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Introduction – Switcheroos 

a change, reversal, or exchange, especially a surprising or deceptive one. (Merriam-Webster) 

We Need A Map For This – Look Around 

“6 The land by the sea will become pastures having wells for shepherds and pens for flocks. 7 That 
land will belong to the remnant of the people of Judah; there they will find pasture. In the evening 
they will lie down in the houses of Ashkelon. The Lord their God will care for them; he will restore 
their fortunes.” (Zephaniah 2:6-7). (Philistia) 

Therefore, as surely as I live,” declares the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, “surely Moab will 

become like Sodom, the Ammonites like Gomorrah — a place of weeds and salt pits, a wasteland 

forever. The remnant of my people will plunder them; the survivors of my nation will inherit their 
land.” (v. 9 Moab & Ammon) 

“You Cushites, too, will be slain by my sword.” (v 12 Cush/Kush) 

“I am the one! And there is none besides me.” (v15) Assyria 

The Switcheroo – It’s You! 

1 Woe to the city of oppressors, rebellious and defiled! 2 She obeys no one, she accepts no correction. 
She does not trust in the Lord, she does not draw near to her God. (Zephaniah 3:1-2) 

2 For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be 
measured to you. 

3 “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank 

in your own eye? 4 How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all 
the time there is a plank in your own eye? (Matthew 7:2-4) 

The Surrounding Countries in the Time of COVID-19 

Conclusion – Two Things (Recognize & Respond) 

1st Recognize Our Plank 

“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast 
and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’ (Luke 18:13) 

2nd Respond in Grace 
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 I love movies, plays, and books that have some element of a switcheroo in them. Just in case you 

don’t know what a switcheroo is I will define it for you. It is a 

 It is the moment when you think you have the plot completely figured out and you are “tracking” 

with what the author is saying and suddenly a twist happens that makes you realize what you thought the 

author’s point was is not actually what the point was at all. Several of Alfred Hitchcock’s movies are great 

examples of this. Take his classic horror movie psycho. If you have ever watched the movie then you know 

that you spend 4/5sw of the movie moving toward a belief that Norman’s mother is the villain of the 

movie only then to discover that it was a deranged Norman the entire time. By the way I don’t think 

revealing the twist on a 60 year old movie counts as a spoiler so if you text me saying that I have ruined the 

movie for you then I am merely going to laugh and feel no sympathy for you. 

 
1 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/switcheroo  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/switcheroo
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 There are plenty of examples of switcheroos in the arts. From con-movies to thriller books. We 

love being tricked, well at least until the trick is to get us to rethink our presuppositions concerning our 

faith and position with God. At least in scripture it seems to be that people don’t often respond well to 

switcheroos. For you see this tactic is used pretty often in scripture. Jesus used it very effectively in some of 

His parable of the Good Samaritan uses a little bit of this technique. “You want to know who is your 

neighbor? Let me tell you a story of being a good neighbor instead” If you look with clear eyes you will 

every now and then read something in scripture and do a spit take because you realize that the author of 

whatever you are reading lead his audience down one path only to suddenly switch it on them and make 

them look at themselves instead. 

 Today’s passage uses some switcheroo to get the author’s audience’s attention. Let look at what 

Zephaniah wrote. 

 For this we are going to need a map of the Judah of the Ancient Near East in which Zephaniah 

was preaching. It doesn’t have to be a great map so I am going to just draw a very basic map here so we can 

talk about it.  
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 First let’s draw out a rough outline of where Judah 

was in relation to a few landmarks. Here is the sea of Galilee 

the Jordan river and the Dead Sea. Next let’s draw out the 

outline of the Great Sea, the Mediterranean Sea, and dead sea 

and its bays that form the Sinai Peninsula and the Nile River. 

Hopefully this is beginning to look like a terrain that you 

recognize as what we call the Middle East now and refer to as 

the Ancient Near East for that time period. Judah would have 

been located on the Eastern edge of the Dead sea and leading 

Southwest of it.  

 Now let’s look at the people on who Zephaniah pronounces God’s judgment. He begins with 

judgment against Philistia the land of the Philistines. You are possibly very familiar with the hatred 

between the Philistines and the people of God. Afterall it was from a battle with the Philistines that we 

have the story of David & Goliath. They would have been located between Judah and the Great Sea. God 

says to the Philistines by the sea:  

Next comes Moab and Ammon declaring that because of the manner in which they have treated 

His people they will be as Sodom and Gomorrah. Ammon is going to be located on the Northeastern side 

of the Dead Sea and Moab would have been located on the Southeastern side of the Dead Sea. Both would 

have been neighbors across the sea from Judah.  
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 Next is a judgment of just one line.  

This is the region that we know as Ethiopia. So South of Judah located beneath and beside Egypt.  

 The next in line is the great empire of Assyria. A kingdom that said to herself  

She will be reduced to ruin because of the manner in which she has treated the peoples of the world.  

 If we were meeting together now is the time that I would ask if there is anything that stands out to 

you about the position of these nations. Since we aren’t together I will fill in for you and just go ahead and 

say what I believe stands out. The prophet has just declared God’s judgment upon the nations surrounding 

Judah and as we are about to discover it is a trick.  

 I can only imagine how the people would have been responding to Zephaniah’s message at this 

point. I suspect that they excitement had built up. Of course, God was going to judge their nations around 

them. Obviously, Judah was holy and they were evil. They deserve judgment and it is about time that God 

is getting to it and enacting the punishment on them that these surrounding nations so richly deserve. I 

picture them beginning to smile and cheer as they hear and read all this condemnation of evil going on 

around them. That’s when the switcheroo happens because all that has been happening is that the prophet 

has just been lining up their attention for his real target. 

 And his real target is their own evil. Zephaniah writes the following: 
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 Who is the target he was aiming at. Oh just the city of oppressors who does not trust in the Lord. 

In other words, Jerusalem. This is the spit take moment of Zephaniah’s prophecy. The entire time his 

audience thought he was just pointed out the evil of their neighbors, not realizing that he was using the evil 

that the recognizes in others to amplify their own evil. Their neighbors are bad but who is it that doesn’t 

trust in the Lord? It is them. The neighbors have done evil but who fails to draw near to the Lord. It is her. 

They may have been surrounded by oppressors but the city of oppressors is Jerusalem herself. 

 In the church world this is the moment that you are sitting there thinking “so-so really needs to 

hear this message” and then you realize that the preacher just ended the message by saying he was talking 

about you the entire time. People love to think “someone else should hear this message”. We avoid looking 

at our own sins because it takes courgage to do so. It doesn’t take courage to highlight someone else’s sins. 

In fact, in our world it prompts us if we point out someone else’s sins. “You aren’t as holy or pure as I am” 

This isn’t just a church thing. People all throughout the world do it. “I am more faithful to our cause than 

you are.” We have these purity circles develops where the way you improve in standing is by others 

shrinking. 

 That is why it takes courage to look at our own sins. Courage always implies “in spite of”. The 

soldier does her duty in spite of the physical danger she may face. The nurse does his duty in spite of the 

risk of the virus.  

 The world’s economy is that whatever you have limits me, but God’s economy isn’t like that. 

That’s why it is courageous to recognize our own sin and extend grace to the other. It is courageous to 

accept that in spite of how unacceptable we may feel God has accepted us and to recognize that the same is 

true for the other around us and treat them in that manner. 

I think of this as similar to Jesus’s statement regarding the planks in our own eyes. Let’s look at 

that passage for a second. 
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 In this passage Jesus talks about our tendency to judge others. If you are honest with yourself I 

believe you will recognize that many of us have a tendency to relish pointing in the evil and wrong that 

others do, all while turning a blind eye to our own wickedness and sin. “Can you believe they did that” or 

“I can’t believe they said that.” But noticed Jesus didn’t say that we shouldn’t judge evil or point out when 

others do wrong. He did it, but he did it with humility. There are times where we need to point out evil 

and sin. But we always have to do it with an extreme humility always worried about our own sin that seems 

to stand out as a 4x4” piece of lumber when compared in our own minds to the speck of dust that the 

other person’s sin. The problem is that we often overexaggerate both the other person’s sin and our own 

righteousness. 

 I feel like I have mentioned this but one of my greatest fears from our current crisis is a greater fear 

of the other. We already have this in our society. We have our groups that we belong to. Tribalism is 

rampant. We trust those who are like us, who hold roughly the same views as we do, live in the same 

neighborhoods, and eat the same food as we do. Obviously, those that are like us are right and those who 

are different from us aren’t just wrong but actually a threat. This is nothing new. 

 But our current crisis seems to not just be revealing the extreme hold that this view has in our lives 

but actually amplifying its affects. The views of the other person aren’t just annoying to us now but we 

view them as actually dangerous. We blame the danger of the virus not on the fact that it is a novel virus 

that our immune systems has no experience with and thus no ability to fight it, but instead the danger is 

the way other people live and think. Since they are the danger, we justify ourselves in the way we treat 



9 
 

them. We see the differences in people who live half a world away and the differences in people who live in 

our own neighborhoods as proof that they somehow are a threat. We cheer when someone points out the 

speck of wrong that another group has down because we have trained ourselves very effectively to carefully 

avoid the log of our own sin.  

 We do this same thing with those in our own house, though maybe not to the same extreme. We 

are obviously the one that is right and they are obviously the one that is wrong. “I put the fork in the 

dishwasher with the tongs facing down and obviously that is the correct manner, therefore you must be 

doing it wrong.” “What do you mean that you put the toilet paper roll in the dispenser with the paper 

coming off the bottom rather than the top?” Okay well maybe that one really is wrong.  

  The people of God were all for condemning the sin of those nations around them but they did not 

realize that God was concerned with their sin. Confronting their own sin was more difficult than 

condemning the sin of the people who lived near them.

 So what do we do with this? How do we respond to Zephaniah being God’s voice to condemn the 

evil of His own people when they wanted Him to just respond to the evil of their neighbors? I think we 

need to do two things: 

1st Recognize Our Plank 
 I believe the first thing we need to do is to have a constant awareness of our own need of grace. I 

don’t mean by this that we beat ourselves up. That doesn’t glorify God. God forgives us our inequities and 

that forgiveness is more than enough for us. Yet still when we approach someone else when they have done 

wrong, and we do need to do this, we always need to approach them with the recognition that we too like 

the tax collector in Jesus’s example of prayer need to pray for God’s mercy. 
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 Again this doesn’t mean that we don’t reproach evil. There is genuine sin and injustice in the world 

that we should confront. To turn a blind eye to it would be wrong. Zephaniah pronounced judgment on 

the neighbors of Judah as well as Judah. We must always approach another’s sin with the overwhelming 

knowledge of our own need of God’s grace. A knowledge that causes our sin to look like a plank to us 

when compared to our neighbor’s sin. 

2nd Respond in Grace 
 Secondly I believe that we need to respond in grace and mercy both to our neighbor’s sin and our 

own. We should give unmerited forgiveness to our neighbors and our ourselves, and we should forgo the 

punishment that both they and we deserve for our evil. In other words, we should respond as Christ does 

both to our neighbor and ourselves. I bring up ourselves here because in trying to extend grace to your 

neighbor you are probably going to find that it is difficult and you don’t do a good job of it. As I 

mentioned earlier we tend to over exaggerate our neighbor’s sin and our own righteousness. As messed up 

as this is we have had years of practice in it. We need God’s grace to overcome this tendency. It is difficult 

for us to accept that God accepts us because deep down we know how unacceptable we are. Yet God’s 

grace accepts us. When we can trust and accept that we no longer need to make oter less than for us to 

have value then we will no longer compare ourselves with others. Then we will view them as people whom 

God can and does accept too. We need God’s grace to see our neighbor and ourselves as He sees them and 

us. The great news is that our God is a grace giving God. 


