
David Matthews’ talk for the Second Sunday in Advent. 
 
John the Baptist was the last of a long succession of prophets – though there had been a considerable 
pause since the previous one. That was Malachi who had been on the scene fully 400 years previously. 
The Old Testament (OT) ends with his dire warning:  
 
See, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreaded day of the Lord.  He 
will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers, lest I 
come and strike the earth with a curse. (Malachi 4: 5-6) 
 
John was in the mould of the OT prophets. The general nature of what they had to say (and this 
usually had a bit of an edge or a rant), went something like this:  

1. What is going on now is an absolute disgrace! 
2. God is certainly not pleased – to say the least! 
3. There are loads of troubles ahead right up to and including damnation. 

 
That’s what I call the ‘The Reduced Old Testament from Jeremiah to The End’. There are some 
interesting exceptions, of course, but the summary will do for the present! 
 
The OT prophetic statements usually had those three elements – the moral assessment of what is 
going on now, a summary of how of God feels about this, and a view of the future based on what your 
response is right now. John the Baptist’s ministry was in the same mould. We read in the Gospels of 
his message. It was uncompromising in its view. Matthew’s Gospel reports John as saying “O 
generation of vipers, who has warned you to escape from the wrath to come?  Therefore, bear fruit 
worthy of repentance, and do not think to say within yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for 
I say to you that God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham. Even now the axe is 
put to the tree roots. Therefore, every tree which does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into 
the fire.” (Matthew 3: 9-10) So again the message: an absolute disgrace; God is not pleased; loads of 
trouble ahead. Things could not continue like this in people’s lives and repentance was necessary. Or 
the apocalypse awaits!  
 
Many years ago, when I did my exams for local preaching, in the days when we had old-fashioned 
three-hour papers, one of the questions asked me to write an essay on Apocalyptic views in the Bible. 
I didn’t answer that question then, and I think I still wouldn’t! The Apocalypse raised its head again a 
couple of years back when I went to the shops to buy fireworks for our annual bonfire party for the 
young people of the Church. I saw one labelled ‘Apocalypse’. “Good grief,” I asked the assistant, “what 
does this one do?” “Just about everything” he replied. I didn’t buy it. Though looking online I see it is 
still available! 



Much of what I do in medicine and in science is about risk. A paper of mine in The Lancet last year 
discussed Hazard Ratios in detail. You get preventative treatment today because of the assessment of 
future risk. You treat high cholesterol or blood pressure to stop bad things happening in the future. 
Every day we hear and debate about the risk from COVID. And we listen to the weather forecast to 
hear about the risk of rain or snow and so on.  
 
 I was pleased to see a weather forecast in The Times some years back which was this: 

 
 The General Situation covers all bases most elegantly:  
 
Most of the country will see outbreaks of rain at some point during the day. Otherwise dry and bright. 
 
I thought I could use something similar in my diabetes clinic: “If you don’t stop smoking at once you 
will have a huge heart attack later on – otherwise you’ll remain perfectly well”  
 
So if we want to change our behaviour or others’ behaviour or, indeed, the world’s behaviour, one 
approach is the risk approach. Don’t risk God making new children of Abraham out of stones. Don’t 
risk being thrown into the fire. You need to change your behaviour because the apocalypse is just 
around the corner. Or is it? This is the first problem with this approach – there’s no certainty. 
 
The second problem is by how much do you want my behaviour or attitude to change?  Does 
repentance invovle turning your life right around. Many of us remember Margaret Thatcher’s famous 
phrase – ‘You turn if you want to – the Lady’s not for Turning’.  
 



The prophets’ message and that of John the Baptist was an appeal to U-turn in your life. Change 
direction! On one holiday when I was in my teens my elder brother was driving the family car and my 
father was map reading. My father told John (my brother) to turn left at the next junction – we were 
incidentally well out in the countryside. However at the next junction the road both slanted lefts, or 
one could take an acute left turn. My brother took the slanting left – the wrong decision. My father 
then said, in some exasperation, that when he said ‘left’ he meant ‘left’. (The chemistry which runs 
between map-readers and drivers deserves more research.) “Now,” said my father consulting the map 
again, “at the very next opportunity take a left turn”. Five seconds later there was a squeal of brakes 
and my brother turned left through a farm gate into a large field, where we bumped along for a while 
until we stopped at a slight angle in a rut. There was a brief silence followed by a burst of laughter 
from us all. 
I tell you this story because not all turning is helpful, especially if you really don’t know where you are 
going. Just turning off the road - just changing - is no good. You have got to know the right direction. 
Sometimes the direction might be easy to see, but often it isn’t because most of our behaviour 
individually is not an absolute disgrace. More often it’s just a mishmash of human frailty, of small 
jealousies, of unintentional self-centeredness, and of things over which we have little control - of 
weakness, of depression, of misery, and feeling rather small inside.  
 
Let us turn then to what the coming of Jesus really meant, and why Jesus was not just the next in line 
of the prophets after John the Baptist. The teaching of Jesus turned out to be fundamentally different 
from the prophets. The first difference is that it does not start in condemnation – rather it starts in 
forgiveness, acceptance and blessing. It doesn’t start in your past; it starts in your present. The 
kingdom of God is among you. It is here, right now.  
 
The second difference is that Jesus told very few people exactly what to do – instead he told them 
stories about the way that God is – he used pictures to teach people to make up their own mind. Make 
up your own mind, lawyer, about who is your neighbour; make up your own mind, Zacchaeus, about 
what you’ll do about your life. Work it out for yourself. What are you going to do?  
 
And pictures often turn out to be a powerful way of changing behaviour – better than wordy solutions. 
The police wrote to a man saying he had been caught speeding by a road-side camera. The fine was 
£100. He didn’t pay.  Where was the evidence, he asked?   The police sent him a photo of his car 
passing the speed marks on the road: 

 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

He paid! 
 
Jesus didn’t issue a list of rules. He spoke in pictures about the nature of God.  Even when John the 
Baptist was in prison and sent his disciples to Jesus to ask him if he was really the Messiah, Jesus did 
not answer directly. He simply replied to the messengers, "Go back and report to John what you have 
seen and heard: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf 
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hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor”. Look, says Jesus, make up your 
mind on the evidence of your own eyes! The kingdom of God is unfolding in front of you, not in wrath 
and judgement and punishment but in acts of healing and compassion and restoration.  
 
It's not that the nature of God has changed in the 400 years since Malachi’s thunderings – or indeed 
since the first chapter of Genesis – but that Jesus has once and for all changed our perception of who 
God is. And the big difference is that Jesus has taken away the fear. Jesus embodies, literally, a God 
who loves his world so much that he chooses to share our human experience and transfigure it with 
his joy and his forgiveness and his suffering. The change of perspective is striking: 
 

 
The season of Advent reminds us all over again that the God we worship is not a remote authoritarian 
figure, dispensing justice from a distant heaven, but a companion God who comes in love to walk 
alongside us. It’s up to us to confirm or reset our direction of travel so that we can walk with Him.  
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