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Introduction 
 
 It wasn’t supposed to be this way.  These were men of faith after all.  But 

now the sky was pitch dark, the winds were howling and the seas were filling 

the boat.  Men who had such potential and promise were soon to be lost in just 

an average earthly storm.  These men had seen Jesus.  They knew the Messiah 

of the Ages who had in their presence healed the sick, fixed the maimed, 

touched the leper, cursed the demon and even raised the dead.  They knew him 

so well that he was right there asleep by them.  What went through the minds 

of these men as they weighed the teachings of the Master with the fate that was 

besetting them in this storm?  Sure they trusted Jesus but the biting wind was 

driving the rain into their eyes; their bodies were soaked by the drowning 

waves of the dark seas that would soon envelope them.  How many of them 

filled their minds with the memories of loved ones as they prepared to witness 

their own ends?  Finally, one of the men touched Jesus.  As he awakened, they 

cried out, “Don’t you care that we are perishing?”  Jesus had taught them 

earlier that God saw the sparrow before it fell and God was aware of the flower 

in the field.  But it sure didn’t feel like God was aware or in control of this 

crisis.  Jesus rose up and spoke to the wind and the seas.  Total calm ensued.  

God did care.  God did control.  There was hope. 

 There are many today who in the same way cry out, “It wasn’t supposed 

to be this way.”  These are men and women of faith after all.  Yet now the night 

has become so dark, the storms have entered the heart and hope is gone.  

These people are acquainted with Jesus.  They know the doctrines and the 
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commands.  But the message heard in the beautiful cathedrals and the 

whispers of love from the Christian mother to her child don’t always translate 

well to real life crises.  Too often these poor, lost souls look out of the boat and 

see only the reflection of their own hopelessness while it feels like the Master is 

right next to them sleeping unaware.  First the confidence begins to waver.  

Perhaps prayer is no longer a habit and church no longer takes a priority.  

Later doubt and despair grow until all that is left of life is a hardened shell. Yes 

the remnants of faith remain, but instead of a vibrant, breathing life of a soul 

all that is left is a hollow, empty case of what used to be there.  Of what could 

have been there. 

 After calming the storm Jesus turned to his Apostles and rebuked them 

for their lack of faith.  They then continued in their study with Jesus to become 

the men that God had planned for them to become.  We must realize today that 

there is hope for us as well.  The doctrine of hope is not discussed much in 

today’s churches but it is vital to Christian living.  When is the last time you 

read a book or heard a sermon on the hope Christians must possess?  Paul 

speaks of the triad of Christianity in First Corinthians as being faith, hope and 

love.  While love is the greatest of these and while faith is necessary, hope must 

not be neglected.  An old saying is, “As long as there is life, there is hope.”  I 

often remind myself of this when I see someone who is physically sick.  As their 

life ebbs away, I tell myself as long as there is life there is hope.  It is amazing 

to see how close some come to death and then how they recover once again to 

live many more years.  But life is more than just breathing.  The things of life 
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must contain more than just physical possessions.  Life is the substance of 

what we hope for.  In fact we can turn the saying around to say where there is 

hope, there is life.  I have seen cancer patients who have very little life in them 

physically who instead are much more alive than the rest of us because of the 

passion and hope that their heart contains.  The martyrs we read of in the 

Scriptures experienced fullness of life even as they died because of the hope 

which dwelt in them.  Life is so much more than the drudgery of morning, noon 

and night, of our daily jobs and responsibilities.  True life is the true hope that 

dwells within each of us in Christ.  As a matter of fact, the whole of the Bible 

can be recounted as a story of hope.  From the failures of Adam and Eve and 

all of their seed through the Ages, we see the counter balance of God’s grace 

and mercy continuously all the way to the Revelation where we see perfection 

and wholeness complete.  It is the fulfillment of our spiritual hope.  It is truly a 

reason to live in Christ. 

 As hope is contemplated, we must remember that hope can be viewed 

both objectively and subjectively.  Objectively considered, hope is the ultimate 

promise that God has given to each one of us.  That is, we each have the 

guarantee through Christ that all things work for the good of those who love 

God.  We have the promise of salvation when we live obediently.  These 

promises give us the hope we need to continue in life when things seem so dark 

and destructive.  Subjectively, hope is the looking forward to the fulfillment of 

the promise.  It is the day to day relief from the struggle we endure.  We have 

been given hope as we endure daily temptations.  We have hope as we endure 
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the process of aging.  We have hope as we pray for those who struggle around 

us.  This hope gives us life. 

 Hope is a powerful tool in the Christian’s arsenal.  To be used properly, it 

must constantly be sought out.  Paul speaks of our hope several times through 

the Book of Romans as he speaks of Abraham’s journey of faith.  Abraham left 

his homeland and lived as a pilgrim because of his faith in the God of Hope.  

His hope for a homeland and for a son caused him to take a journey that would 

change him and the world.  Romans 8:24-25 reminds us that while hope is not 

seen, it gives us the ability to patiently endure because of our trust in God’s 

promises.  Romans 15:13 informs us that the God of all hope fills us with joy 

and peace in believing so that we may abound in hope.  Just as Abraham gave 

up everything in order to place his trust in God, so also we are called to 

surrender our lives and completely rely on God to see us through.  This hope 

must take a tangible form in our daily lives.  It is not enough to say one 

believes if his life is not truly changed by his faith.  Much like the small boy 

who only wades in the shallow end of the swimming pool, many Christians do 

not experience the true substance in life because they are afraid of the 

implications of living by faith.  They will only go as far as their feet will touch.  

Therefore, they are not allowing themselves to experience the true fulfillment of 

what it means to trust in God.  For life to truly be lived, we must rely on hope.  

We must continuously press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call 

in Christ Jesus. 
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 This sort of hope does not grow naturally or automatically in the 

Christian’s life.  It must be nourished so that it can grow.  As we continue in 

prayer and experience in the Christian life we will see the role hope plays in our 

lives.  As we study God’s word and see the way God has blessed his people, we 

are encouraged to grow in our hope as well.  As we study Samson, the 

womanizer who finally realized that true strength is found in our weakness, or 

Leah, who found relevance in seeking God first, or Samuel, who endured a 

difficult environment, or many others, we see that there is hope for each one of 

us today as well.  Our God has begotten us to a living hope, to an inheritance 

that is imperishable.  Whatever your situation may be, there is hope. 

 This hope is essential to Christian living today.  Far too many around us 

are living as Paul says, “As those who have no hope.” 1 Thessalonians 4:13.  A 

person with no hope is dangerous to themselves and to others.  A true 

understanding and living of hope gives us the perspective needed to survive 

and thrive in this difficult world.  This hope gives us purpose.  Rather than 

living as an animal that feeds only on its own desires and whims, we can now 

see that there is a greater purpose and a greater life that lies ahead for those 

who love the Lord.  No temptation, no problem, no relationship can keep the 

Christian away from the Lord when that Christian has hope.  This hope gives 

us our very reason to live.  There is no reason for you to stay in the dark boat 

on those difficult waters.  God has given you a better life and a better way to 

live.  As Christians, we have the promises and power of God.  We have an 

escape from the darkness that surrounds so many.  Let’s study together as we 
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explore the possibility and the way for us to have hope.  Welcome to the family 

of hope. 
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Joseph: Hope When Nothing Goes Right 

Some call it Murphy’s Law while others just call it life. The day the 

warranty goes out on your air conditioner, it breaks down and you have to pay 

hundreds of dollars to the repairman. And of course the month your car 

warranty is finished, the transmission goes out. I like to call this the “Charlie 

Brown” syndrome. In the old Peanuts cartoon Lucy would offer to hold the 

football for Charlie to kick it. Of course the hundreds of times before Lucy had 

held the ball for him, she pulled it away from him at the last second, 

humiliating him in front of everyone else. But this time Lucy convinces Charlie 

Brown it would be different. She is now a changed girl who understands the 

hardships of life and who has changed for the better. Because of Charlie 

Brown’s kindness and faith, he believes her. So Lucy holds the ball and Charlie 

runs with all of his might to kick the field goal. At the last second Lucy pulls 

away the ball only for Charlie Brown to fall down and be taunted by everyone 

who is watching. We all hear the crowd say in unison “What a blockhead.” 

Many people feel like this cartoon character in their own lives. For some, it is a 

devastating illness. Just when everything seems to be going well, the doctor 

tells us that our lives must now undergo a huge transformation. For others it is 

a terrible family problem. Perhaps it is a divorce, perhaps it is the actions of 

our parents or children that bring embarrassment or guilt to our lives. Others 

feel this way spiritually. They are trying as hard as they can to be faithful to 

God, but then something happens to them that robs them of their hard work 



9 

 

and discipleship. We find ourselves saying, “God, if this just hadn’t happened 

to me.” It is easy to blame God and tell him that he is not doing things right. 

Even the Apostle Paul had this feeling. Three times he prayed to God to remove 

his thorn in the flesh. The answer he received was not what he was looking for. 

He heard instead, “My grace is sufficient for you for my strength is shown 

through your weakness.” 2 Corinthians 12:9. Paul went on to become the great 

Apostle of the Gentiles, but oftentimes when we today endure similar things we 

feel like giving up our hope. It’s hard to keep fighting when you always seem to 

be losing ground. It’s hard to keep the faith when the battle is constantly 

raging around you. Do you ever face the temptation of giving up your hope; of 

throwing in the towel? Have you worked hard and found nothing but failure? If 

you have, then you need to become familiar with Joseph. As we look at his life, 

it is easy to divide it into the four sections of his spiritual maturity. 

 The first section is the “I don’t even know I’m ignorant” stage of his life. 

Its one thing to be ignorant of the ways of the world, but its quite another to be 

so naïve that you think you know everything when in fact you don’t. I really 

enjoyed life as a teenager. I felt that I knew exactly how to do anything and 

everything. I knew how my parents should act and was convinced it was just a 

matter of time until I had the best house, car and wife. Well, the wife part 

worked out right, but money and time constraints have held my plans back on 

the other parts. Joseph’s life was similar in that he was a young person who 

already knew how everything worked, at least in his own mind. As we read of 

him in Genesis 37:1-6, we see the family dynamic he was born into. He was the 
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first child of his father Jacob’s favorite wife. That family conflict was present is 

seen in the names of the children. Leah, the other wife of the family, named her 

children with names such as Reuben (meaning maybe now my husband will 

love me) and Gad (maybe this troop of children will win my husband’s love). 

These brothers obviously grew up seeing that their mother was not appreciated 

and loved by their father as Rachael, Joseph’s mother, was. As if this problem 

was not evident enough, in Genesis 37:3 we see that Joseph was given a 

special coat by his father. This coat of many colors symbolized the promise 

given the forefathers of a seed that would produce many nations. Each of his 

jealous brothers could see how the majority of the inheritance would go to this 

smarmy boy because he was the first born of the favorite wife. Beyond this, 

Joseph began to have visions of what his life would be in the future. It wasn’t 

wrong to have these visions, but Joseph seems to have really enjoyed telling his 

brothers about how in his visions of the sheaves and stars, everything 

conveniently bowed down to him. Finally one day as Joseph was sent by his 

father to once again check on his older brothers to make sure what they were 

doing was right, the older brothers in a jealous rage threw Joseph into a dry 

well and began to plan on good ways to murder him. The chosen one was now 

apart from his father who had always coddled and doted on him. He was now 

helpless. 

 The brothers decided to let someone else kill Joseph. They sold him into 

slavery and went home with a concocted story for their father. Joseph now 

started the second phase of his life: Now I Know My Ignorance, Genesis 39:1-
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40:23. Joseph was led away from his homeland and began a new life as a slave 

in Potiphar’s house. Potiphar was an influential Egyptian. In spite of Joseph’s 

injuries, he seemed to stay faithful to his God. He rose in rank in the house 

until he was placed as manager over all things. But once again, things began to 

go wrong for him. In spite of his godliness, in fact because of his godliness 

everything went wrong again. Potiphar’s wife attempted to seduce the young 

slave. When Joseph refused and fled the scene, he was subjected to the lying 

woman and almost lost his life over the affair. He was thrown into prison and 

forgotten. Yet Joseph still remained faithful to his God. He interpreted dreams 

for the butler and the baker. One dream promised a renewal of life while the 

other dream foretold certain death. When Joseph had properly given God the 

credit for the information, he begged the butler to remember him before 

Pharaoh. This was the opportunity Joseph had waited for all these years. He 

would soon be free and have the opportunity to go home and see his father. 

But of course, things did not work out for Joseph. The man was restored to 

Pharoah’s service and selfishly forgot to say anything about Joseph’s plight in 

prison. Joseph was once again ignored. 

 That leads us to the third aspect of Joseph’s life. The portion where he 

escaped his ignorance, Genesis 46:1-46. When the king had a dream that could 

not be understood by any of the magicians around the kingdom, the servant 

finally remembered the man who had been placed into prison under false 

pretenses. Joseph finally had his opportunity to stand before the leader of 

Egypt and state his case. As he gave credit once again to God, he was able to 
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interpret the vision and warn Pharaoh of an upcoming worldwide drought. The 

impressed Pharaoh placed Joseph as second in the Kingdom and put him in 

charge of protecting the country. Now notice the change in Joseph from his 

early life. He did not go about bragging to everyone of how great he was, but 

instead humbly went about his task of accounting, planning and 

implementing. Over the seven years of plenty, he gathered enough stores of 

grain to not only provide for Egypt but also to gain fabulous wealth from all of 

Egypt’s neighbors who would soon be forced to buy grain from Egypt’s inflated 

prices. 

 As we see Joseph’s fourth movement in his life we see him being able to 

help others, Genesis 46:48-50:20. By God’s influence and power, Egypt was 

able to save the world. God had indeed made Joseph special. It was through 

this man that God saved the world. Egypt gained great wealth and power 

because of God’s working through this young man. In fact, Joseph was even 

able to save his own family by his work. It is touching to see the occasions that 

Joseph worked with his family to measure their love for their father and their 

relationships with one another, especially Joseph’s new brother Benjamin. 

Eventually, Joseph was able to provide for his family and he won them choice 

lands in the new Empire around the fertile fields of Goshen. Jacob, Joseph’s 

father was able to die in his favorite son’s embrace and left the world seeing his 

family once again reunited. As Jacob died, the ten sons of Leah, the unloved 

wife, began to grow worried. They feared that the brother they had tried to kill 

would now kill them. Of course they deserved the punishment of death for 
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what they had done. But Joseph was no longer the brash and prideful boy of 

his youth. Joseph now saw that his life was one that was ultimately guided by 

God. As we read his words in Genesis 50:20 where he told his brothers that 

while their actions were meant for harm, but God meant it for good, we see the 

maturity gained in the years of slavery, jail and government work. Joseph now 

saw that God took what was weak and made it to be strong.  

 While we face tribulations in this world and often may feel like nothing 

will ever go right. We must remember who runs this place. It is God working all 

things out for his glory. When things go wrong, we must submit to the Lord 

and stay faithful to him in all things, 1 Peter 5:6. Joseph was sold into slavery, 

falsely accused of rape and forgotten in prison. Yet he never lost his faith in 

God to see him through the situation. Nothing we face in life is bigger or more 

powerful than our God. He will see us through. Secondly, when we face intense 

struggle we must look for opportunities to grow. As we read in James 1:2-4, 

problems are given to us in life to help us to grow in patience and faith. None of 

us enjoys the life struggle we must face, but we can see the molding of our lives 

as we pass through. As the firm hands of the potter on the pottery, our lives 

must sometimes be shaped in a strong and difficult way. But God will see that 

we will be blessed in the end if we remain faithful, Romans 8:28. Finally we 

must always remember to use what we have for God. We see in Romans 5:8 

that God loves us in spite of our failures and sinfulness. Nothing that has ever 

happened to you has caused God to love you less. He still would send his son 

to die in your stead so that you can spend eternity with him in heaven. When 
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we see the tragedy of our sins and what those consequences are, we must turn 

in obedience to the Savior and give ourselves to Jesus. As Saul of Tarsus was 

blinded on the road to Damascus in Acts nine, he found that he had lost 

absolutely everything. Yet in spite of his failures and losses, God worked to 

make him into something even better. Charlie Brown was always the one who 

messed up and had failure in the cartoon. But when people remember that 

cartoon today, they remember his character more than any other. As we 

endure life, God will guide us and keep us. When you find yourself enslaved, 

when you find yourself falsely accused, when you find yourself forgotten, 

remember the life of Joseph and never, never, never give up.  There is still 

hope.
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David: Hope When I Can’t Bear My Sins 

We read in Acts 13:22 that David was a man after God’s own heart. Few 

people can be found in Scripture who had such a close relationship with God 

and sought him out continually. From the Twenty-third Psalm where David 

compares the Lord to a shepherd tending his sheep to David’s respect for God’s 

will in the case of King Saul, we see David as a man who longed to be faithful. 

David was the warrior king of Israel that everyone wanted to be like. Even the 

Messiah was said to sit on the throne of David. Yet David was not perfect. 

 In 2 Samuel 11, we read that in the days of David, the spring time was 

the season to go to battle. Israel’s army gathered up arms and prepared to go to 

war against the people of Ammon. However King David decided to send his 

general Joab to lead the fight while he stayed home. Then one evening David 

walked onto the roof of his house. From the perch he saw a beautiful woman 

who was bathing. David inquired about her identity and found that she was 

named Bathsheba, wife of Uriah. David then sent his servants to bring this 

young woman to him and he slept with her. This began a tragic series of events 

in David’s life. For the rest of his days he would have to answer for the sin he 

had just committed. This mistake would cost him his feelings of peace, his 

family and eventually his physical Kingdom. But at the time David was 

committing it, the sin did not seem to be too terrible or serious in his eyes. 

David was like many of us today. He sinned but in ways that others may not 

notice. In fact David thought this sin would never be discovered. As we read in 
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1 Samuel eleven and twelve, we see many of the ways David (and we today) 

attempt to cover our sins. In 1 Samuel 11:1-5 we see that David tried to just 

forget about his sin. Yes he had just committed adultery with the wife of one of 

his most loyal soldiers but perhaps David thought that since he was king such 

sins would never come back to him. Maybe he told Bathsheba never to tell 

anyone. Maybe he even felt a little bit guilty for what he had done. Whatever he 

thought after this sin, David just sent Bathsheba away. However this attempt 

of covering sin did not accomplish what David was trying to do because word 

soon returned to David that Bathsheba was with child. Next David tried to 

cover up his sin. David instructed his general in the field to send home Uriah, 

Bathsheba’s husband. With Uriah back home, this new baby would be 

assumed to belong to the husband and David’s sin would never be discovered. 

This plan had failed because Uriah was more honorable than his king. Instead 

of going home and enjoying his family, Uriah slept out on the street because he 

remembered the hardship his fellow soldiers were enduring on the battlefield. 

Even after David invited him into the palace and got him intoxicated Uriah still 

refused to go home. David now felt forced to fix the problem himself. He sent 

Uriah back to the front lines carrying a special message to the general. This 

message was an order to leave Uriah on the front lines and ensure that he was 

killed in battle. In the heat of the battle, everyone received the command to 

retreat except for Uriah. The loyal servant of David would die all alone in his 

fight for King David and his country. In effect, loyal Uriah had personally 

carried his own death warrant back to his commander Joab. We are not told 
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what Joab’s opinion was concerning the command to murder one of the most 

able and loyal fighters in the army. However, the army obeyed and Uriah was 

killed. Now we can just imagine how David played up the terrible news of the 

death of this national hero. While it is not listed in the Bible, we can only 

imagine the extensive state funeral thrown by David in honor of the fallen 

soldier; the grieving wife who would be so publicly distraught at the prospect of 

losing her husband. The favor David would gain from the people as they saw 

David comforting this grieving widow and even providing for her needs by 

allowing her to marry into the royal family so could be supported. And the 

surprise everyone would have to learn that this new family had a little one on 

the way. Yes, David had concocted the perfect plan to cover up his sin. Rather 

than facing up to what he had done, David now had committed the perfect 

crime—the one no one could ever discover. No one, that is, except God. We 

read that the thing David had done displeased the Lord. No amount of 

forgetting, covering or fixing can hide our sins from God. Our Lord can see all 

things. As 1 Samuel 12 opens we see a different David. Perhaps his conscience 

was beginning to affect him. Maybe it was an evil sort of pride that overcame 

his relationship with God. He still had a basic relationship with God as far as 

obeying in an outward form, but his heart was hardened from where it needed 

to be. Averill Harriman, former governor of New York, was serving in a 

diplomatic position when he was asked about the fluency of his French. Mr. 

Harriman replied, “It is excellent, except for the verbs.” In a similar way, in the 

Church today the nouns (baptism, Lord’s Supper, etc.) are alright, but we have 
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problems with the verbs (serving, going, following, teaching). This was David’s 

problem as well. He still led the nation in fellowship with God but his heart was 

now far from where God would want it to be. Whatever it was that was going on 

in David’s heart, we see that a false sense of superiority had come over the 

king. When God sent his prophet Nathan to confront David, David was ready to 

sit as judge over anyone who dared go against God. Nathan entered the throne 

room of David and told a parable. According to the prophet, there was a man 

who was very poor. All he had was a small lamb. But he loved his lamb. The 

lamb ate at his table, was a pet to his children and had become a part of the 

family. There was also a rich man. This man had great wealth and large flocks 

of sheep and goats. However one day a visitor came to see the rich man and a 

lamb needed to be prepared to welcome the guest. The greedy rich man did not 

use one a sheep from his own flocks but instead stole the pet lamb from the 

very poor man. Upon hearing this story, David rose up in an angry tantrum. 

Hearing of this greedy man in the story he exclaimed to all who could hear that 

the rich man should pay back four times what he had stolen and that the rich 

man deserved to die for his sin. Nathan pointed to David and replied, “O king, 

you are the man.” David was told about his sin. He was reminded of all the 

blessings that God had given him in the past. The protection from Saul and his 

enemies, the great wealth and prestige that came with being king and the 

relationship that he had with God were all gifts from God. Yet David had 

ignored God’s goodness and had gone headfirst into sin. It was at this point 

that David was finally ready to face the consequences of what he had done. 
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This is true of many people today. They are caught up in sinful ways and, try 

as they might, they cannot escape the bonds of scandal by themselves. Perhaps 

they have tried the ways of David: just forgetting about it, trying to cover it up, 

seeing if they can just fix the problem themselves, and even trying to appear 

self righteous. Yet they still find that after the day is done, the sin is still there. 

What makes David great among the characters of the Bible is not his sin but 

his repentance. That is why Psalm 51 is such a pivotal chapter of the Bible. 

This psalm, written by David after his confrontation with Nathan, reveals 

David’s heart as he returned to the Lord. In verse three David writes, “I 

acknowledge my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.” We see here 

that David is finally facing up to his sin. Sin, like any physical disease cannot 

be treated until we recognize that we have a problem and seek out a cure. In 

verses four through six David sees the need to change some things in his life. 

He now realized that his sin would not just go away. He needed to recognize his 

sinful nature and see the need of confession. While the Bible teaches that we 

are not sinners from birth (Ezekiel 18:20), David in Psalm 51 uses hyperbole to 

describe how sinful his life had become. His sin had grown to the point of 

overshadowing his very nature and character. While we may feel that we have a 

handle on our sins, we will soon learn that our sins control us unless they are 

taken care of properly. David saw that his sins hurt God and that he could not 

truly have fellowship with the one who had been so good to him all of his life. 

In verses seven through ten, David describes his pursuit of forgiveness. He 

mentions how he is in need of hyssop. This was a bitter herb that symbolized 
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purification in the Old Testament (Leviticus 14:4 and Numbers 19:18). David 

wanted to be washed completely of his sins so that he could be whiter than 

snow. David spoke of how he needed healing. He speaks of bones that have 

been broken by God and yet now can heal. Many have said this alludes to the 

practice of shepherds in that day that would break a leg of a sheep who always 

wandered away. During the time the leg of the lamb would heal, he would learn 

to rely on the shepherd and would no longer have the desire to flee his master. 

Perhaps in a similar fashion, God allows pain and suffering in our lives to 

break us so that we will learn to rely on him and not wander into sin. In verse 

nine, David prays that his sins may be blotted out from the book of God. Few 

things in this world feel better than forgiveness. It is so wonderful to have the 

opportunity to start anew and be fresh from our past. True forgiveness from 

our sin is found only in Christ. David asks in verse ten for a clean heart. That 

is, he wanted a fresh opportunity to live for God and to be free from his past. 

This clean heart would bring not only forgiveness but also a return of 

innocence. He speaks of his fear in verse eleven as he begs God to not take the 

Holy Spirit away from him. David may have vividly remembered his predecessor 

Saul who in 1 Samuel 18:12 had left God and had therefore lost the Spirit of 

God within him. In many ways Saul seems to have gone mad when he tried to 

rule the nation without the help of God. David now saw himself in a very 

similar danger and begged God for the grace of forgiveness so that he may have 

a better fate. David sought to regain the joy of salvation in verse twelve of 

knowing or realizing once again the great opportunity he had in pursuing God’s 
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own heart. Perhaps one of the reasons we don’t feel the joy of Christianity 

today is due to unrepented sin and a love for the world. We must seek to find 

joy in the Lord to keep from the danger of falling away. 

 Now awakened to the seriousness of his sin, David saw that he needed to 

seek something. He realized that God would not be pleased with just the 

various works of man in sacrifices and offerings but that instead God sought 

the pureness of an open and contrite heart. David saw God’s goodness in God’s 

loving nature (Psalm 51:1) of his loving kindness and in the power of his word 

(Psalm 51:17-19) and his promise to keep those who are faithful. The story of 

David is one that gives everyone of us hope. David transgressed at least six of 

the Ten Commandments in his affairs with Bathsheba, yet he had opportunity 

to find hope and rest once again with God. When we find ourselves lost and 

hardened in sin, we must not give up and become comfortable in our condition. 

We must take the steps necessary, no matter how difficult they may be, to find 

ourselves right once again with God. No matter where you are or what you have 

done, there is hope for the sinner who is willing to return to God.
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Jonah: Hope When I’m Full of Hatred 

In the story “Song of the South,” a set of tales from Uncle Remus as told 

by Joel Chandler Harris and made into a Walt Disney movie in 1946; we meet 

Brier Rabbit and Brier Fox. Brier Rabbit had always gotten the upper hand on 

his friend and constantly found new ways to get him back. Brier Rabbit came 

up with a full proof plan. He took some tar that had been softened with 

turpentine and molded it into a figure of a person. He put a hat on its head, 

some straw in its mouth and then placed his ‘tar baby’ by the side of the path 

where Brier Rabbit walked every day. When the Rabbit came by, he waved at 

the baby and said “Hello.” With no response, Brier Rabbit supposed the tar 

baby was rude and proceeded to punch him. When he could not get his hand 

back from the baby he punched him with his other hand. The episode continue 

until Brier Rabbit was trapped with both hands and feet deeply embedded in 

the tar. Brier Fox then walked up and said, “I’ve got you now. You are a victim 

of your own temper.” 

 The very same statement can be said of our world today. We are certainly 

victims of our own anger. The culture is full of hatred and division. In politics 

few people seem to be able to agree on anything. Political parties are always 

accusing one another of being selfish and completely wrong in every matter. 

Racism is a scourge that infects people all over the world. Many people notice 

the color of someone’s skin before they even attempt to see the nature of their 

character. Hatred also occupies many people’s hearts on an individual basis. 
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When some are wronged, all they can do anymore is allow the problem to 

simmer in their hearts. From that time forward, every action of the guilty party 

is judged through the jaded lenses of others who are looking to destroy rather 

than to heal and understand. Hatred and anger can destroy life--not just the 

life of those who are hated, but the hearts of those who harbor the hatred. 

Many people near the end of their lives realize their existence has been wasted 

because of the hatred lodged within their heart. Rather than enjoying what 

they had, they have given up everything to exact revenge. Jonah was such a 

man. As we read the Bible we see that Jonah was a faithful man living in a 

land and time of unfaithfulness. In Second Kings 14:23-27 we see that he was 

God’s prophet to the unfaithful King Jeroboam II. Jonah had the opportunity to 

prophecy success as the Northern Kingdom of Ephraim, also known as Israel, 

was able to re-conquer lands that were once lost. Yet Jonah was familiar 

enough with God’s Word to know the ultimate fate of any nation that rebelled 

against God. Jonah was familiar with such biblical characters as Cain, Nadab, 

Balaam and Korah—all men who were destroyed by God because of 

unrepentant rebellion. Moses, the great prophet, had told Israel that anyone 

who lived in disobedience with God would suffer the consequences. So while 

Jonah was living in a time of prosperity and success, he knew what was soon 

to come and in fact was already beginning to take place, Second Kings 10:32. 

 While the task of converting his own countrymen was difficult for Jonah, 

another job was now given to Jonah that was much more difficult. God came to 

Jonah and said, “Arise, go to Ninevah, that great city, and cry out against it; for 
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their wickedness has come up before me” Jonah 1:2. Ninevah was the capital of 

the Assyrian Empire, which would very soon conquer Israel. Of all the nations 

that afflicted Israel though its history, culturally Assyria was the worst. Egypt 

had the pyramids, Babylon had the architecture of the hanging gardens, Persia 

had the beauty of the court, Greece had impressive culture and Rome had 

impressive engineering skills. But Assyria had very few redeeming qualities. It 

appears that all they did as a culture was conquer others and terrorize them. 

Historians tell us that it was not unusual for the Assyrian army to kill all the 

men of a particular city they conquered and then stack their decapitated heads 

into pyramids that would tower several stories into the air. They also were 

known for cutting open the bellies of pregnant women and for doing many 

other dastardly deeds. Everyone in the region had been conquered by the 

Assyrians except Israel. And Jonah knew what was coming. The Assyrians 

would soon destroy his people, but God sent his prophet to a people the 

prophet hated. In Jonah chapter one, the author of the book makes the point 

that Jonah ‘went down’ when he disobeyed God. First he went ‘down’ to Joppa, 

then he ‘went down’ into the boat, then he ‘went down’ into the sea when the 

sailors threw him over board and last we see that he ‘went down’ into the belly 

of the great fish. The writer of this biblical book is making a point about what 

happens to us when we disobey God. Anyone who rebels against God’s 

commands will go down lower and lower. Much like what is said in Romans 

One where God gave up those who continuously rebelled against him, when we 

stand against God we will fail. Once again remember that Jonah was a man 
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who knew God’s word. While he was running from God, he most likely knew 

that he would never succeed. He knew what God did to those people who were 

disobedient.  

Most likely Jonah never really expected to reach the far away city of 

Tarshish. He ran the opposite way so that he, himself could be personally 

destroyed. As you survey the Old Testament, you will find that the Jews never 

sailed on the Mediterranean, known to the Jews as the Great Sea. In Jewish 

non-biblical literature we see that there were many myths about anyone who 

dared to sail over the Great Sea. Of course the Jews were willing to fish on the 

Sea of Galilee and they did harvest the salt of the Dead Sea but the 

Mediterranean was an entirely different matter! The only Old Testament Jewish 

figure we see that attempted to trade across the Great Sea was Solomon but 

according to 2 Chronicles 8:17-18 he only used foreign sailors to do this work. 

In spite of Jonah’s trepidation about what might happen to him in running 

from God across the dangerous body of water, death was better to Jonah than 

allowing this hated pagan nation to have a relationship with God. When the 

panicked sailors brought up the idea of throwing Jonah over the side to a 

certain death, Jonah readily agreed and accepted his fate. It is interesting to 

see how much more religious these pagan sailors were in this episode than the 

prophet of God. We see here a major lesson concerning the effects of hate on 

our heart. When we are full of hatred, we become unlike ourselves and act like 

the people of the world. 
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But God had different plans for his servant Jonah. As Jonah prayed a 

prayer of repentance in chapter two, God instructed the great fish to vomit 

Jonah back onto land. Jonah then obeyed God and preached a sermon to the 

Ninevites. Yet it is a sermon of just a few words.  The whole sermon is only 

eight words in most English translations of the Bible. That is not much of a 

sermon to preach to such a large city that needed to hear from God. The Bible 

tells us that the city was an exceedingly great city, a three day journey in 

extent. That would translate to us to be about sixty miles across. And yet this 

town of over one hundred and twenty thousand heard this short sermon and 

repented. Now what do you think a typical preacher’s reaction would be when 

over one hundred thousand people repented after his sermon? Would he not be 

filled with pride? Would he not hopefully give the glory to God? In this situation 

Jonah instead became very angry with God! As the Ninevites repented and 

fasted, God relented from the disaster that he said he was bringing upon them. 

In response to God’s mercy Jonah seethed with anger. Why was he angry? It 

wasn’t just because God had sent him to a foreign land to preach. Now a 

people whom Jonah hated had just become his brethren! The nation that he 

abhorred now had a closer relationship with God than even Jonah’s own 

people.  

To most of us, chapter four is the least familiar part of the Book of 

Jonah. That’s because it doesn’t make good bible class material for children. 

On our flannel boards it’s easy to talk about the huge fish that swallows Jonah 

whole and the big city of Ninevah and how it repented. But chapter four is 
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harder to teach to children. However chapter four actually is the heart of the 

book. As the chapter begins Jonah is distraught and pleads with God to let him 

die. Jonah is upset with God, with the Ninevites for repenting and probably 

with himself for preaching to them and he goes up on a mountain outside of 

the city to hope that God wakes up to his senses and destroys these dirty 

Gentiles. While Jonah waits, God prepares a vine to protect him from the 

burning sun while he waits. Jonah is appreciative for his God’s mercy and 

consideration. However that night, God sends a worm that damaged the plant 

and caused it to wither and die. God destroyed the plant that Jonah loved. 

Once again Jonah seethes with anger. God then asks Jonah, “Are you angry?” 

Of course Jonah once again tells God how angry he is and how he wishes that 

he could just die. After all, God destroyed the innocent plant that Jonah had 

liked so much. However at this point God reminds Jonah that he loved the 

plant, which he did not by the way plant or tend. If Jonah cared for the plant, 

shouldn’t God care for the great number of people down the mountain in the 

city whom he had created and sustained? Jonah was so caught up in himself 

that he had failed to see the needs of anyone else. 

Do you ever wish that more was said in the Bible? I would like to see 

what happened to Adam and Eve after they were thrown out of the garden. 

What was Adam’s reaction the first time he was pierced by a thorn while 

farming the ground? What would have been the reaction on the faces of the 

crowd when Jesus performed his miracles? But most of all, I would love to see 

what would have happened if there was a Jonah chapter five. What do you 
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think Jonah was like when he came back home? What was Jonah’s attitude for 

the rest of his days? Here is what I hope it would say: Jonah returned home a 

changed man. He realized the grace of God and the power of hope. He realized 

that it wasn’t only the Ninevites who needed converting; instead it was his own 

people and even Jonah himself who needed to be converted. God’s forgiveness 

is not a reflection of our worthiness. Perhaps we sometimes catch ourselves 

deciding who is worthy of salvation and who is not. We see it even in the First 

Century church: in Acts Fifteen some of the Jews struggled with the Gentiles 

having an opportunity to become Christians. In James Two some of the wealthy 

Christians struggled with treating the poor with dignity.  Hopefully Jonah 

realized that God had chosen Israel not because they were the best, or the 

most numerous or the greatest, but because God loved them. Let’s never fall 

into the trap of thinking that God loves us only because of what we have done. 

Yes God wants us to obey him, but God died for us even while we were yet 

sinners before him according to Romans 5:8. If as Christians we are to reflect 

God’s light, then we must love even those who hurt us. As Christ hung upon 

the cross, he prayed that God would not hold sin against those who were 

executing him. He was praying for the mob who was hurling blasphemies at 

him, for the centurion who had just spit in his face, for Pilate who lacked the 

courage to stand up for what was right, for the Jewish leaders who had broken 

their own laws in order to destroy the one they hated, and even for us whose 

sin caused Christ to hang on that cross. Yes Christ died for us, but he also 

died for all people on this world. And if we are to be Christians, our love must 
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be the same as the love of God.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told his 

disciples that the way we forgive our enemies is a reflection of God’s forgiveness 

for us. One day Peter told Jesus that he was so spiritual that he would forgive 

someone up to seven times. Jesus said that he must go beyond that if he was 

to be like the father. But forgiveness is tough. Loving our enemies is tough. 

There is the story of the two young brothers who always fought. They were very 

close in age to one another and their mother could not get them to get along 

well. One day while the two boys were cutting a cake, they once again got into a 

fight over who should have the larger piece. Trying once again to calm them 

down, their mother told them about Jesus and the way he sacrificed for all 

people. “Remember,” she said, “What Jesus would do. He would give his 

brother the larger piece.” The younger brother looked at his adversary and said, 

“Well this time you be Jesus.” It is easy to accept forgiveness and love from God 

but it can be very difficult for us to give forgiveness and love to those who have 

hurt us. 

As Jonah sat on that hill, he had to come to grips with the fact that God 

loved those Gentiles just as much as he loved Jonah.  Jonah proved that he 

needed converting just as much as the Ninevites. At the end of the book, Jonah 

found himself in a worse spiritual situation than the hated Ninevites. When we 

dwell on our hatred and revenge, we end up making ourselves lower than those 

whom we hate. Christ has called us to something better. Christ has called us to 

sanctification, holiness, and hope. When we are filled with hatred and anger, 

the only person we can really affect and change is ourselves. Too many people 
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lose their lives because of resentment and hatred. God has led the way for each 

of us to overcome the devil and to overcome even ourselves. Through God’s love 

there is hope even in the midst of hatred.



31 

 

Martha: Hope When I’m Too Busy 

 We are all familiar with the axiom, “If something needs to be done, find a 

busy person to do it.” In fact there is an economic theory called the Pareto 

Principle that recognizes that 80% of the causes in a system are the result of 

20% of the effects. Roughly stated in social terms, 20% of people do 80% of the 

activity. It’s true that often those who are already overloaded are the ones who 

can be relied upon to get the job done. Those who are the busiest make life run 

smoothly, yet they must be sure that their work does not replace their 

discipleship. While it may sound strange, there are some who become so busy 

that they forget the reason for their work. In our busyness we can actually 

begin to do things that will undermine the overall effect of our work. Our daily 

activity can get in the way of our spirituality. And example of this is the work of 

the Pharisees in the New Testament. The Pharisees were a religious party 

formed by Jewish men who were concerned about the lax attitude many people 

had concerning the Law of Moses. In trying to encourage others to return to the 

old traditions, they began to make new rules to ensure the old rules were not 

broken. After a few generations and during the days of Jesus, this concern for 

the Law had caused the Pharisees to actually come to the point of neglecting 

the true law of God in order to accomplish their perceived laws. By Jesus’ day 

the Pharisees were the busiest and most stringent Jews around. Yet their work 

had become primarily an exercise in showing everyone else just how religious 

they were. They fasted every Tuesday and Thursday because that was when the 
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markets were open in Jerusalem and most people were in town. They wore 

long, flowing robes and prayed loudly from the street corners but Jesus said to 

them, “When men see you do your good works, you have already received your 

reward.” The Pharisees had actually become tyrannical and manipulative in 

their zeal to do good works. Of course, most people who are always active are 

not that way because they desire to have the praise of others. Most work hard 

in the Kingdom because of their devotion to God. But we must always watch 

ourselves to be sure that our Christian service does not make us treat others in 

an unkind way. This was the danger that Martha faced. We see her 

development in three scenes of the Word of God. 

 In her first and most famous scene we see her serving Jesus and his 

disciples diligently. In Luke 10:38-42 we see that Jesus and his group had 

stopped at Martha’s house. Mary, Martha’s sister was sitting at the feet of 

Jesus listening to what he was saying while Martha had become distracted by 

all the preparations that had to be made. Martha then came to Jesus and 

asked him to make Mary help her. Jesus replied that what Mary was doing was 

good and she should be left alone. Can you imagine the strain that Martha was 

under? Remember that in Bible times people did not have telephones or 

internet or any other way of communicating ahead to tell someone they were 

coming for a visit. Also the culture in this part of the world dictated that those 

who owned homes had to show hospitality to others who may be passing 

through town. Of course, Martha was a disciple who would love to have Jesus 

and his disciples stay with her but you can imagine her feelings and stress 
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when thirteen guests come in for the day. She would frantically begin cleaning, 

cooking and doing all that she could to make everyone feel welcome. Martha’s 

skills certainly shined as she showed everyone just how good of a hostess she 

was. She was in a place of great honor because Jesus had chosen to stay at her 

house and she was using her talent for the glory of God. But in the midst of her 

busyness, something quickly became apparent to Martha. Her sister, Mary, 

was not working with her as a hostess. Instead of helping around the house 

and working with Martha, Mary was sitting at the feet of Jesus. This made 

busy Martha very angry and she confronted the entire household with this 

problem. 

 Now many have studied this passage and arrived at very different 

conclusions. Some say Mary should have helped Martha instead of listening to 

Jesus. But Jesus said what Mary was doing was good. Others have said 

Martha should have forgotten about all of the work and sat down next to Mary. 

But that course of action would have made it very difficult for the traveling 

party to stay there. After all someone had to prepare food, fix the 

accommodations and play host to the large group. I believe the problem 

demonstrated here is the attitude of Martha towards Mary. Notice the three 

things Martha said to Jesus. First she said, “Lord don’t you care?” Martha had 

been working very hard in her service, yet she felt that no one cared about it at 

all. It appeared to her that people were just taking her hard work for granted 

and while she worked everyone else had an opportunity to enjoy themselves at 

her expense. One of the worst feelings in life that we may have is that no one 



34 

 

cares about us and what we are doing. While it is important to be busy, we 

need to have the fellowship of others in knowing that people care about us. 

That is why it is so significant that Jesus responded to her by name. Jesus 

said to her, “Martha, Martha…” While it may seem strange to say a person’s 

name twice, in this language and culture repeating a person’s name showed 

intense interest and concern. Jesus is letting Martha know that he is aware of 

her work and appreciates what she has done. When we feel alone in our work 

for God, we must recognize that God sees our good works and will reward us 

on the last day for all the things we have done. 

 Secondly, Martha pointed out to Jesus that her sister had left her alone. 

While this may be closely related to the first statement’s intent that no one 

cared for her, there is also an underlying motive here. Martha was displaying a 

martyr’s complex. A martyr’s complex is when a person tries to garner 

sympathy or praise from others because of what they have done. Martha 

wanted Jesus to recognize and praise her because she had been left to do all 

the work of hosting the group. In trying to accumulate that praise, she pointed 

out that Mary had left her alone. Jesus responded to Martha that Mary had 

chosen what was good. The work Martha was doing was necessary and 

important. But what Mary was doing was important and necessary as well. 

There is a danger in thinking that one form of service is higher or more 

important than any other. Both ladies were doing something that was good and 

Martha needed to learn to respect Mary’s decision. The third thing that Martha 

mentioned to Jesus was a command. Martha told Jesus to “Tell her to help 



35 

 

me.” Martha would not look good if she came into the room and made a scene 

by telling Mary what a bad person she was for not helping out. Therefore she 

wanted Jesus to do the work for her. Now here we see once again how 

becoming busy for the Lord can cause us to become manipulative. When we 

feel stress and strain from our work, we may begin to look around and think 

about what other people should be doing. Martha wanted Jesus to make Mary 

do what she thought she needed to do. Jesus’ response to this was very firm. 

He told Martha in no uncertain terms, “It will not be taken from her.” Jesus 

would not allow Martha to be manipulative.  

 Two years later, we see Martha once again in John 11. At this point, 

Mary and Martha’s brother Lazarus had become very ill. As the family sent for 

Jesus to come and heal the brother, Jesus delayed and came after Lazarus’ 

death. As Jesus and his disciples arrive in Bethany, Martha met them. By this 

time Lazarus had been dead for several days. Martha showed great faith in 

Jesus in the conversation she had with him. She told Jesus that if he had 

come earlier, Lazarus would not have died. But she followed with the 

statement, “I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” As 

Jesus explained to her the power of the resurrection, Martha gave an 

unprompted confession every bit as powerful as Peter’s in Matthew 16, “I 

believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into the 

world.” This is interesting in that it shows Martha as being a person of great 

faith. When we think of faithful ones in the New Testament, we might be 

tempted to focus only on the Apostles or the ones who preached the most 
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sermons. We see here that great faith can be present even in those who do not 

receive great publicity or recognition by others. As Martha sent for Mary, the 

group neared the tomb. As Jesus shared in the sorrow of the ones around him, 

he prepared to do a great work. As a final, climatic miracle before Jesus’ death 

he would raise his friend from the dead. He cried out in a loud voice, “Take 

away the stone.” But in the midst of this great miracle, Martha intercedes. She 

reminds Jesus that it has been four days since the death of her brother and 

the body is most likely in very poor condition. Rather than sitting back in 

amazement at the great works of God, Martha is once again in her helper 

mode. She is trying to correct Jesus and help him even in this situation. Do we 

ever find ourselves in this position? Do we perhaps even unconsciously prevent 

others from doing good spiritual works because of our constant checking on 

people and our advice? Jesus reminded Martha in this case that she was about 

to see the glory of God. And indeed, she saw her brother walk out of that tomb. 

 Once again we see Martha in John 12:1-6. In this passage, Jesus once 

again arrives at Martha’s house. A dinner was served, so Martha was very busy 

while Lazarus reclined next to Jesus. Mary made a very significant offering to 

Jesus when she poured expensive perfume over the feet of Jesus and wiped his 

feet with her hair. Something that is significant in this passage is that Judas 

spoke up and complained but everyone who lived in the house remained quiet. 

Martha no longer complained about Mary not helping serve everyone else. 

Instead, each person in the house was very active in using their talents to serve 

God. Lazarus was reclining next to Jesus, serving as “Exhibit A” in proof of 
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Jesus’ miracles. Mary was at the feet of Jesus, once again showing her respect 

and awe of the Son of God. And Martha was once again busy in service. This 

was how she showed her great respect for her Lord. 

 As we look at these three passages of Martha, we see how each one of us 

today can serve the Lord. Does God want us to be busy in his Kingdom? He 

certainly does. As Jesus himself said, “The laborers are few.” But we must be 

certain in our work that we do not belittle the work of others nor that we 

believe we are the only one’s serving God. God will take care of us, give us 

strength and help us through every trial that we face. Let us be like Martha, 

living a life of hope as we are always abounding in the service to the Lord.
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Moses: Hope When I Fall Short 

 A good boxer will always beat a fighter. That is because a fighter knows 

how to take a punch and come back to fight again later. I remember watching 

boxing with my father as a young boy. One of the greatest fights I ever 

witnessed was the fight between buster Douglas and Mike Tyson. In February 

1990, Mike Tyson was the most feared fighter on this earth. He won the 

majority of his fights in the first round and had even won his last few in a 

matter of seconds. Tyson would charge across the ring and pummel his 

opponent into submission. The scheduled top contender for the next boxing 

match broke his hand while sparring and a relative unknown boxer named 

Buster Douglas was chosen for the fight. Douglas was not known for being a 

great fighter and in fact only one casino in Vegas even had odds for the event 

(one to forty six). The fight was held in Tokyo in order to provide variety and 

many photographers spent time seeing Tyson spending time feeding the 

pigeons. The fight was almost cancelled because Douglas’ mother died 

unexpectedly a few days earlier, but Douglas remained in the match. 

 As the fight began, Douglas stepped to the side of Tyson’s relentless 

flurry and began to use his reach to counterpunch. Tyson the brawler had no 

answer to Douglas the boxer. It was amazing in the sixth round when Tyson’s 

eye became swollen and it became apparent that his trainer had not even 

bothered to bring any endswell to the match in case of injury to his fighter. 

They were forced to put ice into a latex glove to hold against his eyes during the 



39 

 

breaks between the rounds. Finally in the ninth round, Tyson knocked down 

Douglas, but Douglas got up at the count of nine. In the tenth round, Douglas 

finally connected with an uppercut and knocked Tyson down for the first time 

in his career. The image of Tyson awkwardly trying to put his mouthpiece back 

in his mouth and stumbling around endures even today. Perhaps the greatest 

upset ever in boxing history had proven that someone who is always willing to 

get back up can win a match against anyone they face. That is true not only in 

boxing, but also in every aspect of life. Many times we may face a difficult foe 

and be knocked down in life. Only by getting back up to fight once again can 

we really find success. This is especially true in our spiritual life. 

When we begin the story of Moses’ life, we see that his people, the 

Hebrews are in cruel slavery to the Egyptian people. After four hundred years 

of cruel oppression, the Egyptians have begun to fear their slaves and have 

increased the workload expected of the Israelites in order to kill them. As the 

Israelites have continued to grow, the Egyptians resort to genocide. The 

Egyptian midwives are told to kill every newborn Hebrew male child. It was into 

this charged atmosphere that Moses was born. When Moses’ mother gave birth 

to him, she saw that he was a beautiful child and therefore hid him from the 

authorities. After three months of hiding, when the danger they were in became 

even more apparent, Moses’ mother created a basket to float Moses down the 

river. She had made a plan for her child to be found by the daughter of the 

Pharaoh of Egypt and to be adopted into the family. Her plan succeeded and 

Moses was raised in an Egyptian home with Egyptian customs, yet he knew in 
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his heart he was a Hebrew. As Moses matured, he made the commitment to be 

known as one of his people and he took his place among the Hebrews. Hebrews 

11 tells us that he chose the simple and difficult life among the Hebrews over 

all the wealth and privilege of Egypt. One day as he was walking among his 

people, Moses saw an Egyptian mistreating one of the Hebrew slaves. Moses, 

filled with anger, looking around and seeing no one, murdered the Egyptian. 

The next day Moses was made aware that the news had spread concerning 

what he had done. He knew the Egyptians would kill him so he ran away into 

the wilderness because of his fear of Egyptian retaliation. Everything Moses 

stood for was lost because of his presumption and anger. Moses had been born 

into a position of influence and power to help his people, yet because of his 

temper everything was now thrown away. He had been knocked down and 

would struggle mightily to ever rise again. 

As Moses fled to the wilderness, he began to face life that he had never 

imagined for himself. What a contrast between Moses’ life as an Egyptian 

prince and his life as a Midianite shepherd! As a prince he had everything done 

for him for he was the famous son of an Egyptian princess. Now as a lowly 

shepherd, he had to do everything for himself; he was holding the very job he 

had been taught to despise (Genesis 43:32, 46:32-34), and he lived in a strange 

land as an unknown foreigner. What a humbling experience this must have 

been for Moses! But God was preparing him for leadership. Living the life of a 

shepherd and nomad, Moses learned the ways of the people he would be 

leading and also how to live life in the desert. Moses couldn’t appreciate this 
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lesson at the time, but God was getting him ready to free Israel from Pharaoh’s 

grasp. He met a shepherd named Jethro and married his daughter. The first 

child that came from this union was named Gershom, meaning “I have become 

an alien in a foreign land.” Moses had many a lonely day to watch his flock and 

think about what he could have been in life. The monotony of life each day 

must have seemed oppressive to someone so used to the riches and splendor of 

Egypt. One day, while tending his flock, Moses noticed a fire up on a hill. As 

the fire continued, Moses noticed that the bush would not burn out; instead it 

continued on just as it had for hours. Wondering about what was happening; 

Moses went up the mountain to take a closer look. As Moses approached this 

strange bush, a voice came out of it calling his name, “Moses, Moses!” Moses 

had spent forty years in the wilderness hiding from his failures, but God was 

not going to allow him to stay there. It was time for Moses to become what he 

was destined to be in life. But Moses was not going to return without a fight. 

His objections to God that day are very similar to the objections we give God 

when our lives don’t turn out the way we want them to either. The five 

objections that Moses raised with God are very familiar to us. First of all, 

Moses asked God, “Who am I that I should do this?” Moses had been broken of 

the pride and pomp that he had acquired in Egypt. The prince of Egypt who 

had slain the Egyptian forty years earlier now told God that he wasn’t 

important enough to be used by God. Secondly, Moses asked God, “What if 

they ask me something I don’t know?” Moses realized he did not even know the 

name of Jehovah God. Moses was anticipating the Hebrews rejecting him once 
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again as he tried to bring them out of Egyptian paganism to a belief in the one, 

true God. Thirdly, Moses asked, “What if they don’t believe me?” He was still 

afraid of being rejected a second time. God gave him the tools that he needed to 

withstand any doubts and arguments that he might encounter. With his staff 

and his hands, he could perform the miracles needed to prove the veracity of 

his arguments. But Moses persisted. He told God, “I am not eloquent.” This is 

an interesting statement considering that Moses spoke the entire book of 

Deuteronomy and was known by the Jews as an excellent spokesman, Acts 

7:22. God reminded Moses that he had made the tongue of Moses and knew 

exactly what he was capable of doing. But Moses continued to reject himself 

and God by pleading, “Let someone else do it.” God insisted that Moses do what 

God had called him to do and encouraged him by reminding him that his 

brother Aaron would help him. 

Perhaps we have similar arguments with God today because we see our 

failures: both real and perceived. We vividly remember our mistakes and 

perhaps even imagine our inadequacies. But God will not leave us where we 

are, he calls us to become what he wants. God demands we leave the 

wilderness of inactivity and failure and move towards our Egypt, our land of 

service for the King. Having lost the argument, Moses took his staff and his 

brother and headed back to face the land where he had failed so miserably 

forty years before. 

When Moses appeared before Pharaoh, he seemed to be a different man. 

No longer was he the whining and fretful man he had been in the presence of 
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God, now he was the forceful prophet of God demanding freedom for God’s 

people. He demanded that the king release his slaves and stood up to the 

ridicule and sorcery of the Egyptian magicians. As each one of the Ten Plagues 

rolled across the land by God’s power and Moses’ hand, it became quickly 

apparent that this team could not be beaten. Eventually when Pharaoh’s 

stubbornness had cost him even his very own son, Moses and the people were 

sent away from the land of Egypt. As the Israelites fled during the night, it 

appeared Moses had finally become what God had intended for him to be all 

along. He was the deliverer of Israel. Even while the Hebrews doubted when 

they seemed trapped by the Red Sea, Moses accomplished what God 

commanded with the raising of his staff and the parting of the Red Sea. After 

Israel had passed through on dry land and the Egyptian army had been 

destroyed, Moses and the people rejoiced. Moses led the people through the 

wilderness as God continued to provide for them with quail and manna. Moses 

struck the rock as he was commanded to by God and water flowed forth to 

quench the Hebrew thirst. As Moses met Jethro once again and neared Sinai, 

we can all imagine how great life must have felt. The Israelites reached the 

mountain where Moses had met God in the burning bush. Moses was selected 

to go up the mountain and meet with the Lord. He was to receive the 

Commandments of God that would guide the nation through her generations. 

These Commandments were inscribed on tablets by the very finger of God. As 

Moses came down from the mountain, we can just imagine how impressed he 

was with his work. Through Moses, God had delivered his people and given 
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them the law that would keep them separate and pure for all generations. Yet, 

as Moses continued down the mountain, he thought he heard the sounds of 

war. But they were not sounds of war, they were sounds of rebellion. Apart 

from Moses’ leadership for these few weeks, the Israelites had longed to return 

to the more comfortable and fleshly based religions of Egypt. They had 

convinced Aaron to make a golden calf and had begun to worship this idol even 

while the true God was giving his laws to their representative Moses up on the 

mountain. Filled once again with anger, Moses broke the holy inscribed tablets 

on the rocks, ground the golden calf into power and then put it into the water. 

He then forced the Israelites to drink this poison. As Aaron, his brother tried to 

calm him down, Moses led the Levites in killing three thousand people. In the 

midst of Moses’ temper though, there was a distinct change. Before when 

something like this had happened, Moses had fled the scene when he met 

failure. He could have easily walked away from the millions of sinners in the 

wilderness and moved back with Jethro once again. But instead of leaving the 

people alone in the desert, Moses remained with them and mediated between 

them and God. Moses once again went up the mountain and received the Law. 

But this time he had to chisel it into stone himself. When Moses came down, 

his face was radiant from the time he spent with the Lord. He helped Israel 

construct the Tabernacle and led them in their work to please God. After a few 

months, the Nation of Israel neared the Land of Promise. While none of them 

had physically seen the land, this was where their forefathers Abraham, Isaac 

and Jacob had been promised to live. This land was the famed land of milk and 
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honey which had been specially prepared for them. Moses sent twelve spies 

into the land to search it out. Of the twelve, only two came back with a positive 

report. The other ten told the Israelites that the land was too big and that the 

people were too strong for them to overcome. These men who had seen the 

great plagues in Egypt, who had seen the Red Sea part, who had been provided 

for in the desert by God now were filled with doubt. The rebellion of the people 

filled God with anger. Moses interceded for the people and reminded God of his 

mercy. God relented from destroying the entire nation and declared instead 

that they would each die slowly in the wilderness. Over the years that they 

wandered in the wilderness, there were many times when the Israelites would 

rebel against Moses and God. Moses stood up to Korah, Dathan and Abiram. 

Through each of these rebellions he stood strong and the Lord was glorified. 

But forty years is a long time. As we reach Numbers 20 we see that almost the 

entire generation that had rebelled against God with the spies had died. Now 

this new generation came near to Kadesh Barnea, the entrance to the Promised 

Land. Perhaps Moses had hoped for a new start. Now perhaps this new 

generation would be ready to cling to God rather than their fears and take hold 

of God’s destiny for them. As they came into Kadesh, the people began to 

grumble and complain. They told Moses that they were tired of living in a land 

with no grain, figs, fruit or water. As Moses came before the Lord, God told 

Moses to take his staff and speak to the rock so that it would bring forth water. 

Moses, caught up in the moment and filled with his temper, cried out to the 

people, “You rebels, must we always bring water for you out of this rock?” Then 
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he struck the rock twice with his staff. Water came forth from the rock and the 

people were satisfied. But Moses once again had failed his task because of his 

temper. His actions had shown that Moses considered himself at that point 

equal with God. This sin of presumption would prohibit him from entering into 

the Land of Promise. Moses’ anger at the people had caused him to stoop down 

and turn into the very people with whom he was angry. 

Yet Moses’ failure did not cause him to surrender and give up like he had 

done as a young man. Moses remained faithful and continued to lead his 

people to the Promised Land. As he led them closer to the entrance, he 

understood that his life would soon come to an end. As we read the Book of 

Deuteronomy, we see the last sermons of Moses. As he reminds the people of 

what God had done for them, of the laws they must follow and of the blessings 

and cursings of the Law, we see a man who has lived a life of faithfulness. Yes, 

Moses failed often. But each occasion of failure was followed by a return to the 

will of God. Moses had lost his temper by killing the Egyptian many years ago, 

had broken the tablets inscribed to the Lord, had lacked proper leadership with 

the ten spies and had showed pride at the striking of the rock. But each time, 

Moses returned to the life God directed for him to live. By remaining faithful 

through life, God blessed Moses and the people. As Moses’ life neared its end, 

God led him onto a high mountain to a place where he could look over the 

Jordan River and see the Land of Promise. While Moses could not enter, he 

could die knowing that he had accomplished his task, leading God’s people to 

the point of Promise. God’s people could now receive the blessings they had 
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been promised for centuries. Much of that was due to the work and 

faithfulness of Moses. Centuries later, Moses would once again appear on the 

earth. In Matthew 17 he is seen on the Mount of Transfiguration with Jesus. In 

a sense, Moses had once again led Israel with the Law he had carried down 

from the mountain to the point of fulfillment. The Old Law of Moses was to 

pass away so that the new Law of Promise could take full effect. Moses was 

never a perfect servant of God, but every time he failed, he returned and made 

things right. 

There may be times we feel like Buster Douglas on the night before his 

fight with Mike Tyson. We may feel that the whole world is against us and that 

we have no hope. While the world looks at our opponents and sees their great 

talents and then looks to our failures and inadequacies, we may feel that we 

have no chance. But God is the God of hope. As we get back off of the mat after 

each punch, we will find that the battle we are facing is not only winnable but 

probable. There is hope for those who have failed. There is hope for those who 

fall short. There is hope because greater is he who is in you than he who is in 

the world.
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Samson:  Hope In The Midst of Weakness 
Samson defines the concept of tragedy. Few people having so much 

potential have fallen so far. Almost every one of us can identify a “Samson 

character” in our lives. Perhaps we find ourselves to be one. We are all aware of 

the sports star who seemingly had everything in life but in just a few short 

years ends up bankrupt, in prison or perhaps most tragic to them—irrelevant. 

All of us know the popular kid in High School or the “it couple” in college who 

ends up so far from the success everyone expected. Perhaps you yourself spend 

time focusing on lost potential because of mistakes in your life. When mistakes 

are made opportunities are lost. But something wonderful about God is the 

chance to regain potential. As we look at Samson, we see a man full of pride 

and selfishness but with tons of potential. Yet even though Samson lost 

everything that was dear to him, we see he was able to regain a measure of 

what he had lost. Samson is even listed in Hebrews chapter eleven: the faith 

hall of fame! “How,” someone may ask, “Can someone with all of the selfish 

shortcomings of Samson be included in a list of people as prestigious as Noah, 

Abraham and Moses?” Samson is described in Hebrews 11:32-34, “And what 

more shall I say? For the time would fail me to tell of Gideon and Barak and 

Samson and Jephthah, also of David and Samuel and the prophets: who 

through faith subdued kingdoms, worked righteousness, obtained promises, 

stopped the mouths of lions, quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of 

the sword, out of weakness were made strong, became valiant in battle, turned 

to flight the armies of the aliens.” Did you see where he fit in? Which one of 
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these fits Samson? The answer is “Out of weakness were made strong.” When 

we think of Samson, the last thing that crosses our mind is weakness. Yet that 

is the description the Hebrew writer used for Samson. The strongest man this 

world has ever seen, the man on whom the Spirit of God rested, the man who 

was hand picked by God to be the Judge of Israel did not truly find himself 

until he recognized his own weakness. His strongest moment came when he 

was mangled, blind and powerless. This is the story of Samson.  

 When Samson’s story begins in the Bible (chapter 13 of Judges) we see a 

life full of potential. At this time, Israel was very wicked. The bible summarizes 

this period of Israel’s religious culture by saying, “Everyone did what was right 

in their own eyes,” Judges 17:6. The nation was struggling with past decisions 

in allowing the Gentiles to live among them and in a lack of faith in trusting 

God to protect and lead them. Yet in spite of the weakness of the entire nation, 

God continued to help Israel through his grace. As the chapter opens, Manoah 

and his wife are introduced to an angel. This angel tells them the exciting news 

that they will soon have a son. According to the angel, this son was to be no 

ordinary child. God’s command was that he be raised according to the Nazarite 

vow (Numbers 6:1-23). This vow of life included the stipulation that Samson 

not drink wine, never to touch anything dead and to not cut his hair. This vow 

required extraordinary religious fervor and dedication beyond what even the 

average Hebrew had to maintain. While there were likely many throughout 

Israel’s history who held this vow we only read of three in the Bible dedicated 

in this way to God: Samson, Samuel and John the Baptizer. To this mighty 
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man Samson was given the God ordained task, “he shall begin to deliver Israel 

out of the hands of the Philistines.” One can only imagine the excitement and 

thankfulness Manoah and his wife had as they prepared for the birth of 

Samson. Both they and their friends eagerly awaited the coming of the deliverer 

of Israel. As chapter thirteen of the book of Judges closes we read of this 

potential beginning to take root as Samson has the Spirit of the Lord moving 

upon him in his early life. Samson possessed the power and strength of God 

and it seemed nothing could stand in his was as he freed his people from 

bondage. 

 From the potential of chapter thirteen, chapter fourteen shows the 

depths and the dangers of self-centeredness. God had commanded the children 

of Israel to remain separate from the surrounding nations. After the cycle of 

wars listed earlier in the Book of Judges, it appears that the Israelites had 

become content to live in slavery to the pagan Philistines. This chapter may 

hold the key to Samson’s role in the Bible. On previous occasions in the Book 

of Judges, the Israelites had cried out in their oppression, repented of their sin 

and prayed for a deliverer to rise up to save them. But in Samson’s day very 

little repenting and praying was being done. Perhaps now it was God’s purpose 

to use this selfish man to create a breach between the two peoples. As the 

chapter opens Samson shows his disrespect for his Hebrew heritage in 

choosing a Philistine woman as a wife. Against his parent’s pleadings, Samson 

demanded that which appealed to his fleshly and sensuous nature. After a 

quick explanation of Samson’s killing a wild lion we see Samson’s disrespect 
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for his parents. Not only did he take honey from the rotting carcass of the lion 

for himself (breaking his Nazarite vow by touching a dead body) but he also led 

his parents into unknowing sin. Samson had given his parents food that was 

considered unclean without telling them anything was wrong with it. As the 

wedding party began, Samson raised a challenge to his guests on his bride’s 

side. “Out of the eater came something to eat, and out of the strong came 

something sweet.” The sinister plan of Samson was to gather everyone’s 

attention so that he could brag about his strength, shame the Philistines by his 

wisdom and, maybe most of all, embarrass his parents who would be shocked 

to learn of their uncleanness while sitting at the table of honor during the feast. 

This plan speaks volumes about Samson’s character. But as most self-centered 

plans go, Samson was one upped by his Philistine rivals and his weak willed 

wife. In a foreshadowing of Samson’s fate, his bride nagged him until he gave in 

and told her the secret. The bride then told her Philistine brethren and it 

turned out to be Samson instead who spent the day shamed alongside his 

parents. It is here that we see another side to Samson flawed character—his 

temper. Instead of learning his lesson and gaining wisdom from the experience, 

Samson compared his bride to a cow and traveled to the hometown of the 

Philistines killing people to gather the payment for his debt. One can only 

imagine the shocked expression on the faces of the Philistines when they 

received the changes of clothes stained with the blood of those who were likely 

friends or relatives.  



52 

 

 Chapter fifteen continues with the folly of Samson’s egotism and anger 

but shows us how it mixes with God’s grace. Many times people will say, “I’m 

too sinful, God can’t use an imperfect person like me.” And because of this, 

they give up and don’t even try to live a Christian life. Yet the Bible teaches us 

that imperfect people are precisely the kind of people God is looking for. Now 

God won’t accept you if you continue in sin, but he will encourage your growth 

and your renewal to be better. From Saul of Tarsus to David to Abraham, God 

uses people who are imperfect as he brings them closer to what he wants us to 

be in life. In Judges fifteen God uses Samson to begin the process of freeing the 

Israelites from the subjection of the Philistines. Samson never changes his life 

to follow God but we see God working through him anyway. As the chapter 

begins Samson cools from his anger and returns to claim his Philistine bride. 

The bride’s father tells him he has already given the woman away to another 

man, sending Samson into an even greater rage than he had experienced 

earlier. Once again with his twisted humor, Samson captures three hundred 

foxes, binds their tails and lights a torch between them as they are released 

into the fields, vineyards and olive groves. The destruction of these Philistine 

crops begins a war between Samson and the entire nation of the Philistines. 

The Philistines retaliate against Samson by burning his bride and her father in 

their own house. This in turn causes Samson to retaliate by wrestling with the 

Philistines and killing many of them before he flees to an area of solitude. The 

Philistines continue to pursue Samson by blackmailing the Israelites. The 

acceptance of the Philistine pressure tells us a great deal about the nature of 
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the Israelites at this time. Instead of supporting Samson and fighting for 

freedom as the children of God had done for the past judges, these Israelites 

actually rebuke Samson because they had grown comfortable in their slavery. 

They fought against this last judge given by God because they saw it as easier 

to remain in slavery than to pursue freedom. Samson convinces the Israelites 

not to kill him themselves and when he is presented to the Philistines, he 

breaks the bonds holding him and picks up the jawbone of a donkey and kills a 

thousand men. But even as this great victory is given to Samson by God, 

Samson complains to God because he is thirsty and he accuses him of never 

taking care of him. It is amazing how often we find ourselves questioning God 

when if we would just take a moment to gain perspective we would see all the 

ways that he blesses us. The first three verses of chapter sixteen continue to 

show how God still blessed Samson even though he was not living the way that 

he should. Samson went to another of the Philistine cities (Gaza) and met a 

prostitute and spent the night with her. When he heard that there was a trap 

to kill him in the morning, Samson not only escaped during the night but 

carried the city gates with him. Some scholars have estimated these gates to 

have weighed 1 ½ tons and Samson to have carried them three miles all in one 

night. Once again, Samson in spite of himself continually won against the 

Philistines using God’s power and his twisted humor.  

But as chapter sixteen continues, Samson finally meets his match. Her 

name was Delilah and she made it her personal goal to destroy the man who 

loved her. Samson loved Delilah and Delilah loved money. After Delilah was 
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offered a huge sum of money by the Philistines she began to nag to Samson 

about what the secret to his strength was. Samson, maybe because he was 

afraid or maybe because he did not take anyone seriously, constantly lied to 

his lover. From telling her to use bowstrings to tie him up, to ropes and to 

weaving his hair, Samson constantly lied to Delilah and allowed her to 

embarrass herself in front of the Philistines. Samson had grown so comfortable 

in relying on his own strength and sharp wit that he never thought to leave the 

woman who was trying to kill him. Finally, after days of whining from his lover, 

Samson told Delilah that the secret to his strength was his long hair. When 

Delilah cut it, Samson went out as before but soon discovered that the Spirit of 

the Lord had left him. Samson had lived his life away from God and now God 

had truly left him. Because of his over-confidence and because of his neglect 

for everyone (including God) Samson lost everything that was precious to him—

his divine protection, his eye sight, his freedom and his pride. However, it is at 

this moment that Samson began to become the person that God wanted him to 

be. Remember what the Hebrew writer said of him? “Out of weakness, he 

became strong.” Samson now had nothing to rely on except God. No longer 

could he overcome his adversaries with his super-human strength, no longer 

do we hear his sarcastic replies. Instead we see a humble man doing the work 

of a beast as his hair slowly begins to grow back. The Philistines thoroughly 

enjoyed their new prize and decided to display him at a great banquet in honor 

of the pagan god Dagon. As the Philistines thanked their “god” for delivering 

this Hebrew, Samson asked a young man to lead him to the supporting pillars 
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of the building so he could have something to lean his weakened body upon. All 

of the nobles of the Philistines were there along with three thousand others to 

jeer this pitiful man who now symbolized the weakness of his people. But 

Samson was not yet done. This humiliated man began to pray to God. Was this 

the first time he had ever prayed? We don’t know but we do know this is his 

first religious experience recorded in Scripture. Samson now realized the true 

source of his strength. It was not his body that he had relied upon nor was it 

his intellect that he had destroyed others with before. In this defining moment 

Samson saw his source of strength in God. Samson raised his hands against 

the two pillars and cried out against his captors. With all of his strength he 

pushed and everyone who had gathered to jeer Samson died alongside him in 

the building’s collapse. His family found his body and buried it but his legacy 

continued. Now the Philistines were aroused against the Jews and the 

deliverance of God’s people had truly begun. It was not until Samson found 

God that Israel truly began to taste freedom. Samson did not accomplish this 

goal when he caught the foxes or when he slaughtered others with the jawbone, 

but Samson did find strength in weakness. We will not find true happiness in 

our health, wealth or wit. We like Samson, must also find God in our 

weaknesses. For when we are weak God makes us strong through him. 
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Saul: Hope When I Must Change My Life 

One of the hardest things in the world to do is to change. We tend to get 

into ruts and get used to doing things in a certain way. When someone changes 

a part of what we like, it is difficult. We are this way with food, exercise, work, 

but change is a necessary part of life sometimes. A difficult thing about change 

is admitting that we need to do it. I never get lost when I go somewhere; I just 

take a little longer trip sometimes. That’s because I never want to admit I need 

to change my route. My boys get upset with me when I get lost, but my wife will 

not say anything. She knows I rarely listen to advice in the travel department. 

Change is just something I don’t like to participate in. 

That is why the life of Saul of Tarsus is so special. We are more familiar 

with him as Paul the Apostle. He was a man who seemed to have it made in 

life. Everything seemingly was already set up for him. Even as a boy he already 

knew what he was going to grow up to be. It was as if it had been written in the 

stars; everything was lined up for Saul to be one of the great teachers of 

Judaism in his day. From a cultural perspective, Saul was from Tarsus which 

was a great city strong in culture and with a major university. As Paul spoke of 

it years later in Acts 21:39, we see that it was a city that one could be proud of 

and happy to call home. He was influenced greatly by the thought and culture 

of his surroundings. Of all the surviving documents of ancient documents of 

the day, Paul’s writings are consistently ranked in the top five as models of 

grammar and usage of language. He had the ability to quote the Hebrew 



57 

 

Scriptures, the Septuagint, and Greek poets as a result of his broad and 

balanced education. Paul’s great talent in this area was a result of the 

surroundings that he grew up in. In addition to this, Acts 22:28 tells that Paul 

was born a Roman citizen. This citizenship afforded Paul such advantages as 

not having to pay taxes, not being subject to many local laws and having 

special advantages socially. In addition to this, Saul was a Hebrew. In that 

culture, Saul also had many special distinctions. According to Philippians 3:5, 

he held the name of the first king of Israel. He was famous as a Pharisee 

because of his zealousness. In addition to this he was the son of a Pharisee, 

who were famous for their strict dealings in the law. According to Acts 22:3, 

Saul grew up at the feet of Gamaliel. This man, who was the head of the 

rabbinical school of Hillel, was the foremost scholar of his day in Hebrew 

studies. For us it might be equivalent to going to a top Ivy League school. 

Taking all of these advantages together, it is obvious that no Hebrew of Saul’s 

day was more prestigious than he was. He knew Greek language and culture, 

was a Roman citizen and was first among the Jews. The product of this 

training made Saul to be very zealous. In 1 Timothy 1:13 we see that Saul was 

zealous in every thing that he did. No matter what task lay before him, Saul 

was willing to do whatever it took to accomplish what needed to be done. In 

Acts 7:58 to 8:3 we see that Saul was zealously holding the coats of the men 

who were stoning Stephen. Was he so focused in this work that his stomach 

did not turn as these men were murdering this young man for his faith? Saul 

stood there and approved because this is what he was raised to believe in. He 
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was committed to destroying anything that threatened what he was used to. In 

fact, it appears that Saul was placed in charge of trying to destroy the young 

church. He believed all this time that he was right in doing this. According to 

Acts 26:10-11, Saul went into the synagogues and homes to pull out Christians 

and throw them in prison. Saul’s zeal was hindering the church greatly and 

Saul thought he was doing the very job God had put him on this earth to do. 

But then Acts nine happened. Suddenly everything that Saul had seen, 

heard and believed had to change. His lifestyle, his friends, his comforts all 

needed to be different. As Saul had almost destroyed the church in Jerusalem 

and was on his way to wreck havoc in Damascus, a light shined around him. 

This light was so strong it blinded him and knocked him to the ground. A voice 

was heard saying, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” Saul asked, “Who 

are you, Lord?” The words that followed must have pierced Saul to his very 

heart. He heard, “I am Jesus of Nazareth whom you are persecuting.” Saul then 

asked what he needed to do. After traveling to the house of Simon the tanner, 

Saul fasted, prayed and wondered. What would happen? Would the Lord strike 

him dead for what he had done? Would he be blind for the rest of his life? A 

preacher named Annanias came to him and told him what he needed to do.  

Now there are three accounts of what happened to Saul found in the 

Scriptures. In Acts nine we see the physical account, in Acts twenty-six the 

legal account and in Act twenty-two the spiritual account. Each one of these 

accounts is accurate historically but each has a particular emphasis. As we 

study Acts twenty-two we are able to examine at which point Saul was saved 
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from his sins. In verse six the Lord appeared to Saul. Some say that in order to 

be saved, one must have a religious experience. As they feel the Lord appears 

to them, they are assured of their correctness in doctrine and life. But Saul did 

not feel that he was saved merely by the Lord’s appearing. Some religions today 

teach that if one says the sinner’s prayer, they will be saved. This is in spite of 

the fact that the sinner’s prayer does not appear in the bible. We see that when 

Saul called Jesus Lord in Acts 22:8, he recognized that affirmation of Jesus’ 

lordship in his life did not secure salvation. In verse ten we see that Saul 

obeyed the Lord’s command and yet still did not secure salvation. Just 

following a few commands from God’s teaching will not ensure our salvation. In 

Acts 23:1 we see that Saul was at every point sincere in trying to follow God. 

Yet sincerity does not guarantee our salvation either. What did Saul need to do 

to find salvation? God has always used one person to teach another person the 

gospel. We see this in the New Testament through Philip and the Eunuch and 

with Peter to Cornelius. God uses other men to speak to us the word of God. 

When we hear this information, we must be willing to believe their message 

and change our lives. In Acts 22:16 we see that Saul believed the gospel taught 

by Ananias and obeyed. According to verse 22:16 it was at the point of baptism 

that the sins of Saul were washed away. It is at this point that Saul was saved 

by faith in Christ. We are saved by the blood of Christ and by God’s grace and 

the time at which this salvation is reached is at our baptism.  

 At this point Saul’s life was changed forever. Saul lost the sight he had in 

his life before and was instead granted a new vision for his future. While he 
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struggled for these three days with physical blindness, he likewise had the 

opportunity to recognize his need for improved spiritual vision. This renewed 

since of vision is something each of us needs today as well. As we see the vision 

of Saul’s new life, we see that he had a renewed sense of obedience to the Lord. 

Saul had lived a life of doing what he thought God wanted him to do. Saul’s 

culture and upbringing had led him to make decisions that perhaps did not 

please God. Now as he heard the true words of God, he learned what he needed 

to do to be saved. Perhaps today there are times when we do things because we 

or those around us think they are what we need to do. Yet, we must know the 

word of God to be sure what we need to do. Saul was not just told to be 

baptized but was told to be faithful to God. He would write years later in 

Romans 12:1-2 of how each of us is called to be living sacrifices to God who no 

longer conform to the world but are instead transformed. Each one of us must 

also have a renewed vision of obedience to God. We need to contemplate what 

God wants us to change in our lives. Each of us must ask ourselves what we 

can do to be more like what God wants us to be in life. 

 Secondly we need a vision of our true selves. Our true self is different in 

many ways than our perceived self. The first time I listened to a recording of 

one of my sermons, I was horrified at what I sounded like. We might be 

embarrassed by our accent and embarrassed as we listen to ourselves. We may 

feel that we are fit and in good health, but as we look in a mirror or see a 

picture of ourselves, we find that is not the case. James two tells us that the 

gospel works like a spiritual mirror. We may not like what we see in a mirror 
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each day, but that mirror gives us an opportunity to see what we truly look 

like. It will teach us what we need to change in our lives. Saul had lived a life 

that he thought pleased God but then he realized on that day that he was 

actually going the wrong way in life. Millions today believe they are pleasing 

God, yet when they see the plain mirror of Scripture they see what they need to 

change. As we see 1 Timothy 1:15 we learn that Christ Jesus came into this 

world to save sinners. Romans 5:5-8 reminds us that God’s love goes beyond 

mankind’s love because he loves us even though we have sinned against him. 

Christ died for us even though we were unlovable. We are not invited because 

of our good deeds. Our most righteous acts are called no more than filthy rags. 

This spiritual mirror, the bible, reminds us that the gospel in not just for me, it 

is for the whole world. 2 Corinthians 5:17-21 reminds us that in Christ we are 

made to be a new creation. Old things have passed away and all things are now 

new. We may now become the righteousness of God in him. If Saul could come 

to God, then each of us obviously has the same opportunity. But this can not 

happen until we see our true selves. Like Saul, we cannot find healing until we 

realize we are not healthy away from God. 

 Thirdly, Saul was given a vision of purpose. Saul’s early life was one full 

of achievement and promise. Yet it appeared to be a life that was somewhat self 

serving in many ways. Saul attained his accolades as a Roman citizen, 

participant in the Greek world and as a Hebrew national in order to further his 

ambitions. Yet on that day, every thing in Saul’s life changed. He was told in 

Acts 22:15 that he had been chosen to be a witness to all men of what he had 
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seen and heard. Every waking moment of the rest of his life was to seek out 

lost souls. In Philippians 1:15 we see him converting soldiers, in Acts sixteen 

he is singing out praises to God to influence those around him. Ananias told 

Saul that he was to bear the name of the Lord before kings, rulers and 

Gentiles. This was to be Paul’s purpose for the rest of his life. In Acts two we 

see 120 disciples in a small section of the world with a total population of 

around 14 million. Could these twelve men really influence the world? In 

Colossians 1:6 we see the gospel had been spoken of in the entire world. By 

Romans fifteen we see Saul (who then was known as Paul) having trouble 

finding new places in the world to preach the gospel and plant new churches. 

The gospel had in one generation covered the known world. By the end of 

Paul’s life, he traveled to the frontier area of Spain to preach the word. Saul’s 

vision that day turned him from focusing on his religion and citizenship in 

Jerusalem to looking to the entire world and the entire population of all of 

God’s creation. 

 That day on the road to Damascus Saul lost his sight. Everything he had 

done and the things he had accomplished were blinded to him never to be seen 

again. As his sight was restored three days later, he received the vision of what 

God really wanted him to do in life. Those changes were most likely difficult. 

Old habits are so hard to break. Yet as Saul realized God’s love for him, he 

began to open his eyes to what God had put him on earth to do. His renewed 

sight enabled him to obey God, to see himself as what he truly was in life and 

to find the renewed purpose that waited for him. Perhaps we today need to be 
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blinded. Not physically blinded but instead blinded to what the culture and 

selfish demands cause us to believe and do. We need to have our eyes opened 

to the love God has for us. When we see that love we will truly realize that 

God’s commandments are not burdensome. We will have our eyes opened to 

our true condition and be able to improve ourselves to what God wants us to 

do. We then can see the purpose for what God has placed us here for in life. 

What has God placed you here for? What do you look like spiritually? What 

changes do you need to make in life but are instead resisting? Like Paul, we 

need to open our eyes and change for the better.



64 

 

Elijah: Hope When I’m Burned Out 

Burnout. We hear about it more and more everyday. It’s not something 

that happens to only to weak people or naïve people, it often happens to those 

who are strong and dedicated. They get so caught up in work, family and the 

affairs of life that they find themselves worn down. They still care but they no 

longer can react. Burnout. Its cure is difficult to find because its symptoms are 

not a list of things that are done wrongly, they are the stuff of life. We burnout 

because we care too much…because we love too much…because we try too 

much. Many therapists tell us that today a significant portion of all medication 

prescribed is not due to physical infirmities but rather they are prescribed for 

mental illnesses. Why do so many burn themselves out? How can someone who 

is so strong and so seemingly resilient fall prey to a disease that causes such 

lethargy and hopelessness? A case study for burnout and its cure is found in 

the book of First Kings concerning the prophet Elijah. 

Elijah was one of the most eccentric prophets of the entire Old 

Testament. His home was Tishbah, a cultural backwoods area near the Jordan 

River. He wore simple clothing made of camel hair and a leather belt, 2 Kings 

1:8. This simple dressed man was called to prophesy to a nation that was 

riding high on the wave of success. Under the reign of Ahab and Jezebel, the 

Northern Kingdom of Israel was experiencing a time of outward prosperity but 

inward decay. Ahab was known for being more wicked than any king who had 

reign before him, 1 Kings 16:20. He and his wife instituted the pagan gods Baal 
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and Asharah as the State religion. These fertility gods were worshipped in these 

days by all sorts of immoral practices.  Yet the simple man Elijah stood up as a 

bastion against this cosmopolitan society racing away from Jehovah. 

Elijah was told by God to pray for a drought. This prayer would be 

referred to centuries later as one of the most powerful prayers ever because it 

was prayed according to God’s will, James 5:17. After three years, Elijah finally 

confronted King Ahab and his sins. Ahab refused to examine himself and his 

actions and therefore he blamed Elijah for all of his troubles, 1 Kings 18:17. It 

is often the case that evil men usually consider anyone who rebukes them as a 

troublemaker, when it is they who have caused the trouble in the land.  

Elijah, self confident as always, challenged Ahab, Jezebel and their gods 

to a challenge. The prophet proposed a “holy” contest on Mount Caramel. While 

Jezebel’s Ashtorah prophets knew better than to show up, Ahab’s Baal 

prophets arrived four hundred and fifty strong to meet Elijah’s challenge. The 

terms of the contest were simple. Both sides were to prepare a sacrifice before 

all onlookers and then both sides were to ask their gods to light the fire needed 

for worship. The prophets of Baal began to pray. When no response came they 

began to dance and writhe to awaken their god. Elijah, confident as always, 

began to taunt his opponents, “Perhaps he is asleep! Perhaps he is in the 

bathroom!” As the day wore on, it was obvious that no god named Baal would 

or could respond to these prophets. Elijah then confidently doused his sacrifice 

with water and then this powerful man of prayer quietly knelt down before 

everyone and humbly asked his God to respond. And respond God did. Fire 
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came from the heavens and evaporated the water, the sacrifice and even the 

stones of the altar. God had once again answered this man of God’s prayers. 

With the power of this response, Elijah rallied the people and slaughtered all 

the prophets of the false god. This event should have been the highlight of 

Elijah’s life and the beginning of a great revival throughout the land as the 

people returned to the one true God. Yet Elijah was soon to learn that 

miracles—even undeniable ones—do not always lead people to repent. The 

heart of the people must be changed before the mind and the will can respond. 

To Elijah’s alarm, Ahab remained steadfastly opposed to him and Jezebel swore 

that she would see Elijah put to death. 

It is here in 1 Kings nineteen that we see Elijah experiencing the 

helplessness of burnout. The errors of Elijah are clear. In verse two Elijah 

listened to the world around him instead of listening to God. Elijah should have 

remembered that just a few days earlier he had stood up for God against four 

hundred and fifty prophets. Yet now in his weakened state he allowed himself 

to be discouraged by the threats of a single person. In verse three we see he no 

longer trusted in God. Rather than standing up for what he believed in he took 

his fate into his own hands and ran all the way to Beersheba which is located 

one hundred and twenty miles away from Mt. Carmel. In the end of verse three 

and verse four we see the third mistake that led Elijah to his dangerous 

condition, he found himself alone. Leaving behind his servant who probably 

cared deeply for him, he went into the solitary wilderness to face his problems 

without the help of others. All of these mistakes led Elijah to lose his sense of 
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self. As sat down under a small bush, this powerful man of prayer asked God 

to take away his life. Elijah felt at this point that he was a complete failure. 

Even though he had before him the evidence of his victory on Mt. Carmel and 

had many who sincerely cared for him, Elijah was so self-centered that he 

refused to see any good in himself. The monument identifying the famous 

commentator, Matthew Henry, has carved into it the image of a candle burning 

out in its socket, with the words inscribed underneath, “In giving my light to 

others, I myself have been consumed.” That was the experience of Elijah and a 

number of others who have driven to the point of surrender against this world 

even though they have tried their best. 

Thankfully, God did not leave Elijah under the bush. Instead he gave to 

Elijah several graces or gifts to bring him back into faithful service. The first 

grace given to Elijah (and to those who are burned out today) is the gift of 

sustenance. In 1 Kings 19:5-8, an angel was sent to Elijah to care for his 

physical needs. A cake was made and water provided and sleep was allowed. 

Often times one of the best things a person can do when they are feeling 

helpless and weak is to care for himself physically. Our mental and emotional 

facilities are given strength by our health. When we allow ourselves to weaken 

from a lack of sleep or nutrition we only contribute to our weakened state. The 

Lord knew Elijah needed physical strength for the spiritual lessons and tasks 

which lay ahead. The second grace given to Elijah was the gift of communing 

with God, 1 Kings 19:9-10. God allowed Elijah to speak his mind and say what 

he thought even though some of the feelings and beliefs of Elijah were not 
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correct. Elijah was not alone but he certainly felt like it. For some sad reason, 

there are those people who feel like they must always be perfect before God. 

They have failed to remember many of the Psalms and other prayers 

throughout the Bible where people just pour their feelings out before God. God 

allowed Elijah to speak his mind and reinvigorate his close relationship in 

prayer to God. Today when we feel broken, we must remember that God has 

given us this opportunity of communion with him as well. Hebrews 13:5 

promises that God will never leave nor forsake us. God is there even when we 

are at our lowest. When we feel alone, we must look to the one who will always 

be there—our Lord. Another gift of grace given to Elijah was the opportunity of 

understanding. In 1 Kings 19:11-14, one of the most fascinating passages of all 

Scripture is placed. Here on Mount Horeb, known as Mount Sinai in the days 

of Moses, Elijah followed his predecessors in meeting God. In contrast to the 

fire and awesome power that God used to show himself on Mount Caramel 

against the prophets of Baal just a few chapters earlier, God now showed Elijah 

that his power was not necessarily in the strong wind, earthquake or fire. 

Instead Elijah met God in a still small voice. Why would God introduce himself 

in this way? God was showing himself not through the massive power that 

Elijah was familiar with but instead was showing himself through the love and 

compassion of a knowing, loving voice. Today we see God through the clear 

picture of Jesus. While Jesus spent much of his life doing great thing such as 

calming the storm and raising the dead, Jesus also showed his love for all 

mankind in his compassion for the hurting and his suffering for our sin. God 
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also gave Elijah the grace of other’s help in 1 Kings 19:15-18. Man is a social 

creature. Just as Adam was not designed to be alone without a helpmeet, so 

God has designed each person today to have others to help us. God informed 

Elijah that he was to appoint Hazael King of Syria, Jehu King of Israel, Elisha 

as prophet and Elijah was reminded that seven thousand had not bowed their 

knee to Baal. Elijah was not alone in his fight to bring Israel back to God. 

Today God does not intend for us to fight our battles alone. Yes we have Jesus 

with us in every circumstance but we also have fellow Christians who look out 

for us as we look out for them in every circumstance, Galatians 6:1-2. In 

addition to the grace of other’s help in general, God gave Elijah a special gift of 

a close relationship in verses 19-21. Elisha was to be a close understudy of 

Elijah. While Elisha was inexperienced, he gave support and strength to Elijah 

as he continued his work once again with God. Elijah would keep fighting for 

the Lord until he finally was carried to his God in a fiery chariot. God took care 

of Elijah in good times and bad. Whether Elijah was on the Mount Carmel or in 

the depths of the spirit in the wilderness, he was God’s friend and had 

someone who would care for him. When we or our loved ones face burnout 

today, we need to remember the one who cares for us and will always be there 

for us. There is hope for the burned out.
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Thomas: Hope When It’s Hard to Believe 

It is natural to struggle with doubt. If you are one of those people who 

have gone through life never struggling with doubt concerning the existence of 

God or the nature of the spiritual realm, perhaps you should consider yourself 

lucky. But if you’re among the many who daily battle with doubt and fear, don’t 

lose hope. Doubt concerning the day’s assumptions is what makes mankind 

different than the animals. Unless people had wondered if there was a better 

way, we might still light the nighttime with fire rather than electricity or travel 

by horse rather than automobile. But our doubt needs to search for answers 

rather than be satisfied with the ignorance of not knowing. 

It has become highly fashionable in today’s enlightened and educated 

circles to question spiritual maters and claim that God does not exist. Science, 

with its philosophy that all things must be tested and proven beyond any 

doubt, leaves little room for faith. Some Christians live a sort of double life of 

professing faith while in the church building and expressing doubt in the 

workplace or the classroom. Paul said that we have not been given a spirit of 

timidity, but of courage and strength.  

God has given us plenty of evidence that he exists. Romans 1:20 tells us 

that the visible creation hints of God’s invisible attributes. As I look across the 

ocean I can see the vastness and depth of God’s power. As I see the complex 

nature of the human body I am reminded of the perfect design that is present 

in each part of creation. As I look in my two boy’s eyes, I see the wonder of 
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God’s creation and the strength of his love. Psalm 19:1 tells us that the one 

who is convinced that there is no God after looking at creation is a fool. We can 

also see that God exists by reading in our Bible. I know that sounds like 

circular reasoning. We say that God exists because the Bible tells us that and 

then we say that the Bible must be true because God exists. That’s circular 

reasoning. But there is more to proving that God exists than just looking at our 

Bibles. Over forty people wrote the Scriptures along a period of almost 2000 

years. Of those people who lived in such different cultures as ancient Egypt, 

Babylon, Israel and others they all agree on such important issues as sin, 

death, God’s nature and the Holy Spirit. Now tell me if you can find ten people 

today from the same time period and the same culture who completely agree on 

all of those issues! Yet we see that the word of the Lord is perfect, converting 

the soul. Another way we know God exists is through the historical nature of 

Jesus. Even from pagan historians who were not Christians we can read that 

there was indeed a man named Jesus who lived in the region of Galilee. These 

non-believers also wrote of the strong and devout faith these disciples of Christ 

had for their new found faith. Each of the Apostles died for their faith except 

for the Apostle John. Thousands of Christians willingly died a martyr’s death 

for the sake of Jesus. There had to be a good reason for all of these people who 

lived as contemporaries of Christ to willingly give themselves up. That reason 

was they understood the new faith of Christianity to be reasonable and true. 

Yet in spite of the overwhelming evidence concerning God’s existence and 

Christianity’s viability, some still refuse to believe. Yes, some disbelieve 
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because of predispositioned prejudices or because of their failure to openly 

review the evidence. But some just will always refuse to believe. This is a fact of 

life I have spent much time considering. Earlier in my life, I considered people 

and their faith in a manner similar to a mathematical equation—if you point 

out to the particular person the right facts in the right way; they will arrive at 

the right decision. I considered any disbelief, any incorrect doctrine to merely 

be the result of a lack of teaching. “Tell the simple gospel story,” I reasoned, 

“and everyone will obey the gospel.” I quickly learned that this is not the case. 

Even Jesus and the Apostles were rejected by some of the people they tried to 

teach. This was not due to a lack of correct teaching methods but was the 

result of the hearts of those who were being taught.  

In Luke eight, we read the parable of the sower. In biblical days, farmers 

would walk over their fields and scatter their seed all over the ground. The seed 

that fell on the hard soil would have no chance at germination because it would 

either be trampled on by those who passed by or the birds would soon come 

and eat it. The seed that fell on the thorny soil was soon choked out by the 

weeds while the seed that fell on the rocky ground was able to sprout but 

would soon wither because of the hot sun and the lack of nutrients. But the 

farmer still went about his business because some of the seed would fall on 

good, fertile ground. This seed would grow and produce a profit for the farmer 

that would more than compensate for all the seed that was lost in the other 

soils. Of course Jesus explained his parable by telling us the hard soil 

represented those under the control of Satan. There are those who are so 
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against the gospel message that they will not even allow it to sink into their 

hearts. Whatever message reaches them is soon taken away by Satan’s devices 

and they are left without any opportunity to hear God’s message. Jesus 

explains to us the thorny soil represents those who wish to obey but instead 

allow the cares of this world to make them distracted. As an old preacher I 

knew once said, “If the devil can’t make you bad, he will at least make you too 

busy.” The rocky soil represents those who obey the word but never mature 

beyond being babes in Christ. Their shallow maturity causes them to stumble 

and fall when the struggles of life come along. Something we need to focus on 

as a church is discovering how to create good soil among those whom we are 

trying to reach. A gardener today can come along and turn almost any piece of 

ground into a beautiful lush garden. He may have to spend time softening up 

the soil, removing rocks and pulling weeds but eventually that ground will bear 

if enough hard work has been put into it. We need to become students of 

people so that we know how to prepare the soil of their hearts to properly 

receive the gospel message. That is what brings us to the study of the Apostle 

Thomas. 

Most people know the Thomas as the doubter. In fact many recognize 

him only as ‘Doubting Thomas.’ And while Thomas’ doubting is looked upon 

and ridiculed by many who are students of Scripture, it is interesting to see 

how Jesus dealt with this person. There are three episodes in the Gospel of 

John that focus on the transition that Thomas made through the ministry of 

Jesus. 
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The first episode where Thomas is mentioned as having doubts is in 

John chapter eleven. The context of the passage is where Lazarus has become 

very sick and will soon die. Lazarus’ sisters Mary and Martha send a message 

to Jesus to return quickly but the Apostles object by reminding Jesus that 

their lives are in danger by returning to Judea. After Jesus waited three days 

he leads the Apostles back to the home of Lazarus. Upon hearing of their 

destination, Thomas says, “Let us go, that we may die with him.” That is a 

caustic phrase. Different scholars have interpreted this line in various ways. 

Some say that Thomas is saying that all men will die someday and by attending 

the funeral they will be reminded of brevity of life. The more likely meaning of 

Thomas’ words was that he was willing to die right alongside of Jesus. While 

this was in a sense a noble thought, Thomas’ pessimism is seen clearly. 

Thomas had seen the miracles of Jesus and heard his Master’s teachings, yet 

rather than having faith he says, “Well let’s go die and get it over with.” Some 

people are always pessimists. Give them a million dollars and they complain 

because they now have to pay taxes. Sometimes even Christians are that way. 

They are always skeptical and looking for something underhanded in every 

situation. They come to church services but instead of worshipping they look 

around and think about how everyone else around them is a hypocrite. As 

Jesus and his apostles returned to Judea, Thomas would soon see that not 

only would the Apostles and Jesus not die but that Lazarus would be raised 

from the dead. Jesus did not confront Thomas’ pessimism directly but he 
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instead showed him that there was life for Lazarus and for all who have faith in 

Jesus. 

The second episode where we confront the attitude of Thomas is in John 

chapter fourteen. Now Thomas was a skeptic. The lesson from Jesus in John 

fourteen is pretty deep stuff. Even now two thousand years later, not everyone 

agrees about what Jesus was saying. Jesus told his Apostles that they would 

have many mansions in heaven. Does that mean that we will all have houses in 

heaven or will we all live in one house with the Lord that has many rooms? 

Was Jesus only using symbolism here because while we won’t really need 

houses this of speech shows how God will provide for us? Thomas was 

probably as bewildered as we are today about this. Was he a little, as we say 

today, ‘slow on the uptake?’ Was he like the student in school who we all 

disliked that asked too many questions? Maybe all the Apostles were 

wondering about this but only Thomas had the courage to ask. Regardless, in 

verse five Thomas said to Jesus, “Jesus we don’t even know where you are 

going so how are we supposed to get there?” Jesus responded to Thomas’ 

question by stating one of the most famous passages of all Scripture in John 

14:6, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No man comes to the Father but by 

me.” In a way, the questioning of Thomas was good. Far too many people 

accept things without questioning. They belong to a church that is not 

scriptural; they follow doctrines foreign to the word of God; they will do 

anything because it is new or different than what they are used to. We need to 

be like the Bereans in Acts 17:11 who even checked out the teachings of Paul 
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to see if they were in accordance to Scripture. We need to be like Nicodemas 

who in John three came to Jesus privately to question him closely on what he 

was teaching. But we will never reach the point in life where we will know 

everything about every subject. As a preacher, I have been asked many of the 

classic, earth shattering Biblical questions such as “Did Adam have a belly 

button?” or “Where did Cain find his wife?” One of the toughest I have been 

asked is “Where did Jesus get his clothes after he rose from the tomb?” When 

Jesus was raised from the dead he left his burial clothes folded so how did he 

get different clothes to wear when he appeared before everyone else? The best 

answer I have come up with for that one is that if God can raise the dead, he 

can provide clothes. But nevertheless, there are some people who just look 

through the Bible and ask every question just to try to destroy faith. When you 

answer their question they will soon have another one. They are not really 

searching for truth; they are just trying to be wise in their own way. When 

Thomas asked this question, notice that Jesus did not spend time giving the 

exact dimensions to every room in heaven, no instead he told Thomas to trust 

him and everything will be alright. We need to look to Jesus and do what he 

wants us to do. God is pretty clear concerning what is important—the church, 

salvation, eternal life. John fourteen was not the time or place to discuss the 

living quarters of heaven. Jesus knew to remind Thomas to focus on what is 

important. 

The final episode where we see the growth of Thomas is in John chapter 

twenty. In this passage, Thomas is jealous. Thomas was gone while Jesus 
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appeared to the other ten Apostles. These men were afraid but then Jesus 

appeared to them to prove that he had been resurrected. And the ten apostles 

were present to see the resurrected Christ. As each of these men had their fear 

heightened by seeing Jesus just appear in a room that was locked and secured, 

Jesus told them the common Jewish greeting of “Peace be with you.” This is 

what every Jewish person said at the beginning of each conversation, much 

like us saying “hello” today. Yet when Jesus said it this time it held a little bit 

of a deeper meaning. We know this because Jesus said it at the end of the 

conversation as well. By Jesus appearing to them, the Apostles now had an 

assurance of peace. Satan, the Jewish leaders, and even the world was now 

defeated. The person the Apostles were looking at was proof that the message 

of the Gospel was correct. 

When Thomas returned, we can imagine the excited recounting of what 

the Apostles had to say. They each told him that Jesus had indeed risen and 

that he could put aside his fears and doubts as well. However for Thomas it 

would not be that easy. Thomas told his friends, “I will not believe until he 

comes to me.” He already had the evidence he needed, but he refused to 

believe. Many people are similar to Thomas in that way today. Almost every 

church split that occurs is due more to the ego of certain people rather than to 

doctrine. Sure we find verses and doctrines to accuse one another of as 

tempers flare but usually the starting point of any church split will be pride. 

Some people’s refusal to believe in God stems more from their lack of humility 

than from a lack of evidence to believe. Their source of faith is only in 
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themselves. The next Sunday, in verse twenty-six, Jesus appears once again to 

his Apostles and Thomas is there with them. Jesus comes to Thomas and told 

him to put his hands in his side and feel the nail prints in his hands. Thomas 

cries out, “My Lord and my God!” Now nothing stood between him and his 

Savior. His questions were answered, his jealousy was done.  

But I have a problem with this. I have never touched physically touched 

the hands or the side of the resurrected body of Jesus. Jesus said, “Thomas, 

blessed are those people who have not seen and have not touched.” Some will 

never get that chance. As John closes his Gospel account he tells us in John 

20:30-31 that the things he has written are written that we may believe. In a 

way, John’s gospel is not only a short biography of the Savior; it is also a 

biography of an unbeliever. As we study through this Gospel we see that John 

is reaching out to those who have doubts or are looking evidence to really put 

their faith in. In additional to other elements given by John, we see that 

Thomas was moved from his pessimism, his skepticism and even from his 

jealousy to become a true disciple of Christ. God has given us opportunity to 

know that he exists and that we should believe in him to be saved. Thomas 

struggled but Jesus helped him through his trials to a state of belief. Through 

God there is hope for those who doubt. 
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Samuel: Hope In The Midst of an Evil Environment 

 This world is a difficult place to be a Christian. Paul reminds the readers 

of the New Testament in 2 Timothy 3:12 that all who live in Christ will face 

persecution. As we work to live like Jesus we will be hurt and have difficult 

times. Jesus said that we would be mistreated because of our relationship with 

Him, John 15:20. That is, our connection to the heavenly realm will cause 

tension with our relationships in this earthly realm. Some people face cruelty 

and great hurt because of their faith. In times past, people have lost their lives 

because of their faith in Christ. While our persecution may not be that 

apparent, there are times we suffer because we are not of this world. But while 

we may lose friends and struggle with our families we can know that there is 

hope. Even when our surroundings do not support our relationship with God, 

we can rest assured that all things are possible through Christ, Philippians 

4:13. We see in the life of Samuel in the Old Testament that it is possible to 

remain faithful even while living in a difficult environment.  

 When Samuel was born, he was recognized as a gift from God. His name 

literally means one who was heard by God. While all children are precious, his 

mother had a special appreciation for him because he was the result of years of 

prayer and hope. Samuel’s mother gave her son to the Lord because of God’s 

faithfulness. You would think that the tabernacle would be easiest place in the 

entire earth to be faithful to God. But you would instead be surprised to see 

what really went on there. While Samuel was learning how to serve the Lord, he 
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worked under Eli and Eli’s two sons: Hopni and Phineas. We read in 1 Samuel 

two that Eli was very old at this time and that Eli’s sons were evil. They bullied 

the people who came to worship God so that they could steal the sacrifices to 

the Lord to use as their own food and possessions. They even slept with the 

women who were there to serve in the tabernacle. This was not done behind 

the scenes but was done in the very entrance of the tabernacle so that all could 

see what was happening. Sometimes we may think that as long as someone 

has a relationship with Christ, they are a good influence. But that is not always 

true. There are some who participate in the sinful things of the world Monday 

through Saturday and then come to church on Sunday and act as if they have 

done nothing wrong. Just because someone prays and sings in a church 

building on Sunday, that does not mean they have fully given themselves to 

Christ. Samuel grew up in an environment that should have been holy but was 

instead full of hypocrisy. While Samuel was able to remain faithful in that 

environment, we must be careful that we do not let the actions of others 

misshape our view of God. We must always remember that other people will 

influence us in some way. Paul reminds us in 1 Corinthians 15:33 that evil 

friends can corrupt good moral judgment. 

 Yet, Samuel grew up in these surroundings with a budding relationship 

with God. We do not read in the Bible of the relationship Samuel had with Eli’s 

sons but we do know that Samuel still showed respect to Eli and his position. 

While the word of the Lord was rare in those days, God chose to speak to 

Samuel and to have Samuel do His work for the nation. Samuel did not expect 
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or recognize God’s voice when he heard his name called that night. But Eli 

helped him to communicate with God and to receive a powerful message. 

Sadly, Samuel was given the responsibility to tell Eli the results of his faulty 

legacy in misleading the people. Eli’s term as Judge would end in failure as the 

Philistines captured the Ark of the Covenant and his sons were killed on the 

battlefield. When this finally happened, the news was so terrible that Eli fell 

from of his chair and broke his neck. The state of the nation was so pitiful that 

Eli’s grandson was named Ichabod which means “the glory has departed from 

Israel.” Samuel had been raised in an era of disobedience, but that 

environment did not cause him to lose his faith. Samuel realized that his faith 

needed to be rooted in God and not in people. When our faith is rooted in 

people, we will become discouraged and disillusioned by their shortcomings. 

None of us on this earth are perfect, but we follow a perfect God. We must keep 

our faith rooted in the one who is unchanging and unfailing. 

 1 Samuel seven tells us that Samuel took the place of Eli in leading the 

people. While he had grown up in an era of despondency and disobedience, 

Samuel was a different kind of leader. He called all the people to repentance. 

Listening to Samuel, the people put away their idols and a spiritual revival was 

begun throughout the land. Samuel was an excellent leader. He was the last 

Judge but the first prophet over Israel since Moses. He also filled the role as 

priest over the land. Under his leadership the Ark of the Covenant was 

returned to Israel, the Philistines surrendered the land that had been taken in 

conquest and the country had peace. Samuel was not satisfied with calling the 
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people to come to his home town of Ramah to hear the word of the Lord. 

Instead he started a circuit or loop through the land so that everyone would 

have the opportunity to hear God’s message. Samuel traveled from Bethel to 

Gilgal to Micpah and then back to Ramah so that the people would be exposed 

to godly teaching and influence. By traveling these great distances all over the 

nation, the people were continually exposed to Samuel’s example and teaching. 

 But even though Samuel did the best he could do in leading Israel, he 

was still working in a difficult environment. His sons grew to reject Samuel’s 

ways and were evil in the sight of the Lord. The people, likewise, grew weary of 

Samuel’s work among them. They eventually came to him and demanded a 

king so that they could be like the nations all around them. We can only 

imagine what Samuel felt when he heard this. After a lifetime of traveling 

around his country and teaching the people to be different from the pagans 

around, the people came to him demanding the exact opposite of his legacy. 

The Lord told Samuel to listen to the voice of the people. He reminded him, “It 

is not you they have rejected as Judge, but God as their king.” 1 Samuel 8:7. 

There are times we may work as hard as we can to do good things. Perhaps we 

work late hours or we go the extra mile to serve and be a good influence. Yet in 

spite of our hard work, we may face rejection by the very people we are trying 

to help. When that happens, remember that your work is not in vain. Our 

highest service is to God. When people reject us for doing good things, we still 

have a good reward in heaven. Like Samuel, we should remember to show love 

and kindness even in the face of rejection. 
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Samuel listened to God and began to find his replacement as leader over 

Israel. The Lord led Samuel to Saul. Saul stood out among his people because 

he was handsome and tall. Samuel anointed him and made him king over 

Israel. In chapter twelve of 1 Samuel, the old prophet stood before the people 

and reminded them that he had never been corrupt, oppressive or negligent in 

his leadership. In spite of this fact, the nation had rejected him for a system of 

leadership that would bring corruption to the nation. Nevertheless, Samuel 

said, “Far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord in ceasing to pray for 

you, but I will continue to teach you the good and the right way” 1 Samuel 

12:23. Even though Samuel had been rejected, he still loved his people and 

treated them with respect and honor. He pledged to continue to help them in 

any way that he could. This serves as a lesson for each one of us as we live in a 

world where our good intentions may sometimes be misinterpreted and our 

good deeds may be rejected. The bible reminds us to return to no one evil for 

evil, but to instead be kind hearted and forgiving. By showing kindness and 

respect to those who hurt us, we reflect the love God has shown for us. 

When Saul became king his popularity rose quickly because of the 

military victories that he won. Yet, he struggled with self doubt and with 

selfishness. In 1 Samuel thirteen we see that Saul sinned when he impatiently 

offered a sacrifice to God instead of waiting for Samuel to arrive and make the 

sacrifice. As the sacrifice was ending, Samuel arrived and saw what Saul had 

done. Samuel confronted Saul, which placed him in a dangerous position. The 

newly crowned king was very popular with his recent victories and in a time of 
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war, Saul could have killed Samuel for treason. Yet, Samuel stood up to Saul 

even in a difficult environment because he saw the necessity of following after 

God’s way. Saul was warned strongly by Samuel of the dangers of disobedience 

to the Lord. Such actions endangered Saul’s Kingdom and placed his people in 

danger as well. In 1 Samuel fifteen Samuel once again approaches Saul with a 

word from the Lord. The Lord wanted Saul to go and wipe out the Amalakite 

nation. These people had ruthlessly attacked the weak people and stragglers of 

the Israelite nation as they traveled through the wilderness back in the days of 

Moses.  After the passing of unrepentant generations, the time had come for 

the wicked Amalekites to be punished. The command from the Lord was to kill 

every Amalakite person, to destroy every animal they owned and to burn all of 

their possessions. Saul and his army went about their task and won a great 

victory. They destroyed everything despised and worthless but they saved the 

king of the Amalekites and saved the best of their flocks and their possessions. 

Saul then went and made a monument to himself for being a great military 

leader. As Samuel arrived, he was greeted by Saul who said, “Blessed are you 

of the Lord! I have performed the commandment of the Lord.” But Samuel 

asked, “What then is this bleating of sheep that I hear?” Saul told Samuel that 

the best of the flocks had been saved to sacrifice to God. Later he used the 

excuse that the people he was in charge of had made him disobey God. Saul 

had plenty of excuses but no way of escape before this godly prophet. When 

Samuel told Saul that because of his sin he could no longer be king over Israel, 

Saul tried to stop Samuel and even ripped Samuel’s cloak. Samuel told Saul 
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that in the same way God had ripped the kingdom from Saul’s grasp. Saul 

asked Samuel to still come with him and worship God before the elders and the 

people so that he could save face. Samuel agreed to help keep the peace. We 

can only imagine how it felt to Samuel to worship the Lord at the side of this 

unrighteous and self-serving king. Samuel then killed the wicked king of the 

Amalekites himself and returned back to his home in Ramah. The Bible tells us 

that Samuel mourned deeply for Saul in 1 Samuel 15:15. Samuel loved God 

and God’s people so much that he mourned even for the very person who had 

taken his place. We see in Samuel’s life not a desire to be respected and loved 

but a desire for God’s people to prosper. A little later, Samuel was sent to 

anoint a new king. A shepherd boy named David who was a young man after 

God’s own heart would soon lead Israel. 

After anointing David, Samuel appears to have withdrawn to his home 

and to have no longer been actively involved in the politics of his nation. When 

he died in 1 Samuel 15:1 we see that all of the nation gathered at his funeral 

and lamented for this great man who had led God’s people in spite of his 

circumstances. Samuel had been a man of great influence even though he lived 

in an environment of selfishness and disobedience to God. When we live like 

Samuel and rise above our circumstances, we will bring honor to ourselves and 

to God, Matthew 5:16. Between the time of the Judges of Israel and Solomon, 

the nation had remained faithful to God. This was not because of the Judge Eli, 

nor was it because of Saul. It was because of the leadership and legacy of 
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Samuel. This is the example that each one of us needs to give today.  There is 

hope even in the midst of an evil environment.
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Nehemiah: Hope When I Need to Become a Leader 

One of my dreams in life is to visit the continent of Europe. My wife 

wants to go to Hawaii for the beautiful beaches but I long for the opportunity to 

see the beautiful architecture. I understand that the cathedrals of the countries 

of England, France, Italy and Germany are without equal. Centuries ago men 

spent countless hours of work and great sums of money to demonstrate their 

love and devotion to God in their building of these great monuments. But now 

these great building stand empty on Sundays. Over the years the outward 

forms of religion have remained while the heart of the religion has passed away. 

A man who once preached in Europe told me that all many people in Europe 

need a preacher for now is to hatch (births), match (marriages) and dispatch 

(funerals). Besides these basic events, few people in these countries have any 

use for religion anymore. While not everyone in America today worships in a 

great cathedral, many in the church suffer from the same condition of empty 

religion today. We hold a form of godliness but the power of our relationship 

with God has faded. 

This same condition was evident in the lives of the people of Nehemiah’s 

day. The Jews had been carried off to Babylonian captivity for seventy years. 

During this time of torture and disillusionment, few people remained faithful. 

When the faithful remnant of these captives was allowed to return home, they 

quickly rebuilt their houses and the temple. From there they went about 

rebuilding their lives without much focus on their religion. They still had a 



88 

 

relationship with God, but that relationship did not move them to service or 

keep them from worldly living. They were not evil, but they were religiously 

disinterested. Seventy years after the building of the Temple, Nehemiah 

received word while in Persia of the disrepair of the walls around Jerusalem. 

While the walls of a city may not seem significant to our modern minds, these 

walls were essential to the safety and reputation of any people. Without 

secured walls, an ancient city was open to thieves and corruption. The walls of 

a city gave its leaders the ability to control access to their city and allowed its 

citizens to have a degree of confidence in their safety. While the rebuilding of 

the walls of the city were not as pretty or as religious feeling as building a 

temple, they were just as necessary the safety and success of God’s people. 

Yet the Jews had neglected this important need because they had grown 

concerned with other problems in life. They were scared by the influential 

enemies who lived around them and they depended on those enemies in many 

ways. Their trust in God had become nominal and they tended to just get by in 

life without making a difference as far as religion. The Jews were not as they 

needed to be and they had become comfortable in that state. 

In stark contrast to this attitude was Nehemiah. At first glance, 

Nehemiah would not be a likely candidate to begin a religious reformation. He 

was not a religious scholar nor did he come from a leading family of the Jewish 

nation. He served in the fairly significant occupation of cupbearer to the king. 

His job most likely was to taste the king’s wine during his meals to ensure it 

was not poisoned. While this was obviously a dangerous job, it also offered 
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close access to the king of the Persian Empire because the king was deeply 

concerned with how Nehemiah felt. Because of his position, very few people 

were in a place of greater influence than Nehemiah. Yet when Nehemiah heard 

of the condition of his homeland hundreds of miles away, he wept bitterly. 

Public mourning was very dangerous for Nehemiah to participate in because 

any hint of his unhealthiness would set the entire empire on edge. But the 

predicament of his people was close to Nehemiah’s heart. Rather than only 

weep about his people, Nehemiah determined to do something about it. He 

acted on his concerns. One of the greatest dangers in life is being comfortable. 

Nehemiah left his position of honor and respectability to spend at least twelve 

years struggling for his life. 

 As we study the life of Nehemiah we see his secrets of reigniting passion 

in his people once again. One of the main emphases we see from this man is 

the fact that he knew the importance of encouraging people in their work. 

While Nehemiah had the money to hire the work done by foreign labor and 

while he had the authority to force the Jews to build their own wall, he knew 

that true success was only possible if the people were encouraged to do the 

work themselves. After Nehemiah had personally examined the work, he 

gathered everyone together to encourage a sense of fellowship among the 

people. He shared with everyone the nature of the problems they faced and he 

showed them the needs that stood before them. He encouraged the people in 

chapter two and verse seventeen, “Let us rise up and build this great work.” It 

was important to Nehemiah that every person see the necessity of the work to 
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be done. While Nehemiah most likely deserved most of the credit for getting the 

work started, he knew it was much more important that each person feel a part 

of the work. It has been said that a man who sings his own praises invariably 

sets the pitch too high and sings out of tune. 

But Nehemiah was much more than just a cheerleader. He was a man of 

prayer. Eight times we see Nehemiah pray to God during his work to rebuild 

the walls. He knew the power of prayer to accomplish great things. When we 

find our lives short on passion or when we are trying to inspire passion in 

others, the first thing we need to do is talk to the creator of all people to guide 

us in our work. As the Lord controls our hearts and minds we will find perfect 

peace and be able to rekindle fires that may have once ebbed low.  

Nehemiah was also a man of perseverance. We see that Nehemiah’s 

enemies ridiculed what he stood for (Nehemiah 2:19, Luke 6:26), threatened to 

harm him (4:7-9), offered compromises to him that would have ultimately 

destroyed his work (6:2-4) and misrepresented everything he said and did (6:6-

9). Yet in the midst of these attacks, Nehemiah did not shirk his duties or 

become discouraged. Instead he remained as focused as a laser. Even when 

some of the people warned him that enemies were coming to kill him, 

Nehemiah did not neglect his work but stood fast. Because of Nehemiah’s 

passion and the passion he inspired in others, the wall around the city was 

built in only fifty-two days. This happened because the people had a mind to 

work (4:6). 
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 As we see Nehemiah’s great success, we now turn to see what this means 

for us today. What lessons can be learned to rekindle passionate Christians 

today? Of course we see that Nehemiah was a man who inspired others to act 

and that his actions accomplished the completion of a grand construction 

project very quickly. Yet the remainder of this biblical book teaches us even 

more about the necessity of instilling spiritual passion within ourselves and in 

those around us. While most lessons on Nehemiah concentrate on the first six 

chapters, the necessary ingredient of passion is emphasized even more as we 

continue later in the book. As we read chapter thirteen, we see that Tobiah, the 

enemy of Nehemiah, was now actually using the Temple as an apartment to 

live in. We see that the Levites, those who were to be in charge of the sacrifices, 

had left to find new jobs outside of Jerusalem. The Sabbath day was no longer 

being kept and many of the Jews had intermarried with unbelieving Gentiles 

and even were no longer teaching their children the Law of Moses.  

 From this we learn that Nehemiah’s earlier work had restored the 

outward forms of religion, but once again the heart of religion was gone. 

Nehemiah had returned to his old occupation with the King when the work was 

completed and it appears the people went back to their old ways of life as well. 

While Nehemiah had encouraged his people to action, they still were lukewarm 

in devotion to God. This teaches us a very important lesson regarding the 

necessity of passion in the life of the people. Often we think of religion as 

milquetoast and bland, yet Christianity must be a religion of passion. The 

savior we serve was a passionate man who cleansed the Temple with a whip 
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when his found those who were misusing God’s house. While our tempers 

should be controlled to keep us from sin, we must also have hearts that feel 

pain when those around us do not show adequate concern for the things of 

God. Nehemiah went to Tobiah’s room and threw out his possessions on the 

street. He then had the room ritually cleansed. He recalled the Levites, 

threatened anyone who broke the Sabbath and threatened anyone who 

engaged in marriage with Gentiles. Nehemiah visibly showed the people that 

sin could not be tolerated in the lives of godly people. Love for God insists on 

hatred for the things of this world that will come between us and our savior. 

 In view of Nehemiah’s actions, one can hardly imagine how he would be 

received in today’s religious world. Many would be turned off and driven away 

by such single mindedness. Yet the apostle Paul tells us to never be lacking in 

zeal, Romans 12:9. We must always remember that nothing is more important 

that our relationship with God. Many today are influenced by the world’s 

encouragement for patience and tolerance or they are convinced that 

Christianity is really nothing more than weak minded people who are confused 

or ignorant. Christ demands that we be different as we stand for the most 

important principles of life. There are the things for which we are truly made. 

Yes there is danger in much zeal, but Christ must come first, 1 Corinthians 

15:58. We must worry about being faithful instead of worrying about being 

nice. 

One day a church building caught on fire. When the preacher ran to the 

building he noticed one of the most godless people in the town right there 
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helping to put out the blaze. “This is the first time I have ever seen you around 

these parts,” said the preacher. “Well,” said the infidel, “This is the first time 

I’ve ever seen this church on fire.” Can that statement be said where we 

worship? Are we like the Jews of Nehemiah’s day who perhaps had the outward 

forms of religion around them but their hearts were not present with God? Or 

do we like Nehemiah, leave our comfort zones, encourage others and lead a life 

of zeal? There is nothing more important in this world than a soul. Even yours.
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Leah: Hope When I Am In A Broken Family 

 No family on this earth is perfect. That’s because the people who make 

up families aren’t perfect. Oftentimes we may believe that it’s only our family 

that does not measure up to the ideal. When we read in Scripture about what 

the family structure should be like and when we look around in the church, we 

may believe that we really stick out as a bad example of what the family should 

be. Yet we must realize that all of us are imperfect people working towards 

being closer to what God wants us to be in life.  

 But the problem of families in our culture goes beyond the typical 

“imperfect” family of people who love each other but that don’t measure up to 

the ideal. Divorce has touched almost half of all families in our culture. Over 

half of all kids come from homes of single parents. A huge percentage of 

children today suffer some sort of abuse as they grow up. With that 

background, it is disingenuous for the church to act as if each family is the 

perfect nuclear family that has a breadwinner, a home maker and two point 

five children. If that is all we see in our church families, then we obviously have 

not been reaching out to the world as we ought to be reaching out. It is also a 

disservice to the church to act as if family problems are not in existence. Even 

in the Bible we see that not every family was perfect as they were taught the 

truth. Timothy was a young man who had a believing mother and grandmother 

but who had a father that was labeled as Greek. While this most certainly 

refers to his natural heritage, it also gives us an ideal concerning Timothy’s 
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home life. His mother had married outside of her Jewish faith and had to teach 

Timothy spiritual truths alone, along with the help of her mother. Paul served 

as a spiritual father to the young man as Timothy grew to spiritual maturity 

and turned to a life as a preacher. The church needs mentors today who help 

others in the same way that Paul helped Timothy on to spiritual maturity. The 

church also needs to reach out to those who are in broken homes.  

Ignoring the problems that many families face is not a good solution. 

Neither is ignoring the sin that often occurs in them. Sermons and lessons 

need to regularly come from Matthew 19 and Ephesians 5 that show God’s plan 

for marriage and the way husbands, wives and children need to learn to relate 

to one another. But we also need to refrain from celebrating broken families. 

Now that may sound strange so let me give you an example. I had a friend in 

school that told me the secret to finding a good girl is to pretend that you had a 

problem. “Girls usually have a bad self esteem,” he told me, “Therefore you 

need to let them try to fix you so that they feel better about themselves.” In a 

way it was humorous to watch my friend try his theory out. He quit tobacco 

five times, once with each girl. He would start a relationship and tell his girl 

friend that the only way he could get better was if she would help him. The girl 

would be under great pressure to help, and in this sense he had control over 

her. Needless to say, eventually each of these relationships would eventually 

break under the strain of this method, but seemingly this boy always had a 

taker when he began looking for someone new. Sometimes we find some people 

in this world who also use their family background as a crutch. This rarely 
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works out well. We must remember that while there is opportunity for growth 

out of a difficult family situation, that situation should not be used as a crutch. 

Those who did not grow up in those kinds of situations should appreciate their 

blessings and continue in their own growth to be better Christians and family 

members. 

Perhaps one of the best examples in Scripture of someone who grew up 

in a difficult family situation is the Old Testament character Leah. We are not 

told much about how Leah thought about the things that happened in her life. 

In fact, the only words we ever read of her saying are the names that she gives 

to her children. But as we read of her life, we see the terrible struggle she had 

to endure. We also see the improbable success she had as she raised her sons 

in such a difficult atmosphere. This study is intended to provide hope for those 

who struggle in family situations. Regardless of your past, it is possible to grow 

and develop into a better example of what God intended for you to be in your 

marriage and family situation. 

Leah grew up in a difficult home situation. In Genesis twenty nine we see 

her father, Laban, was a very manipulative man. As he struggled to make a 

profit off of Jacob, he used his cattle, his words and even his own children to 

find a way to take advantage of the young man who seemed to be so blessed by 

God. Leah’s younger sister, Rachael, was very beautiful. On the other hand, the 

Hebrew term for Leah’s looks was she was weak in the eyes. This term did not 

refer to her vision, it was a way of saying that her lack of beauty made your 

eyes hurt when you looked at her. Now that’s a position that no woman would 
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ever want to be involved in. Leah knew that Jacob loved her little sister. She 

also knew how embarrassing this situation was because in her culture the 

older sister was required to marry first. Seeing how Leah had no suitors and 

her younger sister had such a handsome and successful fiancé, we can only 

imagine the pressure she felt. She was put into an even more difficult situation 

when she became the center point of one of her father’s schemes. Her father 

decided to have her marry Jacob instead of her sister. Because of the cultural 

practice of wearing veils, and of covering the woman completely, this treachery 

was possible even to the point of Jacob not realizing he married the wrong 

woman until after his wedding night! While this gained an upper hand for 

Laban in helping him to gain more cattle and to marry off his unattractive 

daughter, we can only imagine the feelings of Leah in being forced to marry a 

man who openly did not love her and the jealousy she felt from her sister. Yet 

those feelings were not considered as the deal was done by Laban. Jacob 

obviously objected to what Laban had done and was given his true love Rachael 

for a wife as well, as long as Jacob promised to continue working for his father-

in-law. This new family dynamic was what Leah would find herself in for the 

rest of her life. Scripture tells us that the Lord saw Leah’s plight and opened 

her womb. 

A woman’s ability to have children meant a great deal in the culture and 

times of the Old Testament. In fact, a wife’s ultimate value rested not in her 

beauty nor in the way she treated her husband, but in how many sons she 

could produce. From this standard, few women ever reached the value of Leah. 
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Yet, as we read in Genesis chapter thirty we see from the names she gave to 

her boys, she continued to live a difficult life. Back in Bible times, the name 

given to a child was a description of the child himself or was descriptive of the 

situation the child was born into. By looking at the names of children, 

oftentimes the family dynamic is revealed. Using this method, we see that while 

Leah was able to produce many more children than her rival and sister Rachel, 

she still felt alone and unloved. Notice the meanings of the names of her boys: 

her fist born was named Reuben, meaning “Now my husband may love me.” 

Soon after she bore the boy Simeon, meaning “Because I am unloved.” Then 

came Levi which meant, “My husband will now become attached to me” 

because she had borne him three sons. Later she had Judah which meant 

“Praise the Lord” for continuing to bless me. Each of these boys’ names shows 

the despair this young lady was experiencing. Despite everything she was 

doing, she could not earn the love and devotion of her husband. In that regard 

she was powerless. But the stress in the family was not just felt by her. Even 

though Rachel was preferred by her husband, she was desperate to have 

children as well. Seeing that she was unable to conceive, she had her husband 

sleep with her maid servant to produce children in her name. Now imagine 

feeling so jealous of your sister that you resort to his tactic. This was truly a 

broken family. Rachael’s slave slept with Jacob and had two sons. The first was 

named Dan, meaning “God has now heard me.” The next boy was tellingly 

named Naphtali, meaning “I have fought with my sister in every way and won.” 

Once again the family dynamic was on display for everyone to see. 
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Seeing that she was outnumbered in the child producing department, 

Leah in turn brought her maid servant to her husband and through her 

produced Gad, meaning “I now have a whole troop of helpers.” Later the 

maidservant had Asher, meaning “Everyone calls me blessed.” Leah continued 

having children as well. She had Judah meaning “praise the Lord” and 

Zebulon, meaning “maybe having six sons will make my husband love me.” 

Finally Rachael was able to conceive and she named her son Joseph meaning 

“the Lord has removed my curse.” Years later she would die in child-birth 

having one more child whom she named Lo-Ammni, meaning “son of my 

sorrow.” Jacob later renamed the boy Benjamin. As we read the meanings of 

each of these names we see the competition and jealousy that was present in 

this family. Instead of being a place were family members supported and 

helped one another, Jacob’s family had become a place of intrigue and hatred. 

This was very unhealthy to anyone who was a part of it. 

Families today often face similar situations. While it is unlikely that 

many families name their children such outrageous names and that wives in 

the family are bringing in slaves for their husbands, many families are full of 

jealousy and hatred. Yet, it must be remembered that even in these broken 

families God can work his will to accomplish great things. Regardless of our 

family background we must remember that God will work through us to 

accomplish his will. We need to remember to look to the Lord for help in times 

of need. When we depend on a boyfriend or family member for our self esteem, 

we will usually be disappointed. True satisfaction is found only in the Lord. In 
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Genesis 29:31 Leah found that her pathway to respectability was found in the 

Lord. As God opened her womb, she found cultural respectability that she 

could never find in a relationship with any earthly person. Our trust today 

likewise needs to be in the Lord. He will guide us and keep us in the way of life 

that leads to true happiness. Consequently, we see that when Rachael died in 

childbirth to Benjamin, she was buried in a great memorial grave in 

Bethlehem. Leah lived to a much later age and was buried with her husband in 

the family tomb according to Genesis 49. What is significant about that is that 

after all those years of jealous infighting and intrigue, it was Leah who was 

finally alone at the side of her husband. Another good thing that we read in 

Scripture is that while the boys of Jacob began to inherit the jealousies of their 

parents (Leah’s children after all sold Joseph into slavery), by the end of the 

Book of Genesis we see all twelve boys together in unity and devotion. God 

worked through the family problems to accomplish his will for a family that 

would ultimately bring forth the nation of Israel. He did this in spite of the 

imperfections present in the people whom he loved. God can do that today in 

our families if we put aside our petty conflicts and pursue him with a pure 

heart. There is hope for those in broken families.  
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Peter: Hope When I’ve Messed Up 

Peter is someone we are all familiar with. Next to Jesus, Peter seems to 

be among the popular people of Scripture. We can relate with him pretty well. 

We try our best, hardest but we just mess up. I hear people tell me all the time 

that they have trouble with speech. It comes across as, “Well I mess up 

sometimes, but at least I tell people what they need to hear!” It is important to 

communicate with people about things, but it is also important that we 

remember the power of words. Words can build people up and help them in 

faith, or words can be a weapon that destroys. The Book of James reminds us 

that the tongue is more dangerous than any wild animal. It cannot be fully 

tamed. When we bless God with our mouths and then turn and curse men, our 

hearts are obviously not where they need to be in relation to Christianity. 

Proverbs 18:13 reminds us that he who answers a matter before he hears it, it 

is folly and shame to him. Proverbs 15:28 tells us that the heart of a righteous 

person studies how he should answer someone but the mouth of the wicked 

pours forth evil. Controlling what we say and how we say it is essential to our 

relationship with God. 

 Of course we think of Peter when we think of someone who spoke out of 

turn and was brash. But at least Peter had the courage to speak up. We need 

that courage as well. But our speech must be seasoned with salt so that our 

words will be faithful and helpful. All of us make mistakes. Let’s take a quick 

biography of Peter. We need to imitate many parts of him, but we need to stay 
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away from other parts. We have many “pew potatoes”. Like couch potatoes, 

they are in a spot but they do nothing. Peter always was up, yes he made 

mistakes but he always came back. Peter was similar to Judas at the 

crucifixion. Judas sold Jesus for money, Peter sold Jesus for his own skin. The 

difference is their reaction to their mistake. We need to be more like Peter in 

getting back up. 

 As we begin to examine Peter’s life we see him in the beginning as a 

typical brass fisherman. Fisherman tended to be very strong and outspoken. 

They fought the elements each day on the Sea of Galilee and each day muscled 

home any profits that they made. This lifestyle was profitable but could only be 

accomplished by self-assured and independent minded people. Andrew brought 

his brother Peter, then called Simon, to meet Jesus in John chapter one. When 

Jesus saw this raw disciple he called him Peter, meaning rock. Maybe they 

ignored the name or thought it unusual. But Jesus knew that Peter was a man 

who could make difficult decisions based on his faith that might be unpopular 

or controversial. Peter was a man who was willing to say what needed to be 

said and was willing to deal with the consequences. In John 6:66 many of 

Jesus’ disciples began to abandon him because of his difficult teachings. They 

liked the Savior when he provided free food, but did not like the teachings of 

Jesus concerning having to eat of his flesh and drink of his blood. They people 

left in droves. As they were leaving, Jesus looked at his apostles and asked 

them if they were soon to leave as well. Peter said to him, “Lord, to whom else 

shall we go for you have the words of life.” Once again in Matthew sixteen Peter 
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stood up when Jesus asked a question concerning his identity. With great 

courage Peter said, “You are the Christ, the son of the living God.” Jesus said, 

“Upon this rock I will build my church.” While Peter was earning his name, the 

original Greek language this passage was written in shows us the rock Jesus 

built his church upon was the confession Peter gave and not the personal 

identity of Peter himself. However, Peter was showing that he was maturing to 

be a rock of the faith. But Peter also proved that had human frailties. He 

suffered from what we often call foot in mouth disease. There are times we say 

things and then wish we could somehow rewind the tape and take what we 

said back. In Matthew 14:22-31, the apostles were rowing across the Sea of 

Galilee. They looked up on that dark night and thought they had seen a ghost. 

It turned out to be Jesus walking on the water towards them. Peter said to the 

Savior, “Lord, if that is you, command me to walk out on the water towards 

you.”  What was he thinking? As Peter walked on the water, he soon became 

distracted by the waves and the wind and began to sink. Jesus saved him from 

death. While Peter certainly failed to have the faith he needed, at least he was 

willing to leave the boat, unlike the other eleven apostles. Regardless, the 

mouth of Peter seemed to be stronger than his faith was. In Matthew 17 Jesus 

took his closest apostles to a mountain. As Jesus climbed the mountain his 

clothes became bright and he was transfigured before their eyes. Moses and 

Elijah appeared by his side and they began to discuss the manner of Jesus’ 

impending death. Impressed with what he saw, Peter offered to build three 

memorials. In saying this, Peter is trying to compliment Jesus by equating him 
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with the heroes of the Old Testament. Yet a voice came from heaven declaring, 

“This is my beloved son, listen to him.” Once again Peter feel short because of 

what he said.  

In Matthew 26:31-35 Peter hears how Jesus will be crucified and raised 

on the third day. Peter interrupts Jesus, telling him, “Lord, I will never deny 

you.” That statement would ring in Peter’s ears hours later. In Luke 22:31 

Jesus began to speak to Peter and the other apostles. He told them, “Satan has 

asked to sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you. Come back afterwards.” 

In this passage, the first you is plural, second is very personal. Jesus is 

speaking in a sense to all of the apostles but is also being very specific to Peter. 

He is in effect saying, “When you mess up, take it to heart that you can come 

back. You still can be a leader in the church.” On the night before the 

crucifixion, Peter was by the fire warming himself up. As the crowd was 

gathered around someone asked Peter, “Aren’t you one of the Galileans?” Later 

a little girl asked Peter a similar question. Finally the question is asked again, 

causing Peter to deny the Christ a third time and curse.. The rooster crowed 

and Peter looked up to see the eyes of Jesus. Peter went out and wept bitterly. 

After three years of confessing, talking, walking on water, Peter had just failed 

miserably. Perhaps this has happened to us. We make mistakes. We fall short 

and don’t live up to Christ’s example. In John 21 we see the reconstruction of a 

disciple. God gives second chances. Peter told the other apostles he was going 

fishing. This was not a one day pleasure trip, this was a life decision that Peter 

was making. He was going to do something he did well, but not something he 
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was made for. For Peter, fishing was easy and without risk. As they are out 

fishing, the disciples look up and see Jesus. Peter gets into the water in order 

to get close to his Savior. Jesus has a discussion with him that probably 

happened away from many of the disciples. I’m not sure I understand it but it 

is important. Jesus asked Peter, “Do you love me?” This question is asked three 

times. Each time Peter is told to teach the sheep, to feed the lambs, and to take 

care of my sheep. There is a change in the Greek word for love in the questions 

from Phileo to Agapeo in the Greek. Why did Jesus ask the question three 

times? Was it because Peter had denied Christ three times? We do not have to 

ask for forgiveness a different time for every offense? Maybe it was to really 

make Peter think. Regardless of the reason he question was asked three times, 

this hurt Peter. Jesus then gave Peter a window to the future. Peter would be 

crucified. Peter was told he would die a horrible death, but then he was told to 

follow Jesus anyway. The words “Follow me” are the same words used at 

Peter’s first call in Matthew 4:19. Peter then looked at John and asked about 

how he would die. Peter was more or less told to take care of his own business. 

Jesus told him to make a commitment and this time live up to it.  

Now in the rest of the Scriptures, Peter is a changed man. He is not 

anymore quiet, but his faithlessness is gone. He is still brash but that courage 

is tempered with faith. In Acts 2 the apostles are anointed with Holy Spirit. 

Peter stood before these men whom he had denied Christ 50 days earlier and 

tells them the gospel. In Acts 3-4 he says before the same rulers who 

condemned Christ, “We must serve God rather than men” and “We can only 
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speak of those things we have seen and heard.” Peter was now a rock in the 

church because of his courage and his faith in Christ. 

A few chapters later in the Book of Acts, Peter receives a vision of a sheet 

coming down from the heavens. The sheet is full of all sort of animals with a 

command from the Lord to kill and eat. Peter replies, “I cannot eat anything 

that is unclean.” The Lord responds by saying, “Do not call common what the 

Lord has cleansed.” Peter was sent by the Lord to be the first one to preach the 

gospel to the Gentiles. Peter had the responsibility to teach the Gentiles and 

then to defend his actions before everyone else. By Peter’s actions in Acts 10 

and Acts 15, Christianity changed from a sect of Judaism to a world wide 

religion. Peter was instrumental in his sermon, his courage and his work.  

As we read Peter’s letters in the New Testament, we see the writings of an 

older man who is in his mid 50’s and 60’s. We can read these letter to learn of 

his experiences. 1 Peter 1:17-18 tells us that we are redeemed by the blood of 

Christ, not by the corruptible things of this world. We are as a lamb without 

blemish or spot. As Christians, we are worth more than anything in this world. 

Regardless of other people’s opinions about us and going beyond other people’s 

memories of our failures, through Christ we are made whole and pure. This 

was wonderful news to someone who made the mistakes Peter made and is 

great news today for us as well.  

In 1 Peter 2:4-5 we are told to come to Christ as a living stone, rejected 

by men. We are a holy priesthood made to offer up sacrifices. Remember that 

Peter’s name means “rock.” Just as he was called rocks so also all of us as 
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Christians serve as rocks in the Church of Christ. Each one of us serve as 

living stones in our godly service to the Lord. 

1 Peter 3:15 we are told to sanctify the Lord our God and to always be 

ready to give an answer for the hope that lies with us. Peter must have 

remembered looking into that fire and speaking to that little girl on the night of 

Jesus’ crucifixion as he wrote these words. He serves as a reminder to us to 

watch our situation and our defenses as we live out our lives. In 1 Peter 4:16 

we see that if anyone suffers as a Christian he should not be ashamed. It is 

interesting to note that the only places the word Christian appears in the Bible 

is in Acts and 1 Peter. Being a Christian represents what is most important in 

life. We must be willing to suffer for Christ because we bear the name. In 1 

Peter 5:8 we see that the Christian should be sober and vigilant because the 

devil walks about like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour. Those 

words remind us of Peters many mistakes when he was filled with pride during 

the life of Jesus. Peter realized that there was always a danger, no matter how 

brave or intelligent we may think we are.  

One of the reasons why so many of us like Peter is that he serves as 

proof that there is always hope to come back when we fall. Peter made some 

miserable mistakes but he always returned to God. God used this man to 

accomplish great things. We see that opportunity even today.  No matter if you 

have failed in your past, no matter if the world has rejected who you are, no 

matter if you are embarrassed by the things you do, God provides hope for you. 


