
Preaching Ethics:  ch. 6b ~ supplement. 

The guest in rough clothing 
 Another passage which draws puzzled looks when it is read is 
Matthew ch. 22 vv1 – 14.  Did Jesus really talk about “God” sending his 
armies out in vengeance, or casting someone into outer darkness when he 
had just invited him in?  We thought Jesus’s picture of God was loving and 
welcoming. 
 On one level the story challenges that partial image of God.  He 
certainly does invite people to join in the party which is his realm, but that 
does not mean that anything goes, and that his love is blind to conduct 
which ignores his invitation, or abuses his hospitality.  It is our soft 
morality which is questioned by the story even while we think we are 
challenging its immorality!1  God’s invitation is not simply to come in;  it is 
to see our lives transformed as we become part of his scheme of things.  
In Paul’s image, possibly echoing baptismal practice, we take off the old 
character and put on a new one, like changing our clothes.  The man in 
the story has tried to opt out of this part. 
  That may be all that should be said about that part of the parable.  
There is just the single point, and we should not try to allegorise or 
analyse the narrative more, and (as in the previous example) that point 
stands irrespective of the morality of actors within the story.  But I think 
that here we have a parable which does function more as an allegory.  
(The Hebrew category Mashal ~ parable or proverb ~ covers anything 
from the elaborate allegory of Judges 9 v7-21 to the punchy one-liners of 
Proverbs.)  It may be that Augustine was right (despite the lack of 
corroborating evidence) that the king had given out garments to the new 
guests as they arrived.  We are, after all, in an Arabian Nights story-
world, where the super-rich act with ostentatious generosity to extend 
their patronage and status.  In any case, this man had apparently 
gatecrashed and wanted to come in on his own terms, not on the basis of 
that transforming generosity.    

The earlier half of the story would have been recognised as 
allegorical (and the Rabbis told counter-parables like it, emphasising how 
the original guests were actually there waiting outside the gates, ready 
and properly clad, or keeping the king’s gifts locked away pristine till he 
wanted them back).  We need to look at its rhetorical function in context.  
The story pleads with the Jewish establishment to respond to God’s 
invitation when it comes ~ and it is there in front of them in Jesus’s own 
person ~ and graphically warns of the consequence of not responding.  
The armies of the story are not a foregone conclusion in real history, but a 
prophetic appeal to change tack while there is time.  “How often I wanted 
to gather you … but you wouldn’t have it.”  “If only you knew what makes 
for peace.” (Matt. 23 v37, Luke 13 v34, 19 v42).  They represent one of 
the alternative futures;  40 years later it came true, but in its context this 
is a caring and graphically realistic appeal to turn away from that course.2  

                                                 
1  Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone 2, London 2002 pp81ff develops this 

point. 
2  Cf. W. Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew, vol. 2.  Edinburgh, 1957 p.297, & 

R.T. France, Matthew, Leicester 1985 p 313 for the Rabbinic and 
Augustinian references. 



What dire story might Jesus tell about Palestine today, or the melting ice-
caps, in the hope that they would not come true? 
 

 In these two stories (Luke 16 and the above) a proper 
understanding of the historical and social background and the rhetorical 
function of the story has removed the moral problem, and perhaps turned 
it into a challenge to our contemporary moral assumptions.  Two Old 
Testament examples are not so easily dealt with. 
 

Wife swapping in Genesis! 
 On three occasions in Genesis Abraham, or his son Isaac, passes off 
his wife as his sister, who is then “married” to the king of the land where 
they are sojourning.  (Genesis chs. 12, v10-20, ch.20, ch.26, v6-11) In 
each case God intervenes to protect them all, and the offended king 
protests that such conduct is not proper.  The proffered excuse that Sarah 
(at least) is Abraham’s half sister does not diminish the outrage and (for 
us) raises other moral questions.  It is possible to see these as examples 
of the ethnological situation in which a subservient group is expected to 
give wives to its overlords, along with service, in return for protection (or 
else!) ~ yet there are no other high status women in the patriarchs’ 
followings.  While this perhaps explains the context it does not remove the 
problem, and indeed the patriarchs are criticised from within the story by 
gentiles whose morality turns out to be higher than theirs (cf. Gen. 20 
v11).  If this were just a tribal legend, told by any old group to show how 
clever they were we might laugh and compare it with the Odyssey as a 
story of a successful trickster.  But this is the story of people who are 
supposed to be heroes of faith, blessed by God and a blessing to those 
around them.  Is it good enough to say, Well, God stopped anything 
untoward happening, and it turned out for a blessing all round in the end?  
Perhaps that is how the story itself intended itself to be taken, illustrating 
Gen. 12 v3, but I am uncomfortable with it.  Is it (to refer to the 
“Scripture Union Method” questions) an example to follow, or rather an 
error to avoid in the light of a more developed idea of God’s will?  From a 
21st Cent. ad perspective we may say This is the story of a troubled 
family, yet God could still befriend, support and use them before they 
ever did anything to deserve it (Gen. 15 v6 as understood in Rom.4 v9f), 
~ but I don’t think that is the internal perspective, though it is a truth 
worth bringing out in a sermon.  Rather, I think from within the story the 
narrator brings out the moral critique of what happened.  From his 
perspective, perhaps a thousand years after the event, even Gentiles 
knew that You shall not deal falsely or lie to one another. (Lev. 19 v11).  
The Bible is not a static revelation, in which all verses have equal weight, 
but a developing story.  Later within the long story come the ten 
commandments;  later still comes Jesus, who is integrity personified (John 
1 v17 ~ “truth”.) yet who did not always give a straight answer to loaded 
questions. (Matt. 21 vv23ff, 22 v18ff.)  So these Patriarchal stories open 
up questions about integrity, ~ white lies ~ but do not in themselves give 
the answers.  But how do we deal with awkward and threatening 
situations?  What about those little white lies? 
 
Jephthah’s daughter. 

In Judges ch.11 we encounter the story of the hero Jephthah, who 
vowed to sacrifice to the Lord whoever came to meet him if he returned 



successfully from a battle ~ and his daughter came out first.  This is (to 
us at least) a distressing story, which is gleefully seized on by critics of 
religion (e.g.  R. Dawkins, The God Delusion  London, 2007, p 276)  It is 
ironic that they accept such stories as gospel, but are inclined to doubt 
the veracity of so much else!  It is not a story that I would choose to 
preach on, but it is one which might be raised against us in discussion, 
and which illustrates a moral dilemma for us.  So how are we to 
understand such a story, not as a mere ethnographic record, but within 
holy scripture?  Is any interpretation any more than an awkward attempt 
to wriggle out of a dark or even unholy episode in biblical history?  Is the 
fact that it relates to a very disturbed individual in a time of turmoil on 
Israel’s bronze age border-lands any more than a excuse?  Yes, God can 
work even with very flawed human beings, and to record that history may 
be the purpose of the narrative ~ but I think not.  Again, it is a point 
worth making in a sermon that God does not wait for us to be perfect or 
understand him perfectly before he works with us, but that is not the 
internal logic of the story.  Judges is not a text book in psychoanalysis, 
and even if it were that would not make human sacrifice moral now or 
even then.  

But we should ask why story is there, beyond the simple record of a 
historical event.  We should also see whether there is any internal 
explanation or critique of the event.  Such a critique is not obvious, except 
in Jephthah’s own shocked reaction when he finds the consequences of his 
rash vow which he nevertheless feels bound to honour, and perhaps also 
in the resultant festival which expresses the community’s shock.  It is not 
enough to suggest that this is an aetiological tale, explaining the festival, 
as a previous generation of scholars might have done.  Rather we should 
reverse the question, and ask why such an event might give rise to the 
festival, and go on to ask a sociological question as to what function that 
festival had for old Israel.  I wonder whether it is an account of the last ~ 
or perhaps the only ~ human sacrifice to Yahweh, which provoked such 
shock and so clinched Israel’s rejection of such practices, a rejection 
reinforced by the regular remembrance of the daughter’s lost innocence 
and the father’s lost inheritance ~ such a thing is not done in Israel.  If 
so, that point was subtle, and has not come down explicitly to us in the 
transmitted text of Judges, but it would bring out what I suggested earlier 
that in the bible we are dealing with a developing story of God’s dealings 
with his people ~ which can involve retrogression and dead-ends ~ rather 
than a single text in which every verse has equal weight.  In the light of 
that progression I would contrast Jephthah’s sense that he had made an 
oath which the law insisted he could not disavow, with Jesus’s insistence 
that the law (Sabbath) was made for the benefit of people, not mankind 
for the Sabbath.  (cf. too Matt. 5 vv 21,27, 33, 38, 43)  So also Jesus 
challenged the use of such dedications (Qorban) when basic human 
obligations under the Torah remained outstanding (Mark ch 7 v11f) 

Wider moral questions raised are the value of persons, the 
violability of vows and promises, and the valid expression of worship and 
gratitude.  There are perhaps less controversial texts to use if you want to 
raise these issues for their own sake.  (Num. 30, Deut. 23 vv21ff, Prov. 
20 v25, Psa. 15 v4.) Were such questions in the mind of the author of 
Judges, or for him was Jephthah a true Talib ~ zealous disciple ~ for 
whom everything was right? 



 
“Herem” 
 Another feature of the OT story poses moral problems ~ the 
“herem”, which may be translated “ban” or “dedication”.  This is not the 
same as the Christian concept of “Just War” (nor Islam’s jihad), but was 
an institution in which, in some circumstances, an enemy’s property, and 
sometimes their lives, were to be destroyed rather than taken as booty in 
a war.  Again, if this were simply an ethnographic record we could note it, 
and recognise that there are evidences of something similar in our own 
Nordic heritage.  But this is not simple history;  it is a command of the 
living, loving God!  (e.g. Josh. 6 v21, ch7., Lev. Ch 27 v28ff, I Sam. 15.)   
 We can see the function of such a ruling in the historical flow.  
Israel was in a weak position, gaining and then defending territory against 
larger, powerful and entrenched states or tribes.  The existence and 
preservation of their vision of a single, moral God was dependent on their 
own survival, and their continued adherence to the One God.  The beliefs 
and practices of the defeated peoples, and the idols or charms they left 
behind them, would pose a threat to Israel’s moral and religious integrity.  
Compromise in this would mean dissolution ~ in both the moral and the 
ethnic sense! 
 We can also see how such a ruling would inhibit wars of plunder:  if 
there is to be no booty, there is no incentive for casual raiding.  But I 
doubt if this was a conscious motive for “the ban”. 
 Within the OT narrative another motive does exist;  the Canaanite 
cultures were seen as particularly evil and corrupt ~ and institutionalised 
child sacrifice and temple prostitution are seen as the worst examples of 
this.  (And they are independently demonstrated in the archaeological 
record)  In having invaded Palestine, Israel was conscious of being God’s 
agent of judgment on these abhominations. 
 We, and certainly many of our atheist critics, may well ask whether 
two wrongs ~ two differing inhuman kinds of destruction ~ make a right.  
Such a question is perhaps anachronistic, but is no less valid.  The place 
of the herem as practiced by Joshua within scripture can only be justified 
if it is seen as one stage in a progressive relationship and understanding 
of God’s purposes. 
 But it does pose its own spiritual and moral challenges to the 21st 
century.  How dedicated is our own more peaceable devotion to God?  
How do we defend belief, and Christian belief in particular, in ways which 
do not subvert its tenets?  How do we react to abhominable practices ~ 
does “anything go”, or are we right to take severe measures, whether 
within our nation or across frontiers, to promote a more humane world?  
(“Humanitarian intervention is a good thing, but regime change may not 
be.”  Discuss in the light of recent history!) 
 We might also start from a brief reference to herem ~ if it comes 
up in the lectionary ~ to go on to contrast it with “Just War”, which is a 
teaching which restrains both the will to war, and conduct within it. 
 
Paul, the proto-feminist! (footnote 14) 
 In referring to Ephesians 5 v21ff I called Paul a proto-feminist.  I 
confess that my tongue is in my cheek at this point, though I do believe 
that we are wrong if we dismiss Paul as a misogynist.  He was living in 



two cultures which (at least on the surface) undervalued the contribution 
of women.  Thus, I suggest, for him to say that everyone should sub-
ordinate themselves to each other was in itself a somewhat radical 
alternative.  As a dependent clause he gives women’s junior role within a 
marriage as an example (the sentence break in RSV here flies in the face 
of the grammar in the best texts!).  On hearing this the men would be on 
the edge of their seats, cheering.  You tell ’em, Paul.  (Read Paul’s letters 
as if he was preaching to you.  That’s surely how he imagined them as he 
dictated them.)  He’s got them where he wants them, on side.  OK, he 
says, and hits them between the eyes, if that’s what you men want, here’s 
how you should treat your wives;  not as near-servants or chattels, but 
with all the self-sacrifice and caring love which Christ showed to you all, 
as his “bride”.  This probably does not fit entirely within a modern feminist 
agenda, but it is a fair step down that road when compared to Jewish or 
Hellenistic society. 


