
Well, I was sorely tempted to choose different readings from the ones 

that were set for today and I’m thinking particularly of the first one, 

from Exodus, in which God kills all the firstborn children – and 

animals – of Egypt in order to break the evil Pharoah’s will once and 

for all and to force him to ‘let my people go’.  

Now as some of you will remember, I talked about this passage a few 

weeks ago, giving it as an example of why, for me, taking everything 

in the Bible as, as it were, Gospel Truth simply doesn’t work. You 

know, if you do that, you end up having to defend all sorts of 

indefensible things; but for me, murdering innocent children is so 

obviously wrong that it kind of annoys me that I have to justify my 

more liberal position. You know, I’m the heretic because I refuse to 

believe that the God and father of Jesus Christ isn’t in the baby-killing 

business?! Surely it’s suggesting otherwise that’s problematic…? 

Anyway, this passage was set for Maunday Thursday as well but I 

chose to use another reading on that occasion and, as I said, I was 

going to go with something else today too but then I thought, well, it’s 

there, I might as well tackle it – again! – cos in a way, how we deal 

(or don’t deal) with these difficult parts of Scripture reveals a lot 

about what we think the Bible is and more importantly who we think 

God is...  

 So, my dear friend Terry Donovan who many of you will know from 

Wye , he once said (and he’s given me his blessing to share this with 

you) that he doesn’t really understand why we still read the Old 



Testament in church given that so much of it is, not just bizarre, but, 

like this passage, positively barbaric. And he suggested that we 

simply get rid of it. And I think he raised this in the context of a 

discussion about why so many people don’t want to come to church 

these days and how we can make Christian faith more appealing.  

And clearly if, let’s say, a young family, who’d never really been to 

church before thought they’d give it a go and came in – and I’m 

assuming the lockdown’s over now – and they heard today’s reading 

(‘And so God killed all the babies’) and us happily replying ‘Thanks 

be to God’ at the end, well they’d think we were crazy, wouldn’t 

they?! Or worse. They’d certainly think twice about leaving their kids 

in Sunday school! 

So, I can see where Terry was coming from. And I’ve said something 

similar to my own children. When he was about 10, Arun asked me if 

everything in the Bible was true. Now if an adult had asked me that, I 

might have said ‘Well, it depends what you mean by true. Are 

Aesop’s fables true? Not literally, clearly, but there’s a lot of truth and 

wisdom in them…’ But I thought that was a bit too sophisticated for 

someone who was still at primary school! So, wanting to keep it 

simple and answer with integrity I said ‘Well, obviously I believe that 

most of it is but not all of it, no’. To which his reply was ‘Okay, but 

how are we supposed to know which bits are true and which aren’t?’ 

which was a very astute question for a young man to ask and in fact 

Arun’s doing an A-level in Philosophy now… 



Anyway, I said ‘Well, I spent three years at theological college trying 

to work that out, Arun, and it’s not really this simple but broadly 

speaking, if it’s in the Old Testament, it’s probably not true and if it’s 

in the New Testament it probably is!’ 

Now, as I said, that’s a massive oversimplification and I’m afraid I 

don’t agree with Terry’s proposal that we should just get rid of the 

Old Testament. Sorry, Terry. But that was the position of Marcion of 

Sinope who was condemned as a heretic and excommunicated in the 

mid-fourth century – although he went even further and suggested 

that the Jews were actually worshipping a different god to Christians. 

Which is not just heretical but anti-semitic. And the fact is, there’s 

some pretty unpleasant stuff in the New Testament too – I don’t know 

if you’ve read the book of Revelation recently?! Plus many of my 

favourite bits of the Bible are in the Old Testament: I’m thinking 

particularly of the story of Moses and the burning bush and there’s no 

doubt in my mind that that’s describing the same God that I know and 

love. So what do we do with the Old Testament…? 

Well, when I started going to AA meetings nearly 32 years ago – 

 and in fact it’ll be my ‘spiritual birthday’ on 26th April but no need to 

send me a card or anything – but people told me to ‘Take what I 

wanted and leave the rest’. Meaning to focus on what was helpful and 

ignore anything that wasn’t. And I did. But that’s pretty much what I 

do with Scripture too…  



Now I’m aware that I could be ‘shot by both sides’ for saying that; so 

fundamentalists could accuse me of ‘picking and choosing’ and 

putting my own judgement above God’s and if God killed a bunch of 

babies, well, He must have had his reasons! People have literally said 

that to me, including one of my lecturers at theological college. 

 Meanwhile, more radical theologians might say that a passage like 

the one we read today is so irredeemably toxic that nothing good can 

be gleaned from it other than a lesson about how easily human beings 

can project their own sinful desires onto God. I argued as much in a 

paper I wrote as part of my M.A.  

But ten years later, I think I can be more… relaxed about it. Yes, it’s 

still important to stress that of course God didn’t kill those babies – 

especially to the children in our Sunday schools – and that that was 

just what people (wrongly) thought at the time, just as Christians 

happily burned so-called heretics as recently as 400 years ago. But 

once we’ve established that, we can, I think, ask ‘So does this passage 

tell us anything more helpful about our ancestors’ understanding of 

God which might be relevant to us today…?’ 

Well, clearly, the story was intended to be comforting for the 

Israelites: Don’t worry, God is going to deal with your enemies, the 

people who have enslaved and oppressed you but you will be OK. 

And that image of the angel of death ‘passing over’ has been one 

that’s gone through my mind several times in the last few weeks as 

we’ve faced our own fearsome plague… 



As many of you know, I go running every other day and a couple of 

times as I’ve looked over Wye and the surrounding area from the top 

of the crown or White Hill, I’ve wanted to pray that the particular 

angel of death called Covid 19 that’s killed over 15,000 people in this 

country already will pass us by. And I kind of have. But then what’s 

so special about Wye, Brook and Boughton Aluph? Do I not care 

about people in Godmersham and Crundale too? Of course I do but 

then why stop at East Kent? Or England? I don’t want anyone to die 

and if it was in my power, I’d daub that protective blood over every 

door frame in the world… 

And of course there is no… talisman that can protect us from this 

invisible but very real evil and the solution to it is clearly medical not 

magical. And yet we’re going to pray about it anyway – what else can 

we do? But we pray for everyone not just our own tribe… 

Meanwhile, it’s equally natural and reasonable to give thanks for 

everything that God has done in our lives, particularly for the ways in 

which He’s set us free. That’s what the Jews were doing – and still do 

today – in the Passover festival and, as I said, a week from today, I’ll 

be celebrating the fact that God helped me to break free from the 

chains of alcoholism and drug addiction 32 years ago and has led me 

on a healing journey which is still very much a work in progress ever 

since. Normally, on the anniversary of that key moment in my life, I’d 

go to a 12-step meeting or into one of the local treatment centres to 

share my story with people who are just starting out on that journey 



but this year I can’t for obvious reasons so I’m thinking of doing it 

online instead, via this medium, so if you’d like to hear more about 

that, tune in next Sunday evening at 7.30. On my personal Facebook 

page not this but meanwhile, why not take a moment to think about 

what God’s done in your life; situations he’s brought you through or 

helped you in; ways that he’s helped you to change. Or maybe you 

need that help, that breakthrough, now. I’m sure we all do in one way 

or another so let’s just sit quietly for a moment, trying to become 

aware of God with us and then I’ll lead us in prayer… 

 


