÏÍ ÏÎÅ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÇÌÏÒÙ 

to another, which comes fÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȟ ×ÈÏ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ 3ÐÉÒÉÔȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .Å× 

Testament verses which most inspires me, that I come back to again and again. 

)Ô ÇÉÖÅÓ ÍÅ ÈÏÐÅ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÌÉÆÅȢ "ÕÔ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÁÄÍÉÔȡ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ 

always feel like that!  

Are we really being transformed from one degree of glory to another? I find it 

ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ×ÈÅÎ ) ×ÁËÅ ÕÐ ÁÔ τ ÏȭÃÌÏÃË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇȟ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ 

sleep, and start thinking about the failings and weaknesses of the church along 

with my own failings and weaknesÓȢ .Ïȟ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ 

ÔÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÔÒÕÔÈ ×Å ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÏÌÄ ÏÎ ÔÏȢ ,ÅÔ ÍÅ ÒÅÍÉÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÏÆ Á 

couple of things Pam5 said last week. She spoke about resurrection people, of the 

new life that there is in Christ. She spoke about hidden gems in a previous 

congregation that she was in ɀ like Mrs North who spoke so naturally about 

*ÅÓÕÓ ÈÅÒ 3ÁÖÉÏÕÒȢ 7Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÙÏÎÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ -ÒÓ .ÏÒÔÈ ÈÅÒÅ ÂÕÔ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ 

people like Mrs North.  

We are being transfigured as the Spirit changes us more iÎÔÏ #ÈÒÉÓÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅÎÅÓÓ ɀ 

as we become more Christ-like so that the glory that belongs to him also 

attaches to us. ) ÁÓËÅÄ &ÅÌÉÃÉÔÙ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÓÈÅȭÄ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÎÙ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÎ ÍÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ 

ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÅ ÓÁÉÄ )ȭÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ Á ÃÁÌÍÅÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȟ ÍÕÃÈ ÌÅÓÓ ÌÉÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÒÁÔÔÌÅÄȟ 

uÐÓÅÔ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÇÒÙȢ )Æ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÒÕÅȟ ) ÃÌÁÉÍ ÎÏ ÃÒÅÄÉÔȡ ) ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ȬÃÏÍÅ ÆÒÏÍ 

ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȟ ×ÈÏ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ 3ÐÉÒÉÔȭȢ A Ridley colleague recently reminded me of the 

#ÈÕÒÃÈ &ÁÔÈÅÒ )ÒÅÎÅÁÕÓȭ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÒÙ ÏÆ 'ÏÄ ÉÓ Á ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÆÕÌÌÙ 

ÁÌÉÖÅȭȢ6 4ÈÁÔȭÓ Á ×ÏÎÄÅÒÆÕÌ ÐÈÒÁÓÅȢ ! ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÁÌÉÖÅ ɀ vibrant, alert, in 

touch with God and sensitive to people around, enjoying abundant life just as 

Jesus did and Jesus promised.  

What glory and transfiguration ÄÏÎȭÔ mean is that everything in life is hunky-

ÄÏÒÙȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÐÌÁÉÎ ÓÁÉÌÉÎÇȢ &ÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÌÓÏ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÏÆ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÉÎÇȢ 

As they come down the mountain Jesus says to his disciples: 

                                                           
5  tŀƳ /ƻǎǘƛƴΣ ŀƴ ƻǊŘƛƴŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ wƛŘƭŜȅ Iŀƭƭ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜƴ ƻƴ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ŀǘ {ǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΩǎ ŀƴd had 

preached the previous Sunday. She is now a curate in the diocese of Lincoln. 
6  St Ireneaus was Bishop of Lyons. The quotation comes from his work Against Heresies, 4, 34, 5-7. 
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ȬȣÔÈÅ 3ÏÎ ÏÆ -ÁÎ ÍÕÓÔ ÓÕÆÆÅÒ ÍÕÃÈȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÅ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÅÄȭ ɉ-ÁÒË ωȡρςɊ 

ȬȣÔÈÅ 3ÏÎ ÏÆ -ÁÎ ÉÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÓÕÆÆÅÒ ÁÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÁÎÄÓȭ ɉ-ÁÔÔÈÅ× ρχȡρςɊ 

!ÎÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÔÏÐ -ÏÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ %ÌÉÊÁÈ ȬÓÐÏËÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÕÒÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ 

×ÁÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÆÕÌÆÉÌÍÅÎÔ ÁÔ *ÅÒÕÓÁÌÅÍȭ ɉ,ÕËÅ ωȡσρɊ ɀ it is significant that 

soon afterwards Jesus sets his face to go to Jerusalem, knowing that he must die 

there.7 

So the transfiguration is a story about glory and suffering. It is significant that 

Peter is in on this. A week earlier Peter had acclaimed Jesus as the Messiah 

(Matthew 16:16), and was blessed and praised by Jesus for doing so. But then 

Peter was told that the Messiah must suffer and die (Matthew 16:21), 

something Peter found difficult to accept ɀ so he is rebuked by Jesus for 

rebuking him. The fact was that Jesus had to suffer and die for our salvation.  

We need to realise that for us, too, being transfigured is not plain sailing. It has 

ÔÉÍÅÓ ×ÈÅÎ ×Å ÓÕÆÆÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÒÒÙ Á ÃÒÏÓÓȢ Ȭ7ÈÏÅÖÅÒ ×ÁÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÙ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÅ ÍÕÓÔ 

ÄÅÎÙ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÁËÅ ÕÐ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÒÏÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÌÌÏ× ÍÅȭȢ8 Being a follower of 

Jesus may expose us to laughter, mockery and persecution. In some parts of the 

world it is physically dangerous to be a Christian. Or we may suffer in other 

ways ɀ the pain of a broken relationship, a chronic illness, a personal tragedy.  

Being transfigured also has times when we stumble and go bÁÃË×ÁÒÄÓȢ ,ÅÔȭÓ ÂÅ 

honest ɀ we all mess things up from time to time. Sometimes we foul up big 

ÔÉÍÅȢ 7Å ÃÏÍÍÉÔ Á ÓÉÎ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÁÓÈÁÍÅÄȢ 7Å ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÈÕÒÔ 

someone we love. Like Peter, we may deny Jesus or keep quiet about the fact 

×ÅȭÒÅ Á ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÒ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÇÅÔÓ ÔÏÕÇÈȢ $ÏÎȭÔ ÄÅÓÐÁÉÒȦ 4ÈÁÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ 

ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÍÅÁÎ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÉÇÕÒÅÄȢ 

The point is that transfiguration is about progress ɀ the change is real ɀ but it is 

rarely smooth uninterrupted progress. We need to take a long-term view (what 

'ÏÄȭÓ 3ÐÉÒÉÔ ÉÓ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÕÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÎÇ ÈÁÕÌɊȟ ÎÏÔ Ä×ÅÌÌ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÌÉÐÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÔÂÁÃËÓ 

and stumbles that happen along the way.  

I have a confession to make. What I showed you earlier was not the whole of 

2ÁÐÈÁÅÌȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȦ )ÔȭÓ ÁÎ ÁÍÁÚÉÎÇ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ Á ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÉÎ 

two halves. Here it is with the bottom half as well as the top half: 

 

                                                           
7  Luke 9:51. 
8  Mark 8:34. 
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The full painting shows not only Jesus in glory on top of the mountain, but what 

was happening at the foot of the mountain, which we read about next in the 

Gospels.9 It is the encounter between the other disciples and the father of a boy 

suffering from violent fits. These disciples cannot heal him. The bottom half of 

the painting is a scene of consternation. There are expressions of surprise and 

disappointment ɀ people who are very upset. Amidst it all, two disciples are 

pointing upwards in the direction of Jesus. 

So here in one painting we see both glory and suffering. We see the awesome 

mountain=top experience and a messy, untidy situation happening at ground 

level. It seems to me that we are called to do two things.10 

One is to recapture our vision of Jesus, the transfigured Jesus, bathed in glory. 

That may come through going apart with Jesus to pray: a retreat, a conference, a 

parish week-end. The second is to let that glory inspire us and infiltrate and 

radiate through us when we return to our normal existence, as we come back to 

earth which may include coming back to earth with a bump. We are called to 

show that Jesus makes a difference in the midst of pain and suffering and 

questioning. 

If we just had the top half of the painting, the transfiguration might be mistaken 

ÆÏÒ Á ÐÉÅÃÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÅÓÃÁÐÉÓÍȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÈÁÌÆȟ ×Å ÓÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÉÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÎÅ×Ó ÆÏÒ Á ÂÒÏËÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÈÕÒÔÉÎÇ world. 

 

                                                           
9  Mark 9:14-29; Matthew 17:14-20; Luke 9:37-43. Note how all three Gospel-writers have this story 
ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƛƎǳǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ aŀǊƪΩǎ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƭƭŜǎǘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΦ  

10  Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ L ƘŀǾŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ƻƴ ±ŀƴŜǎǎŀ IŜǊǊƛŎƪΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ wŀǇƘŀŜƭΩǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ 
very helpful book on the transfiguration, Face Value: God in the Place of Encounter, DLT, 2002, 
pp.147-151. 
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  Facing the Music ɀ The Story of the Prodigal Son 1 
Luke 15:11-32 

 

This parable is, quite simply, one of best stories ever told. It is a story that gets 

called by different names, most frequently The Return of the Prodigal Son. But it 

is sometimes known as the Lost Son, as in the New International Version, to fit 

in with the stories of the Lost Sheep and the Lost Coin which come earlier in the 

chapter.2 Or you can switch the emphasis and call it The Welcome of the 

Waiting Father.3 There again, what about The Resentment of the Elder Brother? 

A less common title, maybe, but he is an important character in the story: the 

more so if we appreciate the context in which Jesus told it. Look back to the 

opening verses of the chapter, Luke 15:1-ςȡ Ȭ.Ï× ÔÈÅ ÔÁØ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÎÎÅÒÓ 

were all gathering round to hear Jesus. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the 

ÌÁ× ÍÕÔÔÅÒÅÄȟ Ȱ4ÈÉÓ ÍÁÎ ×ÅÌÃÏÍÅÓ ÓÉÎÎÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÁÔÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÍȱȢ Ȭ )Î ÔÈÅ ÅÌÄÅÒ 

brother we see something of the attitude of the Pharisees. 

4ÈÉÓ ÈÁÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÂÅÓÔ-known parables, but it seems to have 

ÒÅÄÏÕÂÌÅÄ ÉÔÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ (ÅÎÒÉ .ÏÕ×ÅÎȭÓ ÂÏÏk The 

Return of the Prodigal Son.4 )ÔȭÓ Á ÂÏÏË ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÏÆ Á 

ÓÐÉÒÉÔÕÁÌ ÍÁÓÔÅÒÐÉÅÃÅȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÂÙ .ÏÕ×ÅÎȭÓ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ Á ÒÅÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

2ÅÍÂÒÁÎÄÔȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÒÏÍÐÔÅÄ ÈÉÍ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÅ× ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg, Russia5. Nouwen was so captivated by this 

painting that he spent a whole two days studying it and meditating upon it. The 

ÍÕÓÅÕÍ ÇÕÁÒÄÓ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÕÐ ÔÏȦ He entered one by one 

into each of the three main characters in the story: younger son, elder son, 

father. The result is an incredibly rich reflection, one I encourage you all to read 

ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÏ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙȢ  

                                                           
1  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊƳƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀǘ {ǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΩǎ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ƻƴ мф {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нллпΦ 
2  Luke 15:1-10. 
3  Notably by Helmut Thielicke, the great German preacher-theologian, whose book of sermons on 

the parables of Jesus is named The Waiting Father (James Clarke, 1960). I did my doctorate on the 
ethical writings of Thielicke, but it was his sermons that first attracted my interest. 

4  Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son: A Story of Homecoming, DLT, 1994. Nouwen was a 
wƻƳŀƴ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ ǇǊƛŜǎǘ ǿƘƻ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǇŀǎǘƻǊ ǘƻ ŀ [Ω!ǊŎƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ƘŀƴŘƛŎŀǇǇŜŘ 
people. He died in 1996. 

5  Rembrandt painted The Return of the Prodigal Son during the last year of his life, 1669. 

8 
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Like Nouwen, I shall look at the three main characters in turn. I have three key 

points to make about each of them.  

First, the younger son. What strikes us at the start of the story is how impatient 

ÈÅ ÉÓȢ (ÉÓ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ Ȭ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ×ÁÉÔȭȢ 4ÈÅ Ȭ)ÎÓÕÌÔÉÎÇȭ ÓËÅÔÃÈ ×Å ×ÁÔÃÈÅÄ 

earlier gets it right. In that culture, asking for your inheritance early was a way 
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ÏÆ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ȭ) ×ÉÓÈ ÙÏÕ ×ÅÒÅ ÄÅÁÄȭȢ6 The son could not have found a more pointed 

way to insult his father. We need to wake up to the fact that sin is not just a 

failure to reach our potential ɀ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÓÕÌÔ ÔÏ 'ÏÄȢ 7Å ÌÉÖÅ ÉÎ Á ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ 

increasingly seems to wish God was dead, or is determined to live life as if he 

was. 

Second, the younger son is wastefulȢ 4ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÐÒÏÄÉÇÁÌȭȢ 

Having been given his inheritance, the son travels to a far country and 

squanders it in no uncertain terms ɀ he wastes the whole of the inheritance in 

Ȭ×ÉÌÄ ÌÉÖÉÎÇȭȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÕÎÕÓÕÁÌ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÒÉÖÅÓ ÂÙ Á ÌÁÒÇÅ ÓÕÍ ÏÆ 

money suddenly. I remember a Yorkshire woman called Vivian Nicholson who 

won £152,000 on the pools in the early 1960s. In those days that was a vast sum 

of money ɀ ÅÑÕÉÖÁÌÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÁÂÏÕÔ Ζυ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÔÏÄÁÙȢ 3ÈÅ ÖÏ×ÅÄ ÔÏ ȭ3ÐÅÎÄȟ ÓÐÅÎÄȟ 

ÓÐÅÎÄȣȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÄÉÄȢ ! ÆÅ× ÙÅÁÒÓ ÌÁÔÅÒȟ ÎÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÎÅÙ 

was left, she had a serious drink problem, and her first of four husbands had 

been killed in a car crash.7 

Are we like the prodigal son? Probably not in that excessive, spectacular way. 

But we are, every time that we seek ultimate satisfaction in things other then 

ÔÈÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÏÖÅȢ )Ô ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ×ÉÎÅȟ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÎÇȢ )Ô ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ subtle 

temptations of fame, power and success. Yes, we can be Christians and 

churchgoers but still live lives like the restless son, seeking satisfaction a long 

way from God. 

Third, the son was humbled. I deliberately say humbled rather than humble. He 

ȬÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ ÈÉÓ ÓÅÎÓÅÓȭ ɉÖȢρχɊȢ (Å Ï×ÎÅÄ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÓÓ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÉÎȟ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÉÇȭÓ ÅÁÒ 

ÈÅȭÄ ÍÁÄÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ɀ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÐÉÇÓȭ ÅÁÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÏÏÄ ÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ 

ÈÅÌÐÅÄȢ ,ÏÏË ÁÔ 2ÅÍÂÒÁÎÄÔȭÓ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȡ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÁÖÅÎ ÈÅÁÄ ɉÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÈÅȭÄ 

caught lice?), the broken sandals, no fine clothes but simply an under-tunic. He 

realised that even the humiliation of returning home was better than starving in 

a pig sty. So he decides to go home to face the music. He rehearses the speech 

ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÍÁËÅȡ Ȭ&ÁÔÈÅÒȟ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÓÉÎned against heaven and against you. I am no 

ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÏÎȣȭ 4ÈÁÔ ÉÓ Á ×ÏÎÄÅÒÆÕÌÌÙ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÄÅÔÁÉÌ ɀ 

ÊÕÓÔ ×ÈÁÔ ×Å ÄÏ ×ÈÅÎ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ËÎÏ× ÉÓ 

ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÂÕÔ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÄÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȦ  

                                                           
6  This is emphasised by New Testament scholar Kenneth E. Bailey in Jesus Through Middle Eastern 

Eyes: Cultural Studies in the Gospels, SPCK/IVP, 2008. He draws on extensive experience of living in 
Middle Eastern countries. 

7  See her account in Vivian Nicholson and Stephen Smith, Spend, Spend, Spend, Fontana, 1978.  
8  Luke 15:27, 30. 
9  See The Return of the Prodigal Son, pp.20-21. 
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)Æ ×ÅȭÒÅ Á ×ÁÓÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ Á wanderer how important it is that we come to our 

senses, that we face up honestly to the truth of our condition rather than live in 

a state of continuing self-denial. It is very hard for us to accept and receive the 

ÆÕÌÌÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÌÏÖÅ ÉÆ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÆÏÒÅÖÅÒ trying to justify ourselves and make 

excuses. The younger son had many vices, but he displayed one key virtue: the 

virtue of facing reality.  

.Ï× ÌÅÔȭÓ ÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÄÅÒ ÓÏÎȢ ,ÅÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÕÎÄÅÒÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅ his ÖÉÒÔÕÅÓȢ &ÉÒÓÔȟ ÈÅȭÓ Á 

very dutiful  son. No waster hiÍȦ (Å ÄÏÅÓ ÈÉÓ ÄÕÔÙ ÏÂÅÄÉÅÎÔÌÙȠ ÈÅȭÓ ÒÅÌÉÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ 

hard-×ÏÒËÉÎÇȢ (Å ËÅÅÐÓ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÎ ÇÏÏÄ ÓÈÁÐÅ ÂÙ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÆÕÌÌÙȟ 

respectably and responsibly. 

"ÕÔ ÈÅȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ judgmental. The painting captures this well ɀ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÄÅÒ ÓÏÎ 

on the right, looking down disapprovingly. Rembrandt takes some liberties with 

ÔÈÅ ÂÉÂÌÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÄÅÒ ÓÏÎ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ 

younger son arrived home, but he deliberately telescopes the action to make the 

painting as comprehensive as possible. The elder son is a party pooper. Notice 

ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÉÎ *ÅÓÕÓȭ ÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÈÅ ÄÉÓÏ×ÎÓ ÔÈÅ ÙÏÕÎÇÅÒ ÓÏÎ ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒȡ ÔÈÅ 

ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÓÁÙÓ ȬÙÏÕÒ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÄÅÒ ÓÏÎ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÓ ȬÔÈÉÓ ÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒÓȭȟ Á 

deliberate way of asserting his distance.7 He assumes the worst about his 

ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒȟ ÁÌÌÅÇÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÈÁÓ ȬÓÑÕÁÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÙÏÕÒ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÒÏÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓȭȢ8 This 

ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÔÒÕÅȟ ÂÕÔ ×Å ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙȢ The 

ÅÌÄÅÒ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÁÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÃÏÌÄ ÍÁÎȢ )Î 2ÅÍÂÒÁÎÄÔȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȟ ÎÏÔÉÃÅ 

how ÌÉÇÈÔ ÆÁÌÌÓ ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÃÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÓÐÒÅÁÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÈÉÓ ÂÏÄÙȢ 

Third, the elder son is resentfulȢ (ÅȭÓ ÁÐÐÁÌÌÅÄ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

extravagant party. Why all this fuss? Why have I never been given a party like 

ÔÈÉÓȩ )ÓÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ Á ÍÉÔÅ ÐÒÅÍÁÔÕÒÅȩ 3ÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÏÎ 

have to do a year of hard labour to prove himself before a party is appropriate? 

!ÒÅ ×Å ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÄÅÒ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒȩ )ÔȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ .ÏÕ×ÅÎ ÁÔ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ 

with the younger son; then a friend gave him a shock by telling him that he was 

more like the elder son. He came to realise there was a lot of truth in this 

insight.9 )ÔȭÓ ÅÁÓÙ ÆÏÒ ÕÓ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÌÉËÅ ÈÉÍȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÆ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ 

Christians since childhood, never rebelled and have never been through a wild 

ÓÔÁÇÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÔÏÏ ÅÁÓÙ ÔÏ ÂÁÓË ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÐÁÓÓÉÎÇ ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔ ÏÎ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ 

and looking down our noses at them. !ÌÌ ÔÏÏ ÅÁÓÙ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÌÉËÅ Ȭ7ÈÁÔ 

are young people doing these days, drinking themselves silly, wasting money, 

                                                           
 
 
 




