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Jonah 3:1-10 / Ephesians 3:14-21 / Matthew 24:24-27

Jonah entered into the great city of Nineveh, going a day’s walk. And he cried out, ‘Forty days
more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!’ And the people of Nineveh heard what the prophet
said, and spoke to each other, saying ‘Who does this man think he is?’

When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, placed his crown upon
his head, and wrapped himself in his finest robes. Then he had a proclamation made in
Nineveh: ‘By the decree of the king and his nobles: The prophet Jonah shall be prevented
from preaching and proclaiming with the city walls of my realm, for his words are hurtful,
judgmental, and damaging to the self-esteem of my people. For God surely does not mean to
prevent us from the quiet enjoyment of our possessions and way of life. It is disrespectful in
the extreme for this outsider to tell us how to live our lives. Live and let live is our motto, and
so to protect that, I order the prophet Jonah to be executed.’

~~~~

Jesus taught the his disciples in these words: ‘False messiahs and false prophets will appear
and produce great signs and omens, to lead astray, if possible, even the elect. So, if they say
to you, "Look! He is in the wilderness", do not go out. If they say, "Look! He is in the inner
rooms", do not believe it. For as the lightning comes from the east and flashes as far as the
west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man.’

And his disciples nodded sagely and said, ‘Yes, Lord. That seems about right.’ And another
said, ‘These false messiahs? Are you sure that they just don’t happen to have an alternative,
and equally valid, point of view?’ And another said, ‘It strikes me that the problem is the
correct location of the Messiah: isn’t there an app for that?’ And the last one said ‘No one told
me there’d be lightning! That sounds dangerous!’

The problem with the Scripture is the problem of familiarity. We know how the stories begin, go on,
and end. We have heard them so frequently (at least, certain passages of scripture) that we think
we know everything there is to be gained from them. This is especially problematic when it comes
teachings about judgement. 

We live in a culture which is ostensibly wary of judgement, in which the worst thing we can say
about another, far ahead of “no sense of humour”, is to say that they are judgmental. No one
wants to be judged, or to judge. Even so, the bible is FULL of stories of judgement, teaching about
the ne c e s s i t y  for judgement, the means by  w h i c h  we are judged, the c r i t e r i a  upon which
we are judged, and the c on s e que n c e s  of being judged.

We don’t like the J-word, so, when it appears in Scripture, we have developed a means of coping
with it. We bracket ourselves out of the equation. 



• When Jesus talks about sheep and goats, we look at ourselves and say “what a fine sheep!” 
• When Jesus talks about disciples betraying him, we know, unlike that wimp Peter that we

would never betray him. 
• We know that we would be the people of Nineveh, diligently and sincerely hearkening to the

judgement call of the prophet. 
• We know that we would never follow a false messiah, and that all the little gods we worship

must, by definition, be  o k .

We place ourselves in the right side of God, because that’s what He would do himself. God made us
in His own image, and afterwards He was pretty darned impressed with His handiwork!

In many ways this reminds me of the strategies of the English humourist, Stephen Potter. In 1947
Potter published a book which sold a magnificent number of copies: The Theory and Practice of
Gamesmanship: Or the Art of Winning Games Without Actually Cheating. It was Potter’s thesis that
whereas cheating is not done, there is no law, moral or statutory, against the judicious use of
psychological manipulation. Thus, when playing a game of golf, it would be exceeding bad form to
cough during your opponent’s back swing so as to put him off his stroke. Instead, Potter advises,
compliment him after the stroke has been safely taken: “I really like the way that you break your
right elbow through the line of the swing as you open up the club’s face. It’s very unconventional,
but appears to be very effective for you.” Your opponent will be able to say nothing else than “Oh,
thank you,” but for the rest of the round, he will be concentrating so hard on what you said, trying
to understand exactly ho w  he is “breaking his right elbow through the line of the swing” that his
natural game will be completely ruined. The round is yours, without doing anything so distasteful as
cheating. 

Can the same thing happen in Church, in matters of faith? What would happen to the prayer life of
your friend if you said to her “I really like the way you pray to the Father, through the Son, in the
power of the Holy Spirit. Prepositions are such important things, aren’t they?” How could anyone
pray, truly, if she becomes perturbed by the grammar of the words she uses to pray? 

What is at the root of both gamesmanship, and our deep fearfulness about judgement? I think it
has something to do with a misplaced sense of authenticity. 
• I am not the sort of person to cheat, but I am the sort of person who will win. 
• I am not the sort of person who needs to be judged. I am on the righteous side of history. 
• I am, authentically, a good person. 
• Everyone, including God can see that. 

And then I read the hagiography of Phillips Brooks, as quoted in Lesser Feasts and Fasts:
There was no sign of art about his preaching, no touch of self-consciousness. He spoke to his
audience as a man might speak to his friend, pouring forth with swift, yet quiet and seldom
impassioned earnestness, the thoughts of his singularly pure and lofty spirit.

(Which sounds, to my ears, like every graduate of Virginia Theological Seminary!)

Brooks was someone, in whom and for whom, the truth of what he said, and the truth which he
embodied, were as one. There was no difference between his person and his persona. Here was a
Bostonian in whom there was no gamesmanship at all!

It reminds me of another bishop I know. Rowan Williams was my diocesan bishop for ten years. At
one point in his ministry he gave a learned and erudite speech about jurisprudence to an audience
of lawyers, in which he discussed the possibility and probity of using alternative legal models for
arbitration with English common law— it was that abstruse and technical a discussion! When the



English press reported his speech it became “Archbishop imposes shariah law!” Two weeks after the
furore broke, Lambeth Palace telephoned me and asked if I still wanted the Archbishop to visit my
church on any given Sunday, and how would this Sunday be? Of course, I said ‘of course’. A
number of my parishioners were wary. They tended to the “no smoke without fire” approach to the
British press, and thought there must be something odd and suspicious about Dr Williams if the
Daily Mail said there was. The day came, and I sat behind him as the Archbishop preached a
wonderful baptism sermon, connecting “render unto Caesar” those things imprinted with Caesar’s
image, and render unto God those people imprinted with God’s image through baptism. I watched
the faces of my suspicious parishioners, and I could see suspicion melt. Why? I asked one
afterwards. ‘I’m not sure I understood everything he said, but I realised that here was a man who
stands with God,’ she told me.

That is the sign of the authentic preacher, the authentic priest, the authentic Christian: one who
knows what it is like to stand before God. Jonah was given that grace when he finally emerged from
the whale’s belly. Paul prayed that for the people of Ephesus, as he prayed for it for himself, that
together we “may be strengthened in our inner being, that Christ may dwell in our hearts, as we
are being rooted and grounded in love.”

To achieve this is a grace from God. To w an t  to achieve this is the part we play. This is our calling,
to imitate in words and actions, in thoughts and prayers, the author of our salvation, Jesus Christ
himself. For Jesus is the truly authentic human being, the t r u e  human being, and to become like
him is the glory to which we are called, so that we “may be filled with all the fullness of God.”
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