Great People of the Bible
Romans 15:4  For whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for our learning, that we through patience and comfort of the scriptures might have hope.

1 Corinthians 10:11  Now all these things happened unto them for examples: and they are written for our admonition, upon whom the ends of the world are come.

As the above verses suggest, we can learn a lot from studying the lives of biblical characters. Old Testament events displayed the saving work of God in the life of ancient Israel. But they also provide princi​ples, pictures, and illustrations that form warnings and teach us practical truths for the believer’s life in Christ today. They form fascinating and instructive parallels and analogies to the believer’s life in Christ as he faces a hostile and contrary world.

In this series we will be looking at several key characters from the Bible, both Old and New Testaments. We’ll find both good and bad examples to learn from. The Bible presents people in all their fallen humanity–warts and weaknesses, strengths and struggles. Our goal is to learn from these examples and apply important lessons to our own lives.
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Bible Time Line
It’s easy to get confused as to when the characters of the Bible lived. The below time line should help you place the characters into their historical contexts.

	Character
	Approximate Dates

	Noah
	2400 (?) BC

	Abraham
	2150

	Joseph
	1850

	Moses
	1525

	Joshua
	1400

	Ruth
	1300-1100 (?)

	Saul
	1050

	David
	1010

	Solomon
	970

	Esther
	538

	Inter-Testamental Period   432-5 BC

	John the Baptist
	d. 29 AD

	Peter
	d. 68

	Paul
	d. 68


Interpretive Issues

Unfortunately, interpretive errors are common when trying to learn from biblical characters. Before we begin our study of Bible characters and try to learn from their examples, we should discuss some important principles of Bible interpretation. 

Common Interpretive Errors:

· Confusing description with prescription. Narratives (i.e., stories) describe the actions of biblical characters. That is, such texts tell us what happened. They do not prescribe actions for us. That is, they don’t necessarily tell us what to do. The fact that a Bible character did (or did not do) something does not necessarily teach us to do (or not do) the same thing. For example, the fact that Noah built an ark does not mean that we should all build arks. The fact that Jacob tricked his brother Esau does not imply that we should do the same.

· Spiritualization. Perhaps the most common error that occurs when studying biblical characters is spiritualization (or allegorization) of the text. In an effort to find personal applications of the text, students tend to pull out principles where none exist. For example, in the story of David and Goliath, the text does not really say anything about defeating our own personal “Goliaths” like fear, bitterness, or envy.

· Failure to account for direct revelation. We find men like Adam, Noah, Abraham and Moses hearing messages from the Lord directly and probably audibly. Today the canon of Scripture is closed. We should not expect to hear the audible voice of the Lord telling us to do something. The Bible is our source of direct revelation from God. Bible characters often acted in response to the direct word of God to them. We must be careful not to draw a parallel between ourselves and a biblical character under the influence of direct, personal revelation. We don’t receive direct, personal revelation like Abraham and Moses did.

· Failure to consider context. Many of the characters we’ll be studying lived before or during the time the Law of Moses was in place. Today we live in the church age and are not directly under the Law. Many of the circumstances surrounding the lives of biblical characters are dependent upon life under the Law. We must be careful not to transfer principles of life under the Law to principles of life under grace. For example, the Jews could not eat certain kinds of foods. We are not under any dietary restrictions.

· Failure to note the progressive nature of revelation. Adam and Eve had a limited amount of information. Noah had more, Abraham had even more, Moses received more, and today we have much more than any OT believer had. The point is that biblical characters were behaving according to the information that they had at the time. For example, there was no law prohibiting Noah from making wine or getting drunk. We have many texts telling us not to get drunk; Noah didn’t. 

Correct Interpretive Principles:

· Look for the underlying general principles–in other words, principlize. What we want to get out of narrative texts are the underlying, timeless principles or teachings. Look for the moral of the story. These narratives have a goal or purpose. They communicate timeless truths. Ask questions of the text. What do we learn about the character of God and/or the nature of man? How can we follow a good example or avoid following a bad one? In the story of David and Goliath, some valid underlying principles are trusting God, stepping out on faith, standing up for your faith, and zeal in service.
· Seek the author’s intended meaning. A text will not mean to us what the original author did not intend for it to mean. Most narratives tell what happened and also show how God’s plan was being fulfilled by the events described. Don’t import ideas into the text that are not there already. For example, in the story of Samson, the author did not intend to say anything about the seven deadly sins when he talked about the seven locks of Samson’s hair.
· Compare Scripture with Scripture. This is one of the most basic and important rules of interpretation. Because God is the ultimate author of the whole Bible, all the parts of the Bible fit together without genuine contradiction. One part doesn’t conflict with what is found in another part. Thus, the principles you find must be consistent with the rest of the Bible.
· Avoid the temptation to directly apply narrative. In application, we answer the question “How should I respond to this text?” Applications for us must be based on the underlying principles we find. We can’t just imitate what these characters did–build an ark, move to Egypt, be a shepherd, marry 700 wives, marry a farmer, become queen, become a slave, kill our enemies, etc. Nor should we say, “Moses (or David or Ruth or Peter) did this, so I should, too.” Instead, we must try to find the general truths underlying the stories and seek to believe and apply them.

The Bible is full of narrative literature. Make sure you avoid the above errors and strive for correct interpretations and applications of such texts.
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Noah: Embarks on an Ark

Noah serves as an example of a godly man who served and obeyed God, yet who was not above temptation. We can learn from both the godliness and the sin of this great man.

Noah’s Background:  Like many of the characters from the early chapters of the Bible, Noah’s early life is a mystery. We know that his father was Lamech. The name Noah probably ought to be pronounced something like “No-ach.” The word means “rest” or “comfort.” His parents hoped that Noah would live up to his name and bring them comfort (Gen 5:29). He was ten generations removed from Adam (if the genealogical record is complete). 

Other than the fact that he was born, nothing is said of Noah until he is 500 years old. He had three sons–Shem, Ham and Japheth. His wife is not mentioned by name.

Noah’s Life and Times:  

1. The ark: Noah is most famous, of course, for building the ark. 

After receiving directions for the construction of the boat, Noah and his family apparently worked on it for the next 120 years. It perhaps did not take them this long to finish it, but it was 120 years between God’s order to build it and the flood.

The size and shape of the ark are described only in the most general terms. The word “ark” is an Egyptian loan word meaning “palace.” It was not unusual in ancient literature for a large ship to be called a palace. The English translation “ark” is taken directly from the Latin Vulgate (arca meaning “box”), based on the LXX, which uses the word “chest” to describe the ark.

The exact nature of the material from which the structure was made is unknown. The KJV and NASB say it’s “gopher wood” while the NIV states that it’s “cypress wood.” It may be that the term “gopher” describes the shape of the wood rather than the kind. In any event, the term is used without further comment; and like so many of the terms in this section, its meaning remains a mystery. This wood was then sealed with pitch. 

For a wooden vessel, the size of the ark was enormous by ancient as well as modern standards. It would have been larger than the largest wooden ships in the modern period of sailing. By modern standards Noah’s ocean vessel is comparable to a small cargo ship, thus still of considerable size.
 The ark was essentially a large rectangular box, 450 feet long, 75 feet wide and 45 feet high. It was three levels high and could carry the equivalent of about 500 standard railroad boxcars. There would be little problem housing the required animals, food and people on the ark.

God told Noah that his family and representatives from all the animals would also be boarding the ark. He was to take males and females “of every sort” of animal. One detail of the story that often slips by readers is that God told Noah to take seven clean animals, not just two. Plus, he was to take seven of each kind of birds. Only two of each unclean animals were taken, one male and one female (Gen 7:2-3). More clean (kosher) animals were needed for food and for sacrifices. God also told him to take all the food needed for the animals and for his family. Obviously, this was a huge undertaking. 

When Noah was 600 years old, the flood started. All the animals entered the ark seven days before it started raining. Noah and his family boarded the same day the flood began. After all were on board, “the LORD shut him in” (Gen 7:16).

The floodwaters “prevailed” for forty days and nights. This was more than just a hard rainstorm. The Bible says that the “fountains of the great deep were broken up, and the windows of heaven were opened” (Gen 7:11). This implies that the waters under the earth and the waters above the earth (probably water vapor) deluged the surface of the earth. The flood waters kept on increasing until the whole earth was covered. The water was deep enough to cover even the mountains (Gen 7:19). Massive geological disturbances and volcanic activity also accompanied the flood.

All animal and human life, other than what was on the ark, died. After the forty days, the water continued to cover the earth for 150 more days. As God sent a wind to dry things up, the waters drained away and the ground came back into view. After seven months, the ark came to rest on Mount Ararat (Gen 8:4). But it wasn’t until several months later that all the inhabitants exited the ark. Noah and the animals didn’t leave until God gave them permission (Gen 8:16-17). The time from the beginning of the flood to the exit from the ark was about a year.

2. Post flood life:  A new world and a fresh start awaited Noah and his family after the waters of the flood receded. The first thing Noah did after leaving the ark was to set up an altar and sacrifice some of the clean animals (Gen 8:20). This is the first altar mentioned in Scripture. God made a covenant (i.e., a contract or agreement) with Noah never again to destroy the earth with a flood. The rainbow became the symbol of this agreement, a constant reminder of God’s faithfulness to his promises.

God told Noah and his family, “Be ye fruitful, and multiply; bring forth abundantly in the earth, and multiply therein” (Gen 9:7).

Noah became a “husbandman,” that is, a farmer.

3. Noah’s sin:  Noah planted a vineyard soon after leaving the ark. He probably had crops other than grapes, too. He made wine and got drunk.
 The Bible says that while he was drunk he was “uncovered within his tent” (Gen 9:21). Note the similarity between the story of Adam and Eve and the story of Noah. Adam and Eve ate the apple and got in trouble; Noah drank the wine and got in trouble. The fruit of the Spirit is self-control, but the result of abusing alcohol is lack of control.

What is the problem with Noah being “uncovered” in his tent? It’s clearly sinful to be drunk, but what’s so bad about being unclothed, especially in your own tent? The word “naked” may imply shameful, indecent or improper behavior. Some Bible scholars suggest that Ham (or his son Canaan) was guilty of some kind of sinful activity here, but the text doesn’t say so explicitly. Perhaps the fact that Ham saw his father drunk and naked (maybe with his mother?) brought great shame and reproach upon Noah. But exactly what happened is unclear.

Ham apparently told Shem and Japheth what he had seen. In order to avoid further shaming their father, the two of them entered Noah’s tent backwards, avoiding the sight of their drunken, unclothed dad, and covered him up. When Noah woke up, he somehow found out about what Ham “had done unto him” (Gen 9:24). He then pronounced a curse on Ham’s son Canaan, and a blessing on Shem and Japheth. Canaan’s descendants populated the land of Canaan, which the descendants of Shem and Japheth eventually conquered. 

4. Noah’s death: Noah lived after the flood 350 more years. His age at death was 950. The story of Noah ends with the simple expression “and he died” (Gen 9:29).

How should we understand the assertion that men like Noah and others lived so long? Some suggest that such numbers are symbolic, with important men living to a great old age. The greater you were, the longer you were said to have lived. However, as time goes by, we find other great men who did not live to such a great age. Others think that such statements of age prove the mythological character of these stories. However, other biblical authors don’t treat people like Noah as myths, but as real, historical people. 

Probably the best solution is that prior to the flood, conditions existed upon the earth that were favorable to longer life spans. Some scholars believe a water vapor canopy surrounded the earth and filtered out the harmful rays from the sun. This vapor barrier created a greenhouse effect, creating high humidity and a warm climate world-wide. Also, because creation occurred not too long before this, many of the harmful effects of immorality (disease, genetic mutations, etc.) had not been incorporated into the human race yet. So there may be a variety of reasons people lived as long as Noah did.

Noah’s Spiritual Character:  Noah lived at a time of great wickedness. Genesis 6:5 and 11 describes Noah’s time in these words: “And GOD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually…. The earth also was corrupt before God, and the earth was filled with violence.” In both actions and attitudes, the people of Noah’s time were utterly depraved. Unlike his neighbors, “Noah was a just man and perfect in his generations, and Noah walked with God” (Gen 6:9). He wasn’t sinless, but he did walk with God in faith and obedience. By this time the wickedness of man had so prevailed that Noah and his family were apparently the only people who feared and worshipped God. One of the great statements of the Bible is found in Genesis 6:8 – “Noah found grace in the eyes of the LORD.” The reason God saved Noah was that he “walked with God” and did not corrupt God’s way. Thus, it is clear that Noah and his family were godly people. They were vastly different than all the other people of the time.

Noah must have had a close walk with God, because God told him directly that He was about the judge the world with a catastrophic flood (Gen 6:13). He further told him all the directions for building the ark, for getting the animals, providing the food, etc. God shut him in the ark and told him when to get out. Noah must have received much more instruction in the sciences of boat building and animal husbandry than what we have recorded in Genesis. God made a covenant with Noah (the Noahic Covenant), promising never again to destroy life with a world-wide flood. 

Noah was obedient. Genesis 6:22 tells us that Noah did “according to all that God commanded him.” Noah obeyed God due to a sense of faith and reverence (Heb 11:7).

Noah was a “preacher of righteousness” (2 Peter 2:5). For the 120 years or so that Noah was preparing the ark, he was also apparently preaching repentance to his neighbors. Unfortunately, none of them believed his message. Only Noah and his family were saved from the flood.

Lessons from Noah:  

1. God hates and punishes sin. The wickedness of man grieves God. It was the sinfulness and corruption of mankind that brought about the flood. 

Application: we can expect God to react negatively to sin in our lives

2. God is gracious. Grace is showing favor and goodwill to those who don’t deserve it. “Noah found grace in the eyes of the LORD.” God could easily have destroyed the whole earth, including Noah and his family. They were by no means sinless prior to or after the flood. But God graciously provided a means of salvation for Noah, his family and all the animals. Also, the ark was open to anyone who cared to enter it until God shut the door.

Application: God is still gracious and does not punish us to the extent we deserve. He has provided a means of salvation–Jesus Christ.
3. You can faithfully serve God even when surrounded by wickedness and corruption. Noah and his family were apparently the only true worshippers of God at the time, yet they continued to be faithful to God.

Application:  Stand strong for your faith even when you’re the only one.
4. God rewards obedience. We never find Noah rebelling against God’s instructions to him regarding building the ark or making preparations for the flood. Noah’s obedience resulted in his being saved from the flood.

Application: we should follow Noah’s example in obeying what God tells us to do.

5. People often ignore  or reject the message of salvation. For many years Noah warned his neighbors of the impending catastrophe, but no one heeded his message. Was Noah a failure? Not really. Success in God’s eyes is fulfilling your duty. You cannot control how people respond to the message. All you can do is faithfully proclaim it like Noah did.

Application:  tell others of their impending doom and the way of salvation; don’t get depressed if people don’t respond positively to the gospel.

6. Mankind is inherently depraved. Even righteous people give in to temptation. Very shortly after the miraculous salvation of Noah, his family and the animals, man once again falls into perversion and corruption. Note that Noah didn’t fall during a time of adversity, but a time of ease. It is often during such times that we are most liable to temptation. 

Application:  We are prone to sin. Our own internal corruption kicks in even after spiritual high points. James 3:2 “We all stumble in many ways.”

7. God can use fallen, sinful people to carry out his plan. Although we don’t see Noah’s sin until after the flood, we can assume that he was not sinlessly perfect before or during the flood. Yet God still used him for this great work.

Application: You don’t have to be sinlessly perfect to be of use to God. This is no excuse for sin. Neither should one excuse himself from service just because he fails from time to time. 

8. Those who trust and fear God obey him. Hebrews 11:7 tells us that Noah believed God’s word and “moved with fear” in constructing the ark. 

Application:  Those who claim to be saved must also be obedient.

9. Sometimes God’s plan is to bring his people through trouble rather than to avoid it. Imagine all the work and difficulty involved in Noah’s project. Enduring this was part of God’s plan. Noah did not escape the flood; God protected him through it. God’s will for us sometimes involves much labor and difficulty.

Application:  Try to see your problems as part of God’s will for you.

Conclusion:  We can learn much from the life of Noah. He serves as an example of a man who “found grace in the eyes of the LORD.” He walked with God even when those around him indulged in wickedness and violence. He preached the message of salvation to his neighbors. His obedience to the Lord’s commands resulted in the salvation of the human race and the animal kingdom. However, he was not above temptation. One moment of weakness mars his otherwise inspiring story. So we are warned by Noah’s example as well as encouraged by it.

Discussion:

1. What does the word “Noah” mean?  Rest, comfort
2. How many generations separated Noah from Adam?  10
3. Explain how many of each animal were on the ark.  7 each of clean animals, 7 each of birds, 2 each of unclean animals.
4. Where did all the water for the flood come from?  Some was underground, some was in the atmosphere
5. How long was Noah on the ark?  Just over a year
6. What was the content of the covenant God made with Noah?  A promise not to destroy the earth with a flood again
7. In what way did Noah sin soon after the end of the flood?  He got drunk
8. What lessons can we learn from the story of Noah?  See above list.
Abraham – the Father of Multitudes
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Abraham is one of the giants of the faith. Like Noah, he was not a sinless man, but his godliness and obedience are clearly displayed. Abraham is mentioned throughout the Bible, usually in a positive sense. The history of Abraham made a wide and deep impression on the ancient world, and references to it are interwoven in the religious traditions of almost all Eastern nations. He is called “the friend of God” (Jam 2:23), “faithful Abraham” (Gal 3:9), and  “the father of us all” (Rom 4:16). We can learn much from this great saint.

Background:  Abraham lived about 4000 years ago in the Middle East in what is now Iraq. He was born around 2160 and died about 1991 BC. His father was Terah and his older brothers Nahor and Haran. He lived with his family in the city of Ur, just north of the Persian Gulf near the Euphrates River. Before his commitment to the true God, Yahweh, he was likely an idol worshipper like most other people of the area. 

Abraham’s original name was “Abram,” which means something like “high father.” After Abram’s conversion God changed his name to Abraham, which means, “father of multitudes” (see Gen 17:5). 

Events of Abraham’s Life:  An entire book could be written about the life and times of Abraham. Here are the high points.

1. Until the age of seventy, Abram lived in Ur. He then moved with his family 300 miles north to Haran, where he lived fifteen years. The cause of his migration was a call from God (Acts 7:2-4). After his father died, Abram received a second and more definite call, accompanied by a promise from God (Gen 12:1-2) whereupon he departed, taking his nephew Lot with him, “not knowing where he went” (Heb 11:8). He came into Palestine (or Canaan) and moved from place to place.

2. Because of a famine, he went down into Egypt. Here he deceived Pharaoh, who almost took his wife Sarai into his harem. 

3. He returned to Canaan. His nephew Lot chose to live near Sodom and Gomorrah. Chedorlaomer, King of Elam, waged war in the area and took Lot captive. Abram immediately gathered from his own household a band of 318 armed men, and being joined by some friends, he attacked Chedorlaomer and rescued Lot. He gave ten percent of the spoils of war to Melchizedek, the king of Salem and priest of God. 

4. Sarai, now seventy-five years old, in her impatience, persuaded Abram to take Hagar, her Egyptian maid, as a concubine, and Ishmael was soon born. After promising that Sarai would bear Isaac, God changed her name to Sarah. 

5. The Lord visited Abraham prior to destroying Sodom and Gomorrah. Abraham interceded earnestly in behalf of the doomed city, but not ten righteous people could be found there. God destroys the cities and Lot runs away. Lot’s wife is turned into a pillar of salt.

6. He sojourned in Palestine where he deceived King Abimelech regarding Sarah.

7. He moved to Beer-Sheba where Isaac was born. Sarah drove Ishmael and his mother Hagar out of the household.

8. God commanded Abraham to offer up Isaac as a burnt sacrifice. He proved faithful to the test, and God again confirmed the promise to make of Abraham a great nation.

9. Sarah died at Hebron, being 127 years old. Abraham next obtains a wife for Isaac– Rebekah, the daughter of Nahor’s son Bethuel. 

10. At the age of 175 years, 100 years after he had first entered the land of Canaan, Abraham died (Gen 25:7-10). 
Abraham’s Weaknesses

Like most of the characters we’ll be studying, Abraham had his moments of faith and his moments of weakness and fear. 

· The sojourn in Egypt: In Genesis 12:10 and following, we have the story of Abraham’s trip down to Egypt to avoid a famine in the land of Canaan. Abraham displays several weaknesses in this account.

· Rather than trust God to provide for him and his family, he tries to run away from the problem. He succeeds in finding provisions for his family, but runs into more problems than a lack of food.

· Rather than trust God to protect him (God had already promised that he would), he made up a story about himself and Sarah. He lied in order to prevent trouble for himself. He told the Egyptians that they were brother and sister (they were step-siblings–same father, different mothers), not husband and wife. Pharaoh took Sarah into his household and God plagued him because of it. Pharaoh figured out that Abraham and Sarah were married and sent them away.

The fact that Abraham was willing to let his wife enter the harem of another man is a significant blot on Abraham’s record. Although wives at this time were not highly valued by most men, we expect more from Abraham as a servant of the true God. And the fact that he did this twice is even more outrageous.

What can we learn from this episode in Abraham’s life?  
1. Even good people at times fail to trust God. Believers may be weak and try to fix their own problems instead of trusting God.
2. God’s promise to provide does not rule out problems. 
3. Rather than run from problems we should trust in God to work them out.
4. We should not use immoral methods like deception to solve our problems.
5. Wives often need to show great patience with their husbands.
· With Abimelech 

Abraham seems not to have learned anything from his experience in Egypt. Once again he fails to trust God to protect him. This time he goes to the Philistines and says the same thing regarding Sarah in order to save his own skin. And again the king takes Sarah into his household. This time God warns Abimelech in a dream before she actually becomes one of his wives. Abimelech claims to be innocent (which he was) and sends them away.

What should we learn from this episode in Abraham’s life?  Same things as above. Also, that we often fail to learn from previous lessons. 

· With Hagar and Ishmael
Rather than trust God to work out his plan and fulfill his promises to make of Abraham a great nation, Abraham listened to the impatient voice of Sarah. He took matters into his own hands with very negative results. Also, he seems not to care that Hagar and Ishmael will likely die when thrown out of the house.

What should we learn from this episode in Abraham’s life?  Human attempts to fulfill God’s plan for you will often fail.

Warning: Remember that God had given Abraham direct revelation regarding his future. We don’t have that same privilege. We shouldn’t draw an exact parallel between Abraham’s experience and our own.

Abraham’s Virtues

Although he had his weaknesses, failures and sinful responses, Abraham displays many virtuous characteristics. 

· Faith: The NT especially commends Abraham for his great faith. He’s called “faithful Abraham” (Gal 3:9). Several episodes in his life display his great faith.

· It appears that Abraham was the first one in his family to reject idolatry and worship Yahweh (Josh 24:2). Idol worshippers surrounded him wherever he went; yet he never showed any interest in serving any other god but the true God.

· After the death of his father, Abraham left Haran “not knowing where he went” (Heb 11:8-10). He literally stepped out by faith, trusting God to direct him.

· Genesis 15:6 says, “And [Abram] believed in the LORD; and he counted it to him for righteousness.” The NT quotes this passage several times, pointing out the fact that Abraham was saved by faith.

· Abraham built several altars by which to worship God (Gen 12:7-8; 13:18). Building an altar is often associated with calling upon the name of the Lord in prayer and worship (cf. Gen 26:25).

· Abraham’s faith was evident to others. Abimelech at one point said to him, “God is with thee in all that you do.” Abraham apparently was a vocal witness.

· Abraham did not hesitate to offer up Isaac as a sacrifice. The NT tells us that he expected God to resurrect Isaac if he killed him.

· Abraham is the second person mentioned (after Noah) in the “Hall of Faith” in Hebrews 11. 

· Courage: It took a lot of courage for Abraham to go to battle against Chedorlaomer to rescue his nephew Lot. 

· Self-control: After winning the battle, Abraham withstood the temptation to enrich himself by keeping the spoils of war. He also sought a peaceful resolution to the squabbles between his own herdsmen and those belonging to Lot.

· Generosity
· When Abraham’s and Lot’s cattle grew so numerous that they had to separate cattle operations, Abraham gave Lot the first choice of where he wanted to go. Unfortunately, he chose to “pitch his tent toward Sodom” (Gen 13:12).

· After the victory over Chedorlaomer, Abraham gave one tenth of the spoils to Melchizedek, the king of Salem and priest of Yahweh.

· Leadership
·  As noted above, Abraham led a small army to victory over the forces of Chedorlaomer.

· Abraham was an influence for good within his own household. Genesis 18:19  “For I know [Abraham], that he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of the LORD, to do justice and judgment; that the LORD may bring upon Abraham that which he hath spoken of him.”

· Concern for others

· Abraham showed a deep concern for his nephew Lot. He gave him the choice of what land he wanted, he argued for mercy on Sodom, and then he rescued Lot when Sodom was destroyed.

· He showed much concern for his wife Sarah. Although he should not have, he caved in to her plea to let Hagar be his “wife” in order to have a son. 

· He wanted to make sure Isaac found a good wife, so he sent a servant back to his hometown to get a woman (Rebekah) from his brother’s family.

Abraham’s Inconsistencies

Abraham is a lot like us. Sometimes we serve God faithfully and other times we act as if we don’t even know God exists. Here are some examples.

· His home life: At times Abraham seems to be a good influence within his home, but at other times you wonder what he was thinking. He follows Sarah’s suggestion about using Hagar to produce a baby and also allows Sarah to expel Hagar and Ishmael from the family. He allows Sarah to be taken into another man’s harem just to save his own skin–not just once, but twice. He seems unconcerned that Lot is living in Sodom until the Lord determines to destroy the city.

· His faith and lack thereof: Abraham displays great faith at some points (leaving home, sacrificing Isaac) and little faith at other times (fleeing to Egypt, lying about Sarah, Ishmael). 

What principle do we learn from this?  Nobody’s perfect. Everybody is inconsistent to some degree.

Other Key Lessons from the Life of Abraham

· God initiates a relationship between himself and man. The Bible repeatedly proclaims that God chose Abraham, not vice versa (Gen 12:1; Neh 9:7; Isa 51:2; Acts 7:2f). There was nothing in Abraham himself that commended him to God. This was God’s unilateral (one-sided), sovereign choice.

We know that God has a special relationship with the people of his own choosing, the elect. Election is based on the choice of God alone, not on anything the believer has done or will do. God does not look down through history, see who will get saved, and elect them. God made the choice of who would be saved based on his own will prior to the creation of the world. We call this unconditional election, and we see this quite clearly in the life of Abraham.

· Trust in God’s timing and sovereign plan. God had promised Abraham descendants as numerous as the stars, but he became impatient and took matters into his own hands. He focussed on his circumstances rather than on God’s promises. He tried to fulfill God’s plan through human strength. Ishmael, the father of the Arabs, was the result. Abraham’s lack of faith brought about strife that continues to this very day.

· God may require us to sacrifice the thing(s) most precious to us. God told Abraham to sacrifice his son, Isaac. Abraham obeyed by faith and was apparently willing to take the life of his son, but was stopped at the last moment. Obedience to God cost Abraham many things throughout his life. There may be things in your life that you treasure which God may call upon you to give up in obedience to him. Obedience to God requires that we relinquish control over our lives.

A Little-Known Fact: After Sarah died, Abraham, then being 140 years old, married a woman named Keturah. She bore six children. Abraham apparently also had other concubines who bore children (Gen 25:1-6). However, Isaac remained the son of promise through whom the covenant of God would be fulfilled.

Conclusion:  Abraham stands head and shoulders above almost every other Bible character. It’s no wonder that three of the world’s main religions trace their ancestry back to him. We can learn many valuable lessons as we study the life of Abraham. His humanity, weaknesses and sinfulness stand out, but so do his obedience and faith. He’s the only person in the Bible described as the “friend of God.” Abraham shows us that even imperfect people can be of service to God. If Abraham can follow the Lord, so can we. 

Discussion:

1. When did Abraham live?  c. 2160 - 1991 BC
2. Why did Abraham go to Egypt?  There was a famine in Palestine
3. What lie did he tell (twice) to protect himself?  That Sarah was his sister
4. What are some of Abraham’s weaknesses?  Willing to lie to protect himself; seeming disregard for Sarah at times; lack of faith (Ishmael)
5. What are some of his strengths?  Faithfulness, obedience, courage, generosity, leadership, compassion
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Joseph – From Slave to Sovereign

In Joseph we encounter one of the most unique men in all of Scripture. He faced a multitude of pressures and trials, any one of which could have caused him to give up hope, give in to pressure, or turn from God. But he did none of these. Joseph knew God and trusted him to work things out according to his plan. Joseph is one of the few characters in the Bible who seem to have few if any major character flaws or weaknesses. In every situation he faced, we find him trusting in God and rising to the occasion. Joseph serves as a great example for us.

The final fourteen chapters of the book of Genesis record for us the story of Joseph. He was betrayed by his own brothers, lied about, sent to prison, forgotten, and eventually responsible for the deliverance of his whole family.

Background: The name Joseph (tsewOy) means, “He will add.” His mother Rachel said, “The LORD shall add to me another son” when he was born (Gen 30:24). He was the great grandson of Abraham.

Joseph’s Life:  

1. Family trouble (Gen 37): The story of Joseph begins with the words, “Joseph, being seventeen years old, was feeding the flock with his brethren” (Genesis 37:2). Joseph had been born in Haran, the firstborn of Jacob’s beloved wife, Rachel, who died at the birth of her second son Benjamin. Joseph was the eleventh child born to Jacob. He grew up in what was probably a very chaotic home. His father had four wives: Rachel, Leah, Bilpah (Rachel’s maid) and Zilpah (Leah’s maid). A motherless lad among the sons of other mothers no doubt felt the jealousies of the situation. The fact that he told Jacob of his half-brothers’ misdeeds, and the fact that Jacob gave Joseph a special, colorful coat
 probably stirred up their wrath against him (Gen 37:2-4).

Jacob favored Joseph and Rachel with special treatment. This situation undoubtedly caused a great deal of friction among the wives and children in the home. There’s not much evidence of practical godliness in Joseph’s household. With its tangled web of step-brothers, step-mothers, jealousies, resentments and hostilities, his family today might be labeled “dysfunctional.” Given such a situation, it’s a wonder that Joseph turned out to be such an outstanding individual.

His dreams probably further weakened his already stressed relationships with his family members. He had two dreams that foretold of his future dominance over his family. In the first, he was a sheaf of wheat and all the other sheaves bowed down to him. In the second, the sun and the moon and the stars bowed down before him. When he told his family about his dreams, they became even more hostile against him.

2. Slavery in Potiphar’s house (Gen 39): When Jacob sent Joseph to check up on his brothers, they took advantage of the situation and planned his death. Reuben, the oldest brother, intended to spare the boy, but the other brothers managed to sell Joseph to passing slave traders. They took him to Egypt and sold him into the household of Potiphar, a captain in the Egyptian army. Joseph’s nobility of character, the religious training he had received in his father’s house and the favor of God with him gave him such prosperity that his master entrusted all the affairs of his household to him. When Potiphar’s wife tempted him with immorality, he ran away. She accused him of attempted rape, and Potiphar sent him off to prison. He was in Potiphar’s house for about 11 years.
3. Joseph in prison (Gen 39-41): It doesn’t take long for Joseph to rise to a position of responsibility and authority in the prison. God enabled him to interpret the dreams of the butler and the baker from Pharaoh’s household. The butler was restored to his position and the baker was killed. But the butler forgot about Joseph until Pharaoh had a dream that no one could interpret. The Butler recommended Joseph to Pharaoh, Joseph interpreted the dream, and Pharaoh made him second in command of the empire.

4. The famine (Gen 41-46): Joseph’s job was to prepare for a coming famine by collecting stores of food during seven prosperous years. He “gathered corn as the sand of the sea” (Gen 41:49). He got married and had two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim. When the famine arrived, he began selling the food to those in need. Joseph’s brothers traveled down to Egypt to buy grain, and Joseph recognized them, but they didn’t recognize him. He didn’t initially reveal who he was, but eventually the family is reunited. Jacob and his whole clan moved to Egypt.

5. The end of Joseph’s life (Gen 50): After Jacob’s death, Joseph’s brothers worried that Joseph would now take vengeance on them for selling him into slavery. But Joseph told them that although they meant the act for evil, God meant it for good. The family prospered in Egypt, and Joseph eventually died at 110 years old.

Joseph’s Outstanding Characteristics

1. Faithfulness: At any time after being sold into slavery, Joseph could have turned his back on the Lord, and who would have blamed him? Imagine the pressures on him to conform to the wickedness that surrounded him. Further, nobody was around to enforce Hebrew morality on him. He could have become very bitter and resentful that God allowed all these tragedies in his life. Yet he remained true to the Lord and to the principles he had been taught.

2. A good testimony among unbelievers: Potiphar, the jailer, and Pharaoh all realized that God was with Joseph. By word and by deed, Joseph demonstrated what it meant to be a follower of Yahweh.

3. Integrity: Joseph proved his honesty and trustworthiness throughout his life. Potiphar entrusted his household to Joseph’s management. So did the jailer. Pharaoh entrusted the wellbeing and future of the entire empire to Joseph.

4. Holiness: In spite of the wickedness of his brothers, Potiphar’s wife, and others, Joseph refused to compromise with evil. He fled from temptation. The Bible never mentions a sin that Joseph committed.

5. Forgiveness: Joseph held no grudge against his brothers in spite of all they had done to him. He realized that God used their wickedness for his own purposes.

6. Humility: Joseph told Pharaoh that God was the one responsible for his ability to interpret dreams. He refused to take credit for himself.

Other Important Principles found in the Life of Joseph

1. God superintends in the affairs of man. One overwhelming principle from Joseph’s experience is that God is clearly behind the scenes, sovereignly managing Joseph’s life, to put him in the right place at the right time. Joseph himself recognized this fact. He saw that God was responsible for all that had happened to him. There are no accidents with God. Read Genesis 50:20.

Application:  Trust God to sovereignly manage your life. Realize that God puts you in certain situations, even negative ones, for his own purposes.
2. God is able to turn tragedy into triumph. Joseph went from being the prince in a powerful tribe to being a slave in a foreigner’s house, and from a household manager to a prisoner in a foreign prison. Yet from this exceedingly low position, God raised Joseph up to a place of great authority and dignity. All that he experienced in Potiphar’s house and in prison likely helped Joseph to be a great leader. 

Application:  God is able to use the negative experiences of life for our own good and for the good of others.
3. Those who face great persecution, abuse and disappointment need not respond with bitterness and hatred. We see no sign of sinful responses to all the pain and anguish Joseph experienced in the narrative. We don’t even find much evidence of self-pity or depression. Joseph so trusted God that he saw all of life’s twists and turns as the outworking of God’s plan for him. He did his best to honor God in every situation. We see in Joseph a consistent life of uncomplaining service, humility and peace. 

Application:  Don’t respond sinfully to persecution, abuse or disappointment. Don’t allow yourself to be bitter or resentful when things don’t work out for you.
4. God’s plan for us may take a long time to work out. Many years elapsed between Joseph’s sale into slavery and his rise to power. He did not know that his childhood dreams of rulership would actually come to pass–it certainly didn’t look like they would from a dreary prison cell.

Application: Be patient as you pursue your calling in life. It may seem like it takes a lot of time to get to where you’re going–years of school, setbacks, difficulties, etc. get in the way. Patiently endure. 
5. Life often hinges on very small details. What would have happened if that band of slave traders had not passed at the right time? What if Reuben had succeeded in preventing the brothers from selling him? What if Joseph had been out of the house when Potiphar’s wife wanted to tempt him? What if the butler had been sent to a different prison? What if Pharaoh had not had that dream? At many points in Joseph’s life, his entire career might have changed directions. Some would attribute Joseph’s success to good luck or blind chance, but we know that God was responsible for all these minor details.

Application:  God often uses the seemingly minor, unimportant, “chance” occurrences of life to move us along in his plan for us. Personal example: my being chosen to travel with MBBC singing group.
6. It doesn’t matter where you are in life as long as the Lord is with you. Genesis 39:2 says, “The Lord was with Joseph,” and this fact was evident to those around him. The key to Joseph’s correct responses to all the pressures around him was a deep personal faith in and commitment to God. Keeping our focus on God puts the worst of circumstances in a proper perspective. Knowing God was what enabled Joseph to deal with the pressures of life successfully.

Application:  Your relationship with God is what will keep you going when things get tough. 

7. Circumstances often bring out the character inside of you. Joseph kept up his godliness and commitment to righteousness while in slavery and in prison. When he had an opportunity to testify to the power of God in his life, he was not shy. He told Pharaoh, “It is not in me: God shall give Pharaoh an answer of peace” (Gen 41:16). Joseph humbly gave God the credit for his ability to interpret the dreams.

Application:  evaluate your reactions to pressure/trials/persecution–how do you respond? How about when people want to praise you? 

8. God may allow us to be prosperous so we can help others in need. Joseph was rich, powerful and in a position to help at a time when his family was in need. Because of Joseph’s position, his family was able to move to Egypt and settle in the best place in the whole country.

Application:  You may be in a position to help others. If God has prospered you, don’t forget those in need. Look for ways you can help others. 

9. People are capable of change for the better. When Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery, they displayed incredible hatred and selfishness. Joseph’s tests of his brothers before he revealed who he was showed that they were genuinely sorry for their mistreatment of him. It also shows that they had great concern for their father Jacob and their brother Benjamin. The tests proved to Joseph that his brothers had changed.

Application:   People often regret their past misdeeds and may gladly apologize if given a chance.

10. Trials have a purpose. God used them to save Joseph and his family. It was God, not his brothers, who were responsible for bringing Joseph to Egypt, and he did so to accomplish a great purpose for the entire people of Israel. This was all part of God’s plan. Even the evil Joseph endured had a purpose and was under God’s control.

Application:  trust that God is working out his purposes in your life, even through hard times. 

Conclusion:  In Joseph, we see what a person fully committed to God can do and be. He faced the pressures and trials of life with confidence in God and a desire to serve him no matter the circumstances. He trusted that God was working out his plan in his life even if he could not understand how it would all work out. Rather than seeking revenge, he extended kindness and compassion to those who had wronged him. Joseph is a noble, strong, and pure character worthy of our imitation.

Discussion:

1. What factors made Joseph’s family dysfunctional?  Several step-mothers, step-siblings, jealousies, rivalries, hatred
2. What made his brothers so angry with him?  His dreams, the special treatment Jacob gave him, the fact that he told his father what they had been doing.
3. What are some of the seemingly minor details that the whole story hinges on?  Reuben being away when they sold him to the slave traders, the slave traders showing up when they did, being bought by Potiphar, being sent to the prison where the butler was sent, Pharaoh dreaming
4. Why were Joseph’s brothers worried when Jacob died?  They thought Joseph would seek revenge.
5. Should we seek to interpret dreams today?  No. God gave Joseph that special ability, but there’s no reason to think that dream interpretation is a special gift for today.
6. What are some of Joseph’s outstanding characteristics?  Faithfulness, good testimony, integrity/honesty, holiness, willingness to forgive, humility
7. What are some key principles we learn from this account?  See the above list. 
Moses – The Great Deliverer
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Moses is certainly one of the greatest men we meet within the pages of Scripture. He led the Jews out of Egypt and formed them into a powerful nation. He is responsible for much of the Old Testament writings. We find both great strengths and weaknesses in his life. Although he lived thousands of years ago, he remains a wonderful example for us.

Background:  Moses was born (about 1525 BC) into a Jewish family that was enslaved in Egypt. Several hundred years prior to Moses’ birth, Jacob had moved his entire family from Canaan to Egypt. Joseph rose to great power in Egypt, and for many years the Jews prospered. But eventually a new king arose who did not remember Joseph or the great service he had done for Egypt (Ex 1:8). Fearing that the Jews would overpower them, the Egyptians forced the Jews into slavery. To prevent them from further expanding, the Egyptians required the Jews to kill all their newborn male children. It was into this setting that Moses was born.

Moses’ Life
Birth and youth:  Moses’ mother tried to hide him from the authorities who were killing all the male babies, and for a few months she succeeded. But when she could no longer hide him, she put him in a small boat and stationed him in a place where someone might take pity on him and adopt him into his or her family. In the providential will of God, Pharaoh’s daughter found Moses and adopted him as her own son. She even arranged for Moses’ own mother to nurse the child until he was older. She named the child Moses.
 

Shepherd:  The Bible relates no further information about Moses until he is grown. We next find Moses defending a fellow Jew by killing an Egyptian who was mistreating him (the Jewish man). Stephen tells us that Moses “supposed his brethren would have understood how that God by his hand would deliver them: but they understood not” (Acts 7:25). Soon the Egyptian authorities heard about the murder and sought to arrest Moses. Moses fled into the wilderness. At this point he was about forty years old. 

For the next forty years, we find Moses shepherding the flocks of his father-in-law, Reuel
 in Midian. He had married Reuel’s daughter, Zipporah and had a son named Gershom. 

At the Burning Bush:  One day while taking care of the sheep, Moses noticed a bush that was on fire but was not being burnt up. When he went over to investigate, he heard the voice of God talking to him. God told him that he was to deliver the children of Israel from slavery in Egypt. After trying several times to excuse himself from this task, Moses finally agreed to go back to Egypt.

The Exodus from Egypt:  Moses reunited with his family in Egypt and scheduled an appointment with Pharaoh. He told him that God had commanded the Jews to hold a special meeting outside of Egypt. Pharaoh refused, and God sent a series of plagues as a means of convincing Pharaoh to let the Jews go. After the tenth plague, Pharaoh finally allowed the Israelites to leave, but he soon changed his mind and chased after them. Moses and the Israelites were encamped by the Red Sea when the Egyptian army came casing after them. God miraculously opened up the Red Sea, and the Israelites walked through to the other side. The Egyptians tried to do the same and were drowned.

In the Wilderness:  The Israelites spent the next forty years in the wilderness. At Mount Sinai, God gave Moses the Ten Commandments. While Moses was on the mountain, the Israelites perverted themselves through immorality and false worship. Moses returned and disciplined the people for their sin. God gave Moses the remainder of the Law. The Jews moved from place to place as guided by a cloud by day and a fire by night. A man named Korah led a rebellion against Moses’ leadership, which resulted in the deaths of Korah and those associated with him. The Israelites eventually came to the edge of Canaan, the Promised Land, and sent in twelve spies, who traveled throughout the land and brought back a report to Moses. Ten of the spies concluded that the land was too strongly protected for the Israelites to take it. Two of the spies encouraged the people to go in at once. The people became discouraged and murmured against Moses. For the next 38 years, the people wandered about the Sinai Peninsula until all those people 20 years old and above died (except Caleb and Joshua).

Moses’ Death:  After the forty years of wandering, the Israelites were nearly ready to cross the Jordan and enter the Promised Land. In response to the people’s need for water, God told Moses to speak to a rock, from which water would flow. Instead of speaking to it, Moses struck it with his staff. Because of this disobedience, God refused to allow Moses to enter the Promised Land. God did allow him to see into Canaan from a neighboring mountain, however. Moses died on top of Mount Nebo (or Pisgah) in Moab at 120 years old.

Moses’ Failures

The Bible presents its characters to us in realistic terms. We find weaknesses and sinfulness in one of the greatest men of the Bible.

· Killing the Egyptian (Ex 2:11-12): Moses may have been associated with the royal family, but he did not have the right to go around killing people. Pharaoh wanted to impose capital punishment on Moses, but he escaped to Midian.

· Making excuses (Ex 3-4): Moses’ first response to God’s command to return to Egypt was to make a series of excuses. At one point, Moses apparently says, “Send someone else” (4:13). It’s only after God answers all of Moses’ excuses that he agrees to go.

Moses’ excuses:

Objection



God’s Reply
· No ability (3:11)
God’s ability (3:12)

· No message (3:13)
God’s message (3:14)

· No authority (4:1)
God’s authority (4:2-9)

· No eloquence (4:10)
God’s enablement (4:11-12)

· Lack of faith (Ex 5:22-23): When Pharaoh initially refused to let the Israelites go, Moses is very disappointed and complains that God’s plan is not working out.

· Complaining (Num 11:10-15): Moses’ complaints here approach the level of disrespect. He accuses God of giving him a task he could not accomplish. He is so distressed about the burdens of leadership that he asks God to take his life.

· Disobedience (Num 20:10-12): Because Moses struck the rock with his staff, God did not allow him to enter the Promised Land.

What do such failures and weaknesses show about Moses?  That he was an average guy, not some super-spiritual, perfect person. 

Moses’ Outstanding Characteristics

Despite the fact that Moses was far from perfect, he was nevertheless a great man of faith who accomplished much in God’s service. There are many character traits that we can follow in his life.

· Faith: Four times in Hebrews 11, the author uses the words “by faith” in describing Moses. His faith in God is what motivated him to do all he did.

· Leadership: Stephen tells us that the reason he killed the Egyptian was that he believed God had called him to lead his people out of Egypt. He withstood several attempts to unseat him as the leader, even from his own sister and brother. The people followed Moses because Moses followed God.

· Obedience: Moses was reluctant to lead his people after their prior rejection of him, but eventually he obeyed God, returned to Egypt, and led the people out. Moses normally did whatever God told him to do.

· Zeal for the Lord: In his anger and disappointment over the people’s sin, Moses destroyed the original tablets of the Ten Commandments. Moses sincerely desired that the people follow the Lord and became angry when they disobeyed.

· Love for His People: Although the people caused him great distress and trouble, Moses often displayed an amazing compassion and concern for them. At one point he pled for God to forgive them, and if God was unwilling, then Moses asked God not to forgive him, either (Ex 32:32). When God suggested destroying the people and forming a new nation from Moses, he strenuously objected and the Lord pardoned the people (Num 14:11-19).

· Meekness: Moses was a humble person (Num 12:3). He did not seek superiority or rank for himself. He was willing to spread the leadership among many people. He even took advice from his father-in-law, Jethro (Ex 18).

· Faithfulness: Despite all the challenges of leading 2-3 million people out of Egypt and through the wilderness for forty years, Moses remained faithful to the Lord and to the task. When the majority of the people turned from the Lord, he remained faithful. He failed at a number of points, but he fulfilled the task to which God had called him.

· Spirituality: Moses had a close walk with God. On many occasions Moses experienced the physical presence of God and heard his voice. Exodus 33:11 tells us that “the LORD spoke unto Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend.”

· Right Priorities: Hebrews 11:24-26  By faith Moses, when he was come to years, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter; choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God, than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season; esteeming the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt: for he had respect unto the recompense of the reward.
The Character of God

From the story of the Moses, we learn much about the character of God.

· God told Moses that his name is “I AM.” This reveals the self-existent, eternal nature of God.

· The account is filled with miraculous events which display God’s sovereign control over all things: God gives Moses the ability to turn his staff into a snake and to make his hand leprous; the plagues of Egypt; the crossing of the Red Sea; leading through the desert by a cloud and fire; providing food and water, the earth swallowing up Korah and the rebels, etc. Further, God is not only sovereign over nature, but also over people. God hardened Pharaoh’s heart so that he would not let the people go (Ex 10:27). 

· God is faithful. He promised to be with Moses (Ex 3:12) and he fulfilled that promise. God is patient with his people and is willing to forgive them. God fulfilled his plan–the people left slavery in Egypt, crossed the desert, and eventually entered the Promised Land.

· God hates sin and judges sinners (Ex 32:1-6). While Moses was on the mountain receiving the Law, the people corrupted themselves with immorality and false worship. The Lord was angry with the people and about three thousand men died that day. Because of their unbelief, God made them wander around in the desert for forty years while most of them died before the entered Canaan.

Practical Applications from the Life of Moses

1. Trust in God. When the spies returned from checking out the land, the majority reported that they were unable to conquer it. All they could see was destruction and defeat ahead. They did not believe the promises of God, nor did they consider God’s presence and power with them. Only Joshua and Caleb believed the Lord would empower them to conquer the land. Read Numbers 14:7-9.

2. Be humble. Moses was a meek man who never sought greatness for himself.

3. Seek to cooperate with others. Moses followed Jethro’s advice in delegating authority to a group of godly men instead of doing everything himself. 

4. Serve God. The example of Moses teaches us that we can do many things in God’s service that we previously thought were beyond our ability. We do not adequately take into consideration the power and strength that God would use to support us in the work. We are quick to discount our ability to serve God. We cite our age, our poverty, our poor skills, our lack of knowledge, etc., and we simply dismiss the possibility that we can do anything great for the Lord. But we shouldn’t think this way. When the Lord presents us with opportunities for service that we feel inadequate to perform, we should put our trust in God and step up to the challenge.

5. Honor God. Throughout this account, we find expressions of God’s great holiness. We must give due respect and honor to God. “The LORD thy God is among you, a mighty God and terrible” (Deut 7:21).

6. Don’t compromise. Moses rejected Pharaoh’s offer to compromise on who would be able to leave Egypt (Ex 10:24f). It’s interesting to note that the worship of the golden calf was somehow mixed with the worship of Yahweh (Ex 32:5). You can’t mix truth with error. 

7. Depend upon God. When Moses made his various excuses, God promised to be with Moses and provide all the things he would need (Ex 4). When the people went up to attack the Canaanites without the Lord’s approval, they suffered a humiliating defeat (Num 14:39-45).

8. Worship God properly. God gave Moses a very detailed plan regarding how the Israelites were to worship him. Sincerity was not enough to satisfy God’s requirements. We must worship God in the way that he has specified in the Bible and in no other way.

9. Recognize God’s presence in your life. The Lord spoke to Moses as a friend talks to a friend. He repeatedly promised “I will be with you.” Although we don’t enjoy direct revelation from God as Moses did, we do experience the presence of God in our lives via the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. God has promised to never leave us or forsake us (Heb 13:5-6). Regardless of circumstances, feelings or the opinions of others, rely on the fact that God is personally present in your life and is working all things for your good.

10. Pray. We find Moses praying frequently to God. Sometimes he complains about things and sometimes he asks for help. He at times seems almost too bold in his interactions with God (e.g., Ex 32:11-14; Num 14:13-20). Moses was a man of prayer and we should follow his example in praying much.

11. Love people. Even though they were a huge source of trouble and heartache for Moses, he genuinely loved the people of Israel. He taught them, protected them, rebuked them, prayed for them and encouraged them. Ask God to give you a compassionate heart that cares for others.

12. Take heed lest you fall. Moses shows us that we are never so strong or faithful that we can not stumble. In Numbers 20:8-12 we see how, late in his life, Moses succumbed to a moment of anger and sinned against God. This occurred just prior to entry into the Promised Land. Had Moses controlled himself a little bit longer, he could have finished his great task by leading the people into Canaan. We should never presume that our years of faithful service make us immune to sin. This incident also teaches us that God can be very exact and demanding when it comes to following His instructions. 

Conclusion:  Moses was no doubt one of the greatest men who ever lived. Deuteronomy closes with these words: “There arose not a prophet since in Israel like unto Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face, in all the signs and the wonders, which the Lord sent him to do in the land of Egypt to Pharaoh, and to all his servants, and to all his land, and in all that mighty hand, and in all the great terror which Moses showed in the sight of all Israel.” He loved God, served God, believed God, and obeyed God. He was by no means perfect, but he is a wonderful example for us to follow.

Discussion:

1. What are the three main segments in Moses’ life?  In Pharaoh’s household for 40 years, a shepherd in Midian for 40 years, leading Israel for 40 years.
2. Why didn’t God allow Moses to enter the Promised Land?  Disobedience–he struck the rock instead of speaking to it.
3. List some of Moses’ good characteristics.  Faith, leadership, obedience, zeal, love for his people, meekness, faithfulness, spirituality, right priorities
4. What are some things we learn about the character of God from the life of Moses?  That God is self-existent and eternal, that God is sovereign and omnipotent, that God is faithful to his promises, that God hates sin and judges sinners.
5. What are some practical applications from the life of Moses?  Trust in God, be humble, work with others, serve God, honor God, don’t compromise, depend on God, worship God correctly, recognize God’s presence in your life, pray, love people.
6. How is Moses’ walk with God different from ours?  He had a direct line to God–direct revelation and the physical presence of God to guide him. He knew exactly what God wanted him to do because God told him. We have the Bible, but that’s not the same as personal direct revelation.
Joshua – God’s General 
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Joshua stands before us as another example of faith, courage and service for God. He was the great general of the Israelite army who directed the nation’s entry into the Promised Land, the conquering of the land, and the settlement of the people in the land. For centuries, the descendants of Abraham had anticipated possessing the land God had promised to the Patriarch in the Abrahamic Covenant, and then reiterated to Isaac and Jacob. The life of Joshua is the compelling story of the fulfillment of that promise. From Joshua’s example, we see that God is faithful, and that by faith in God’s promises, God’s people can overcome and experience life-changing deliverance. The message of Joshua can encourage and have a wonderful impact on one’s life.

Background: Joshua was born in Egypt, left there with the other Jews in the exodus, and was probably about the same age as Caleb, with whom he is often associated. The first mention of Joshua is found in Exodus 17:9 “And Moses said unto Joshua, Choose us out men, and go out, fight with Amalek: tomorrow I will stand on the top of the hill with the rod of God in mine hand.” Numbers 13:16 says that Joshua’s original name was Hoshea. Moses apparently renamed him Jehoshua, which was shortened to Joshua. The name Joshua means, “Yahweh is his help,” or “Yahweh is the Savior.” His father’s name was Nun. The NT name Jesus is the Greek version of this Hebrew name.

The book of Joshua describes the conquest and possession of the land of Canaan and may be divided into three simple divisions: (1) invasion or entrance, (2) conquest, and (3) possession or division of the land. This is the land God had promised Israel through Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Here God fulfilled that promise, though not exhaustively since there still remains a rest for the people of God (Heb 4). Joshua describes the military triumph of God’s people through faith and obedience. However, unlike most military histories, in the book of Joshua the focus is on the commander’s Commander, the Captain of the Lord’s host (5:15). A study of Joshua’s life demonstrates that Israel’s victories were due, not to Joshua’s great leadership skills or to Israel’s military might, but to God’s power and intervention.

Life and Times

Joshua became Moses’ minister or servant, and accompanied him part of the way when he ascended Mount Sinai to receive the two tables (Ex 32:17). He was also one of the twelve who were sent on by Moses to explore the land of Canaan (Num 13:16-17) and only he and Caleb gave an encouraging report. Under the direction of God, Moses, before his death, passed to Joshua the leadership of the nation in a public and solemn ceremony (Deut 31:23). Shortly after Joshua assumed command, the people crossed the Jordan and entered the Promised Land of Canaan. He then made sure that all the males in the nation were circumcised according to the Law. They kept the Passover, and Captain of the Lord’s host arrived and spoke to encouraging words (Jos 1:1-9). 

Then began the wars of conquest which Joshua carried on for many years, the record of which is in the book which bears his name. He conquered six nations and thirty-one kings (Jos 11:18-23; 12:24). Having thus subdued the Canaanites, Joshua divided the land among the tribes, Timnath-serah in Mount Ephraim being assigned to himself as his own inheritance. His work being done, he died, at the age of one hundred and ten years, twenty-five years after having crossed the Jordan. He was buried in his own city of Timnath-serah (Jos 24).

Joshua’s Character

1. Leadership: There seemed to be no significant interruption in leadership when Joshua took over from Moses. There were no rebels who arose to claim leadership, nor do we find the nation falling apart through political unrest. Joshua took a firm hold of the reins of leadership.

2. Courage: One who is the commander of an army obviously must be courageous. He never shied away from any battle no matter what the odds against him were. He even carried out discipline against some of the Israelites without batting an eye.

3. Faith: Joshua believed in God’s promises, trusting that God would defeat the armies of Canaan even though the Israelite army was not very strong. He encouraged the other tribes to conquer the land that had been allotted to them. “And Joshua said unto the children of Israel, How long are ye slack to go to possess the land, which the LORD God of your fathers hath given you?” (Jos 18:3).

4. Compassion: Joshua chose six cities to be “cities of refuge” where people who accidentally killed someone could go and be protected from the avenger of blood. He also designated forty-eight special cities for the Levites so those who served in the tabernacle could have some farmland.

5. Commitment: One of the most well-known statements from Joshua is found in Joshua 24:15  – “Choose you this day whom ye will serve; … as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.” This expression of faith reveals Joshua’s firm commitment to follow the way of the Lord no matter what. Both Joshua and Caleb “wholly followed the Lord” (Jos 14:8-9, 14).

Lessons from the Life of Joshua

1. Followership is just as important as leadership. Joshua learned how to be great leader by first being a submissive follower. He was Moses’ assistant for many years before Moses passed from the scene. He was ready to lead because he had learned much from the previous leader. 

Application:  Before you can be a leader, be a follower. Learn from your leaders.

2. Trust God. Joshua was one of only two spies who came back and encouraged the people to enter Canaan and conquer it. While the other ten spies were looking at the stone walls and strong armies, Joshua and Caleb trusted that God was able to overcome all obstacles (Num 13:30). When it came time to conquer the land, Joshua trusted God to empower the Israelite army.

Application:  Trust God to deliver you – from sin, from problems, etc. Trust that God will fulfill his promises. Trust God to do what you cannot do. “With God all things are possible.”

3. The presence of God gives the believer strength, courage and stamina. God told Joshua, “As I was with Moses, so I will be with thee: I will not fail thee, nor forsake thee. Be strong and of a good courage” (Jos 1:5-6). 

Application:  God is present in your life if you are a believer. Cf. Heb 13:5-6.

4. Value the Word of God. God told Joshua, “This book of the law shall not depart out of thy mouth; but thou shalt meditate therein day and night, that thou mayest observe to do according to all that is written therein: for then thou shalt make thy way prosperous, and then thou shalt have good success” (Jos 1:8). Joshua was a recipient of the direct revelation of God. He not only heard the word; he obeyed it.

Application:  Read, listen to, memorize, think about and obey the word of God. You should honor and esteem the Bible.  There is absolute​ly no victory or chance for us to experience the blessings of our new life in Christ apart from the Word of God. Whenever any believer begins to turn away from the Word through indifference or apathy for whatever reason, he is turning away from the Lord and into defeat.
5. Serve God. From beginning to end, the life of Joshua was one of service. He served Moses, he served the people of Israel, and he served God. His statement “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord” shows his commitment to service.

Application:  Commit yourself to serving God no matter what everyone else is doing. Seek to influence others (“me and my house”) to do the same.

6. Be strong and courageous. The Lord told Joshua after the death of Moses, “Be strong and of a good courage: for unto this people shalt thou divide for an inheritance the land, which I sware unto their fathers to give them. Only be thou strong and very courageous…” (Jos 1:6-7). Joshua took these words to heart.

Application:  Paul says “Be strong in the Lord and in the power of his might” (Eph 6:10). Take a strong stand for the Lord. Don’t be intimidated by scoffers or critics. Be bold in your witness and testimony even when others ridicule you.

Joshua’s One Failure

Joshua chapter nine tells the story of the wily Gibeonites who tricked the Israelites into sparing them from destruction. The Israelites were allowed to make treaties with cities and nations that were outside of the area they were planning to overthrow. However, Gibeon was located within the Promised Land, so the Israelites should have conquered it and killed all the people. The Gibeonites understood this and took steps to prevent it. Several representatives from the city dressed up as if they had come from a far distant place and deceived Joshua and the other leaders into thinking that they were not Canaanites. The Israelites entered into a treaty with the Gibeonites and “asked not counsel at the mouth of the LORD” (Jos 9:14). Joshua and the leaders made a treaty with them and promised not to harm them. Just three days later they found out who the Gibeonites really were. However, because the Israelites had made this treaty, they spared the Gibeonites. Rather than being killed, they became the servants of the Israelites. 

Application:  Don’t judge a book by its cover, i.e., by appearances. People may be trying to deceive you. Pray and seek counsel about decisions before you make them.

Lesson on the Character of God

1. God is present with believers. Immediately after the death of Moses, God told Joshua “As I was with Moses, so I will be with you.” Jesus said, “I am with you always” (Matt 28:20). The believer’s body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, which should motivate us to glorify God (1 Cor 6:19-20).

2. God is omnipotent (all-powerful). There are many events related in Joshua that point out God’s great power–the walls of Jericho fell down without human aid, the waters of the Jordan opened to allow the people to cross over on dry ground, a rag-tag army of former slaves and desert nomads conquered fortified cities and strong armies, and perhaps the greatest miracle of all, daylight hours are extended when the sun refused to set. 

3. God hates sin and judges sinners. When the Israelite army entered Jericho, they were commanded not to take any of the spoils of war for themselves. However, a man named Achan took some things for himself and hid them in his tent. When the Israelite army went to battle against the city of Ai, they could not prevail and many soldiers were killed. The Lord revealed that there was “sin in the camp” and Achan was eventually found to be the guilty party. All of Achan’s family and possessions were destroyed.

4. God is faithful to his promises. The primary purpose of the book of Joshua is to show God’s faithful​ness to his promises; that he had done for Israel exactly what he had promised (cf. Gen 15:18 with Jos 1:2-6 and 21:43-45). The events recorded in Joshua set forth God’s special intervention on behalf of His people against all kinds of tremendous odds. The fulfillment of God’s promises is the work of God and that which man cannot do no matter how hard he tries.

A Note on Interpreting Joshua:  Be careful not to allegorize Joshua to death. Some well-meaning people want to draw a parallel between the events of Joshua and the Christian life. For example, an allegorical interpretation of Joshua’s life yields the following:

· Egypt portrays the world with all its human ideas, idolatries, mysticism, and antagonism to the salva​tion, deliverance, and purposes of God for His people.

· Being in Egypt portrays a lost condition, a slave to Satan, the world, and the flesh. 

· Coming out of Egypt through the Passover lamb and the Red Sea portrays deliverance by the death of Jesus Christ.

· A believer going down into Egypt pictures a believer turning to the world and its substitutes and solu​tions rather than turning to the Lord for deliverance.

· Israel in the Wilderness is a type or picture of the believer in carnality, outside of the place of maximum blessing, out of the will of God and in constant defeat, wan​dering about because of failure to trust the Lord and the deliverance He has promised.

· Crossing the Jordan and moving into Canaan is a type or picture of the believer possessing his or her possessions by faith in the power and provi​sion of God. It portrays the believer in fellow​ship, faced with conflict and enemies, yet able to be delivered when dependent upon the Lord and walking by faith in the principles and promises of the Word.

· The Canaanites in the Land portray the believer’s enemies who stand to oppose us in the Christian way of life, but who are at the same time a defeated foe though we must appropriate our God-provid​ed victory, the saving life of Christ. Some believe Jericho may illustrate the world, Achan and Ai the flesh or the sinful nature, and the Gibeonites may illustrate the deceptions of Satan and the world system.

Undoubtedly, such sentiments sound spiritual and are certainly valuable in a sense. However, once you start down the trail of allegorization, it’s hard to know where to stop. Such a practice usually produces absurd and foolish results. There is no good reason to drag New Testament truth into the Old Testament story of Joshua. The timeless principles underlying Joshua’s story stand on their own without the need of typology, symbolism or allegory. It’s best to avoid making the text say something that the author clearly never intended it to say. Further, it’s necessary and important to keep Israel and the church distinct. The fact that events occurred a certain way for Israel does not necessarily imply that the church should follow suit.

Conclusion:  The book of Joshua closes with these words: “Not a word failed from any good thing which the LORD had spoken to the house of Israel. All came to pass” (Jo 21:45). Joshua is another wonderful example for us to follow. His assistance to Moses and his leadership should inspire us toward leadership. His commitment to and zeal for God should motivate us to commit ourselves to God and to serve him. His unwavering faith in God should instill within us a stronger trust in God and in his promises.

Discussion:

1. What was Joshua’s relationship with Moses?  He was his aid
2. What does the name Joshua mean? “Jehovah is his help,” or “Jehovah is the Savior.”
3. Who is often associated with Joshua?  Caleb
4. What is the book of Joshua primarily about? The book of Joshua describes the conquest and possession of the land of Canaan and may be divided into three simple divisions: (1) invasion or entrance, (2) conquest, and (3) possession or division of the land.
5. What do we learn about the character of God from the book?  See above list
6. What are some practical applications we can learn from Joshua’s life?  See above list
Ruth–A Faithful Woman
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Some people consider the story of Ruth to be one of the most beautiful stories ever written. Ruth is an example of purity and wholesomeness within a quagmire of corruption and anarchy. Ruth lived during “the days when the judges ruled” (Ruth 1:1). This time was perhaps the most disorderly period in Israel’s history. By contrast, the story of Ruth is marked by fidelity to Yahweh and to His covenant. Whereas in Judges the people of God turned to the idols of the surrounding nations, in Ruth a woman from a gentile nation (Moab) turns to the God of Israel. Ruth stands as a model of godliness in the midst of rebellion.

The Life of Ruth

In Moab – Ruth was a gentile (non-Jew) from the country of Moab, one of the neighboring countries of Israel. She married a Jewish man named Chilion who had migrated with his family to Moab in order to escape a famine in Bethlehem. Not long after marriage, Chilion died, leaving Ruth a widow. She was left destitute with her mother-in-law Naomi and her sister-in-law Orpah.

Naomi decided to move back to Judah because the famine was over and her husband and sons had died. Naomi suggested that Ruth and Orpah return to their fathers’ homes and remarry. Orpah did so, but Ruth refused. Instead, she determined to stay with Naomi. Note her words (Ruth 1:16-17):

Wherever you go, I will go; And wherever you lodge, I will lodge; Your people shall be my people, And your God, my God. Where you die, I will die, And there will I be buried. The LORD do so to me, and more also, If anything but death parts you and me.

Naomi finally agreed, and they set out for Bethlehem in Judah.

In Bethlehem –  When Naomi and Ruth arrived in Bethlehem, Ruth decided to go into the fields to glean after the barley harvesters. Gleaning in the fields is the way that poor people were able to support themselves. The Law encouraged farmers to leave small portions of the fields unharvested so poor people could have something to eat (Lev 19:9- 10, 23:22; Deut 24:19). This is what Ruth was doing. 

The text says that Ruth “happened to come to the part of the field belonging to Boaz, who was of the family of Elimelech” (2:3). There she found plenty of grain to glean, and the workers in the field treated her well. Boaz, the owner of the farm, eventually noticed Ruth and found out that she had returned from Moab with Naomi. Boaz allowed Ruth to glean in his fields and instructed his workers to make special provision for her.

Naomi found out that Ruth had been gleaning in Boaz’s fields and that Boaz seemed to take interest in her. She hatched a plan to unite Boaz, a family relative of her dead husband, and Ruth. She told Ruth to meet Boaz after work one night and suggest that he marry her. This is clearly what Ruth meant when she asked Boaz to “take your maidservant under your wing” (3:9). Boaz responded positively and soon took steps to marry Ruth. The union resulted in the birth of a son, who was the grandfather of King David.

Ruth’s Character

Loyalty – Loyalty is devotion, faithfulness, and/or commitment. One of the key words in the book of Ruth is the Hebrew noun hesed (found in 1:8, 2:20, and 3:10), which means something like “compassionate loyalty,” in other words, loyalty motivated by love and kindness. Boaz remarked to Ruth, “Blessed are you of the LORD, my daughter! For you have shown more kindness (hesed) at the end than at the beginning, in that you did not go after young men, whether poor or rich.” Instead of brooding over the loss of her own husband, she devoted herself to meeting the needs of her mother-in-law, to filling the void in Naomi’s life, to helping her the best she could. That meant leaving her home, her family, and her friends, moving to another land as a despised foreigner and living in poverty and hardship. Love and concern for her mother-in-law were her only apparent motives.
 Ruth’s example of devotion to Naomi should inspire us to serve others.

Application:  Be a loyal friend, especially when he/she is in need.

Righteousness – Ruth converted from paganism to faith in God. The OT clearly teaches that a Gentile who embraced the God of Israel by faith could enter into the blessings of the Jews. Boaz said to her, “May the Lord reward your work, and your wages be full from the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to seek refuge” (2:12). Her profession of faith plus her acts of devotion and kindness to Naomi give clear evidence that she was truly among the faithful. Although Elimelech’s family was out of the place of God’s blessing, they did accomplish something worthwhile. Through their testimony, this young Moabite named Ruth turned from worshiping Chemosh, the god of the Moabites, with all the abominable practices associated with his worship, and put her trust in the one true and living God. Ruth’s righteousness stands in stark contrast to most Israelites who were living according to their own impulses and inclinations instead of in obedience to the Law.

Application:  A righteous spiritual condition results in righteous behavior. Don’t let the wickedness of others rub off on you. Strive to be holy.

Humility – Ruth’s humility is evident throughout her life. She bowed low before Boaz in genuine gratitude and said, “Why have I found favor in your sight that you should take notice of me, since I am a foreigner?” (Ruth 2:10). Her humility was evident again when she said, “You have comforted me and indeed have spoken kindly to your maidservant, though I am not like one of your maidservants” (Ruth 2:13). Such genuine humility, a meek and quiet spirit, is one of the most valuable assets a woman can have. Peter says it is of great value in God’s sight (1 Pet 3:4). It is a good trait for Christian women to ask God to help them develop.

Application:  Girls especially should seek to emulate the character of Ruth. Note that Boaz did not say anything about her beauty, yet he was attracted to her. Guys–be more interested in a girl’s inner beauty than her outward appearance. Rotten character ruins a beautiful girl.

Industriousness – When Naomi and Ruth arrived in Bethlehem, one of the first things that Ruth did was to seek a means of acquiring food. She didn’t whine and moan about their poverty; she went to work. Gleaning was difficult labor, and it required many hours of toil to collect enough food for a meal. But Ruth was willing to work to support both herself and Naomi. It’s likely that one of the things that made Ruth so appealing to Boaz was her willingness to work.

Application:  Don’t be afraid of work. The Bible teaches that we are to work to make a living. Don’t be lazy. Girls: guys like girls who can work–cook, bake, sew, make crafts, keep the house in good order, decorate, etc. E.g., Cindy Estell. 

Self-Control – The courtship of Boaz and Ruth suggest no impropriety or immorality of any sort. They apparently engaged in no romantic physical contact prior to marriage. Such purity of behavior is becoming increasingly rare in our society. Today most couples think that premarital sex is perfectly acceptable, especially if they are planning to get married anyway. Only a small minority graduate high school with their moral purity still intact. Premarital purity is best for us and for our marriages. Our society is paying the price for promiscuity by unprecedented marital turmoil and innumerable broken homes with all the emotional trauma that immorality brings. 

Application:  Remain pure. Save sex and sexual behavior until marriage.

Other Lessons from the Life of Ruth

· God is sovereign. Naomi recognized that it is the hand of God that had dictated the circumstances of her life (1:20-21). Although the text states that Ruth “happened” to pick the fields of Boaz to glean in, the underlying thought is that God was responsible for this seemingly random choice. There are no accidents or chance, meaningless happenings in a universe under God’s constant supervision. God is continually working all things for the good of those who love him (Rom 8:28). Trust that God is behind the scenes in your life, working out his plan for you.

· God is gracious.  Ruth was a pagan Moabitess, not a Jewess. But God extended his grace toward her and chose her to be the grandmother of David, and thus in the ancestral line of the Messiah. Thank God that he saves sinners, even the most wicked ones. Don’t write off anyone as beyond the grace of God.

· God provides for his people. Even in an age of apostasy, God maintained his loyal love (hesed) for His own. God displays His mercy by providing for Naomi and Ruth, for Israel, and for the entire world. Trust God to provide for you. 

· No matter how dark the days may be, God always preserves a righteous remnant. There may have been very few genuine, godly believers like Ruth and Boaz, but there were some. Determine that you will follow their examples. Seek to shine as a light in a dark place. 

· God is able to make good out of bad situations. Naomi and Ruth seemed to be headed for disaster, but God changed their circumstances. Trust that God can change the circumstances of your life for the better.

· Our actions can impact future generations. The godly lives of Ruth and Boaz not only were a blessing to Naomi, they were a blessing to all subsequent generations. The child born to Ruth and Boaz would become the grandfather of King David (Ruth 4:18-22). Little do we realize how much our decisions and actions may impact those who come after us.
 Determine today that you will be a source of blessing and a good example for those who come after you.

· The failure of others should not hinder your own walk with God. Naomi was not a very good example for Ruth to follow. Until the end of the story, she seems like a bitter old woman who was angry with God. She even counseled both Ruth and Orpah to return to their false gods (1:15). But Naomi’s failures did not keep Ruth from faith or obedience. Ruth turned out to be a godly woman even though she had very few good examples to follow. You can never blame others for your spiritual failures, and you should never allow the failure of others to prevent or hinder your own spiritual growth.

· Recognize and appreciate God’s plan for your life. Naomi responded to the death of her husband and sons with bitterness and anger. She even changed her name to reflect her grief at what God had allowed in her life. She did not understand God’s purposes until later. Perhaps God is bringing a time of sorrow and hardship into your life. God has a purpose for everything he does. Respond to such challenges with faith and patience, not bitterness and anger.

What about Boaz?

The Lord was an important part of Boaz’s daily life. He thought often about the Lord, spoke freely of the Lord, and allowed the Lord to be a part of his everyday business dealings. Listen to him greet his reapers in the field: “May the Lord be with you,” he said. And they responded, “May the Lord bless you” (Ruth 2:4). To Ruth he declared, “May you be blessed of the Lord, my daughter” (Ruth 3:10). And again, “I will redeem you, as the Lord lives” (Ruth 3:13). All the people who attended his wedding acknowledged his dependence upon God for his future posterity: “May the Lord make the woman who is coming into your home like Rachel and Leah, both of whom built the house of Israel” (Ruth 4:11). The first prerequisite for a successful marriage is that the man be a man of God. 

Boaz was not a brother to Ruth’s deceased husband, and thus was not legally obligated to take Ruth as his wife. Nevertheless, he did so, going the extra mile in almost every instance to care for Naomi and for Ruth. Boaz was a kind man, thoughtful, considerate, and gentle. Some men have the mistaken notion that kindness and gentleness are effeminate traits and they go out of their way to avoid them. One could not be more wrong. They are Christ-like traits, and Jesus was no sissy. Surveys show that kindness and gentleness rank near the top of the characteristics women are looking for in a husband. They would be good traits for Christian men to develop with God’s help.

Conclusion: God’s love in Ruth’s life overcame all obstacles—poverty, racial prejudice, age disparity, physical temptations, and even mother-in-law differences. God’s love can also solve the problems in our lives. As we come to understand and enjoy his unconditional love for us, and allow that love to flow through us, we think less and less about ourselves and more and more about others. Ruth is a wonderful example of how God rewards faith, loyalty and service.

Discussion:

1. What are some elements of Ruth’s life that display God’s sovereign control of the situation?  The famine in Bethlehem, Elimilech’s family moving to Moab, fact that Ruth met and married Chilion, Ruth gleaning in Boaz’s field, the fact that Boaz was available and willing to marry Ruth, the birth of their child.
2. What are some characteristics of Ruth that we should try to imitate?  Loyalty, kindness, righteousness, humility, industriousness, self-control
3. How can Boaz serve as an example for women who are looking for a husband?  Find a guy who is godly, financially stable, available, interested, kind, thoughtful and generous.
4. Think of your family background. How did the love and loyalty of your household (or lack of it) affect you?

Samson–A Strong Weakling
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Samson appears on the scene at a dark point in Israel’s history, after the nation had settled in Canaan but before the time of the Kings. The dismal refrain from the book of Judges is clearly seen in Samson’s life: “In those days there was no king in Israel, and every man did what was right in his own eyes.” With no central government, each tribe was separately occupied driving out their individual enemies. God raised up one judge (deliverer) after another to draw Israel back into fellowship with him, but eventually the nation always fell back into apostasy. Samson was one of these judges. In the life of Samson, we find many bad examples to avoid and only a few good examples to follow. He succeeded and prospered when he followed God, but his failure to consistently obey cost him dearly.

Background: The name “Samson” is probably derived from the Hebrew word “sun,” and likely meant something like “little sun” or “sunny,” or perhaps “sun-man.” His home was near Bethshemesh, which means, “house of the sun.” His story is found in Judges 13 through 16. Samson was a judge, perhaps the last before Samuel. He was a Nazirite
 of the tribe of Dan (13:5), a man of supernatural strength. He intensely hated the Philistines who had oppressed Israel some 40 years (13:1).

The Life of Samson:  Like Isaac, Samuel and John the Baptist, he was a child of prayer (13:8, 12). The angel of Yahweh appeared twice to Manoah’s wife (13:3, 9), directing that the child which should be born to them should be a Nazirite from the womb, and that he would “begin to save Israel out of the hand of the Philistines” (13:5, 7, 14). On his arriving at manhood, five remarkable circumstances are recorded of him.

(1) He attempted to marry a Philistine woman of Timnah. His parents objected to the alliance, but Samson persuaded them. When the woman was eventually given to someone else, Samson returned and burned up the grain fields and olive yards of the Philistines. The Philistines in turn burned his proposed wife and her father. Samson then smote the Philistines in revenge, “hip and thigh” (15:1-8).

(2) The Philistines invaded Judah and demanded the surrender of their arch-enemy. The men of Judah were willing to hand Samson over to the Philistines, and accordingly bound him and brought him up to them (15:9-13). When Samson saw the Philistines, the spirit of Yahweh came mightily upon him, so that he broke loose, and seizing a fresh jawbone of an ass, he smote with it 1,000 Philistines, boasting as he did so in pun-like poetry, “With the jawbone of an ass, mass upon mass” (15:16). Samson being thirsty, Yahweh provided water for him at a place called “Partridge Spring,” or “the Spring of the Caller” (15:17-19).

About twenty years passed with no mention of any events in Samson’s life. 

(3) Samson eventually went down to Gaza, the chief city of the Philistines, and began seeing a prostitute. When the Philistines found out, they planned to ambush him. But Samson arose at midnight and laid hold of the doors of the city gate and their two posts, and carried them to the top of a nearby mountain (16:1-3).

(4) From Gaza Samson went to the valley of Sorek where he fell in love with another Philistine woman, named Delilah. The Philistine lords bribed her with a very large sum to deliver him into their hands. Three times Samson deceived her as to the secret of his strength, but at last he explained that he was a Nazirite, and that his hair, which had never been cut, was the secret of his wonderful power. By disclosing to Delilah this secret, he broke his covenant vow, and the Spirit of God departed from him (16:4-20). The Philistines laid hold on him, put out his eyes, brought him down to Gaza, bound him with fetters, and forced him to grind in the prison house. 

(5) The final incident recorded of Samson is in connection with a great sacrificial feast which the Philistine lords gave in honor of Dagon, their god. They called for Samson to entertain the assembled multitude. The house of Dagon was full of people; about 3,000 were upon the roof watching as Samson made sport. He longed to be avenged on his adversaries, so he prayed, and Yahweh heard his prayer. With the new growth of his hair his strength had returned to him. Guided by his attendant, he took hold of the posts of the two middle pillars upon which the house rested and slipped them off their pedestals. The house fell upon the lords and upon all the people that were in it. “So the dead that he slew at his death were more than they that he slew in his life” (16:29-30). His kinsmen came, found his body, and buried him near his boyhood home in the family burying-ground of his father. The account of Samson’s life ends with the statement “And he judged Israel twenty years” (16:31).

Samson’s Character

· Samson seemed to have a good start in life. His parents must have been godly people. He kept his Nazirite vows at least partially for most of his life. Samson was a judge in Israel for twenty years, and during that time God used him to exact judgment on the Philistines. At the end of his life he prayed and God answered him, though he was killed in the process (16:30). Samson paved the way for Saul and David by beginning the deliverance of Israel from the Philistines. In spite of his many failures, he is mentioned in the “Hall of Fame of Faith” (Hebrews 11:32). He must, therefore, be judged according to his times.

· He was ready to sacrifice himself in order that his people’s enemies might be overthrown. He was willing to lay down his own life for the sake of his fellow-tribesmen.

· Samson seemed to have little or no self-control. He was strong physically but weak morally. He disobeyed and deceived his parents, shacked up with prostitutes, gambled, destroyed other people’s property, and even killed innocent people. He was passionate and therefore weak. The rebellious side of his nature was never curbed, but rather ran unchained and free. He was given to sudden fury. Samson was a wild, self-willed man. In short, he was an overgrown schoolboy, without self-mastery.

· He seemed to be especially weak when it came to sexual temptation. The first words describing Samson tell of his desire to marry one of the Philistine women. The text informs us that he was interested in the woman because “she looks good to me.” (14:3). His weakness is seen in his giving in to her continuous demands to know the meaning of the riddle (14:17). He later risked his life by seeing a prostitute in Gaza, a chief city in Philistine territory. Toward the end of his life, in a moment of weakness, he yielded to Delilah, divulged the secret of his strength, and thereby lost the privileges he had enjoyed. He could not resist the enticements of women. Both his first “wife” and Delilah were able to extract information from him by continual fussing. In fact, many of the events of Samson’s life center on his immoral relationships with women.

· Personal vengeance seemed to motivate much of Samson’s behavior. He burned up the fields of the Philistines because the woman he was engaged to was given to someone else. He then slaughtered those who had killed the woman and her father. Even in his final act, we see that his desire to kill the Philistines was motivated by personal vengeance (16:28). Samson was one person you would not want for an enemy.

· He was unconscious of his high calling and careless of his personal gifts. He did not realize that physical endowments are no less spiritual are spiritual gifts, and that to retain them we must be obedient. Judges 16:20 is a tragic commentary on Samson: “he did not know that the LORD had departed from him.” He was so far from God that he didn’t even notice that God was no longer empowering him.

· He failed Israel in a time when the nation needed strong, godly leadership. He became a bad example for others. He added to the atmosphere of immorality and chaos in Israel when he should have been influencing his nation for good.

· In his relationship with Delilah, he displayed remarkable stupidity. She attempted three times to betray him to the Philistines, yet Samson continued his relationship with her. Because of Samson’s foolishness, Delilah eventually succeeded in finding out the source of his great strength. One would think that Samson would figure out Delilah’s true intent, but he seems blind to it. Perhaps he enjoyed her company so much that he refused to see what was obvious. 

Other Lessons from the Life of Samson

· Parents should pray for their children even before they are born. One of the most touching and beautiful prayers in the Old Testament is that of Manoah for guidance in the training of his yet unborn child (13:8). God clearly had a special calling and purpose in mind for Samson.

Application:  pray for your children, recognize God’s plan for your children

· All of Samson’s supernatural abilities were the result of the Holy Spirit’s power. He did great feats of strength only when the Spirit came upon him. It’s doubtful that Samson was some kind of giant or superhuman muscle man. Once he broke his Nazirite vows, the Spirit ceased empowering him and he became as any other man. 

Application:  recognize and appreciate the gifts and talents God has granted to you.

· God is sovereign over the lives of individuals and over nations. Judges 14:4 says that the Lord raised up Samson because “he was seeking an occasion against the Philistines.” The events of Samson’s life display God’s ability to superintend both good and evil. Even though Samson was often disobedient, God accomplished his purposes through his life.

Application:   trust God that he is working out his purposes in your life. Recognize that God can use you even if you are not perfect.

· Choose your friends and mates very carefully. Samson chose his friends from among the Philistines and the prostitutes. These supposed friends turned out to be enemies in most cases. Samson chose his first wife because she looked good. To him, her character was not important, nor was the fact that she was not an Israelite. 

Application:  be careful to choose the right kind of friends. Be more concerned about inner character than outward appearance.

· Keep your vows. Samson eventually violated all three provisions of his Nazirite vow–he drank wine, touched a dead body and allowed his hair to be cut. 

Application:  if you make a vow, keep it.

· Realize that sin has consequences. Samson’s immorality eventually caught up with him. When he violated his Nazirite vow, he immediately lost his sight, his freedom, his position as a judge, his strength, his dignity and eventually his life.
Application:  sin always has negative consequences–they eventually catch up to you even if you seem to be getting away without penalties.

· Take heed lest you fall. One of Samson’s main problems was his over-confidence in his own abilities. When Delilah finally succeeded in finding the source of his strength and cut his hair, Samson did not realize that the power of God had left him. He had stopped trusting God and began to trust in his own abilities.
Application:  independence from God is the primary sin of mankind. Remember that all your skills come from God.

· God is gracious. One might wonder why God put up with Samson’s shenanigans for so long before any apparent penalties came into play. We can only suggest that God is gracious and patient with his sinful people. It was purely God’s grace that allowed him to avenge himself on his enemies. He easily could have spent the next forty years in slavery to the Philistines. However, Samson eventually did receive the penalty for his sins.

Application:  don’t take the grace and patience of God for granted. The fact that God seems to leave sins unpunished/unchastized in your life does not guarantee that such will continue to be the case.

· We never sink so low that we can’t repent. Samson called upon the Lord at perhaps the lowest point in his life, while enslaved and persecuted by his enemies. However, God heard his prayer and allowed him one last act of service. God will restore those who turn from their sins and re-commit themselves to obedience and service. God is merciful to repentant believers.
Application:   The best thing to do when you backslide is repent. Keep short accounts with God. Don’t allow sin to fester. Confess and forsake it.

· Sin dulls discernment. Samson chose to ignore the obvious: that Delilah was trying to find the source of his strength so she could hand him over to the Philistines. He also seemed to ignore the fact that God would not overlook his rebellion.
Application:  Sin causes us to make bad decisions. Sin clouds our thinking.

Conclusion:  With Samson, we learn more by way of bad example than by good example. However, his life does have many lessons to teach us about our own weaknesses and about God’s patience with us. 

Discussion:

1. What is a Nazirite?  One who has taken a special vow of commitment to God. 
2. Should people today take a Nazirite vow?  Probably not. No NT info dealing with the practice–it’s not a necessary part of Christian life. However, vows are good if you keep them.
3. What was Samson’s God-given task?  To begin to save Israel from Philistine oppression.
4. What was Samson’s greatest weakness?  Women. 
5. What did his rebellion cost him?  His strength, his sight, his freedom, his life
6. What are some positive lessons we learn from Samson’s life?  God is gracious and patient, forgiving, uses imperfect people, sovereign, it’s never too late to repent.
7. What are some negative lessons we learn?  Sin has a high price, God punishes sin, don’t be over-confident in your own abilities, 
8. Should Samson be considered a hero of the faith?  He is listed in the Hall of Fame of Faith (Heb 11). We should admire him for the fact that he carried out God’s plan in freeing Israel from Philistine oppression, but we should not overlook his weaknesses.
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David–A Man after God’s own Heart

David is likely one of the best known and best loved characters in the Bible. The stories about David are favorites for children and adults alike. Once again we see a man who served God, yet was far from perfect. We can learn many important principles from the life of David.

Background:
 David was born about 1040 BC, the eighth and youngest son of Jesse of Bethlehem. Little is recorded of David’s parents. Jesse was apparently of modest means, and there is no record of David’s mother’s name, although there has been speculation that she was Nahash (2 Sam 17:25). David was born near the end of the time of the Judges, a very chaotic and ungodly period in Israel’s history.

About all we know of David’s appearance is he was described as handsome, with red (“ruddy”) hair (1 Sam 16:12, 17:42). David was a shepherd, which out of necessity at the time also taught him fighting skills when defending the flocks from predatory wild animals, including lions and bears (1 Sam 17:34-35). In quieter times, he also developed his musical skills with the flute and harp.

Life and Times:  (found in 1-2 Samuel; 1 Chronicles)

Prior to becoming king:  David first appeared in the pages of Scripture when God directed Samuel to Jesse’s house to anoint David as the king. He was shortly thereafter recruited to play the harp for King Saul when he felt depressed. Next we find the story of David’s defeat of Goliath, perhaps the most well-known episode of David’s life. David formed a close friendship with Saul’s son Jonathan. Saul grew suspicious and jealous of David and repeatedly tried to kill him. David had opportunities to kill Saul but refused to lay his hand on the King. David remained a fugitive until Saul and Jonathan died in battle against the Philistines.

David as King: Upon Saul’s death, David went to Hebron where he was anointed as king of Judah, according to the Lord’s instructions, at about age 30. A seven-and-a-half year civil war followed between the forces that supported David and those that supported Ish-bosheth, Saul’s son, for the kingship of all Israel. The military and political situation grew steadily in favor of David, and when Ish-bosheth was assassinated, David was anointed king over Israel.

David then moved his capital from Hebron to Jerusalem. Three months later, David brought the Ark to Jerusalem where it was placed in a new tabernacle that David set up for it. Within a relatively short period of time, he ruled from the Nile River in Egypt to the Euphrates River in the Tigris-Euphrates valley.

David’s Sins:  As has happened with so many great men, David’s success was focused too heavily on material gains, and it corrupted him. His committing of adultery with Bathsheba, and the murder of her husband Uriah in an attempt to cover it up was perhaps the darkest event of his life. When the prophet Nathan confronted him about this sin, David truly repented of it, and God forgave him. The child he conceived with Bathsheba died.

David’s troubles were far from over, however. His many wives and children were constantly in fierce competition with each other within the family. One of David’s sons, Amnon, raped his half-sister Tamar, for which the girl’s brother, Absalom, killed him. Absalom later attempted to take over the kingdom, which triggered a civil war. David’s forces were victorious, Absalom was killed and David was restored as ruler in Jerusalem.

David’s last sin was to number the people. This appears to be a failure on David’s part to trust God. After a reign of forty years and six months David died at the age of seventy, “and was buried in the city of David” (1 Kings 2:10-11).

David’s Failures

· Sin with Bathsheba: At a time when he should have been out in the fields supervising the army he was at home enjoying himself. When he saw Bathsheba taking a bath, he allowed himself to watch her and imagine being with her. Even though he already had many wives and concubines, he could not control his lust. After committing adultery with her, he attempted to cover up the crime by sending for Uriah. When that didn’t work, he ordered Uriah’s death, thus becoming guilty of murder. He did not confess the sins until the prophet Nathan confronted him about it.

· Family failure:  David was apparently not a very good father or leader of his home. He seemed to ignore his family’s problems. He did nothing when Amnon raped Tamar. He refused to talk to Absalom after he killed Amnon. He was inactive when Absalom was stirring up a rebellion. His great skill as a political leader did not cross over into his family life.

· Numbering of the people:  70,000 people died as a result of David’s desire to know how many soldiers were in his army. This seems to be an expression of self-confidence and a lack of trust in God.

· Cruelty:  An indifference to the shedding of blood grew into a liking for it, giving rise to acts of gross cruelty (cf. 1 Sam 27:9; 2 Sam 8:2; 16:7-8). Because of the vast quantities of blood he shed, he was called a “bloody man.” This is why God prevented him from building a permanent Temple.
David’s Positive Characteristics

Despite a multitude of faults and failures, David was always a dedicated and repentant man of God who served God’s purpose in that stage of Israel’s history. 

· He loved the Word of God. David composed many of the Psalms. “O how I love thy law! It is my meditation all the day” (119:97).

· He was a man of prayer. Many of the Psalms are expressions of prayers (e.g., 3-5, 9, 13, 20, 38, 42, 51). We find David praying at several key moments in his life (e.g., 2 Sam 2:1, 7:18-29; 1 Chr 29:10-18).

· He respected authority. He held no grudge against Saul and refused to hurt him. “[David said,] The LORD forbid that I should do this thing unto my master, the LORD’S anointed, to stretch forth mine hand against him, seeing he is the anointed of the LORD” (1 Sam 24:6). After all Saul had done to him, he refused to take revenge and even expressed his sorrow at Saul’s death (2 Sam 1:11-12).

· He was humble. He seemed to think that being son-in-law to the king was an honor too high for him because he was a poor man from an obscure family (1 Sam 18:18-23). In his prayers he expressed his humility: “Who am I, O Lord GOD? And what is my house, that you have brought me this far?” (2 Sam 7:18).

· He was repentant. When Nathan confronted him about his sins of adultery and murder, he confessed immediately. Psalm 51 is an expression of his sorrow for his sin. “Have mercy upon me, O God, according to thy lovingkindness: according unto the multitude of thy tender mercies blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. For I acknowledge my transgressions: and my sin is ever before me” (Ps 51:1-3).

· He served God enthusiastically. His zeal for the Lord was evident in his desire to kill Goliath–“Who is this uncircumcised Philistine, that he should defy the armies of the living God?” (1 Sam 17:26). When he brought the Ark of the Covenant up to Jerusalem, he celebrated and worshipped with great passion (2 Sam 6:14-15). He wanted to build a permanent temple in Jerusalem (2 Sam 7:1-17).

· He loved music and fine arts. He was skilled at playing the harp and was a poet of substantial talent. He’s called “The Sweet Psalmist of Israel.”

· He had a good testimony. “Saul saw and knew that the LORD was with David” (1 Sam 18:28). He was called the “Light of Israel” (2 Sam 21:17).

· He was courageous. While caring for his father’s flocks he killed a lion and a bear, and he killed Goliath, a veteran soldier older and more experienced than he was (1 Sam 17:33). He led a group of skilled fighters and was not afraid to go to war. David wrote, “He teacheth my hands to war, so that a bow of steel is broken by mine arms” (Ps 18:34). All the Israelites had unbounded confidence in his personal courage and military skills (2 Sam 18:3). His soldiers eventually had to restrain his zeal for battle (2 Sam 21:17).
· He was wise. “David behaved more wisely than all the servants of Saul, so that his name became highly esteemed” (1 Sam 18:30).
· He could be gracious and forgiving. David wanted to do something kind for Mephibosheth, Jonathan’s son. He invited him to live in Jerusalem and eat at the king’s table. Even though Mephibosheth stayed in Jerusalem during Absalom’s rebellion, David did not punish him but retained him as a friend (2 Sam 9, 16).
· He was a man after God’s own heart (1 Sam 13:14). He had serious flaws and weaknesses, but the general trend of his life was toward godliness.

Other Lessons from the Life of David

· God hates sin and punishes sinners, no matter who they are. David suffered for the rest of his life because of his sin with Bathsheba and the murder of Uriah. Nathan told David, “Now therefore the sword shall never depart from thine house; because thou hast despised me, and hast taken the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be thy wife” (2 Sam 12:10). God did not permit him to build the temple in Jerusalem because of the vast amounts of blood he shed. Sin always has consequences.

Application:  Expect to be chastened for sin. Sinful choices can ruin your life.

· Sin in the believer’s life ruins one’s testimony and aids the enemies of God. David’s sin gave “great occasion to the enemies of the LORD to blaspheme” (2 Sam 12:14). 

Application:  One reason to avoid sin is to prevent the enemies of God from rejoicing.

· God looks on the heart, not on external appearances (1 Sam 16:7). 

Application:  Don’t judge a book by it’s cover 

· God is sovereign over the affairs of men and the events of history. We see God’s hand of guidance clearly displayed throughout the story of David’s life. What are some aspects of David’s life that reveal God’s sovereignty?  Samuel’s anointing David to be king, his defeat of Goliath with one well-place stone, his escaping from Saul, the death of Bathsheba’s first child, the numbering of the people.
Application:   God is sovereignly working out our lives

· Use your skills in God’s service. David was a talented harpist, an experienced shepherd and became a great soldier and political leader.

Application:  Use your skills to serve God. God has “wired” you with certain abilities.

· A godly believer is capable of committing almost any kind of sin. Even a “man after God’s own heart” gave in to temptation. Yet when confronted about his sin, David immediately repented. 

Application:  We should be repentant over our sins. Listen to leaders who confront you about your sin.
· Take heed, lest you fall. Although David was specially chosen by God and greatly used of God, he fell to temptation. One moment of weakness caused many years of sorrow and problems. Note that the temptation was visual. Sexual temptation is the downfall of many otherwise good people. Given the right situation, anyone is capable of nearly any sin. 

Application:  Stay away from sexual temptation–pornography, movies, TV, immoral relationships, etc. Think about the outcome of your actions. Flee from temptation.

· Pay careful attention to family matters. David’s own son, Absalom, killed his half-brother and led a political rebellion against David’s administration. David could have prevented such tragedies had he dealt with the problems biblically. He was not a good leader in his household.

Application:   Strive to administrate your household biblically.

· Be hospitable. David and his soldiers were ready to kill Nabal for his lack of hospitality. Fortunately, Abigail stepped in at a critical time and smoothed things over (1 Sam 25). David invited Mephibosheth, a handicapped man, to eat at his table.

Application:   If the president comes to your house, feed him. Be a generous host. The way to a man’s heart is thru his stomach. Seek to help those in need.
· Value good friendships. David and Jonathan enjoyed a close personal friendship that stands as an example to us today. David surrounded himself with a group of “mighty men” (2 Sam 17:10).

Application:  Seek to be a good friend. Be loyal to your friends. 

· Trust God. At many points throughout David’s life, we find a remarkable assurance and confidence in God. He was sure that God would use him to defeat Goliath. Psalms 7:1 “ O LORD my God, in thee do I put my trust.”

Application:  Trust God. 

Conclusion:  What are we to make of David? On one hand he is extolled as a saint, and yet few men have committed worse crimes. We see in his life both great strengths and weaknesses. Repentant believers, even those who struggle with sin, can be very effective in God’s service. Yet sin has a way of negatively impacting one’s life long after the sin has been committed.

Discussion:

1. How could David have avoided his sin with Bathsheba?  He should have been with the army; he could have immediately looked away, he could have thought of the consequences.

2. How could David have been a better husband and father?  By not marrying so many wives, by paying attention to what was going on at home, by responding to Amnon’s rape of Tamar, by trying to defuse Absalom before he rebelled.

3. What are some of David’s positive characteristics?  See above list.

4. What are some key principles we learn from a study of David’s life?  See above list.

Solomon – A Very Wise Guy
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The wisdom of Solomon is legendary. God himself promised Solomon that he would be wiser than all those before and after him (1 Kings 3:12). Solomon’s wisdom is displayed in the book of Proverbs and in Ecclesiastes. However, just like the other characters we’ve studied, we find in Solomon both positive and negative characteristics.

The Life of Solomon

Birth and Early Life:  Solomon was David’s second son by Bathsheba after the death of their first (illegitimate) child. He was born around 1000 BC. Nathan, to whom his education was entrusted, called him Jedidiah, i.e., “beloved of the Lord” (2 Sam 12:24-25). The name “Solomon” is derived from a root word meaning “to be quiet” or “peaceful,” and Solomon was certainly the least warlike of all the kings of Israel or Judah, and in that respect a remarkable contrast to his father (1 Chron 22:9). Unlike his father, Solomon spent his early years in luxury and finery within the seclusion of a palace. His upbringing in such a context likely had a great influence on his leadership style.

He succeeded his father on the throne in early manhood, probably about sixteen or eighteen years of age. His father chose him as his successor, passing over the claims of his elder sons: “Assuredly Solomon my son shall reign after me” (1 Kings 1:17). His history is recorded in 1Kings 11 and following and in 2 Chronicles. 

Solomon Becomes King:  His elevation to the throne took place before his father’s death, and was hastened on mainly by Nathan and Bathsheba, in consequence of the rebellion of Adonijah (1Kings 1). While Adonijah was still planning his rebellion, the leaders of the nation anointed Solomon as king. As soon as he had settled himself in his kingdom, and arranged the affairs of his extensive empire, he entered into an alliance with Egypt by the marriage of Pharaoh’s daughter (1 Kings 3:1). He surrounded himself with all the luxuries and the external grandeur of an Eastern monarch, and his government prospered. Never again were the bounds of Israel so wide; never again was the nation so united. During his long reign of forty years the Hebrew monarchy gained its highest splendor. There is no doubt that the success the nation enjoyed is due to the wisdom of Solomon.

Great Projects:  Solomon entered into an alliance with Hiram, king of Tyre, who in many ways greatly assisted him in his numerous building projects. David had stored up many materials for a permanent Temple in Jerusalem, and Solomon put these plans into effect. After the completion of the Temple, he built many other important structures in Jerusalem and in other parts of his kingdom. 

Solomon seems to have been more interested in breeding horses and trading merchandise than conquering more land through warfare. He appears also to have had a fine collection of armor (1 Kings 10:25), but much of it was made of gold and was intended for show, not for use. For thirteen years he was engaged in the building of a royal palace. In front of this house was another building, which was called the Porch of Pillars, and in front of this again was the “Hall of Judgment,” or Throne-room, “the King’s Gate,” where he administered justice and gave audience to his people. This palace was a building of grand magnificence and beauty. Solomon also commissioned work projects for bringing water into the city. He then built Millo (a wall) for the defense of the city, completing a line of ramparts, along with other fortifications throughout the kingdom. 

Prosperity and Wealth:  During his reign Palestine enjoyed great commercial prosperity. Israel conducted extensive commerce by land with Tyre, Egypt and Arabia, and by sea with Spain, India and the coasts of Africa, by which Solomon accumulated vast stores of wealth and of the produce of all nations. This was the “golden age” of Israel. The royal magnificence and splendor of Solomon’s court were unrivalled.  He had seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines, an evidence at once of his pride, his wealth, and his worldliness. The maintenance of his household involved immense expenses: “Solomon’s daily provisions were thirty cors (about 185 bushels) of fine flour and sixty cors of meal, ten head of stall-fed cattle, twenty of pasture-fed cattle and a hundred sheep and goats, as well as deer, gazelles, roebucks and choice fowl” (1 Kings 4:22-23). 

Intellectual Life:  Solomon “spake three thousand proverbs: and his songs were a thousand and five. And he spake of trees, from the cedar tree that is in Lebanon even unto the hyssop that springeth out of the wall: he spake also of beasts, and of fowl, and of creeping things, and of fishes” (1 Kings 4:32-33). His fame was spread abroad through all lands, and men came from far and near “to hear the wisdom of Solomon.” Among others thus attracted to Jerusalem was the queen of Sheba, a country in Arabia. She was filled with amazement by all she saw and heard to the extent that “there was no more spirit in her.” 

Dismal End:  The bright day of Solomon’s glory ended in clouds and darkness. His decline and fall from his high estate is a sad record.  Chief among the causes of his decline were his polygamy and his great wealth. The idle king lived among idle women, for 1,000 women, with all their idle and mischievous attendants, filled the palaces and pleasure-houses which he had built. Solomon learned first to tolerate and then to imitate their heathen ways. He did not cease to believe in the God of Israel, nor did he cease to offer the usual sacrifices in the temple at the great feasts. But his heart was not right with God and his worship became merely formal. He started attending the pagan worship ceremonies of his heathen wives. This brought upon him God’s displeasure. His enemies prevailed against him and one judgment after another fell upon the land. He died after a reign of forty years and was buried in Jerusalem. He left behind him but one weak and worthless son, to dismember his kingdom and disgrace his name.

Within the space of about 100 years, we watch the nation of Israel rise from obscurity, strengthen itself under David, achieve great wealth and power under Solomon, and then fracture and return to obscurity and oppression under Solomon’s son Rehoboam. Israel would never enjoy another “golden age” such as that under Solomon.

Solomon’s Strengths

· Wisdom: Solomon’s greatest claim to fame is his wisdom. God granted Solomon his request for the wisdom to lead Israel, and such wisdom also resulted in his fame reaching around the world. When the queen of Sheba came to visit him, she was astounded by his wisdom and the workings of his government (1 Kings 10). Despite his faults, Solomon stands as one of Israel’s fines rulers.

And God gave Solomon wisdom and understanding exceeding much, and largeness of heart, even as the sand that is on the sea shore. And Solomon’s wisdom excelled the wisdom of all the children of the east country, and all the wisdom of Egypt. For he was wiser than all men. … And there came of all people to hear the wisdom of Solomon, from all kings of the earth, which had heard of his wisdom. 1 Kings 4:29-32

· Building of the Temple:  God chose Solomon to build a permanent worship site in Jerusalem. The building was magnificent–beautiful, ornate, and majestic. He commissioned many other projects that turned Jerusalem into a world-class city. Israel became known throughout the Middle East as a result of extensive building, trading and international relationships.

· Worshipping God:  1 Kings 8 contains Solomon’s words of praise and adoration to God. These are some of the most worshipful and reverent expressions in the Bible. Under Solomon, the true worship of God at the Temple assumed a form and dignity in keeping with the regulations of the Mosaic Law. 

But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, the heaven and heaven of heavens cannot contain thee; how much less this house that I have built? 1 Kings 8:27

· Inspired writing:  He wrote 1005 songs and 3000 proverbs (1 Kings 4:32). Much of the book of Proverbs is attributed to Solomon. He likely wrote the Song of Solomon and Ecclesiastes. Arts and literature advanced significantly under Solomon’s leadership.

Solomon’s Weaknesses

· Oppressive government:  Solomon reduced a free people to slavery, and concentrated the wealth of the whole country in the capital. Once on the throne he became a complete despot. Virtually all political power was taken out of the hands of the tribal leaders and placed in the hands of officers who simply carried out Solomon’s orders. The resources of the nation were expended, not on works of public utility for the most part, but on the personal exaltation of the king. He drafted many thousands of people into his work crews, which came to be one of the chief sources of resentment among the people. As a result of Solomon’s oppressive government and Rehoboam’s desire to continue such policies, the ten of the tribes of Israel rejected Rehoboam’s leadership. 

· Polygamy:  Solomon is famous for having 700 wives and 300 concubines
. Many of these marriages were intended to strengthen relationships between neighboring countries. It is largely because of these relationships that Solomon drifted away from proper worship and allowed the worship of false gods.

· Idolatry and polytheism:  Toward the end of his life, Solomon turned from his commitment to the God of Israel and was influenced by his heathen wives.

Then did Solomon build a high place for Chemosh, the abomination of Moab, in the hill that is before Jerusalem, and for Molech, the abomination of the children of Ammon. And likewise did he for all his foreign wives, which burnt incense and sacrificed unto their gods. And the LORD was angry with Solomon, because his heart was turned from the LORD God of Israel, which had appeared unto him twice (1 Kings 11:7-9).

Lessons from the Life of Solomon
· Wisdom comes from God. Everyone can develop intelligence and skill, but true wisdom is a gift from God. God gave Solomon the privilege of asking for anything his heart desired, and he asked for wisdom to rule the people. James encourages us to ask God for wisdom (James 1:5).

Proverbs 4:7  Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom: and with all thy getting get understanding.
Proverbs 16:16  How much better is it to get wisdom than gold! and to get understanding rather to be chosen than silver!
Application:  Ask God for wisdom, seek wisdom. 

· Don’t be an oppressive leader. Solomon imposed outrageous taxes on the people and employed a slave labor force to construct his great building projects. The citizens grew weary of such oppression and rejected Solomon’s policies, which split the nation.

Application:  Don’t be an autocrat/despot/tyrant when you get a chance to lead. 

· Flee immorality. Solomon’s downfall, like his father’s, was his immoral relationships with women. Having so many wives and concubines was obviously was not God’s will. He could not possibly fulfill the duties of a husband to so many women. The Biblical standard for marriage is monogamy, not polygamy. 

Application:  Stick with one mate. In dating, the objective is not to see how many girls/guys you can date, but to find the right one to marry. 

· Don’t compromise. Few rulers had greater opportunities and prospects for success as Solomon–an empire, superhuman wisdom, workers, and wealth. For many years he succeeded in building and strengthening the nation. But eventually he permitted the thinking and customs of ungodly people to influence his decisions and manner of living. This defection likely began slowly and gradually as his heathen wives and alliances “turned away his heart after other gods.” He did not remain faithful to God’s will and ways. Fortunately, Solomon realized his error and turned back to God prior to his death, as is evidenced by the book of Ecclesiastes. He no doubt looked back on his life with deep regret for having not remained faithful to God throughout his life.

Application:  Retain and renew your commitment to worshipping and serving God. Don’t fudge on your principles and standards. We must persevere in faith and in good works. 

· God hates sin and punishes sinners. God warned Solomon early in his career (1 Kings 9:4-9) of what would happen if he turned away from following him. When Solomon sinned, punishment quickly followed. The nation fell from great prosperity and power within a very short time.

Application:  You reap what you sow. Sin naturally leads to problems. 

Conclusion:  The great wisdom of Solomon sometimes overshadows the fact that he failed so miserably in his spiritual life. Solomon is another Bible character who experienced both success and failure from God’s perspective. His example should teach us to seek wisdom, to flee from sin and to stand firm in our commitment to God.

Discussion:

1. How was Solomon’s upbringing different from David’s?  David was used to a life of labor–shepherding and soldiering. Solomon grew up in a luxurious palace surrounded by many women.

2. How do you think Solomon’s childhood affected his reign as king? Think of life in an Oriental harem. He enjoyed luxury and ostentation–decoration, majesty, showing off. He was used to getting his own way–probably a spoiled brat as a child. Imagine all those women (David’s wives, concubines and attendants) fawning over him. 

3. Why did Solomon become king rather than one of his older brothers?  David chose him before he died.

4. What was the cause of Solomon’s sins?  His many heathen wives and foreign alliances.

5. What are some of Solomon’s strengths?  See list

6. What are some of his weaknesses?  See list.

7. What can we learn from the life of Solomon?  See list.

Esther – For Such a Time as This
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Esther is unique among Bible characters for a number of reasons. She is one of only two women for whom a book of the Bible is named (the other being Ruth). And Esther is the only book in the Bible that does not mention the words “God” or “Lord.” Yet God’s presence in the events of this book is obvious. Most students of the Bible find only commendable qualities when studying Esther’s life, and some good qualities are certainly evident. However, a closer examination of this woman will show us that Esther had both strengths and weaknesses.

Background:  The events of Esther take place in Persia (a few hundred miles east of Israel) where the Israelites had been taken captive by the Babylonians. After the Jews had been in captivity for about seventy years, the Emperor Cyrus gave an order allowing them to return to Palestine, and many did so (483-473 BC). Events in Esther’s life took place during this time, in the period between Ezra chapters 6 and 7. The Persian King Xerxes, who ruled some time after Cyrus, is also known as Ahasuerus.

Esther’s Life and Times:

Esther was a Jewish girl originally named Hadassah (“the myrtle”) living in Shushan, the capital of Babylon. Her family did not return to Jerusalem with the other Jews. Because her parents had both died, she lived with her older cousin Mordecai, who held an office in the household of the Persian Emperor, Ahasuerus. After divorcing his chief wife Vashti, Ahasuerus held a beauty pageant of sorts to find a new wife. Esther entered this competition and was chosen to be his wife. She received the name Esther (meaning “star”) when she entered the royal harem (2:7). Soon after this Haman the Agagite, the Prime Minister, had a dispute with Mordecai, who refused to show the proper respect to him by bowing when he walked by. Haman convinced Ahasuerus to give an order to put all the Jews in the Empire to death. Mordecai caught wind of this and convinced Esther to appeal to the Emperor on behalf of the Jews. In the mean time, Ahasuerus was reminded about Mordecai’s past service to him, and he enlisted Haman to publicly honor Mordecai. Esther later told the king about Haman’s desire to kill all the Jews, which would include herself, and the king’s wrath turned upon Haman, who was hanged on the gallows originally intended for Mordecai (chapter 7). The Emperor also gave the Jews permission to kill all their enemies throughout the entire kingdom, which they did. The Jews established an annual celebration, the feast of Purim, in memory of their wonderful deliverance. 

Esther’s Character:  

Positive Character Traits

· Esther appears in the Bible as a woman of godly character. She is a dutiful daughter to her adopted father, Mordecai. She is obedient to his counsels, and anxious to share the king’s favor with him for the good of the Jewish people. 

· Esther “obtained favor in the sight of all them that looked upon her” (2:15). She had both beauty and charm. Of all the women in the beauty contest, she was chosen to be the king’s new chief wife. She must have been the perfect “Miss Babylon.” 

· The fact that God used her as an instrument to avert the destruction of the Jewish people suggests a strength of character and commitment to the God of Israel. Her agreement to approach the king without being called for and her statement “If I perish, I perish” reveals a willingness to sacrifice her life for her people. As Mordecai said, Esther was in a position of influence “for such a time as this” (4:14). She used her position of influence to change things for the better.

Negative Character Traits

Unfortunately, a closer examination of Esther’s life reveals some details that might change one’s high opinion of her. Some of Esther’s faults we can blame on Mordecai as Esther’s guardian, but Esther is still somewhat guilty. When studying the life of Esther, we should both appreciate her strengths and recognize her weaknesses.

· Esther was willing to stay in Persia when many of the Jews were returning to Israel, the proper home of the Jews. God had instructed them to return to the Promised Land, but Esther and Mordecai did not. They were disobedient and unfaithful in that regard.

· Esther and Mordecai evidently had accepted the Persian culture rather than maintaining Jewish distinctives. Esther adopted a Persian name rather than keeping her Jewish name Hadassah. Mordecai told her not to reveal that she was Jewish and she agreed. Both of them seem embarrassed or ashamed of their ethnic origins. Perhaps is Ahasuerus had known that Esther was a Jew in the first place, he never would have agreed to Haman’s evil plot.

· Esther agreed to participate in a worldly beauty contest and to enter the harem of a heathen king. Mordecai at least should have known better than to allow his dependent to be associated with a royal harem. It was undoubtedly inappropriate for a Jewish girl to live in such a place. Further, the Mosaic Law prohibited her marriage to a non-Jew (Dt 7:3). Neither she nor her guardian seemed at all concerned about this, however.

· Once they convinced the Emperor not kill the Jews, they secured permission from him to allow the Jews to take vengeance on all their enemies. The Jews proceeded to slaughter thousands of their enemies around the country. Esther especially asked that Haman’s ten sons, who likely shared no guilt in the matter, to be hanged. Such cruel revenge was certainly not God’s will.

· The fact that we never find Esther praying or calling upon the name of God suggests that she was a very secular person. She asked her friends to fast for her, and the idea of prayer may be associated with that, but the text doesn’t say so explicitly.

Other Lessons from the Life of Esther:

1. God is sovereign. Even though God’s name is never mentioned, the main theme of the book of Esther is God’s providential, sovereign care for His people. God works out his purposes behind the scenes, without much fanfare. Mordecai seems to appreciate God’s sovereignty when he suggests that Esther became queen for “such a time as this.” What are some other “coincidences” that reveal God’s providential control over the events of this story?

Vashti is removed and Esther is chosen as queen; Mordecai discovers the plot against the king; the king can't sleep and calls for the records to be read, and he reads the part about Mordecai’s good deed; Haman enters the room just as the king wants someone to parade Mordecai around; the king extends the scepter to Esther.

2. Trust God to take care of you. God’s ability and willingness to deliver his chosen people is a key theme found in Esther’s life story. Mordecai was confident that if Esther failed, deliverance for the Jews would arise from another quarter. Esther’s willingness to approach the king without being called suggests that she was relying on God’s providential care for her. Even when God's people are far from him and disobedient, they are still the object of his concern and love. He is working out his purposes through them.

The fast-moving events that seem to be under the control of men such as Ahasuerus and Haman prove in the end to have been directed by God for the benefit of his people. Even the law of the Medes and Persians, which should have brought about the slaughter of the Jews, was overruled.

Application: God’s sovereignty means that the coincidences of our lives are not just random, chance events, but providentially controlled circumstances. No such thing as luck, good or bad. We can trust that God is at work in the details of our lives. Cf. Rom 8:28. 

3. God is not limited by man’s sinful schemes. At several points in the story it seems as if the Jews are headed for disaster. Haman tricks the Emperor into making a decree to destroy the Jews, and there seems to be no means of rescue in sight. But God causes the plot to turn. The Emperor discovers Mordecai’s previous good deed, Esther shrewdly enlists the Emperor’s aid, and Haman ends up dying on his own gallows. God delivers His people through unexpected means. These and other surprising plot twists in the book show that nothing man does can upset God’s plan.

4. God is merciful and gracious to His undeserving people. Esther, Mordecai and the other Jews who stayed in Babylon enjoyed God’s providential care in spite of their underlying disobedience. God did not abandon His people just because they refused to return to Israel, as they should have. Remember that the conduct of the Israelites was frequently contrary to what God expected of them; but he continued to preserve them, if only as a remnant. 
Application:  It may appear that powerful people are hindering God’s program, but such is not the case. God rules in the affairs of princes and paupers. Nothing man can do can hinder God’s overall plan. God can uses us in spite of our failures.

5. One’s own personal sins and failures often negatively impact others. Mordecai’s lack of respect for Haman resulted in a plot to kill all the Jews. 

Application:  Your sin often negatively affects others. Think about how your actions will affect others.  

6. Use your position to effect change. Mordecai recognized that Esther had a unique position, and that she could use it to influence the king. She was willing to do so, even though it may have cost her her life. Mordecai expected God to deliver the Jews, either through Esther or through another means. If you fail to serve God and fulfill his purposes, someone else will get the privilege of doing so.

Who are some other biblical characters who used their position to change things?  Joseph, Boaz, Daniel, Ebed-Melech (Jer 38:7f)

Application:  God may have you where you are for a special purpose. Try to be an influence for good in the place where you are. You may be where you are “for such a time as this.” Take opportunities to serve.
7. Stand up for your convictions. Mordecai and Esther did not allow themselves to become victims of Haman’s wicked plans. They stood up for themselves and worked to prevent the coming disaster. They actively resisted evil.

Application:  Stand up for what you believe. Don’t be afraid to voice your opinion and oppose evil.

Note:  Mordecai is often commended for his refusal to bow to Haman. His strong Jewish faith and heritage prevented him from giving undue honor to a mere human, so we are told. However, nowhere in the passage is there any suggestion that bowing down to Haman was an act of worship (unlike in Daniel’s case). In 5:9, Haman is again angered because Mordecai would not stand up or move for him as he passed. Haman is not asking for worship but merely respect to one in a higher position. It would not have been wrong for Mordecai to respond to Haman with an appropriate bow. There are many examples of God’s people bowing down before a king or other superiors (cf. Gen 23:7; 27:29; 1 Sam 24:8; 2 Sam 14:4; 1 Kings 1:16). He is really showing a stubborn lack of respect here, not a genuine concern for obeying God’s Law. The most probable reason for Mordecai's refusal to show appropriate honor to Haman was pride; no self-respecting Benjaminite would bow before a descendant of the ancient Amalekite enemy of the Jews. It was this lack of respect that motivated Haman to destroy the Jews in the first place. You might say that Mordecai brought this crisis upon himself and the whole Jewish population. Haman is clearly the bad guy in the story, but Mordecai’s stubbornness is also to blame.
Another Note: The vengeance that Mordecai and Esther wreak against their enemies is clearly indefensible. The Jews kill about 800 people in the capital city and another 75,000 people throughout the kingdom. What Haman wanted to do to the Jews, the Jews did to their enemies. The killing of Haman’s sons is an example of a son being held liable for the guilt of the father, which violates the Law (Dt 24:16). If Haman’s actions are so evil, why are these murders acceptable? The Jews are guilty of doing the same thing Haman wanted to do.

Conclusion: Had Esther and Mordecai obediently returned to Israel, we would not have this record of God’s providential work on behalf of his people. This does not excuse their sin, but it does recognize that God used both of them for his purposes in spite of their failures. The scheming of sinful people cannot thwart God’s plan. Esther’s story reveals God’s sovereign care for his people, even those who are not following him wholeheartedly.

Discussion:

1. Why did some of the Jews stay in Persia rather than return to Israel?  Some, like E and M, were likely born there and considered it to be home. They had roots there–families, businesses, relationships, etc. Things were going pretty well for them. Older people were likely too infirm to make the trip. However, anyone who could have returned should have.
2. What are some factors that mar the virtuous image we have of Esther? She agreed to become a member of the emperor’s harem. She also refused to acknowledge from the beginning that she was Jewish. She also adopted the Persian name Esther rather than her Jewish name Hadassah. It seems she and Mordecai had adopted the Persian culture rather than maintaining Jewish culture. Some of this we can blame on Mordecai as Esther’s guardian, but Esther is still somewhat at fault.
3. What are some qualities we see in Esther that are commendable?  She was willing to risk her life in order to save her people–“if I perish I perish.”
4. Why is Mordecai somewhat responsible for this whole episode?  He stubbornly refused to show respect to Haman.
5. What is the primary lesson of Esther’s life?  God’s sovereign care for and deliverance of his sinful people.
John the Baptist–A Burning and Shining Light

In John the Baptist we have the only Bible character in this study about whom nothing negative can be said. Our Lord himself testified regarding him that he was a “burning and a shining light” (John 5:35). He also said, “Among them that are born of women there hath not arisen a greater than John the Baptist” (Mt 11:11). If praise may be measured by the worth of the one speaking, then no man ever received such high acclaim as did John the Baptist.
Life and Times of John the Baptist

Early life:  We have but partial accounts of him in the Gospels. His father Zacharias was a priest and his mother Elisabeth was of the daughters of Aaron (Lk 1:5); both were beyond normal child-bearing years. It is said of them that “they were both righteous before God, walking in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord blameless” (Lk 1:6). As the forerunner of Christ, the mission of John was the subject of prophecy (Mt 3:3; Isa 40:3; Mal 3:1). An angel foretold his birth, which took place six months before that of Jesus. Zacharias doubted what the angel told him regarding John’s birth and was thus unable to speak for a time. When his son was born and given the name John, his speech was restored to him again (Lk 1:64). Our definite information concerning his youth is summed up in the angelic prophecy, “Many shall rejoice at his birth. For he shall be great in the sight of the Lord, and he shall drink no wine nor strong drink; and he shall be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb”(Lk 1:14-16). After this no more is recorded of him for thirty years than what is mentioned in Luke 1:80 – “So the child grew and became strong in spirit, and was in the deserts till the day of his manifestation to Israel.” He spent his early years in the mountainous lands of Judah lying between Jerusalem and the Dead Sea (Mt 3:1-12).

Ministry:  John came forth into public life in his early-30’s, and great multitudes from every quarter were attracted to him. The sum of his preaching was the necessity of repentance in preparation of the coming Messiah. He announced himself as the herald voice preparing the way of the Lord. He denounced the Sadducees and Pharisees as a “generation of vipers,” and warned them of the folly of trusting to external privileges (Lu 3:8). The publicans he cautioned against extortion, the soldiers against crime and plunder. The coming of the Messiah was to be a day of judgment for Israel instead of the expected day of deliverance from the foreign oppressor. It meant good for the penitent, but destruction for the ungodly. “He will gather his wheat into the garner, but the chaff he will burn up with ... fire” (Mt 3:12). “The axe also lieth at the root of the trees: every tree therefore that bringeth not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire” (Lk 3:9). John’s repentance was a very real and radical thing. It meant a complete change of heart and life. “Bring forth ... fruits worthy of repentance” (Lk 3:8). John proclaimed that the kingdom was to be a rule of righteousness, inherited only by those who exhibited righteousness by the way they lived.

His doctrine and manner of life roused the entire south of Palestine, and the people from all parts flocked to the banks of the Jordan (about 20 miles from Jerusalem) to hear him preach. There he baptized thousands unto repentance. The fame of John reached the ears of Jesus in Nazareth (Mt 3:5) and he came from Galilee to Jordan to be baptized by John, saying that such a baptism was necessary “to fulfill all righteousness” (Mt 3:15). 

John’s dress and habits were rather out of the ordinary. “John was clothed with camel’s hair and with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey” (Mk 1:6). It was fitting that the one who called men to repentance and the beginning of a self-denying life should show such self-denial in his own life.

Further, John’s lifestyle and dress were strikingly suggestive of Elijah, the old prophet of national judgment. Jesus said of John, “And if you are willing to receive it, he is Elijah who is to come” (Mt 11:14). The coming of Elijah prior to the advent of the Messiah was prophesied many years before John was born (Mal 4:5). Some thought this meant that Elijah the Tishbite in person would come, but others held that some great prophet equal to Elijah, and endued with the same spirit, was intended. John came “in the Spirit” and “power” of Elijah (Lk 1:17). 

John was very bold and severe in his criticisms of the Pharisees and Sadducees, doubtless to startle them from their complacency and pride. They were blinded by their sense of security as the children of Abraham and by their confidence in the merits of the law. John vigorously and fearlessly proclaimed the necessity of righteousness for those claiming God as their Father. 

Disciples:  The Gospels make frequent mention of the disciples of John. Many whom John baptized apparently stayed with him and learned his teachings. Jesus drew his own disciples from this group with John’s own consent (John 1:29-44). John’s special office ceased with the baptism of Jesus. He continued, however, for a while to bear testimony to the Messiahship of Jesus. He pointed him out to his disciples, saying, “Behold the Lamb of God.” John’s work was extensive and his influence long-lasting. Twenty years after his death, Paul found in far-off Ephesus certain disciples, including Apollos, the learned Alexandrian Jew, who knew no other baptism than that of John (Acts 19:1-7).
John and Jesus: We infer from Luke’s account that John was born about six months before the birth of Jesus. They were second cousins–Jesus’ mother Mary and John’s mother Elizabeth were first cousins (Lk 1:36). John was well aware of his subordinate relation to the Messiah (Mk 1:7) and of the temporary character of his mission (John 3:30). He formally announced and bore frequent personal testimony to Jesus as the Messiah. 

Death:  John’s public ministry was suddenly brought to a close by his being cast into prison by Herod, whom he had rebuked for the sin of having taken to himself Herodias, the wife of his brother Philip (Lu 3:19). Herod ordered his beheading when his step-daughter (perhaps Salome) asked for John’s head on a platter (Mk 6:24f). John’s disciples, after burying the headless body, went and told Jesus all that had occurred (Mt 14:3-12). 
A Note on John’s Baptism

John understood that his baptism was a preparation for the Messianic baptism anticipated by the prophets. His baptism was at once a preparation and a promise of the spiritual cleansing which the Messiah would bestow. “I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance: but he that cometh after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and with fire”(Mt 3:11). In its fullest sense, John’s baptism was an eschatological act preparing one for admission into the Messianic kingdom. Thus when the Pharisees and Sadducees came for baptism, John said, “Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (Mt 3:7).

John’s baptism was a “baptism of repentance” – it meant a renunciation of the past life; as a cleansing it symbolized the forgiveness of sins (Mk 1:4), and as preparation it implied a promise of loyalty to the kingdom of the Messiah. This act fit within the context of the OT law which was then in force.

Jesus paid high tribute to the divine character and worth of John’s baptism by submitting to it himself as a step in the fulfillment of all righteousness (Mt 3:15) and by adopting baptism as a symbol of Christian discipleship. Why did Jesus submit to baptism? We have no reason to believe that Jesus experienced any sense of sin or felt any need of repentance or forgiveness; but as a divinely appointed preparation for the Messianic kingdom his submission to it was appropriate. Jesus’ submission to baptism was an act identifying himself with mankind in the proper approach to God’s kingdom.

Christian baptism does not have the same meaning as John’s baptism. John’s baptism was for those who were repentant over their sins as they looked forward to the coming of the Messiah. It was primarily aimed at bringing a revival of true religion to the nation of Israel. Christian baptism is for those who have been saved regardless of their national origins. Christian baptism is symbolic of one’s identification with Christ and is the initiatory rite that brings the believer into the fellowship of a local church. There was no church when John was baptizing. The mode of baptism is the same as John’s (immersion), but the meaning is significantly different.

Lessons from the Life of John the Baptist

1. Be bold and fearless in your proclamation of the gospel. John preached about the coming of the Messiah and what that would mean to the nation. He also boldly rebuked those whose religion was purely external, formal and empty. He was not afraid to criticize King Herod, which ultimately cost him his life. He endured severe criticism from both political and religious authorities, but he didn’t let criticism stop his ministry. He didn’t seem to care about what other people thought of him.

Application:  Be bold and courageous in your evangelism. Don’t worry about what others think about you. Take a strong stand for the Lord. Don’t be afraid to rebuke people for their sins. Don’t be a people-pleaser. Care about what God thinks, not what others think.

2. Let your light shine. John was a “burning and shining light.” Such a testimony both attracts attention and dispels darkness. Jesus tells us, “Let your light so shine before men that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven” (Mt 5:16). Paul tells us to be “blameless and harmless, the sons of God, without rebuke, in the midst of a crooked and perverse nation, among whom ye shine as lights in the world; holding forth the word of life” (Phil 2:15-16). 

Application:  Let your Christianity show. Seek to be a good testimony.

3. Appreciate godly parents. God chose John’s parents to prepare him for his ministry. They likely had a major influence on his development and theology.

Application:  God chose your parents for you. They are trying to bring you up in the nurture and training of the Lord. You should appreciate their efforts.

4. Repentance is a necessary aspect of salvation. John’s was a baptism of repentance. Those who were sorrowful over their sin sought baptism as an expression of their repentance. Christian baptism is for those who have repented of sin and trusted in Christ. The message of both John and Jesus was “repent” (Mt 3:2; Mk 1:15).

Application:  Don’t leave out the necessity of repentance when you tell people how to be saved.

5. A changed lifestyle is a necessary aspect of the Christian life. John clearly told his audience what he expected from a repentant believer–a righteous lifestyle. He said, “Bear fruits worthy of repentance” (Mt 3:8). Like the OT prophets, he exhorted the people to live a life of justice and mercy (Lk 3:10-14).

Application:  Christians should display the fruit of the Spirit in their lives. We should seek to live a righteous lifestyle.

6. Baptism is necessary to fulfill all righteousness. Jesus submitted to John’s baptism as an expression of his commitment to the truth of John’s message. While John’s baptism is not equivalent to Christian baptism, the importance of the ordinance remains. All believers ought to submit to baptism shortly after their profession of faith.

Application:  If you are a believer but have not been baptized, you should get baptized. Don’t dismiss baptism as an optional ritual. It’s important.

7. Give credit to whom it is due. Once Jesus appeared on the scene, John directed his disciples to follow him, the “Lamb of God.” He didn’t try to keep his ministry going after it had run its course. He was humble and recognized when someone greater came on the scene. He magnified Christ and minimized himself – “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30).

Application:  Be humble in your service to God. If someone with greater abilities comes along, let him/her replace you if necessary. Give credit to others.

8. Appreciate your position in the church age. Jesus said that no one was greater than John, “but he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he” (Mt 11:11). How can this be? John was still under the Old Covenant and the Mosaic Law. Those in the church enjoy far more privileges than people like John did.

Application:  Appreciate all the benefits of life under the New Covenant and the church rather than Israel.

Conclusion:  John the Baptist is a Bible character whose example we can follow wholeheartedly. One need not dwell in the desert, eat bugs, or wear camel’s hair clothes to do so. Follow John’s example: be bold and fearless in your testimony. Tell others of their need to repent. Don’t be afraid to rebuke those who need it. Don’t compromise the message of salvation and do call people to live a righteous life. Point others to the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”

Discussion:

1. Was John performing Christian baptism?  No. His was a baptism of repentance in recognition of the coming of the Messiah.

2. What OT prophet characterized John’s ministry?  Elijah

3. What was John’s message?  The necessity of repentance, the fact that the Messiah would soon arrive.

4. How do we know that John was very influential?  Many of the Jews went to be baptized, King Herod arrested him because of his rebuke, John’s disciples persisted for over 20 years after his death.

5. What did Jesus mean when he said “he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than [John]”?  Those who are in the church age enjoy greater benefits than those under the OT economy, like John.

6. What are some lessons we learn from the life of John?   See list.

Peter: The Rock

In Simon Peter we find an example of an enthusiastic disciple of Christ who displayed both great strengths and serious weaknesses. This fisherman-turned-preacher was a leading figure in the early church and his influence is still with us today. 

The Life and Times of Simon Peter

Background:  Peter was originally called Simon (or Simeon), a very common Jewish name in the NT. He was the son of a man named Jonas (or John) who lived in Bethsaida, on the western coast of the Sea of Galilee. He had a younger brother called Andrew, who first introduced him to Jesus (John 1:40-42). He was trained as a fisherman. He and Andrew spent their youth in constant fellowship with their friends and co-workers, James and John. Simon and his brother doubtless enjoyed all the advantages of a religious training, and were early instructed in the Scriptures and the great prophecies regarding the coming of the Messiah. They did not probably enjoy, however, any special training in the study of the law under any of the rabbis (unlike Paul). 

Becoming a disciple:  It would seem that Simon was married before he became an apostle (Mt 8:14; Mr 1:30). He appears to have been settled at Capernaum when Christ entered on his public ministry, and may have been over thirty. His house was large enough to give a home to his brother Andrew, his wife’s mother, and also to Jesus, who seems to have lived with him (Mr 1:29, 36, 2:1) as well as to his own family. Andrew and John hearing John the Baptist’s testimony concerning Jesus as the “Lamb of God” followed Jesus, and stayed with him where he was. They were convinced, by his gracious words and by the authority with which he spoke, that he was the Messiah (Mt 7:29; Lu 4:22). Andrew found Simon and brought him to Jesus (John 1:41). Jesus at once recognized Simon, and declared that hereafter he would be called Cephas, an Aramaic name corresponding to the Greek Petros, which means “a mass of rock.”
 The name Peter gradually displaced the old name Simon, though our Lord himself usually used the name Simon when addressing him. Peter did not follow Jesus at this point, but went back to fishing.

Chosen as an apostle:  We next meet Peter by the Sea of Galilee (Mt 4:18-22). There the four (Simon and Andrew, James and John) had had an unsuccessful night’s fishing. Jesus had preached a message while standing in Peter’s boat to a crowd of people on the shore. He then asked him to launch forth and let down the nets. He did so, and enclosed a great multitude of fishes. This was plainly a miracle, and the awe-stricken disciple cast himself at the feet of Jesus, crying, “Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Lu 5:8). Jesus addressed him with the assuring words, “Fear not,” and announced to him his life’s work–“From henceforth thou shalt catch men.” Simon responded to the call to become a disciple, and after this we find him in constant attendance on our Lord. 

Peter then took a more and more prominent part in all the leading events of our Lord’s life. Perhaps Peter is best known as the only human (other than Jesus) ever to walk on liquid water (Mt 14:28). It is he who uttered that notable profession of faith, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Mt 16:13-20). Our Lord in response used these memorable words: “Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church.” 

From that time forth Jesus began to speak of his sufferings. For this Peter rebuked him. But our Lord in return rebuked Peter, speaking to him in sterner words than he ever used to any other of his disciples – “Get thee behind me, Satan” (Mt 16:21-23). At the close of his brief sojourn at Caesarea our Lord took Peter and James and John with him into “an high mountain apart,” and was transfigured before them. Peter on that occasion, not quite knowing what to say, suggested they build three small huts to stay in (Mt 17:1-9).  

As the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry was drawing near, our Lord sent Peter and John into the city to prepare a place where he should keep the feast with his disciples (Lu 22:7-13). There he was forewarned of the fearful sin into which he afterwards fell – “You will deny me three times” (Lu 22:31-34). 

When the soldiers came to arrest Jesus in the garden, Peter drew his sword and cut off the ear of Malchus (Lu 22:47-51). Then follow the scenes of the judgment-hall where he denied the Lord three times (Lu 22:54-61), followed by his bitter grief. 

After the resurrection:  Peter was with John early on the morning of the resurrection. He boldly entered into the empty grave (John 20:1-10) and saw the “linen clothes laid by themselves” (Lu 24:9-12). To him, the first of the apostles, our risen Lord revealed himself, thus conferring on him a special honor, and showing how fully he was restored to his favor (Lu 24:34). 

We next read of our Lord’s interview with Peter on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, where he three times asked him, “Do you love me?” (John 21:1-19). He affirms three times that he does, and Jesus encourages him to “feed my sheep.”
 After this scene at the lake we hear nothing of Peter till he again appears with the others at the ascension (Ac 1:15-26). He is prominent on the day of Pentecost, preaching a powerful message that “God hath made that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Ac 2:14-40). After Pentecost he was no more the unreliable, changeful, self-confident man, ever swaying between rash courage and weak timidity, but the steadfast, trusted guide and director of the fellowship of believers, the intrepid preacher of Christ in Jerusalem and abroad. 

After the healing of a lame man at the temple gate (Ac 3:1f), persecution arose against the Christians, and Peter was cast into prison. He boldly defended himself and his companions at the council (Ac 4:19-20). A fresh outburst of violence against the Christians (Ac 5:17-21) led to all the apostles being cast into prison; but during the night they were wonderfully delivered, and were found in the morning teaching in the temple. A second time Peter defended them before the council (Ac 5:29-32) who, “when they had called the apostles and beaten them, let them go.” 

After laboring for some time in Samaria, he returned to Jerusalem, and reported to the church there the results of his work (Ac 8:14-25). Here he remained for a period, during which he met Paul for the first time since his conversion (Ac 9:26-30). Leaving Jerusalem again, he went forth on a missionary journey to Lydda and Joppa (Ac 9:32-43). He is next called on to open the door of the Christian church to the Gentiles by the admission of Cornelius of Caesarea (Ac 10). It is during this time that he sees the vision of the sheet let down from heaven and learns the truth, “What God has cleansed you must not call common.”

After remaining for some time at Caesarea, he returned to Jerusalem where he defended his conduct with reference to the Gentiles. Next we hear of his being cast into prison by Herod Agrippa (Ac 12:1-19) but in the night an angel of the Lord opened the prison gates, and he went forth and found refuge in the house of Mary. He took part in the deliberations of the council in Jerusalem (Ac 15:1-31) regarding the relation of the Gentiles to the church. Here Paul and Peter met again. 

Later life and death:  We have no further mention of Peter in the book of Acts. He seems to have gone down to Antioch after the council at Jerusalem, and there to have been guilty of some kind of inconsistent behavior, for which he was publicly reprimanded by Paul (Gal 2:11-16) who “rebuked him to his face.” After this he appears to have labored in Rome, from where he likely wrote his two epistles. The gospel of Mark is very likely a record of the gospel Peter preached. 
Where, when, or by what means he died is not certainly known. Tradition suggests that he was crucified upside down. Probably he died in Rome between A.D. 64 and 67.

Peter’s Weaknesses

1. Impulsiveness:  It is true that he was liable to change and inconsistency, and because of his peculiar temperament he sometimes appeared forward and rash. His desire to walk on the water, his offer to build three huts at the Transfiguration, and his assault on Malchus suggests that he was prone to speak and act without thinking. Yet these acts seem to be a result of his enthusiasm and zeal for the Lord. 

2. Unbelief: After walking on the water and beginning to sink, Jesus caught him by the hand and said, “O thou of little faith, wherefore didst thou doubt?” (Mt 14:31). Later, Jesus rebuked Peter for his rejection of God’s plan, which called for the suffering and death of the Messiah. Jesus’ reprimand “Get thee behind me, Satan” is a very strong rebuke indeed. 

3. Denial of Christ: Peter’s greatest failure was his repeated denial of Jesus, which occurred shortly after he had boldly claimed that even if the other disciples denied Jesus, he never would. Prior to the denials, Peter apparently had a problem with pride and self-confidence. 

4. Inconsistency:  Some years after the founding of the church on the Day of Pentecost, Peter left Jerusalem and went to the Gentile city of Antioch in Syria. There he discovered a community of Jewish and Gentile Christians living together and, in particular, eating together in apparent disregard of Jewish dietary customs. This was probably against the practice then common in Jerusalem, but God had already shown Peter what he was to do in such situations. God had told Peter in the vision of the great sheet, “Do not call anything impure that God had made clean” (Acts 10:15). So Peter joined with other Jews in eating with his Gentile brothers on a regular basis. 

After a time, some influential Jews arrived in Antioch from Jerusalem, claiming that they were representatives of James. Peter's practice of eating with Gentiles shocked them. These persons brought such pressure to bear on Peter that, though he was unconvinced by their views, he nevertheless gradually detached himself from the Gentile fellowship and began to eat with Jews only. Paul confronted Peter publicly, charging him with inconsistency and stating once again that the works of the law have no place in God's plan of salvation through the death of Christ.

Peter’s Strengths

1. Leadership:  Peter seems to have been the leader of the apostles. He is always named first in every list of them, and was their spokesman. He was also one of the first and foremost leaders of the early church. 

2. Boldness:  He was confident, courageous, frank, energetic, vigorous, and strong in spirit. He plunged ahead with action even when he was unsure of what to do. 

3. Service:  Peter was an effective servant of God. On the Day of Pentecost, three thousand responded to his message. For many years thereafter, he traveled far and wide proclaiming the gospel. He was instrumental in establishing and building up churches throughout the Mediterranean area and was especially associated with the churches in Corinth and Rome. Paul asserts that Peter was the apostle specially set apart to bring the gospel to the Jews (Gal 2:7-8). His two letters are included in the NT canon. He was an effective servant of God.

4. Humility:  Peter’s statement after the miraculous catch of fish, “Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8) shows that he understood his own sinful condition.

5. Sacrifice:  Tradition suggests that Peter died a martyr’s death, perhaps being crucified upside down during the persecutions of Nero, the Roman emperor. He gave his life for his faith.

Was Peter the first Pope?

Roman Catholics teach that Peter was the first bishop of Rome and that Christ granted jurisdiction over the whole church directly upon Peter and his successors. This doctrine is based on some of Christ’s statements and upon some historical records. Jesus said to Peter, “You are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church” (Mt 16:18). Catholics assert that Peter is the foundation of the church, while most Protestants interprets Jesus’ words here to mean that Peter’s confession, “Thou art the Christ, the son of the living God,” is the rock upon which Jesus built his church. Peter seems to affirm that the foundation of the church is Christ, the “chief corner stone” (1 Pet 2:4-9). Paul also teaches that Jesus is the foundation (1 Cor 3:11f) and that the church is the “pillar and ground of the truth” (1 Tim 3:15). The church is “built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner stone” (Eph 2:20).

Catholics suggest that Christ’s statement, “I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven,” invested Peter with special power not possessed in common with the other apostles. However, Jesus was likely predicting the fact that Peter would bring the gospel to both Israel and the Gentiles, thus “opening the door” to them, which is exactly what the book of Acts details. Also, note that the keys are to the “kingdom,” not to the church. Further, the privilege to loose and bind was given to all the disciples, not to Peter exclusively (Mt 18:18). So the biblical evidence does not support the idea that Peter had some sort of superior authority or special position over the other apostles.

There is some pretty convincing historical evidence that Peter was in Rome for some time and that he may have been the leader of the church there. Catholics strongly assert that there are historical records to show that Peter was Bishop of Rome until he was martyred about 67 AD. “It seems certain that Peter spent his closing years in Rome… . To early writers like Clement of Rome (c. 95), Ignatius of Antioch (c. 107), and Irenaeus (c. 180), it was common knowledge that he worked and died in Rome.”
 Some suggest that Peter’s epistles were written from Rome although he says he wrote them from Babylon. Most likely, Peter used the word “Babylon” as a code word for Rome (as John does in Revelation).

So it seems probable that Peter was a leader, or even the leader, of the church in Rome. We know that later bishops in Rome extended their power over churches in other cities and eventually around the world. But there is no evidence that Peter would have considered himself to be the supreme leader of the entire church, nor that such power extended beyond Peter to later bishops of Rome.
 The power of the Papacy arose many years after Peter’s death.

Various titles are commonly used with reference to the bishop of Rome. The word “pope” literally means, “father.” Peter no doubt would have rejected any efforts to call him “Holy Father,” “Vicar
 of Christ,” or “Sovereign Pontiff”
 as Catholics and others call the popes. Jesus said, “Call no man your father upon the earth: for one is your Father, which is in heaven” (Mt 23:9). The term, “Holy Father” is used only once in the entire Bible, and it is used by Jesus in addressing God the Father (John 17:11). Peter would no doubt distance himself from many of the unbiblical practices and doctrines of the current Roman Catholic Church. Were he alive today, he’d probably be a Baptist.(
As far as Peter being “the rock” upon which Jesus would build his church, we can endorse an interpretation that makes Peter a “first among equals,” but nothing beyond that. The NT text says nothing about Peter's successors, infallibility, or exclusive authority, all of which the Roman Catholic Church assumes. What the NT does show is that Peter is the first to make a formal confession and that his prominence continued into the earliest years of the church (Acts 1-12). Jesus built his church on the foundation of such men (Eph 2:20). That is precisely why Jesus, toward the close of his earthly ministry spent so much time with them.

Lesson from the Life of Peter

1. Dare to be bold and enthusiastic for the Lord. Peter is sometimes criticized for his impulsiveness, but it was this aspect of his character that motivated his service for the Lord. It was his zeal that gave him the privilege of walking on the water. 

Application: Attempt great things for God. Be enthusiastic in your faith.
2. Rise to take leadership when necessary. Peter seemed to be the natural leader of the apostles.
 He’s mentioned first when the names of the apostles are listed. He was among the inner circle of Jesus’ disciples. Sometimes Peter answers the questions addressed to all the disciples and sometimes Jesus addresses Peter with a question for them all. He was the preacher on the Day of Pentecost and the one who took the gospel to both Jews and Gentiles. 

Application:  Take leadership when you have an opportunity.

3. Be willing to forsake all to follow Christ. Peter and the other disciples left businesses, homes and families to follow Jesus – “they forsook all, and followed him” (Lk 5:11). Jesus said, “Whosoever he be of you that forsaketh not all that he hath, he cannot be my disciple” (Lk 14:33).

Application:  Realize that discipleship is costly. Be willing to forsake all to follow Christ.

4. Maintain and strengthen your devotion to Christ. Peter was one of the three disciples who enjoyed the closest interaction with Jesus. Jesus seemed to devote special attention to Peter. After the resurrection, the angel said, “But go your way, tell his disciples and Peter that he goeth before you into Galilee.” (Mk 16:7). 

Application:  Be committed to Christ.

5. Expect God to change you. There is a vast contrast between the Peter we see in the pages of the gospels and the one we read about in Acts. The impulsive, impetuous, slow of heart disciple is transformed by the power of God into a firm and courageous preacher of the faith, ready to go to prison and to death. This change is a convincing proof of the power of the Holy Spirit to impact the character of a believer.

Application:  Growth should be evident in your life. 

6. God is merciful and patient with us. God can continue to use sinful people. Peter denied the Lord three times, yet Jesus restored him to useful service. 

Application:  Repent and confess your sin, and then get back into the battle. Don’t let backsliding and setbacks prevent you from serving God. Rely upon God’s patience and mercy and forgiveness.

7. Mind your own business. After Peter reaffirmed his love for Jesus, he wondered what would happen to John. Jesus told him “What is that to thee?” (John 21:22).

Application:  Don’t worry about other people’s affairs.

8. Tell others, especially your family members, about Jesus. Andrew told Peter, and he became one of the greatest Christian leaders of all time. 

Application:  tell your family about Jesus

Conclusion: Peter stands before us as a great example of a disciple of Christ. His passion sometimes got him in trouble, but there was no doubt that Peter loved the Lord. 

Discussion:

1. Did Peter become a disciple when he first met Jesus?  No, he went back to fishing. He became a disciple/apostle the next time after the large catch of fish.

2. Why was Peter the leader of the disciples?  Jesus seemed to recognize him as such; he was a natural leader as a character trait.

3. What are some examples of Peter’s passionate, out-of-control character?  Walking on the water, wanting to build tabernacles at the Transfiguration, rebuking Jesus, cutting of Malcus’ ear.

4. What was the basis of Peter’s transformation?  After Pentecost the Holy Spirit indwelt and empowered the believers.

5. Was Peter the first pope?  No, he was essential to the founding of the church, and he may have been the first bishop of Rome, but he was not a pope.

Paul: Persecutor Turned Preacher

Paul has been called the greatest Christian the world has ever known. Perhaps he was. The zealous opponent of Christianity became a primary preacher and defender of the faith. He authored almost half of the 27 books in the New Testament. He endured sickness, rejection, and repeated attacks on his life to bring the message of God’s grace and forgiveness to his world. He spoke before Jews, Greeks and Romans, slaves, soldiers and philosophers. By the end of his life he had reached most of the Roman Empire with the gospel. We see in his life a remarkable demonstration of God’s power, both miraculous and providential. Paul serves as a challenging example to all believers. 

The Life and Times of Paul

Background:  Paul was born about the same time as our Lord. His original name was Saul, and probably the name Paul was also given to him in infancy for use in the Gentile world. He was a native of Tarsus, the capital of Cilicia, a Roman province in the southeast of Asia Minor (Turkey). Here Paul spent his youth, no doubt enjoying the best education his native city could afford. His father was of the strictest sect of the Jews, a Pharisee, of the tribe of Benjamin, of pure and unmixed Jewish blood (Ac 23:6; Ph 3:5).

At some point he decided to become a rabbi, that is, a minister, teacher, and lawyer all in one. According to Jewish custom, however, he learned a trade before entering upon rabbinic training. His chosen craft was the making of tents from goats’ hair cloth, a trade which was common in Tarsus. After learning tent making, Paul was sent, when about thirteen years of age probably, to the great Jewish school of sacred learning at Jerusalem as a student of the law. Here he became a pupil of the celebrated rabbi Gamaliel, and here he spent many years in an elaborate study of the Scriptures and the traditions of the Jews.

Adult life:  After this period of training, he probably left Jerusalem for Tarsus, where he may have been associated with a synagogue for some years. But we find him back again at Jerusalem very soon after the death of our Lord. Here he learned the particulars regarding the crucifixion of Jesus and the rise of the new sect called the “Nazarenes.”

Persecution arose against Stephen and the followers of Christ generally, in which Saul of Tarsus took a prominent part. He was at this time probably a member of the great Sanhedrin, the Jewish council, and became the active leader in the furious persecution by which the rulers then sought to exterminate Christianity. But the object of this persecution backfired. “They that were scattered abroad went everywhere preaching the word.” Hearing that fugitives had taken refuge in Damascus, he obtained letters from the chief priest authorizing him to proceed there and arrest more believers. This was a long journey of about 130 miles, which would occupy perhaps six days, during which, with his few attendants, he steadily went onward, “breathing out threatenings and slaughter.”

Paul’s conversion:  Suddenly at mid-day on the road to Damascus a brilliant light shone around them, and Saul was laid flat in terror on the ground. The voice of the risen Lord sounded in his ears, “Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me?” Paul answered, “Who art thou, Lord?” “I am Jesus whom thou persecutest” (Ac 9:5, 22:8, 26:15). The experience also blinded him temporarily. His companions led him into the city, where, absorbed in deep thought for three days, he neither ate nor drank (Ac 9:11). Ananias, a disciple of Christ living in Damascus, was informed by a vision of the change that had happened to Saul, and was sent to him to open his eyes and admit him by baptism into the Christian church (Ac 9:11-16). The whole purpose of his life was now permanently changed.

Immediately after his conversion he went to the deserts of Arabia (Ga 1:17) for the purpose, probably, of devout study and meditation on the marvelous revelation that had been made to him. Coming back, after three years, to Damascus, he began to preach the gospel “boldly in the name of Jesus” (Ac 9:27) but was soon forced to flee from the Jews (Ac 9:25; 2 Cor 11:33).

Paul “increased the more in strength, and confounded the Jews that dwelt in Damascus, proving that this is the Christ” (Acts 9:22). He did so with such marvelous skill that the Jews were first confounded, then enraged to the point of murder. Their former hero was now their foe.
Barnabas, who had been sent from Jerusalem to superintend the work at Antioch, decided to ask Paul to help him in the ministry there. For about a year they worked together. The church at Antioch then decided to send out missionaries to the Gentiles, and they commissioned Paul and Barnabas, with John Mark as their attendant for this mission.

Missionary work:  Paul and his associates launched out on three successive missionary journeys, preaching the gospel and starting churches throughout the area from northern Israel to Greece. He spent about a year and a half with the church in Corinth and also visited towns such as Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea. In Ephesus a “great door and effectual” was opened to him. His fellow-laborers aided him in his work, carrying the gospel to Colosse and Laodicea and other cities of the region. 

He returned to Jerusalem, probably in the spring of A.D. 58. While there at the feast of Pentecost, he was almost murdered by a Jewish mob in the temple. Rescued from their violence by the Roman commander, he was taken as a prisoner to Caesarea, where, from various causes, he was detained for two years in Herod’s Praetorium
 (Ac 23:35). At the end of these two years Porcius Festus succeeded Felix in the governorship of Palestine, before whom the apostle was again heard. But he felt he could not get a fair trial there, so he appealed to the emperor (Ac 25:11). Such an appeal could not be disregarded, and Paul was at once sent on to Rome under the charge the centurion Julius.

After a long and perilous voyage in which he suffered shipwreck, Paul at length reached Rome in the early spring, probably, of AD 61. Here he was permitted to occupy his own hired house, under constant military custody. Paul had the opportunity of preaching the gospel to many of the soldiers who were guarding him during these “two whole years,” and with the result of spreading the gospel among the imperial guards and even in Caesar’s own household (Ph 1:13). His imprisonment “turned rather to the furtherance of the gospel,” and his hired house became the evangelization center of the whole city. During this period the apostle wrote his epistles to the Colossians, Ephesians, Philippians, and to Philemon, and probably also to the Hebrews. 

This first imprisonment came at length to a close, Paul was freed, probably because no witnesses appeared against him. Once more he set out on his missionary labors, probably visiting western and eastern Europe and Asia Minor. During this period of freedom he wrote his First Epistle to Timothy and his Epistle to Titus. 

Death:  A fierce persecution again broke out against the Christians after Nero blamed them for burning Rome. Paul was arrested, and once more taken to Rome as a prisoner. During this imprisonment he probably wrote the Second Epistle to Timothy, the last he ever wrote. He again appeared at Nero’s court, and this time he was found guilty of some crime and sentenced to death. Paul was condemned, delivered over to the executioner and beheaded, probably about AD 66 or 67, a few years before the fall of Jerusalem. He was about 65 years old and had been a believer for about 35 years.

Paul’s Theology 

Pauline theology is biblical theology. Since Paul wrote much of the NT, what Paul taught is what the Bible teaches. Here are the main themes of Paul’s preaching:

· Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ, the incarnate Son of God. Christ reveals God to man, and his atoning death reconciles the world unto himself. Jesus Christ is both God and man (Rom 1). Believers inherit the promises God made to Abraham through faith in Christ (Gal 3).
· Salvation is by grace through faith. The believer has vital union with Christ, which transforms the nature of the believer. The sinner comes into union with God by faith in Christ as Redeemer and Lord (Rom 5:1, 8:1).
· Christ has set us free from the bondage of the OT Law. We are free from the curse of the law (Gal 3:13). Grace is the distinctive word for the gospel (Rom 3-5), but it must lead to sanctification (Rom 6-8), not license (Col 3). 
· Sin is universal in humanity (Rom 1:18-3:20). Man is totally depraved, utterly unwilling and unable to save himself. However, the substitutionary death of Christ makes redemption possible to all who believe (Rom 3:21ff; Gal 3:6-11). 
· Jesus is the head of the church universal (Col 1:18; Eph 1:22f). The redeemed constitute the church universal, with Christ as head. Local churches are the chief means for accomplishing God’s program in the world. Paul taught two ordinances, both of which present in symbolic form the death of Christ for sin and the pledge of the believer to newness of life in Christ – baptism (Rom 6:1-11) and the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor 11:17-34). 
· The Second Coming of Christ will be sudden and could happen at any time (1 Thes 4-5). Believers should ready themselves for it by holy living.
· Paul demanded the proof of life as opposed to mere profession of faith. In most of the epistles a doctrinal section is followed by practical exhortations to holy living. His notion of the righteousness demanded by God and given by God included both sanctification and justification. In the end, the sinner who for Christ’s sake is declared righteous must behave righteously. 
Paul’s Character

Scholars have said many things about Paul’s character: he endured great pain, yet had tremendous powers for work; he was both humble and self-confident; he was sometimes depressed and sometimes intoxicated with joy; he was at times tender and at times very stern; he was ardently loved and furiously hated; he was keenly intellectual yet profoundly practical. He was a scholar, a sage, a statesman, a seer, and a saint. He was a man of heart, of passion, of imagination, of sensibility, of will, of courage, of sincerity, of vivacity, of subtlety, of humor, of adroitness, of tact, of genius for organization, of power for command, of gift of expression, and of leadership. He loved his converts like a mother rather than a pastor.
 Paul was a unique man.

As far as Paul’s stature and looks, a very old tradition suggests that he was “baldheaded, bowlegged, strongly built, a man small in size, with meeting eyebrows, with a rather large nose, full of grace, for at times he looked like a man and at times he had the face of an angel.”

Paul’s character:

· Great ambition: Paul’s great purpose and labor in life was to know Christ and make him known throughout the world. This motivated him to work hard to proclaim that message. By the end of his life, he could truly say that he had helped spread the gospel of Christ throughout the Roman world. “For you remember, brethren, our labor and toil; for laboring night and day, that we might not be a burden to any of you” (1 Thes 2:9). Many thousands of people had been saved and many churches established because of Paul’s tireless efforts. He was no couch potato.

· Burdened for the lost:  Paul’s great ambition was to preach the gospel and see people saved. He was so concerned about his fellow countrymen, the Jews, that he could have wished himself accursed for their sake (Rom 9:3). He experienced “great heaviness and continual sorrow” in his heart because of their lost condition. He found ways to communicate the gospel to almost everyone he met.

· Contentment:  Paul had learned to be content in whatever circumstances he faced (Ph 4:11). He wanted to live for Christ, yet was ready to die for him (Ph 1:23).

· Cooperation:  Paul worked with several co-laborers in his ministry–Barnabus, Silas, Timothy, Aquilla and Priscilla, John Mark, Apollos, Luke and Peter, to name a few. These were his trusted companions and helpers. Yet he was not afraid to oppose his friends when it was necessary for the sake of truth, as he did with Peter.

· Leadership:  Paul’s enemies accused him of being a “ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes” (Acts 24:5), which was true. He was out on the front lines of the battle, preaching the gospel, winning converts, starting churches, and solving problems. He was the leading figure within Christianity for many years. Christianity is largely based on the writings of Paul.

· Organization:  Paul not only started churches, but he also cared for them and stayed in contact with them over the years and helped them through their struggles. Even while in prison he wrote letters to the churches teaching them what to believe and how to behave.

· Humility:  He called himself “less than the least of all saints” (Eph 3:8), “the least of the apostles,” “not worthy to be called an apostle” (1 Cor 15:9), and the chief of sinners (1 Tim 1:15). He forsook all the advantages he enjoyed as a leader of the Jews in order to “win Christ” (Phil 3:8). He mentioned all his accomplishments and all he had suffered for Christ only as an example and a motivation for others.

· Respected authority:  Paul worked within the Roman legal system, for the most part. There were times when he had to disobey the law in order to obey Christ. Yet when arrested by the Romans, he submitted to their authority and did not try to stir up rebellion against them. He even recognized the authority of the Jews who were trying to kill him.

· Loved God:  Perhaps the greatest motivating factor in Paul’s life was his love for Christ: “The love of Christ constrains me…” (2 Cor 5:14). He said, “If any man love not the Lord Jesus Christ, let him be [accursed]” (1 Cor 16:22). His great goal for his readers was “to know the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge” (Eph 3:19).

The Signs of an Apostle

Paul claimed to have performed “the signs of an apostle … in all patience, in signs, and wonders, and mighty deeds” (2 Cor 12:12). God had gifted Paul in many supernatural ways. He could heal people, speak in languages he had not learned, tell the future, and speak and write under inspiration. Christ appeared to him several times, and he also saw visions. His conversion, call, and ministry were radically different than what others experienced and from what is generally expected today.

Some suggest that such “signs and wonders” are normative (normal, regular) for today’s church. However, the Bible teaches, and history confirms, that the apostolic sign-gifts were temporary in nature. Only a few people could perform such miraculous signs in the first place, and their abilities to do so did not persist. When the apostles died, so did their gifts. There are no apostles any more, so we should not expect or seek the “signs of an apostle” within our own lives nor in our churches today.

Other Lessons from the Life of Paul

1. God is sovereign. Paul believed that he had been specially chosen by God from the time of his birth to proclaim the message of the Gospel. God directly intervened in Paul’s life and called him into the ministry. Christ appeared to Paul several times and clearly directed his life path. God carried out his plans in Paul’s life.

Application:  Recognize God’s sovereign plan in your life.

2. God is omnipotent. We see God’s power displayed repeatedly in Paul’s life. His conversion on the road to Damascus, his ability to heal the sick, and his shipwreck experience all show God’s power over human events, history and the details of life.

Application:  God has the power to do anything. 

3. Conversion naturally results in sanctification. Salvation and godliness go hand in hand. Paul taught this truth and lived it out in his life. Conversion radically altered his beliefs and lifestyle. One who persecuted believers became a believer himself.

Application:   Those who are saved must live righteous lives.

4. Be burdened over the spiritual condition of the lost. As noted above, Paul was deeply concerned about his people, the Jews. His normal procedure when entering a new city was to start in the Jewish synagogue. He said that the gospel is “to the Jew first” (Rom 1:16). When he was temporarily in Athens, his “spirit was stirred in him, when he saw the city wholly given to idolatry” (Ac 17:16). He asked for prayer for help in declaring the gospel (Eph 6:18-19). His desire was that “by all means, I might save some” (1 Cor 9:22).

Application:  You should care about the lost people around you and use any opportunities to tell them the gospel.

5. Even good things can prevent or hinder one from enjoying a proper relationship with God. Paul listed off several things which were beneficial to him (family, training, zeal, lifestyle), but were actually preventing him from entering into a proper relationship with God (Ph 3:4-8).

Application:  Evaluate what things in your life are preventing you from serving God as you should. For some, their religion prevents them from being saved.

6. Education is important. Paul’s background and training as a Pharisee had a major impact on his doctrine. He had likely memorized vast sections of the OT. He knew the history of his people. He was able to intelligently defend his beliefs before both educated and non-educated audiences. He probably could speak and read in four or five languages. He was comfortable speaking with all sorts of people–slaves, philosophers, soldiers, theologians, and kings.

Application:  Appreciate your education; seek higher education. Education is especially important for those seeking to enter the ministry.

7. Pioneer ministries are important. Paul desired “to preach the gospel, not where Christ was named, lest I should build upon another man’s foundation” (Rom 15:20). He recognized that his was a seed-planting ministry (1 Cor 3:6-7). He wanted to open up new fields for the proclamation of the gospel rather than “preach to the choir,” as it were. 

Application:  Consider being a pioneer missionary or supporting those who are.

8. Cooperate with like-minded people. As noted above, Paul cooperated with many people during his ministry. He normally had at least a few other people with him co-laboring in the ministry. Agreement among workers is a key to successful ministry. At one point Paul and Barnabas split up over whether or not to allow John Mark to participate in their mission work. Later, Paul asked for John Mark’s help because he had proven to be profitable in the ministry.

Application:  Seek to work with those who share your same basic values.

9. Appreciate the circumstances God puts you in. When Paul was free to travel, he went from place to place spreading the gospel. When he was in prison, he preached to guards, to slaves and even to kings. No matter what the place or conditions, Paul was ready to “open [his] mouth boldly to make known the mystery of the gospel” (Eph 6:19). He used his time in prison to write several of his letters and to evangelize within the Roman government.

Application:  Think of ways to use the circumstances in which you find yourself. 1 Pet 3:15–always be ready to give a defense of the gospel.

10. Expect persecution and difficulties in the ministry. Here’s Paul’s testimony:  “From the Jews five times I received forty stripes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods; once I was stoned; three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been in the deep; in journeys often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils of my own countrymen, in perils of the Gentiles, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils among false brethren; in weariness and toil, in sleeplessness often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness” (2 Cor 11:24-27). At one point he was stoned and left for dead (Acts 14:19). Paul told Timothy “All that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution” (2 Tim 3:12).  He eventually was killed for his “crime” of preaching the gospel.

Application:  Expect and prepare yourself for persecution.

11. Follow godly leaders, but only to the extent that they follow Christ. Paul exhorts us to follow his teaching and his example: “Brethren, be followers together of me” (Ph 3:17). “Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ” (1 Cor 11:1). “Those things, which ye have both learned, and received, and heard, and seen in me, do: and the God of peace shall be with you” (Ph 4:9).

Application:  Follow good examples, but don’t follow them into error.

Conclusion:  Very few Christians ever approach Paul’s level of commitment, love, and service for Christ. He was one-of-a-kind. His impact on the early development of Christianity cannot be overemphasized. He serves as a great pattern for us to follow. 

Discussion:

1. Why was Paul so influential within Christianity?  Because he was an apostle, a missionary, and the one who wrote much of the NT. He interprets the gospels for us.

2. What things about Paul made him such an effective minister?  He was well-educated, had great passion/zeal, was well-organized, was able to endure persecution, accepted God’s call upon his life.

3. Why was Paul so violently opposed to Christianity before his conversion?  He saw it as an error, a false cult, something leading good Jews astray.
4. Is Paul’s conversion and call normative?  No, what happened to him was radically abnormal. We should not expect the same kind of experience. 

5. Why did the believers in Jerusalem initially express doubt about Paul’s conversion and call?  Because he had been their chief persecutor.
6. If Paul’s conversion, call and ministry was so different than our own, how can he be a good example for us?  He told his readers to follow his example, so it must be right to do so. Further, he was not a perfect person–he struggled just like we do (cf. Rom 7).
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