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Character Studies
The goal of these character studies is to magnify the great  men and women of the Bible, 
including those characters that were mostly  virtuous and some that were irredeemably evil. They 
are examined here warts and all and applications are attempted that might lead the reader to 
greater awareness of his own character and potential.
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Abigail
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Toward the end of First  Samuel, David and King Saul had experienced a falling out. Gone were the days 
of David’s soothing musical performances and Saul’s godly gratitude. A growing wickedness and envy 
had enveloped the king, who correctly suspected that  David would soon take his crown. However, Saul 
did not understand that this change of power was Jehovah’s doing, rather than the son of Jesse’s. In 1 
Samuel 25, we read of an event that  occurred as Saul was pursuing David with the intention of murdering 
the upstart  young shepherd. Here lived a couple named Nabal and Abigail, an unlikely pairing if ever 
there was one (First  Samuel 25:2-3). From them, we learn some basic, but vital lessons about our 
behavior.

Discussion   
 I. The Text
     A. David’s Request (First Samuel 25:4-9)
         1. it is said that an army travels on its stomach and although David’s cohort was not exactly an army, 
they still needed food to survive the journey
         2. in his band’s travels, it had come through Nabal’s neighborhood, but had proven to be kind to 
Nabal by leaving his land and stock alone
             a. most armies are known for looting every village they encounter, often out of greed or 
desperation
             b. David’s group seemed to share his godliness, though, and refused to steal from Nabal or treat 
him like Job
         3. David sent word that he needed something for the feast day

     B. Nabal’s Foolish Reply (First Samuel 25:10-11)
         1. it should be noted that in Hebrew, Nabal, means fool and this man has proven his parents wise in 
their choice of name
         2. though David has withheld the usual barbaric hands of an army from harming Nabal’s 
possessions, Nabal is ungrateful and refuses to give a small amount to these travelers
         3. without knowledge, he blamed David for the break with Saul, not bothering to learn the truth of 
the matter

     C. David’s Wrong Intention (First Samuel 25:12-13)
         1. the anger in David’s scorned heart shouts off the page; “Gird on your swords,” he commands
         2. Nabal’s foolishness is about to return on his own head
         3. David’s 400 easily would have defeated Nabal and his servants and carried off everything
         4. let me say that David was wrong in this plan, for it was not a decision made out of military 
necessity against an enemy, but an act of vengeance and hatred
         5. luckily a godly woman is about to intercede on behalf of both these men

     D. Abigail Appears (First Samuel 25:14-17)
         1. one of Nabal’s young men came to his wife, Abigail, and told her what had happened
         2. he relates how good David’s men had been to the farm
         3. he tells Abigail that her scoundrel of a husband was marked for death
         4. Abigail’s marital devotion overcomes the prospect of her husband’s permanent removal and she 
prepares a feast to take to David and to pray that he will release her husband from his self-inflicted doom 
(First Samuel 25:18-22)

     E. Abigail and David Meet (First Samuel 25:23-31)
         1. never had David heard such eloquence and certainly never from a woman
             a. courage of this woman is the same that guided women like Clara Barton and Harriet Tubman
             b. with quiet reproof, she shows David that his prey is surely a fool and a scoundrel, but to take 
personal vengeance upon his house would only cast the future king to the same depths

Character Studies ! 1



         2. she points backward to his defeat of Goliath and perhaps forward even to a time in which he will 
need mercy, when Uriah dies at his command
         3. when the heat of the moment inflames our passions and we consider doing evil, it is such a 
wonderful and rare blessing to hear the gentle voice of an Abigail saying, slow down and reconsider
         
     F. David’s Reaction (First Samuel 25:32-35)
         1. David immediately recognizes the providence of God in this chance rendezvous
         2. he praises her advice that kept him from becoming a murderer in the Wilderness of Paran and 
from taking the staff of Jehovah to play God himself
         3. often, we study about the wickedness of being a stumbling block, but what of this example of one 
who keeps another from stumbling into sin?
         4. after Nabal’s death, Abigail became David’s wife

II. Practical Lessons
     A. Do Unto Others (Matthew 7:7-12)
         1. it is known as the golden rule, for if all would follow it, mankind would share a treasure on earth 
beyond all conception
         2. do unto others as you would have them do to you
         3. when you see someone in need or trouble, imagine yourself in his shoes and consider what you 
would desire from a neighbor or a stranger or a brother
             a. it is hard to imagine gossiping about someone if you know that doing so is an implicit request 
to have the same done to you, isn’t it (James 3:6-10)?
             b. from Peter, we learn a better way (First Peter 3:8-12)
                 1. return blessing when cursed and act upon your eternal hope of heaven
                 2. seek peace and pursue it and then pray for strength
         4. how many times do we catch ourselves saying and doing things to others that would offend and 
infuriate us if someone did it to us?
             a. on the highway, at the grocery store, in school and at work
             b. you’ve got to be a golden rule Christian wherever you are!

     B. Good Advice is Valuable
         1. lucky for David, Abigail felt compelled to speak her mind
         2. the old expression “two heads are better than one” saved David from committing a sin he would 
have regretted forever
         3. constructive criticism is the one of the greatest gifts that my wife can give to me (if I am smart 
enough to accept it and use it to my own benefit (Proverbs 12:1)
         4. men with wives like Abigail are very fortunate (cf. something Nabal never learned, but David 
discovered quickly)
             a. the calm, godly mind of a woman can often counter the headstrong, proud heart of a man
             b. we understand that the husband is the head of the household, but Abigail is a prime example of 
the wife’s invaluable input to a home (Proverbs 14:1)

     C. Preventing Sin
         1. in Matthew 18, we learn that a person who causes another to stumble into condemnation would 
be better off if he tied a stone around his neck and plunged into the sea
         2. Abigail is the exact opposite of a stumbling block (she is sometimes a crutch, sometimes an 
interpreter, sometimes a conscience-stirrer
             a. for her husband Nabal, she extended the hospitality of their home he was too foolish to do
             b. for her next husband David, she stayed his hand from murder and plunder (Galatians 6:1-5, 
James 5:19-20)

Conclusion
 Let our ladies be daughters of Abigail and our men be smart enough to heed their wisdom.
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Zacchaeus
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
 Most of us make the claim that we would do anything for Jesus, but  would you climb a tree for him? One 
short, little man shimmied up a sycamore tree one day to see the Lord and it  ended up costing him a 
fortune in ill-gotten gains. His journey up the tree, however, also brought salvation to his house. Although 
Zacchaeus was a wee, little man, one encounter with the Messiah multiplied his physical stature several 
times over. Today, we study the character of Zacchaeus in the one passage that describes it.

Discussion
 I. The Text (Luke 19:1-10)
     A. Tax Collecting In Christ’s Time
         1. under the rule of the governing Herods, babies were murdered, a forerunner was executed and 
confiscatory taxes were exacted upon the longsuffering Jews of Palestine
             a. Jericho had become an important center of trade and so a custom house was constructed there 
to remove the government’s considerable share of each man’s profit
             b. the special Gilead balm was transported through Jericho and the money it brought came back 
through the city
         2. governments, it seems, are always hungry for tax money and the Roman overlords of Palestine 
proved no different, yet they were far more inefficient and corrupt than the worst of today’s examples
             a. because Caesar was so far away from its constituents, he hired certain residents to oversee the 
collections in their regions and then these publicans farmed out certain sectors to low-level tax collectors 
             b. Zacchaeus was a chief publican, an entrepreneurial capitalist who could send much to Rome 
while managing to keep a healthy percentage for himself
         3. the tax collectors were hated in Rome as much as the Internal Revenue Service is loathed in this 
country
             a. even Jesus used them as an example of a morally destitute segment of the Jews (cf. Matthew 
5:46, 18:17, 21:31)
             b. yet while he criticized their sinful habits, he continued to approach them with the gospel with a 
sense of potential that he did not hold out for the Pharisees and scribes, who were religious hypocrites
         4. the crooked means available to the tax collectors of the first century were numerous and mostly 
overlooked by Caesar so long as he continued to get his
             a. when a group of them gathered around John the immerser, their sins were exposed (Luke 
3:7-13)
             b. collecting more than the law required was accomplished through false accusations, bribery, 
oppression, intimidation and lying
         5. Zacchaeus was rich, exceptionally talented at what he did

     B. To See Jesus
         1. Zacchaeus, a rich and potentially proud man, was intrigued by the celebrity of Jesus Christ as he 
passed through Jericho and desperately wanted to have a look at him, but he was so short that he could 
not see over the crowd
         2. were his interest in the Christ only a whim he might have been defeated by this obstacle and 
returned to the office, but instead he sprinted ahead of the procession and climbed up a sycamore tree to 
get a better vantage point
             a. the fig mulberry sycamore tree grows to a considerable height in the Jordan Valley and its 
branches spread low and wide, inviting climbers of all ages
             b. as he climbs hand over hand, Zacchaeus instantly becomes the father of every truth seeker who 
has been confronted with seemingly impossible obstacles, but went on to see Jesus anyway

     C. The Invitation
         1. imagine the scene as the weathered face of Jesus suddenly looks up into the sycamore tree to see 
the eager, somewhat embarrassed visage of a rich chief publican named Zacchaeus
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         2. Jesus knew he was not an oversized owl or a malicious terrorist and so he invited himself to share 
in the rich man’s hospitality
             a. instead of dining with the highly respected priests who lived at Jericho, Jesus chose to spend 
the day with one who held the most vilified occupation in town
             b. Jesus recognized an opportunity when he saw it to take the good news where it was needed 
most and where interest had suddenly been kindled
         3. the others who had earlier formed the crowd now complained about what this celebrity rabbi was 
doing, for their local rabbis knew better than to associate with prostitutes and publicans
             a. this was nothing new (Mark 2:13-17)
             b. his disciples today will also have to overcome their own prejudices and preferences to meet 
urgent opportunities to teach anyone who is willing to learn

     D. Zacchaeus’s Proclamation
         1. in verse 8, Zacchaeus stands up, not to loosen his belt or to reach for more bread, but to 
emphasize and solemnize the vow he is about to take
         2. there is a considerable realm of disagreement among the commentators about whether he was 
bragging about his past or correcting it, but I believe that this is a sinner who is now coming to a sorely 
needed repentance
             a. actually, he does not speak in the past tense or the future tense, but the present
             b. it is not, “I have restored some times in the past when my conscience got to me or I got 
caught,” or “I will restore if I get around to it and the kids don’t end up needing braces”
             c. his promise is not in the hazy memory of yesterday or the precarious potential of the future, but  
in the immediately accountable present
         3. a false accusation was made by a publican against a taxpayer so that the bill would be greatly 
inflated or the property foreclosed upon
             a. while it unlikely that Zacchaeus made most of his fortune this way, clearly he recognizes the 
power of the temptation and does not want to be held guilty by God for falling into it
             b. a fourfold return was the amount required when a sheep had been stolen and the thief was 
convicted after pleading innocent (cf. Exodus 22:1); if he confessed the crime first, the penalty was only a 
20 percent surcharge (cf. Numbers 5:6-7)
             c. Zacchaeus was confessing his crime and the sincerity of his repentance is evident in his 
promise to make immediate restitution as if he had been caught in the act

     E. Jesus’s Answer
         1. that day, the sun shone a little brighter on the house of Zacchaeus because salvation had begun its 
work in his life
         2. grace fell on him when his faith took action and embraced truth
         3. formerly, he had not been worthy to be called a son of Abraham, but his penitent faith had 
changed his relationship to Abraham and to God (Romans 4:5-12)
             a. his sin was not imputed, or accounted to him by virtue of grace
             b. grace because his sin made it impossible for him to be saved by perfect law-keeping and faith 
because he had reached out in penitent faith for the proffered gift of Christ, which is salvation

II. Applications
     A. Overcoming Obstacles
         1. I have talked with many brethren in distress who seem to believe that they alone are sorely 
challenged by the devil to the point of discouragement and even backsliding
         2. what you must realize is that every saint has his faith tested by the tempter and you are never 
alone unless you pity yourself and cut off the brethren you claim can’t understand
         3. smallness of physical stature is rarely an impediment to the gospel, but smallness of spiritual 
stature always is, “O ye of little faith”
             a. distraction, tribulation, persecution, the cares of life, the deceitfulness of riches and other 
priorities all compete with truth as obstacles to salvation (Mark 4:3-8, 13-20)
             b. but faith is about learning to leap over those obstacles and become an overcomer (First John 
5:1-5)
         4. what you need is a new way of looking at your obstacles (First Peter 4:12-16)
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            a. see them as opportunities to gain wisdom and to increase your endurance, to suffer for Christ as 
he suffered for you
             b. every hurdle you leap makes the next one seem lower! (First Corinthians 10:12-13)

     B. Seizing The Opportunity
         1. have you ever been a long trip in the car, looked at the fuel gauge and decided you didn’t to stop 
in this little town but could wait a while to fill up, only to find there are no more little towns for a long 
time?
         2. this is the pain of missed opportunities; others are not always so swift to come along
             a. Zacchaeus would never have another opportunity like this one and you might never have 
another opportunity to obey the gospel or share it with someone you love
             b. procrastination and burden shifting are popular methods to deal with challenging opportunities, 
but they are the means to failure
         3. time is running out of the hourglass every day to do what you should be doing (Ephesians 5:1-21)
             a. to learn to walk in love rather than apathy or acrimony
             b. to overcome the works of the flesh you are addicted to
             c. to overcome false teaching that makes sin look all right
             d. to bear fruit to the Holy Spirit by living selflessly and with an eye on eternity
             e. to figure out what God’s will for you is and to embrace it

     C. Present Tense Repentance
         1. the test of a man’s depth of faith is often in how seriously he carries through with vows to reform 
his character and behave more nobly
         2. if Zacchaeus responds to the gospel by bragging about the odd righteous act of the past or if he 
makes flimsy promises about the distant future when the eyes of Christ are away in Jerusalem, his 
repentance may be meaningless
         3. but if he says my penitent lifestyle begins now before your eyes, it seems strong
             a. he is Simon saying, “Pray to the Lord for me, that none of the things which you have spoken 
may come upon me” (Acts 8:24)
             b, but he is also the Ephesian sorcerers who burned their evil wares (Acts 19:17-19)
         4. repentance can’t begin tomorrow for today is the day of salvation and tomorrow may be too late
             a. the devil says to wait while the bride and the Spirit say come
             b. you already have an appointment with destiny and it may be coming sooner than you are ready

     D. Sons of Abraham
         1. by the time of Christ, “son of Abraham” was a meaningless term, rooted only in genealogy and 
not piety
         2. Christ sought to reform even this appellation (John 8:30-44)
         3. the sons and daughters of Abraham live their faith (Hebrews 11:8-10 and James 2:20-24)

     E. A Sinner Who Could Be Saved
         1. Zacchaeus, like you and I, was one wayward sheep, gone from a flock of ninety and nine which 
needed no rescuing at the moment
         2. Jesus came to seek and save prostitutes, drug users, atheists, and even the self-righteous from 
themselves, and he can save you and yours as well (First Timothy 1:14-17)

Conclusion
 Can you learn anything from a short, rich tax collector? You had better.
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Euodia and Syntyche
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Their names are mentioned only once in the entire Bible, and in the epistle that is considered to be the 
most positive of all Paul’s writings. Their inclusion, however, is a very public rebuke and as such, they 
develop into a character study of two sisters-in-Christ at odds.

Discussion
I. The Text (Philippians 3:17-4:3)
     A. Shared Citizenship
         1. before Paul begins to discuss the dissension separating Euodia and Syntyche and upsetting the 
Philippian church, he remarks on an entirely opposite arrangement in the body of Christ–the shared 
citizenship that Christians enjoy in a heavenly hope
         2. he will return to this theme briefly after he has rebuked the ladies publicly, but for now, we 
recognize the applicability of his words; citizenship in Heaven should enable us to crucify our worldly 
lusts and ambitions so that we can enjoy a fuller taste of what eternity will be like
             a. indeed so many Christians make themselves patterns of sound living that others can observe 
and imitate; we are instructed to note those people and even “mark” them for imitation
             b. but there are others for whom the noble name of Christ really does not apply, although they 
continue to wear it like an ill-fitting dress
                 1. they are enemies of the cross, with their carnal appetites as an idol, who take pride in sinful 
attitudes and actions
                 2. such people prove that their minds are set on things on Earth rather than being rooted in any 
heavenly citizenship
         3.I don’t believe for a  moment that Paul will categorize Euodia and Syntyche this way yet, but they 
are clearly showing signs of carnality and drifting toward this condemnation

     B. Waiting
         1. citizenship in Heaven sounds like an entirely future concept, but it is not for Paul speaks of it in 
the present tense
             a.  although Christians are abroad from their homeland while alive on Earth, their citizenship in 
Heaven remains in tact as long as they maintain it actively and hopefully
             b. at conversion, we were conveyed into the kingdom of Christ and became subjects of King 
Jesus (cf. Colossians 1:13, First Timothy 6:15)
         2. acknowledging this every day alters your ambitions, puts your injuries into perspective, and 
draws you closer to others who share this rare citizenship
         3. and so we eagerly wait to be repatriated to Heaven when Jesus returns and transforms our feeble 
bodies into something conforming to his glorified appearance; has power over all things, so that he can 
abolish pain, disease and injury when our mortal bodies take on immortality
         4.  sometimes we forget what we are doing here and get caught up in competitions and obsessions 
over things that perish with the using; like Euodia and Syntyche, we act like this life is all there is

     C. Standing Fast
         1. here is the attitude that we must have about one another–beloved and longed-for–if we are truly to 
stand fast in the Lord
         2. standing fast in Christ is one part doctrinal soundness and one part practical soundness 
(Philippians 1:27-30)
         3. we may get the idea that a church is sound so long as it eschews institutionalism and instrumental 
music in worship, but that is utterly shortsighted; soundness is good health and is comprehensive enough 
to include many more personal matters such as the love that exists among the members

     D. Working Together
         1. there are rare times in which the human body involves itself in internal conflict and those times 
are usually the result of self-inflicted injuries like suicide or substance abuse or mutilation
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         2. when the local church is involved in internal conflict, it is a terrible environment to sow the seed 
among visiting unbelievers and children, but it is also an impediment to the progress of those who are 
already members
         3. such conflicts then are not the exclusive purview of the male members of the church; ladies who 
are properly involved in the work of the church can fall prey to the same motivations, pride and error that 
create stress in every facet of life
         4. Paul reminds Euodia and Syntyche, an unidentified true companion and the entire church at 
Philippi to assist these dear sisters in rediscovering unity in Christ
             a. so long as brothers and sisters are standing fast in the revealed doctrine of Christ and keeping 
their personal convictions under control, they will have unity
             b. when soul-damning errors creeps into our thinking or when we proudly press our opinions to 
the point of contention, division will threaten
             c. the church at Philippi was upset enough that news reached Paul and now it is time for Euodia 
and Syntyche to renew their love for one another and Christ

     E. Book of Life
         1. the Book of Life is the eternal directory of the redeemed, Heaven’s precise census, including the 
names of the innocent and redeemed from every age (cf. Revelation 21:8)
         2. it is not that these sisters’ names have been blotted out of that Book at this point, but that 
possibility does exist and it must have sent shivers down their spines (cf. cf. Exodus 32:32)
         3. nothing is worth having your name removed from that list, and while God gives us time to repent, 
we must seize the opportunity and make our election to that record secure

II. Some Applications
     A. Citizenship
         1. the prophet Daniel foresaw the kingdom of God arising from the midst of a great empire, so that 
God’s kingdom would become a worldwide body, numbering citizens around the globe
             a. it is not that every political administration would disappear so that Christ could reign from a 
literal throne in Jerusalem, but that certain spirits would be broken within every realm to serve Christ who 
sits upon David’s throne in New Jerusalem beyond the clouds
             b. as such, our conversion to Christ is a naturalization ceremony in which we put our national 
loyalties second to our new citizenship in Heaven (Colossians 1:13-14)
         2. “Now therefore, you are no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints and 
members of the household of God” (Ephesians 2:19)
         3. for the sinner, being added to the church of Christ is migrating to citizenship in Heaven (Hebrews 
12:22-23)
             a. and as much as migrating from America to China or vice versa would force you to alter your 
way of life, so exchanging your primary citizenship on Earth with one in Heaven will also (First Peter 
2:9-11, 1:13-19)
             b. suddenly, the lust of the eyes and flesh and the pride of life are in a different perspective and all 
the trappings that accompany them are less meaningful, all because our citizenship has been transferred to 
Heaven

     B. Eagerly Waiting
         1. I wonder how many of us truly hope that Jesus returns today and how many of us would like him 
to wait a while as we take care of this or that or enjoy sin a little longer before Heaven begins
             a. if our citizenship is in Heaven, we must be anxious to get home (Hebrews 9:27-28)
             b. it is not that we hasten our own deaths, but that we have life in such perspective that death is no 
threat (cf. Hebrews 2:15) and our appointment at Christ’s judgment seat is joyfully anticipated 
(Philippians 1:19-23)
         2. you are as powerless to hold Christ back when God sends him into the clouds as Herod was to 
murder him as a two-year-old
             a. the breath you just took is evidence of God’s patience as he waits for you to repent (Romans 
2:4-11)
             b. “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; In all your ways 
acknowledge him and he shall direct your paths” (Proverbs 3:5-6)
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     C. Women at Work
         1. we can say this positively about Euodia and Syntyche (you can’t get into trouble unless you get 
involved and get busy
             a. they are not sitting idly as they wait for eternity or pretending their X chromosomes have 
excused them from getting about their father’s business
             b. some commentators suggest that Euodia and Syntyche were servants, or unofficial 
deaconesses, like Phoebe in Romans 16
         2. I think there is not much room for doubt, for Paul commends their former labors with him in the 
gospel
             a. there is room in the kingdom of God for the small things that sometimes only sisters can do, as 
well as the greatest deed which is to teach the truth by example and instruction (Titus 2:1-5)
             b. while ladies may not be able to be preachers or elders or teach or exercise authority over men 
in the church, they surely can sow the seed wherever they walk, water it and nurture it
             c. too, there are times when a Christian woman needs a sister–not a preacher or an elder or a 
doctor, but a sister and no man can fill that role
         
 
    D. Unity in Christ
         1. as we have fellowship with another, we generally recognize two categories of issues–matters of 
the faith and matters of personal conviction or opinion
         2. in Christ, we are able to enjoy unity and fellowship with one another by finding common thinking 
and behavior in the revealed New Testament and by taming the notions that emanate from self as being 
far less important
         3. Jesus prayed that his followers would be united and when we speak as the Bible speaks and 
remain silent where it is silent, we have doctrinal unity (Ephesians 4:1-6)
             a. it seems more likely though, since Paul does not specify a doctrinal issue, that Euodia and 
Syntyche were quarreling over a matter of opinion or an exercise of pride
             b. Romans 14 teaches us that matters of opinion are not worth dividing over and wisdom states 
that pride goes before a fall
             c. let us never be divided over meaningless matters that will only extend to the judgment seat of 
God if we use them to foment dissension in Christ’s body (Romans 12:9-13)

Conclusion
Euodia and Syntyche are not major Bible characters, but the lessons learn from their labors and dissension 
are quite important. We can be so easily derailed by things that are meaningless except  in the currency of 
pride.
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Apo"os
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Although Apollos is lauded for his eloquence and education, we learn relatively little of him in the New 
Testament. He seems not to cross paths much with Peter, Paul and Luke, which thus prevents him from 
entering into their writings as often as some others. Still, we meet Apollos in Luke’s Acts of the Apostles 
and find him to be an even bigger person than eloquence and education would suggest. In today’s 
character study, we want to consider the example of Apollos, teacher and debater.

Discussion
I. Who Was Apollos? (Acts 18:24)
     A. Background
         1. Apollonius was a Jew, though born and raised in Alexandria, Egypt, some distance from where 
the gospel’s most public work had been done in Samaria
         2. his removal from most of the early disciples insulated him from some of the Judaizing errors 
perpetrated by the Pharisaical converts, but it also kept him from advancing in truth as the Holy Spirit 
continued to reveal information each day to mankind

     B. Character (Acts 18:25-26)
         1. several adjectives are immediately applied to the character of Apollos, which tell us who he was
             a. eloquent
             b. mighty in the scriptures
             c. instructed in the way of the Lord
             d. fervent in spirit
             e. speaking and teaching accurately the things of the Lord
             f. bold speaker
         2. of these six attributes, only one of them is hereditary to any great degree
             a. only eloquence is a gift that one is born with; although all can improve their eloquence, some 
have a natural talent for speaking publicly
             b. the others are developed by patient, diligent effort
         3. yet some other attributes become apparent as we find Apollos’s life intersecting with those of 
Aquila and Priscilla
             a. while he teaches accurately the things of the Lord, there is one doctrine which he is leaving out, 
for it is one of which he is ignorant–the baptism of Christ had replaced the baptism of John and the latter 
was no longer of any effect
             b. Aquila and Priscilla, husband and wife, were tireless workers in the kingdom and dear 
associates of the apostle Paul; when they discovered that Apollos was teaching errantly, they were 
challenged to do something about it
             c. at the risk of offending a hard worker and inviting his eloquence to turn evil against them, they 
hope for the best in their brother and correct him privately
             d. Apollos was not teaching error out of greed or self-preservation; he was simply uninformed and 
deserved the opportunity to be corrected privately

     C. Debater (Acts 18:27-28)
         1. interestingly, the usually thorough Luke does not bother to record Apollos’s response to their 
rebuke, but it is more than implied, for the Ephesian brethren were willing to commend him as he 
journeyed on to Achaia 
         2. there, he assisted those who believed through God’s grace by turning into a master debater
             a. understand, his assistance was not in making sandwiches or running the church daycare, for 
there were no such things
             b. his assistance was in vigorously refuting the unbelievers publicly
             c. he was able to show from the scriptures that Jesus was the answer to every prophecy about the 
Christ
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     D. No Luther
         1. it fell to the apostle Paul to clean up the mess that Apollos had inadvertently created in Ephesus 
(Acts 19:1-7)
         2. now in Corinth, Apollos became an unintentional rival to Paul, possibly because he was more 
eloquent (cf. Second Corinthians 10:10) and invited the loyalty of those Christians who are drawn as 
much by truth as by the messenger himself 
             a. Paul does not accuse Apollos of creating this problem intentionally, however, and takes note 
that other preachers have been drawn into Corinthians’ habit of sowing denominational seeds (First 
Corinthians 1:10-13, 3:4-6, 9)
             b. in fact, it seems as if Apollos feared returning to Corinth because of the saints’ adulation for 
him (First Corinthians 16:12)
         3. Apollos is no Martin Luther, denominational founder, but then again, Luther did not exactly 
intend to be that Luther either

 "I ask that men make no reference to my name, and call themselves not Lutherans, but Christians.  What 
is Luther? My doctrine, I am sure, is not mine, nor have I been crucified for anyone.  St. Paul, in First 
Corinthians i, would not allow Christians to call themselves Pauline or Petrine, but Christians.  How then 
should I, poor, foul carcass that I am, come to have men give to the children of Christ a name derived 
from my worthless name? No, no, my dear friends; let us abolish all party names, and call ourselves 
Christians after Him whose doctrine we have.”1

         4. he is mentioned once more in the New Testament, about 10 years later, still journeying and 
preaching the gospel, then passing through Crete (cf. Titus 3:13)

II. Some Applications
     A. Teaching Error
         1. that Apollos was teaching the gospel imperfectly is beyond dispute, but some might argue that his 
eloquence, inexperience, or tangible results make him deserving of greater latitude
             a. the only greater latitude that Aquila and Priscilla showed Apollos was the kindness of taking 
him aside privately to correct his incomplete doctrine
             b. in no way did they tolerate or overlook his teaching, for its tangible result was that people felt 
saved when they were not!
         2. many in Ephesus fancied themselves disciples and are accommodated in that belief, even as 
another preacher must go about the often arduous task of convincing them to be rebaptized
             a. today, some are baptized into various denominations and for all sorts of reasons and feel saved 
because a false teacher has convinced them, since he was also convinced
             b. it then falls to others to attempt to show them from the scriptures that the great commission 
ordered that disciples be baptized and the cause was for the remission of sins, not denominational 
membership (Acts 2:38-41)
             c. these people feel saved even though they have never complied with what the New Testament 
describes and it is awfully hard to convince them that they should remove all doubt and do it right
         3. what was Apollos’s error
             a. first, he was unintentionally neglecting a part of the gospel in his teaching and  preachers are 
required to proclaim every word, including those words that present inconvenience and unpopularity
                 1. he must preach the word in season and out (Second Timothy 4:1-5)
                 2. he must not shun to declare every word (Acts 20:25-27)
             b. second, he was misleading people into thinking they were saved when they were not
                 1. no matter how sincere and eloquent and effective he was, the end result was worse than 
leaving people untaught completely; they were taught wrong
                 2. Aquila and Priscilla were sensitive to Apollos’s own discipleship and honored his sincerity 
with a rebuke that was initially private, but had he rejected them, it would have become more public out 
of necessity to protect souls in Ephesus
                 3. in fact, it did become more public as others went behind him cleaning up the mess and Luke 
wrote down what happened for us to read today
             c. his sincerity earned him the chance to be rebuked privately at first, but his refusal would have 
made him a hypocrite and the term “false teacher” would have settled upon his educated head (Second 
Peter 2:1-2
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                 1. Apollos is not described as a “false teacher” because he made correction
                 2. the “false teacher,” however, is due much less consideration than those whom he misleads, 
whose souls need to be protected and informed that error is afoot
                 3. as with Apollos, a doctrinal test and not a heart exam will distinguish truth from error (First 
John 4:1-3)

     B. Reprovable
         1. Luke implies that Apollos did accept their reproof and began teaching the gospel in its fullness 
and richness, for Apollos numbered humility among his attributes as well as eloquence and education and 
success
         2. it is pride that prevents more hearers and more teachers from making necessary corrections to 
their beliefs and behaviors; pride is the snare the devil uses to create massive domino-like falls
             a. like Aquila and Priscilla, we must have enough faith in our brethren’s goodness that we do 
reprove them when they are astray, making no excuses about lack of time or unlikelihood of success
             b. it is a part of bearing burdens, being spiritual and restoring friends (Leviticus 19:17-18)
         3. David, who was famously rebuked by Nathan, said, “Let the righteous strike me; It shall be a 
kindness. And let him rebuke me; It shall be as excellent oil; Let my head not refuse it” (Psalm 141:5).
             a. your ability to accept well-aimed rebuke defines whether you are wise or a fool (Proverbs 
9:7-9)
             b. if people are afraid to rebuke you, it may be that they think you are a fool! (Proverbs 10:17, 
12:1)
             c. “It is better to hear the rebuke of the wise than for a man to hear the song of 
fools” (Ecclesiastes 7:5)
         4. rebuke should be received humbly as a gift, recognizing the difficulty the rebuker is accepting to 
try to help you

     C. Contending Without Becoming Contentious
         1. it is a joy to imagine Apollos in Achaia, debating the unbelieving Jews and confounding their 
attempts to portray Jesus as a blasphemer
         2. without a concordance, laser pointer or digital projector, Apollos simply used the scriptures to 
destroy every argument made against his savior
         3. Christians are challenged to contend earnestly for the faith (cf. Jude 3) without becoming 
contentious (cf. First Corinthians 11:16)
             a. by speaking the truth in love (cf. Ephesians 4:15)
             b. by being honest and honorable (cf. Ephesians 4:25)
             c. by refraining from wresting the scriptures just to support a position (cf. Second Peter 3:16)
             d. by keeping the same open mind that you request from others and being willing to make your 
own corrections when necessary

     D. Do Not Follow Me
         1. today there are many cults of personality, charismatic churches owned by their ministers, and 
even churches of Christ thoroughly addicted and dependent upon their eloquent speakers
         2. today sincerity, ability, education and numerical results earn one more than an initial private 
rebuke; they often earn him tolerance and protection to teach error if he chooses without any rebuke at all 
(First Corinthians 4:6)
         3. we become guilty of following men rather than Christ, believing in mortal words rather than 
eternal edicts and that path can lead nowhere but down

Conclusion
 Apollos is indeed a study in ability, but also in humility. His fervor and diligence are models to imitate.
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Demetrius, Gaius and Diotrephes
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
In doing character studies, it  is often useful to compare and contrast  certain characters who lived under 
the same conditions, but  who responded differently to them. Demetrius, Gaius and Diotrephes are three 
Christians who lived near the end of the first  century of church history, amid widespread false teaching 
and division among brethren. Their perspective on the crisis and response to it tells on their character 
better than any eulogy or biography could.[Read Third John 1-14.] Diotrephes drives the wedge of 
division while Gaius and Demetrius extend the right hand of fellowship to faithful men.

Discussion
I. Their Conditions
     A. Era of Itinerant Preachers
         1. all these men, including the apostle John who writes the epistle that tells on them, lived at the end 
of the first century of the church, just a matter of decades after the atoning death of Jesus Christ
             a. the Great Commission has been carried out, so that disciples have been made among all the 
nations of both Jews and Gentiles; believers have been taught and baptized, but the work of evangelism 
has not come to an end
             b. instead, every passing generation has required that the gospel be proclaimed again that new 
ears might hear it and obey it
         2. while some men like Paul and Timothy would locate in a certain for many months or even years, 
others continued on evangelistic tours like the ones that Paul made famous (Second Corinthians 11:23-33)
             a. these tours were fraught with danger due to opposition from Jewish stalwarts and those who 
made a living from selling the religious icons of local deities like Diana
             b. sometimes they were made harder by the presence of false brethren who fancied themselves 
Christians, but taught error in some manner

     B. Hospitality Was Necessary
         1. today, when I take the gospel to a foreign country, I often stay in a rented flat or hotel room, travel 
by bus or taxi and eat meals at restaurants; in the first century, securing the basic needs of life on the road 
was much more difficult
         2. the extension of hospitality to itinerant preachers and brethren became a vital part of having 
fellowship in the gospel
             a. Peter supped and stayed at the house of Simon the tanner when Cornelius summoned up
             b. Paul ate with Lydia and the Philippian jailer after their conversions
             c. such hospitality was no mere nicety; it was vital to the preacher’s survival (Second Timothy 
1:15-18)
         3. in John’s third letter, this means of fellowship seems to be the source of contention and what 
distinguishes the character of the three men John addressed (cf. verses 5-8)
             a. send them forth in a manner worthy of God
             b. receive them into your hospitality that you may be fellow workers with them
         4. although a brother or sister in Christ may never travel with the gospel himself, being hospitable to 
those who do makes him or her a partner in the truth
         5. sometimes that fellowship is even from a distance (Philippians 4:10-20)
         6. yet it must never give aid and comfort to the enemy (Second John 7-11)

     C. Their Responses
         1. Diotrephes (Third John 9-10)
             a. demand for supremacy in the church, elders not withstanding
             b. unwillingness to receive any perceived threat to his power into the church
             c. talking nonsense and malice
             d. excommunicates those who will not toe his party line
         2. Demetrius (Third John 12)
              a. possesses a good testimony among everyone
              b. reflects truth in his character
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              c. is the antithesis of Diotrephes then

II. Conflicting Characters
     A. Prosperity
         1. while Diotrephes may possess good health and even material prosperity, he has bankrupted his 
soul so that it cannot prosper
         2. his primary concern is not about heaven, but about here and that carnal mindset has caused his 
spirit to turn black and lifeless (Romans 8:5-8)
             a. and it seems that his stumbling block was not money, as it often is today; rather it was power, 
and not governmental or business, but within the church!
             b. in the end, it does not matter what led him astray, nor what leads us astray, so long as we end 
up lost in the end
         3. a prosperous soul may belong to a materially poor person (Revelation 2:8-11)
             a. a prosperous soul is rich in faith, in works and in hope and may sometimes make material 
sacrifices to share or avoid compromise (Proverbs 30:7-9)
             b. even power in the church is not worth giving up heaven to obtain (Mark 8:34-38)

     B. Walking In Truth
         1. the phrase “the truth” is often used by John to identify the Christian religion–not just belief in 
Jesus as the Messiah, but discipleship in terms of following  in his footsteps and teachings (John 8:28-32)
         2. moreover, the Holy Spirit who inspired the writing of the New Testament is called the “Spirit of 
truth” as Jesus announces his role in this revelation
         3. walking in truth is not just believing the right things, but it is also doing them and living them
             a. worshiping in spirit and truth (cf. John 4:24)
             b. associating with brethren in sincerity and truth (cf. First Corinthians 5:7)
             c. meditating upon truth (cf. Philippians 4:8)
             d. telling the truth (cf. Galatians 4:16)
         4. walking in truth is an orderly march in the measured footprints left behind by Jesus and 
illuminated by the lamp of the Holy Spirit in revelation; it is imitating what is good and eschewing what 
is evil (Second John 4-6 and First John 2:3-6)

     C. Hospitality
         1. hospitality is a qualification necessary both to the eldership and to addition to the list of widows 
indeed (cf. First Timothy 3:2, 5:10)
         2. but it is also necessary to being an ordinary, self-sufficient Christian in the pew (Romans 12:9-13
         3. being given to hospitality means being addicted to it, as much as “given to wine” indicates 
alcoholism
             a. don’t withhold hospitality because it will ultimately cost you the most (Hebrews 13:1-3
             b. be hospitable, but not grudgingly (First Peter 4:7-11
             c. refuse those in error, but never those in truth (cf. Second John 7-11)
     
     D. Good Testimony
         1. the good testimony that Demetrius had resulted from the fact that he walked in truth, his soul 
prospered even if he was not healthy, rich or powerful like Diotrephes, and he showed hospitality to the 
saints
         2. Demetrius and Gaius received the apostles and other teachers with humility, not perceiving them 
as threats or boat rockers
         3. “A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches, Loving favor rather than silver and 
gold” (Proverbs 3:22). 
 4. “A  good name is better than precious ointment” (Ecclesiastes 7:1)

 Conclusion
 The character of these men is evident from what the inspired writer says about them.
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Joseph and Elisha
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction 
Two great  Bible characters who lived centuries apart are bound together forever by the power and 
influence of their bones. In reality, it is the power of their lives that  made them unforgettable characters, 
even long after those lives had ended. An undying dedication to the will of God binds Joseph the patriarch 
to Elisha the prophet, and the disposition of their bones provides a timeless lesson on what  our dedication 
can mean to those who follow us. In this character study, we want  to examine Joseph and Elisha and how 
their bones reminded Israel of a power they were often too ready to forget.

 Discussion 
I. Joseph's Bones
        A. Joseph's Death (Genesis 50:22-26)
              1. finally, Joseph and his brothers had been satisfactorily reconciled following Jacob's death
              2. now the Genesis account begins to close the record of father Abraham and his line
              3. Moses tells us that Joseph lived to be old enough to bounce great-great-grandsons on his knee
              4. but as the writer of Ecclesiastes says, there is a time for living and a time for dying and the end 
had come for Joseph
                      a. he made his children pronounce two oaths (that they shared his confidence in God's 
deliverance and that they would not bury his bones in this unpromised land
                      b. at the age of 110, he died and they mummified him in Egypt but his coffin was not 
interred

        B. Joseph's Escape (Exodus 13:17-19)
              1. God had passed over the homes of the Israelites in striking the families of the Egyptians this 
night and now Pharaoh had expelled the Israelites from the land
              2. as a group of at least 600,000 began their exodus across a thousand miles, their leader 
reminded them of their grandfather, Joseph, who had heroically preserved them to this day
              3. amidst all the other provisions they would carry, a half-dozen men would stand aside and be 
the pallbearers of the bones of Joseph
              4. they had not forgotten their history, nor had their elders been neglectful in teaching it

        C. Joseph's Interment (Joshua 24:32)
              1. two generations of the men, women and children of Israel traveled thousands of miles with 
tons of provisions to stand and gaze at Canaan before Moses died
              2. then Joshua set them into armies and slowly defeated the squatters living in the land of 
promise
             3. all the while, they, the legacy of their grandfather, carried and protected the bones of Joseph
              4. every child would ask his mother why they buried other coffins but not that one
              5. she would teach her child the great story of Joseph and make him understand that he would not  
be alive today were it not for Joseph
              6. but finally they arrived where Joseph had willed his resting place to be and here he rested at 
last

II. Elisha's Bones
        A. An Audience With the King (Second Kings 13:14)
              1. Elisha had contracted the illness that was killing him and evil king Joash came down to beg 
him for some guidance
              2. he recalls the chariots that had accompanied Elijah's departure and indicates that Elisha's 
passing will be just as terrible for Israel
              3. but Elisha has no time for histrionics; he wishes to give the king one last prophecy

        B. The Final Prophecy (Second Kings 13:15-19)
              1. he directs the king to make war on Syria to preserve the nation
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              2. and then he rebukes him for his cowardice in that he will not carry out this mission to its 
completion
              3. I don't know how the king was supposed to know how many times to strike the ground, but 
obviously his failure was part of his character, his inability to complete the tasks God gave him (cf. 
perhaps he wanted to keep Syria as a weakened buffer between Israel and Assyria)
              4. ultimately Syria will win out and be the tool in God's hand to punish his Israel

          C. Elisha's Demise (Second Kings 13:20-21)
              1. that was Elisha's last duty and having fulfilled it, he breathed his last and they buried him
              2. but that was not the end of Elisha
                      a. the next spring, the Moabites raided the cemetery while another man was being buried 
and in their haste, the undertakers just threw him in with Elisha's bones
                      b. when he contacted those bones, the dead man revived
              3. the last episodes in Elisha's life teach us about our judgment and securing eternal life

 III. Some Applications
        A. Legacy
              1. indirectly, we see in the journey of Joseph's bones, his legacy
                      a. we see his grandchildren attaining the promise that he only beheld in hope
                      b. we see them revering his memory and upholding godly faith
              2. grandparents, I want you to be concerned about your legacy
                      a. if your grandchildren do not see working faith at home, do they see it in yours?
                      b. when they visit, are they persuaded to come to worship with you?
                      c. are you available to bring them to services, teach them Bible and help them pray?
              3. when your family tree sprouts a few more branches, will citizenship in the church of Christ be 
a only a footnote, an inner ring in that tree surrounded by despair and ignorance of Jesus?
                      a. souls are at stake (those of your family still in rompers and even yet to be conceived
                      b. what will be your legacy?
                      c. will your Christian legacy end with you (Proverbs 17:6)?
              4. so many young folks have a great desire to come to Bible class and to sing praises and we let 
that die by our neglect; then we wonder why they haven't become Christians and blame the preacher and 
the elders and the teachers; but where were you?

        B. The Importance of Grandparents
              1. I have heard many lessons for fathers and mothers and children, but rarely are grandparents 
ever preached about
              2. I am afraid that is a failing of our society (unlike other cultures where the old are revered and 
brought near in their twilight years, we make fun of them and push them away into a closet to die (Mark 
7:9-13)
                      a. grandparents have a place in our families that ought to be respected with gratitude
                      b. but grandparents also must walk a tightrope (not to intrude in their children's right to raise 
their own kids but to offer the guidance and experience that comes with time
              3. but there are ways that grandparents should be ready to offer themselves as spiritual teachers if 
their own children are failing
                      a. it is probable that Timothy's father was a Greek, which left his spiritual upbringing to 
someone else; these teachers are commended by the apostle Paul in a letter to the young preacher (Second 
Timothy 1:3-5)
                      b as Timothy's father chose to absent himself from his son's instruction in these matters, his 
grandmother was there to help his mother teach him about God and obviously they did an excellent job
              4. but there are other cases more severe nowadays in which neither father nor mother does much 
to train up a child in the nurture and admonition of the Lord
                      a. if that child is fortunate, he has a grandparent that will do all he or she can to fill that 
chasm
                      b. Genesis tells us that Joseph bounced his grandchildren on his knee; no matter what 
Manasseh and Ephraim taught them, Joseph had his opportunity as well
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              5. we need one more favor from you, now our grandparents–we need you to take one more stand 
for faith and make sure your grandchildren are exposed to the Bible, especially if their parents are falling 
short

       C. Proclaiming God's Standard
              1. Joash had plans for Syria that did not match God's
                      a. when God told him to strike her completely, Joash wanted instead to keep her weakened 
but alive and so when he struck the ground only three times, he signified that he would go his own way
                      b. Elisha did not tell him beforehand how many times were necessary, but his lack of zeal in 
this symbolic endeavor revealed his true stripes
              2. many people think the standard of God is even more mysterious, that we cannot know what he 
expects of us but the Bible teaches that we can know what God wants and how we will be judged
              3. our judgment will not be a matter of an arbitrary selection, but the election will be made 
according to the words God revealed and preserved for mankind to ponder (John 12:44-48)
                      a. the judgment will place each man and woman alongside the Bible and the judge will 
determine how the subject measures up; not in terms of perfection or flawless law-keeping, but in terms 
of obeying the gospel message and striving for the crown
                      b. did you receive the words of faith and salvation or reject them, in both profession and 
practice?
              4. the earth is called God's footstool and how we react to being his creatures determines what our 
judgment will be like (Matthew 28:18-20)
                      a. recognize and submit willingly and joyfully to that authority
                      b. become disciples of his wise teachings
                      c. be immersed in the name of the Godhead
                      d. observe every syllable of his will
                      e. rejoice in his presence throughout life
              3. we must understand that the words we read here are the means of election that God uses to set 
apart his redeemed from the devil's slaves of corruption (First Peter 1:10-12, 17-25)

        D. Eternal Life
              1. you recall the dead man who contacted the bones of Elisha in his tomb?
              2. those bones were so full of power that he revived and stood on his feet; the bones of Elisha are 
missing now, as are the bones of Jesus, but the means of resurrection is still powerful
              3. if we make contact with the blood of Jesus, we can be revived from death (Romans 6:1-14)
                      a. we are rescued from a life fraught with the corruption and deadliness of sin (cf. Romans 
3:23)
                      b. we are given relief from the fear of death that cripples so many (Hebrews 2:14-15)
                      c. we are promised a resurrection from death when Jesus returns (First Thessalonians 
4:16-18)
              4. the blood, not the bones, of Jesus is the agent of salvation, the cleansing tide that purifies the 
soul and washes away its sins (Acts 20:28)
              5. and we are told to contact that blood and redemption by obeying the gospel in faith, 
confession, repentance and immersion in water, an act of submission that shows the blood of Christ 
washes away our iniquity
  
 Conclusion 
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Jephthah
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Jephthah is one of the most  complex characters in any piece of literature and he stands second only to 
Samson among the judges in this regard. With so much against him, he rises to great  power and then does 
something so rash and stupid that  the reader can scarcely believe it. Jephthah’s lesson to us, then is 
twofold (rising above one’s obstacles and taking care with promises.

Discussion 
I. A Testimony to Great Faith (Hebrews 11:1-2, 32-34)
 A. His Hard Start (Judges 11:1-3)
  1. Jephthah was the product of a meaningless fling his father had with a prostitute
  2. his father was allowed to go on with his life, marry an upstanding woman and bear more 
children, but as is often the case, Jephthah was not
   a. the legitimate children made fun of him and forced him to leave the family
   b. at this point, it seems that Jephthah will fall to the pressure of a society that has branded 
him worthless and vile (he bands together with some other lowlifes and becomes a raider
   c. but the good and strong character beneath this imposed dross soon are revived

 B. His Call To Action (Judges 11:4-8)
  1. his family realizes that they need him
  2. he has worth that is not defined by the circumstances of his birth or the lowliness of his mother 
and father
  3. so he has to make a decision (let my family be destroyed as they deserve or return and lead 
them to victory
  4. by faith, he chooses to fight on Israel’s side and he brings God’s people back to safety

 C. Rising Above One’s Detractors
  1. it seems like every young person has to deal with people telling him he is not good enough or 
strong enough or experienced enough to do this or that
  2. many people think that because they are born on the wrong side of the tracks that they can 
never get anywhere and they pretty much give themselves up to a life of crime, sin and welfare
  3. the nature in which one is born certainly has bearing on a person, but it does not define forever 
what that person will be
   a. if this were so, only the children of Christians could be saved and since there were no 
Christians before Jesus came, no one could have been saved
   b. a child born to a thief, adulterer or murderer is not bound to continue in those foot steps
   c. I just wonder what some of us would do if we knew of all the infidels and ne’er-do-wells in 
our genealogies
   d. but consider the genealogy of one Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 1:5; Rahab the harlot)
   e. you can rise above the lowliest of births if you want to
  4. often times, young people are put down on account of their youth and made to feel like they 
can’t do anything in God’s service (First Timothy 4:12)
   a. the secret is that we older people sometimes learn from young folks important lessons that 
we once knew but forgot
   b. sometimes with age comes pride, laziness and pessimism
   c. a young person brimming with enthusiasm is a strong example of faith and good conduct
  5. and too often, a person feels that he cannot become a Christian because his past is too 
checkered for God to forgive
   a. but Jephthah teaches us that even a thief can begin to act by faith
   b. the grace of God is unlimited to the truly penitent (First Timothy 1:12-15)

II. Jephthah’s Rash Vow
 A. What A Stupid Thing to Do
  1. there is part of his story that we left out
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  2. before gaining his victory over the Ammonites, he vowed something to God in the hopes of 
winning the battle (Judges 11:30-33)
  3. victory was not dependent upon this vow and nothing made him do it, but he did
  4. without thinking or counting the cost, he made a promise he would soon regret (Judges 
11:34-40)

 B. Realities
  1. human sacrifice was a loathsome thing to God (Deuteronomy 12:29-31)
  2. in testing Abraham, he stayed the father’s hand before Isaac could be killed
  3. why then was this pure daughter killed?
  4. not to God’s glory but against it and because a man made a promise without thinking

 C. Counting The Cost
  1. we should always think before we make promises about their consequences (Ecclesiastes 
5:2-5)
  2. the Bible says we should be quick to hear but slow to speak and our words should be measured 
carefully and uttered with grace
  3. in his passion, Jephthah did not consider what might come out the door of his house
   a. did he have goats and calves in his house?
   b. no, the most likely thing would be that which loved him dearest, his daughter

 D. The Two Most Important Promises We Make
  1. in marriage, we vow to love and honor until death parts us
   a. “what God has joined together, let no man put asunder” includes the participants
   b. can you see yourself old and gray with that girl or boy?
   c. can you see yourself poor and sick with her or him?
   d. are you ready to leave, cleave and become one flesh with no thought of anything or anyone 
else 
  2. in baptism, we promise to live like Christ and bring no shame to His name
   a. do we count the cost? (Luke 14:25-33)
   b. to become a Christian and then revert to the world is a broken vow (Second Peter 2:20-22)

 E. Think Before You Decide
  1. Jephthah’s trouble could have been averted if he had calmed down and thought a moment
  2. before making any promise, consider its ramifications (Proverbs 20:25)

Conclusion
We are not asking you to consider marriage right now, but to consider giving your life to the Lord in 
discipleship. Its promise is of blessing in this life and especially in the next. Will you count the cost and 
find him worthy? Be baptized for the forgiveness of your sins.
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Caleb
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
One of the greatest, but  most overlooked, characters of the Old Testament is Caleb. He dwells perpetually 
in the shadow of his fellow spy, Joshua, who was to lead the nation after Moses’s demise. Caleb, however, 
has his day in the limelight, as he inspires Israel to fight the good fight of faith and not shrink from a 
mountain of apparent adversity. We will take our lessons today from Numbers 13-14 and learn of a man 
who prayed for a mountain and overcame it.

Discussion 
I. Valor Among Cowardice
 A. On the Edge of Canaan
  1. Moses and all Israel were on the verge of taking the promised land when God told him to send 
spies up to observe the land and what it would physically require to take it
  2. among the dozen spies was chosen a Jew, Caleb (Numbers 13:17-20)
   a. his two commands became of momentous importance (bring back some fruit and be of 
good courage
   b. satisfying the one helped defeat the other
  3. the cluster of grapes they found in the land was so large that they had to carry it on a pole 
between two of them
  4. after 40 days, they returned to give a report to Moses and the people

 B. The Report
  1. their report revealed the land was magnificent and yet secure (Numbers 13:27-29)
  2. Caleb’s reaction to the report shows his faith (Numbers 13:30)
  3. his fellow spies, however, had no true faith in God at all (Numbers 13:31-33)
   a. when they examined themselves in light of the Anakim, it was not only a tiny physical 
stature they lamented, but truly it was the insignificance of their faith in Jehovah
   b. the majority said give up and the people were inclined to do so (Numbers 14:1-4)

 C. Joshua and Caleb Stand Up (Numbers 14:6-9)
  1. the two faithful spies disregard the power of the majority and popular opinion to argue for 
courage, for “the Lord is with us”
  2. not surprisingly, the people who wished to die in the slavery and faithlessness of Egypt call for 
their deaths
  3. the broken heart of God reacts (Numbers 14:11-12)
   a. Moses intervenes and preserves the people, but promises trial and lack of fulfillment
   b. then he takes note of Caleb (Numbers 14:24)
   c. of the twelve spies, only Joshua and Caleb survived this blight of infidelity

 D. Taking On A Mountain (Joshua. 14:6-15)
  1. Joshua had taken over for Moses and led the army of Israel to take much of Canaan and he was 
directed to divide the territory by tribe
   a. Caleb had kept this promise alive in his heart for 45 years, from middle age to senior 
citizen
   b. back then he had merely reported what was in his heart, but what a heart he had
   c. the same faithfulness remains in that heart, for all these days, he has wholly followed the 
Lord, his God
   d. physically and spiritually, the years have not been able to overcome that strength that stood 
up to a stoning and lobbied for courage
  2. Caleb’s tribe took the land from the Anakim and it is now called Hebron to this day
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II. Practical Application
 A. A Lesson on Character
  1. with the onslaught of situation ethics and humanistic morality, the subject of individual 
character is one that needs some attention
  2. the concept of virtue must never change, though the world tries to alter it to accommodate 
newly acceptable sin
  3. we don’t know what Caleb looked like, but we know exactly who he was and that there is no 
man we would rather have on our side in a fight than him (he is trustworthy
   a. the kingdom of God today needs men and women who can be proven trustworthy and 
above compromising the ideals of the Bible in the face of all pressure
   b. in his Book of Virtues, Bill Bennett lists these (self-discipline, compassion, responsibility, 
friendship, work, courage, perseverance, honesty, loyalty and faith
   c. you can find every one of those in Caleb and you ought to nurture them all in yourself
  4. stir up the gift of God you have received, salvation, and show your gratitude by sharing the 
message you once heard with someone else (Second Timothy 1:6-8)
   a. the devil is a giant and the only weapon of any use against him is the sword of the spirit 
which you have in your laps right now (Ephesians 6:14-17)
   b. wage war on him so as to win (Second Corinthians 10:4-5)
   c. translate the ideals of Christianity to your own life and then make them grow

 B. Courage
  1. the twelve spies all saw the exact same thing; the only difference was that each was looking 
with a different pair of eyes
   a. Paul asks the Corinthians, “Do you look at things according to the outward 
appearance?” (Second Corinthians 10:7)
   b. ten of the spies did only that, while Joshua and Caleb looked with the eyes and hearts of 
faith; that faith gave them indomitable courage
  2. although 85 years old, Caleb was yet fighting the good fight of faith with spiritual eyesight 
unblinded by time and clarified by experience (Second Corinthians 4:13-18)
  3. this is the courage brought by faith (Romans 8:31-39)

 C. Dedication
  1. Caleb was going to take on a mountain where the terrain is exceedingly difficult but the 
rewards are extraordinarily valuable
  2. he did it knowing God would be at his side, leading him all the way
  3. we will also have to climb mountains and overcome them
   a. just as the number of men who attempt to scale Mt. Everest is far greater than the few who 
succeed, so the number of men who attempt to overcome the devil is greater than those who do
   b. it could be a personal weakness such as all have, an addiction of some sort, a difficult task 
or a door of opportunity that has been opened and must be traversed
   c. how can I be strong and courageous like Caleb? (Ephesians 3:16-21)

Conclusion
Have virtue and courage like Caleb and overcome your own mountains.
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Deborah
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The judges of the Old Testament preceded the monarchy in Israel and served an important role between 
the patriarchs and the kings. Judges did more than judge; they were military leaders who directed the 
nation out of apostasy and decline. The fourth judge is remarkable in many respects, not  the least of 
which is that she was a woman. Few women ever served God in such a lofty position as Deborah, a 
married prophetess. I wonder what her husband thought  about her occupation. In this lesson, we will take 
note of Deborah’s career and then consider some ways in which women can assume their proper godly 
role today.

Discussion 
I. Deborah, the Judge
 A. Cycle of Apostasy (Judges 4:1-3)
  1. the judges period shows Israel lacking a rudder and any consistency because she was failing 
spiritually to uphold the Law of Moses in her heart
  2. time and again she falls into apostasy, suffers poverty and despair and then is delivered by 
God’s chosen judge
  3. Deborah arrives on the scene after Ehud is dead and the Hebrews are returned to sin and 
captivity, crying out for Jehovah’s deliverance

 B. Under the Palm Tree (Judges 4:4-9)
  1. Deborah holds court under a palm tree in the mountains of Ephraim
  2. using her gift of prophecy, Deborah tells Barak that it is time he lead his armies to free the 
Israelites from slavery (it is not right for you to resist your duty
  3. but Barak recognizes something special in her and compels her to come along for the battle
  4. because of this, he is denied the glory of victory; Deborah tells him a woman would be the 
heroine instead

 C. The Battle is Won
  1. Barak and his armies rout the enemy, but their leader, Sisera escapes
   a. he ends up in the tent of a woman named Jael, who lulls him to sleep with some warm milk 
and then kills him with a tent peg through the temple
   b. eventually, Israel escapes their master altogether
  2. Deborah and Barak compose the melancholy song of praise to God (Judges 5:6-9)
  3. Deborah never forgot her femininity, but the strength of her character and courage is a model 
for anyone
   a. she is an exceptional lesson to women in the church who have been led to think that their 
place is severely limited and that they can really do nothing important in God’s service
   b. in the hands of the saintly woman are many vital tools and obligations

II. What is a Woman To Do? (Titus 2:1, 3-5)
 A. Take a Moral Stand (Ephesians 5:1-15)
  1. throughout our nation’s history, it has most always been women who recognized moral 
tragedies and did something about it (child abuse, alcoholism, pornography
  2. while so many men were involved or unconcerned, their wives forced them to consider the 
horribleness of the situations and together, they made a change
  3. sadly, we don’t have many women like that anymore
   a. the women who speak the loudest nowadays are shouting for their right to murder innocent 
unborn children
   b. they are joining in the men when it comes to drinking and pornography
   c. so many are bowing down to the fashion industry’s exploitation of the female anatomy
  4. the world (cf. and especially, the church) needs women to take a moral stand, to say like 
Deborah that the current condition is not right and must change
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   a. we are all bending over so easily to the world nowadays and many churches have begun to 
look just like Sixth Street
   b. to many, a woman is not a woman unless she is acting like a stereotypical man (cursing, 
drinking, smoking, being rude and forceful
   c. but that is not the man of the Bible and it is not the 32nd cousin to the woman of the 
scriptures
    1. the weaker vessel possesses a strength that is not physical, but moral
    2. she has the power to take a stand and make a difference (Romans 16:1-2)

 B. Lead Others to Christ (Acts 18:24-26)
  1. I don’t know how involved Priscilla was in this discussion, but the Holy Spirit makes it clear 
that she had a part
   a. I know she did not take the lead from her husband
   b. I know she did not take authority over Apollos
   c. still, I know from this passage that Priscilla knew the scriptures and used them
  2. so many women think that they should study the scriptures and make personal application but 
never dare share them with anyone else, for fear of violating them
   a. the scriptures do not prohibit a woman from teaching the scriptures to others, but from 
taking the authority over a man in that particular regard
   b. they do not keep a woman from letting her light shine or adding her savor to the world 
roundabout her
   c. leading others to Christ can begin with a simple word of encouragement or sympathy, an 
offer to talk over concerns and problems
   d. a prayerful person will always be certain to bring Christ into such a discussion with her 
friends
  3. I could not even begin to wonder how many Christians today are the product, in part at least, of 
a pious woman who taught their Bible classes so many years ago
   a. so many lessons that stay with us for a lifetime came from those young children’s classes
   b. most often those teachers are women who have the patience and insight to instruct young 
children
   c. to the woman who says, there is nothing I can do, you are just not seriously looking yet
  4. so many husbands have been won to Christ by the example of their wives (First Peter 3:1-6)
  5. women have the same obligation to spread the good news by living it and talking about it

 C. Teach Younger Women Maturity
  1. as Titus explained, when women get older, they are responsible for setting a good example to 
the younger women (Titus 2:4-5)
   a. to teach them to love their husbands and children and to gain all these other good qualities
   b. these things are not just a given these days for the establishment preaches against them as 
male domination
   c. when Christian women refuse to cultivate these qualities, the cause of Christ is cast in a 
false and negative light; it appears that this religion is no different from the world itself
  2. I have noticed in my own daughter that nothing escapes her attention; she is constantly learning
   a. one day I was trying to get her to do something and I smacked my forehead; she copied me
   b. well the young ladies are watching the old and learning, even if it doesn’t seem so
   c. they are learning what is acceptable and good and how a woman should carry herself
   d. you must consider what you are teaching
	
 	
 	
 e. the next generation of mothers and wives is watching; what will be your legacy in this 
church?

Conclusion
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Joseph
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
 [Read Genesis 45:1-8.]

Discussion
I. Joseph’s Family Life at Home
 A. Partiality of His Father (Genesis 37:3)
  1. Jacob should have known better because of Jacob and Esau (Genesis 25:28, 27:34, 41)
  2. this led to jealousy of brothers (Genesis 37:4)
 
 B. Joseph’s Dreams (Genesis 37:5-8)
  1. hated by brothers—should have kept dreams to himself (cf. Proverbs 27:2)
  2. sold into slavery by brothers; to Egypt; served Potiphar; wife desired him
 
II. Strength in Adversity
 A. Could Have Given In
  1. away from parents who would disapprove
  2. away from others who would know (cf. confidence of home encourages)
 
 B. Long Way From Anyone Who Served God
  1. support of others when nobody in Egypt cared about God
  2. resisting temptation (Genesis 39:7-12 and James 1:14-15)
 
 C. The Lie (Genesis 37:13-14)
  1. Joseph goes to prison (cf. verse 20)
  2. interprets dreams of baker and butler (Genesis 40:13-14, 23)
 
 E. Victim Remains Faithful
  1. strength through adversity
  2. tested by fire (First Peter 1:6-7)

III. Wisdom in Prosperity
 A. Many Can Handle Adversity Better than Prosperity
  1. Joseph elevated to second in Egypt after interpreting Pharaoh’s dreams (Genesis 41:9-15, 
37-43)
   2. brothers visit (Genesis 45:1-8)
   a. gratitude
   b. forgiving spirit
 
 B. Faith in Providence of God
  1. his real strength
  2. strength you can count on
 
IV. Faith in Death
 A. His Bones (Genesis 50:22-26)
  1. fame and fortune in Egypt but heart still with God and God’s people
  2. take bones to promised land
 
 B. His Memory (Hebrews 11:22)
  1. the list of the faithful includes him
  2. a list of role models
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Conclusion 
Joseph was faithful to God despite great adversity. He is a great encouragement to us. His faith was 
rewarded and so will ours be.

28! Jeff S. Smith



Noah
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
You might  remember the drought  we had in the summer of 1993. It did not  rain in Austin for 64 
consecutive days. I remember very well the day it  finally did begin to rain. I was coming back on a 
Sunday evening from preaching out at  Spicewood, driving through the rolling hills of the Southwest 
Parkway. As I crested one incline, I could see for miles and miles and there it was, the first rainbow I had 
seen in many, many months, wrapped around the horizon. I knew that rainbow meant  it was raining 
somewhere in our area. But I quickly thought  also that this rainbow was an enduring sign from the Lord. 
We travel back to the early days of earth today as we study from the life of Noah, and the great flood that 
destroyed the world. Its lessons are many, but we will focus on just one today (the sign of a covenant 
between man and his God.

Discussion 
I. God’s Regret
 A. Creation Turned Bad
  1. we understand by revelation that God created the earth and all that it contains in six days, 
finally making man to tend it all and be blessed by it
  2. of the animals and herbs, clouds and stars, man and woman, he proclaimed that, “it was very 
good” (Genesis 1:31).
  3. however the serpent turned to wickedness and became cunning in his persuasion to turn the 
crown of creation toward death
   a. he enticed Adam and Eve to sin against God and condemn themselves to death, both 
spiritual and physical
   b. soon after, their son Cain murdered his brother Abel and the soil of the earth knew 
bloodshed for the first time and cried out to God for justice
  4. men continued to degenerate into iniquity (Genesis 6:5-7)
   a. we read from denominational wells that man was created totally depraved and inclined to 
only evil, but Genesis paints a different picture, no less frightful, but at least, more hopeful
   b. still, the earth has wept so often for the sins of its attendants that God grieves in His heart 
and is sorry for having made man and placed him upon it
   c. because of his regret, which for whatever reason, he had chosen not to foreknow, God 
plans to cleanse the earth of its corruption, as we might scour a soiled pan

 B. Grace Found
  1. but one man, Noah, “found grace in the eyes of the Lord.”
   a. he was a just and blameless man who simply walked with God (cf. 6:9)
   b. Noah found grace, not by his own sinlessness, but because he sought God’s favor in his 
words and deeds
  2. God speaks to Noah and instructs him to build an ark of gopher wood, 450 feet long by 75 feet 
wide by 45 feet high and to gather his family and representatives of all the animal species on earth into his 
barque (Genesis 6:22
  3. for forty days, the rains fell and the ark rose and when the storm ceased, still Noah’s menagerie 
remained in their vessel the rest of a year until the ground was dry (Genesis 8:20-22)
  4. God promises mankind that despite his sin, God will never curse the ground nor destroy its 
attendants off it by water again

 C. Covenant Ratified (Genesis 9:8-17)
  1. now he ratifies that covenant, that agreement between God and man by an enduring sign
  2. tens of thousands of years have passed and floods have indeed still come, but none with such 
volume as to destroy life off the planet
  3. because every rain is eventually punctuated by the return of clear sunlight and somewhere a 
rainbow is formed in the heavens where both man and his God can see it
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   a. that, I think, is the great majesty of the rainbow (as we marvel at its beauty from below, 
God gazes down upon it simultaneously and sees not only the rainbow but his children and their 
admiration
   b. never ignore a rainbow (there is just too much going on beyond it

II. Lessons From the Rainbow (Hebrews 11:1-2, 7)
 A. Divine Warning and Reward
  1. Noah would have never lived to see that rainbow, indeed there never would have been a 
rainbow at all, if he hadn’t heeded the warning from God
  2. Noah was told that God was preparing to destroy the earth by flood and his only hope of 
salvation was construction of an ark
   a. he was given explicit instructions on design and contents
   b. and “Thus Noah did, according to all that God commanded him, so he did” (Genesis 6:22).
  3. when a tornado warning is issued, we protect ourselves; when a fire alarm sounds, we head to 
safety; when Noah was warned of impending unnatural disaster, he did the same thing (sought protection 
and safety
  4. God has likewise warned us that the wages of sin is still death and that the Lord will return as a 
thief in the night to take us to judgment (Matthew 25:1-13)

 B. Moved With Godly Fear
  1. our current text in the Hebrews is the catalog of faithful elders of Hebrew history
   a. we know that we are saved by God’s grace through the faith that is a trust and discipleship 
according to our Master, Jesus
   b. we learn that it was by faith that Noah saved his family in the ark
  2. Noah’s faith led him to understand that surely the creator and possessor of the world had both 
the authority and ability to destroy it 
   a. while this sermon was being written, I, as its creator and owner, could have destroyed it
   b. though my paper could have no fear, Noah did fear the Lord’s great power, taking his 
promise seriously 
  3. the text says he was moved with godly fear (cf. it affected him and caused him to act)
  4. in his obedience, there was no crime, but instead glory in submitting to the conditions of his 
salvation; to inspire human reverence of Jehovah, He had his word taught to them and their children 
(Deuteronomy 10:12, 20-21)
   a. fear of the Lord causes man to depart from evil and seek life in righteousness instead (cf. 
Proverbs 8:13, 13:13, 19:23) 
   b. it causes a man to seek to be like Jesus (Luke 6:40, 46-49)

 C. Preparation for Salvation
  1. it is axiomatic, says the Hebrew writer, that a man of faith prepares himself for salvation
   a. like the virgins in the parable, we must be prepared to meet the bridegroom when we shall 
be judged according the deeds done in our bodies (cf. Second Corinthians 5:10) and receive reward or 
torment based on whether or not we have walked by faith or did not trust that much
   b. because of “the terror of the Lord” (Second Corinthians 5:11), the Bibles pleads with men 
to receive the grace of God today with purpose and preparation (Second Corinthians 6:1-2
  2. in preparing for judgment, we test ourselves to see if we are really in the faith (cf. Second 
Corinthians 13:5), if we are calling Jesus, Lord, Lord and doing the things he has said
   a. when he commands conversion, are we converted?
   b. when he prescribes confession, have we confessed him?
   c. when he demands repentance, do we truly repent?
   d. when he requires belief, do we really believe in Him?
   e. and when he demands immersion, are we willing to obey?

Conclusion
Without  preparation, godly fear and attention to warning, we will never see the other side of the rainbow 
in heaven.
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Abraham
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Abraham is a bible character who is almost as prominent in the new testament as he is the old where he 
actually lives. Jesus comforted us by telling us that  we could join Abraham in paradise and Paul used his 
case many times to illustrate the saving power of the faith of man. As taught in Hebrews 11, Abraham’s 
story is one of faith, obedience and hope (cf. Hebrews 11:8-16).

Discussion 
I. Faith
 A. The Nature of Faith (Hebrews 11:1-3)
  1. my little daughter is fascinated with textures (cf. stickiness, roughness, woolliness, etc.)
   a. she loves to touch and handle things to feel for the first time what they are like
   b. to some degree, we all like to know the texture of a thing to be certain that it is real or it is 
ours
   c. the fictional character, Silas Marner, hoarded his gold and kept it hidden near the hearth, so 
he could take it out and handle it every night
   d. the Hebrew writer says that faith is that texture, that substance, of something abstract and 
invisible and future, which we cannot literally handle to assure ourselves
  2. further, he argues that faith is a sort of circumstantial evidence of something we cannot 
eyewitness in life
   a. our faith in the history and promise of God is the confidence or evidence in which we make 
our judgments
   b. he does not say faith is blind, but that it is constructed upon hope and logical trust that 
dates to God’s creation

 B. By Faith, Abraham
  1. in verse 7, we learn that Abraham reacted to God’s word by faith (he trusted in what God told 
him (Genesis 12:1-4)
  2. thus Abraham began what was to be a 1500 mile journey along the Euphrates River and then 
the coast of the Mediterranean
  3. the Lord made him three promises
   a. to give him a land of promise
   b. to make of a great nation of descendants
   c. to bless all the world through his seed
  4. on the basis of these three promises and Abraham’s trust that God could deliver, he set out for 
Canaan with all his family and possessions
 
 C. The Faith of Christians
  1. faith like Abraham’s, if found in the heart of a man, will save him from his sins, justifying him 
in God’s court (Romans 4:16-25)
   a. contrary to all man’s reasoning and science, Abraham believed that God would give him 
and Sarah a child
   b. though a hundred years old and married to a barren woman, his faith was not weakened 
and he did not waver at this most unlikely promise
   c. Abraham was fully convinced that God was able to fulfill his promise
  2. faith in Jesus, like Abraham had in Jehovah, leads to righteousness and justification before the 
gavel of the Lord
  3. do you have a faith like Abraham’s?
   a. is it marked by unwavering trust, implicit obedience and unquenchable hope?
   b. if so, it is a saving faith

II. Obedience
 A. Despite Risk and Sacrifice
  1. when Abraham decided to leave Ur, it required him to sacrifice three meaningful things
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   a. he had to leave his home, where he had been raised and where he had grown comfortable 
and secure
   b. he had to leave his family, a source of companionship and assistance and love
   c. he had to give up a certain inheritance in his father’s house for the one God had merely 
promised awaited him to the west
  2. Hebrews 11:8 says he went out, not knowing where he was going
   a. I used to make much shorter trips like this when I was a teenager
   b. I would go for drives out in the hills of Tyler County, not knowing where I was going nor 
how I would get back
   c. that was the thrill of the trip (the risk and the adventure
   d. still, I knew I was never more than fifty miles from home and I could always come back
   e. Abraham was leaving with no assurance that he could ever make the trip back if he wanted 
to
  3. Abraham entered the promised land, not as Joshua and Caleb would one day (as triumphant, 
mighty conquerors (but as a mild pilgrim with no power to take the soil for his own

 B. No Return
  1. in fact, the Bible says that all along, Abraham and Sarah were always free to return the 
familiarity of Ur
  2. had they grown nostalgic about what they had left behind, they could have turned their caravan 
around and returned
  3. but because of the greatness of their faith and their desire to obey the Lord’s command, they 
did not so much as call to mind the land they had left behind
  4. their faith made them God’s obedient servants
   a. listen to the Hebrew writer (Hebrews 11:8)
   b. would Abraham have received Canaan if he had remained in Ur?
   c. would a great nation have come through Sarah’s womb if the couple had refused to attempt 
to conceive?
   d. would all the nations have been blessed if Abraham had refused to obey God?

 C. Same for Christian
  1. Abraham lived before the law of Moses and we live after its annulment
  2. Abraham was not saved by merit of his own works any more than we are
  3. but Paul clearly says we are saved by the same obedient faith that led Abraham to the city of 
promise (Galatians 3:21-27)
   a. all sons of God through faith in Jesus
   b. one enters Christ by obedient faith, is immersed into Christ of his own free will and 
thereby puts on Christ
   c. all saints are one family in Christ where baptism put you
   d. obedient faith made you Christ’s family, made you heirs of promise in Abraham’s spirit
  4. Christians face great risk and make great sacrifice too; our land of Ur can sometimes be called 
to mind and draw us back (Philippians 3:7-14)
   a. that is faith that leaves the familiar life outside Christ for the promise of a new beginning 
and a better ending
   b. that is faith that counts the cost and finds mercy worth the risk and the sacrifice
   c. that is faith that burns the map back to Ur and dwells as a stranger and foreigner in the 
world until the city with foundations swings wide its gates
  5. we would not be reading about Abraham in Hebrews 11 if had believed in God but refused to 
leave for his inheritance; you will not be saved if you believe in God but refuse to leave sin for salvation
  6. we would not be reading of Abraham if he had questioned the human wisdom of a divine edict; 
you will not be saved if you question the theological import of the divine edict to obey like Abraham
  7. we would not be reading about Abraham if he had turned back at Haran to return to Ur; you 
will not be saved if you shrink back into perdition, short of the finish line of promise
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III. Hope
 A. Based on Trust
  1. if Abraham did not trust in God’s promises, he would have had no logical reason to hope for 
his reward
   a. but having merely seen them on the distant horizon, they embraced their hopes and 
renounced earthly citizenship for a home in the land of promise
   b. the land they left held no hope or promise for them and it faded from memory as hope 
eclipsed it
   c. God prepared a city for them, a heavenly country
  2. Abraham’s faith led him to trust in God, to do as commanded and to hold firmly to his hope
  
 B. Seeking a Homeland
  1. as Christians, we too seek a homeland, having confessed that we are but strangers and pilgrims 
in Abraham’s caravan here on earth (Philippians 3:20-21; cf. First Peter 2:11)
  2. we seek a homeland, a city which has foundations, whose builder and maker is God
   a. founded on a rock, that our savior is the son of God
   b. sealed with sainthood and consecration (Second Timothy 2:19)
   c. built on the apostles and prophets, Christ the chief cornerstone (cf. Ephesians 2:20)
   d. protected by a wall with 12 foundations (cf. Revelation 21:14)
  3. the church militant for a short time, triumphant for all time

 C. Hope is Secure (First Peter 1:3-10)
  1. God is trustworthy
  2. faith and hope are not misplaced
  3. obedience is only logical 

Conclusion
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Isaac
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
[Read Hebrews 11:17-20.] It is interesting that we read here of two events in the life of Isaac and in both 
of them, he is little more than a passive participant, a pawn in the hands of others. In the former, he is 
about to become a slaughtered animal offering at his father’s hand and in the latter, his youngest son and 
his wife take advantage of his blindness and incapacity to secure his blessing. But these two events are 
included in Isaac’s memorial because they truly give the measure of the patriarch. He was not the daring 
adventurer that his father was. And he was not the father of twelve nations that his son, Israel, would be. 
Isaac is a testimony to the faith of the common man, not the hero or the leader, but the every day, plain 
old saint. In fact, there are far more Isaacs in the church of God than Abrahams and Jacobs. But it is those 
Isaacs who make the church strong and as God would have it through their quietness, submissiveness and 
humility.

Discussion 
I. Isaac’s Life
 A. The Passive Son
  1. years earlier, God had made a pact with Abraham, promising him a son who would bear the 
seed of a great nation
   a. this promise was a dream come true to aged Abraham and barren Sarah, and it came true in 
Genesis 21 when Isaac was born
   b. but now God wants to test the faith of Abraham, to make sure that it has survived the 
blessing (Genesis 22:1-14)
  2. this event is usually studied in relation to Abraham’s unwavering faith, but I have always 
recognized it also as a testament to the courage of Isaac
   a. Isaac was probably in his twenties when this happened; Abraham more than a hundred; the 
son easily could have fought off the father and fled for safety
   b. but because Isaac recognized the authority of his father and the providence of God, he 
submitted, as a lamb to the slaughter
   c. when Abraham allayed his anxiety by saying, “The Lord will provide,” Isaac believed it as 
much as his father did
  3. for this reason, Isaac became one of the first old testament types of Jesus
   a. in one discovery of Hebrew cave art, a depiction of the patriarchs shows Isaac to be the 
largest of the figures
   b. to us, his willingness to be sacrificed for the greater good foretells the coming of our 
Savior, a Son willing to die for the sake of another

 B. The Unsuspecting Husband
  1. before Abraham died, he ensured that Isaac would have a wife from among his own people
  2. Abraham sent a servant back to the old country to find a bride for the young patriarch
  3. the Genesis account never even mentions if Isaac was aware that this was going on
   a. fortunately for him, the servant chooses well, or we should say, the Lord is behind the 
selection, for beautiful Rebekah was found (Genesis 24:59-67)
   b. I don’t know how I would have reacted to being introduced to my wife this way, but Isaac 
just seems to have accepted it and done the expectedly noble thing (he loved her
  
 C. The Blind Father
  1. Isaac and Rebekah made a terrible parental mistake (they played favorites among their two 
sons, Jacob and Esau
   a. even worse, they both had different favorites (Rebekah preferred Jacob while Isaac favored 
Esau
   b. this must have only exacerbated the rivalry between the siblings who were so different in 
their characters
  2. Esau, the older, was a rough and worldly fellow, while Jacob, the younger was ambitious and 
crafty
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  3. when Isaac became old and blind, he desired to bless his older son, Esau (Genesis 27:2-35)
  4. once again, Isaac is the passive participant in history

II. Practical Lessons
 A. Submission
  1. none of us would want to be taken advantage of the way Isaac was
  2. but we can learn a lesson from his submission to a will that was higher than his
   a. Isaac recognized the will of God and refused to interfere with it, no matter what
   b. this attitude keeps us from rebelling against God and allows us to move more easily into 
the blessing he has prepared

 B. Submission to Law
  1. as Christians, we are to be submissive to the laws of the land in which we live (First Peter 
2:13-17)
   a. only a law that conflicts with a divine command could be faithfully ignored and there are 
precious few of those, thankfully
   b. but quiet submission to human law is necessary that the name of God be not blasphemed as 
inciting riot and rebellion among its adherents
  2. for this reason, we submit to tax laws that we find oppressive and confiscatory and we obey 
traffic laws that seem overly restrictive
   a. we submit to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake
   b. remember that when you are tempted

 B. Submission to God (Colossians 3:12-17)
  1. Paul reminds us that we are the elect of God, chosen according to God’s standards and 
conditions
  2. because we have set apart by the gospel for salvation, we are expected live our lives a certain 
way
   a. the list in 12-14 sounds like the life of Isaac (merciful, forbearing, humble and meek
   b. but the key is verse 13 (Isaac was a type of Jesus, whom we have as our own example of 
meekness and humility (Hebrews 5:8-9)
  3. perfect submission to God is summed up in verse 17 (whatever you do or say, make your words 
and deeds pleasing to God

 C. Submission to One Another (Ephesians 5:15-21)
  1. this passage is quite similar to the one in Colossians, but it adds something
  2. making the most of every day involves living for others as well as furthering our own 
existences
  3. we must spend each day seeking wisdom, which is the will of God
  4. and we must be willing to submit to one another
   a. in matters of opinion or conscience, we should be willing to compromise (Philippians 
2:1-4)
   b. the same person should not have to compromise every time, though (that responsibility 
should be shared
   c. if we share that burden, everyone is better off

Conclusion
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Jacob
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The list  of Jacob’s inadequacies and crimes would be an impressive one, I am afraid. He did great  wrong 
by his brother, even from the womb and earned his name, which means “supplanter” and implies a 
determined and obstinate self-reliance. In Jacob, however, we are taught a lesson on reclamation and 
second chances. God recognized a goodness deep in Jacob’s heart and directed it to serve His higher 
purpose. The greatest thing that ever happened to me was learning that in Christ, I had the prospect  of 
starting my life over. This, my friends, is the greatest gift that you can give another. We will look at the 
seminal even in Jacob’s life today and take from it a lesson on rebirth, a lesson designed to be shared with 
those outside Jesus.

Discussion 
I. Jacob’s New Beginning (Genesis 32:22-32)
 A. Wrestling With God
  1. we are painfully reminded of Jacob’s often heartless opportunism here, for husband and father 
sets his family as a human barrier between Esau and himself (cf. the phrase “women and children first” 
was never intended to send them into harm’s way)
  2. Jacob was left alone in selfish security, or so he thought
  3. as the night wore on, God, having taken the appearance of a man, began to wrestle with him
   a. Jehovah sagely permitted the self-reliant patriarch to hold his own until dawn began to 
break over more than the eastern sky
   b. just then, God stopped playing and with the slightest touch disabled the self-involved Jacob
  4. his perceived and proud independence had been dislocated forever and the dawn’s early light 
shined upon his and each man’s true and needful estate

 B. Supplicating the Lord
  1. God feigns his departure while Jacob writhes in pain and immobility, giving him the 
impression that he is to remain hobbled
  2. but Jacob has learned a lesson without even realizing it
   a. he does no longer trust in self, but has seen what the hand of God can accomplish, and 
petitions the Lord to bless him somewhat
   b. but first, he must be taught more
  3. God asks him what his name is, though he knew it already
   a. he is reminding Jacob of more than his name, but his nature
   b. Jacob is a supplanter, one who looks out for self and has no use for the feelings of others, 
nor of God above
   c. Jacob was a name aptly chosen, but now maturity and a second chance at a better life 
beckoned
   d. it was a sign of concession to tell an opponent one’s name and when Jacob uttered his, he 
was “crying uncle” to more than a wrestling adversary, but to a way of life
  
 C. Second Start
  1. with a stroke of grace, God erases the blemished name of Jacob from his tongue and calls his 
new friend, Israel, meaning “Prince with God”
  2. he asks God to reciprocate and name himself, but the Lord refuses this foolishness (Israel 
knows to whom he is speaking already
   a. he names this spot after the face of God, which image he had witnessed and praised him for 
his preservation
   b. the sun finally broke over the horizon, shedding light on a newly reborn prince and Israel 
crossed over to stand with courage instead of cowardice against Esau
   c. but he limped as he walked, a reminder of where he had been and what it had taken to 
rescue him
  3. because of his new humility and courage, he was reconciled to his brother, but more 
importantly, to God
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II. Man’s New Beginning
 A. The Old Self
  1. “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death” (Proverbs 16:25).
  2. sooner or later, each person chooses the way of sin that seems most profitable or pleasurable at 
the moment
  3. if he decides to stay that course, he will find himself on a downward slope to destruction
   a. that way is littered with sorrow, divorce, estrangement, depression and whatever else the 
devil smiles over
   b. along that way are scattered the billions of souls who made the same choice and who never 
sought a new start

 B. Born Again (John 3:1-6)
  1. Nicodemus had not the courage to admit his reliance on the Messiah, so he traveled under 
cover 
   a. like any Jew, however, he yearned to see the promised kingdom come in his lifetime
   b. Jesus goes so far as to tell him what he needs to do to see it for himself (he must be born 
again
  2. apparently that phrase was new to the Pharisee, for he wondered how a grown man could 
reenter his mother’s womb to be produced a second time
   a. Jesus said that the new birth produces a spiritual person, not a physical one
   b. it is effected by agency of water and the Spirit
  3. what is born of the sanctification of the Holy Spirit and immersion in water is a new creature, 
free of sinful blemish and ready to begin a new life dedicated the preservation of one’s own spirit

 C. Reconciliation
  1. in the word “reconciliation” is the prefix “re-” which denotes the idea of doing something 
again, or a second time
   a. hence, a revival is stoking the flames of devotion again and a reconciliation is a bringing 
back together again
   b. as Jacob was reconciled to God by humility and obedience, so are all men brought back by 
these admissions in Christ
  2. but man is not rejoined to God, as man was, but as he becomes a new creation (Second 
Corinthians 5:17-19)

 D. A New Start
  1. truly, becoming Christ’s is a new start
  2. but it requires a desire to start fresh and commit to a renewed lifestyle (Ephesians 4:17-24)
   a. that old sin-stained character is buried in baptism and from that watery grave is resurrected 
a prince or child of God, created according to God in true righteousness and holiness
   b. the new man walks with new courage for he no longer relies upon self for guidance and 
strength, but stands tall in the might of his Maker
  3. the new beginning of faith brings a peace forfeited in sin and rejected in sinfulness (Colossians 
3:5-17)
   a. it brings a new family of other reborn spirits
   b. it brings a new name, replacing sinner with saint, so that one is called a Christian, who 
before was not worthy to be called by that noble moniker

Conclusion
It  is not  the virtue of my words today that causes me to conclude with this last admonition, but  the merit 
of the gospel. This is a lesson to be shared, not  hoarded or hidden. Take the gospel promise of a second 
chance to all you know and invite them to study with you. Invite them to come and study with all of us.
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Solomon
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The Bible says that the Lord loved Solomon even from his birth (cf. Second Samuel 12:24). God 
recognized great  potential in the offspring of David and Bathsheba. His expectation was not  soon 
disappointed either, for here in First  Kings 3, we are told that  Solomon also “...loved the Lord, walking in 
the statutes of his father David except  that he sacrificed and burned incense at the high places.” That  one 
flaw was due to the fact that  the temple had not yet  been constructed and rectifying that  omission was to 
occupy much of the king’s life. In First Kings 3, God makes a remarkable offer to Solomon and his means 
of acceptance is equally remarkable. Solomon makes a choice, one that  few others would make but one 
that is necessary to a hope for salvation.

Discussion 
I. Solomon Asks For Wisdom
 A. Background (First Kings 3:4-5)
  1. after building his character from his youth, we find Solomon making a seven mile trek to 
Gibeon because it offered the highest places to make sacrifices
  2. once there, he spends a long time making a thousand burnt offerings
   a. as each of these animals was burned, the young king could sit and think about the holiness 
of God and the awful stench of sin and witness by sight, sound and smell the tenuous bridge these 
offerings constructed between man and maker
   b. and as he lay down that very evening, no doubt exhausted physically and emotionally, he 
could consider upon his pillow his own weakness and unworthiness to wear the crown and walk with God
  3. but here at Gibeon, the Lord appears to the king in a dream and offers him a single wish of his 
own discretion

 B. Solomon’s Wish (First Kings 3:6-9)
  1. he could have asked for anything and apparently received it
  2. he surely could have been selfish with his wish and sought to enrich and empower himself at 
the expense of others and his kingdom
  3. he could have prayed that fire came down from heaven to smite his enemies
  4. instead, he prays for something, that in the long run, benefits everyone with whom he would 
come in contact (wisdom
   a. he wanted wisdom to rule the people justly
   b. wisdom tends to benefit other people as much, if not more, than the one who has it
   c. it is a treasure that is more rare and valuable than gold, a pearl of great price indeed

 C. God’s Pleasure (First Kings 3:10-14)
  1. because he was selfless, Jehovah was pleased with him (cf. a lesson that will repeat itself 
dozens of times in the New Testament, being magnified most in the crucifixion of Jesus)
  2. God grants his wish and much more; the earnest pursuit of wisdom to benefit others has a 
corollary effect of blessing the wise man as well
  3. he would even grant Solomon long life if he continued to walk faithfully

 D. Solomon Awakes (First Kings 3:15)
  1. when the king awakes, he understands that he was dreaming
   a. how many times I have awakened from a wonderful dream, spent the first few hazy 
moments basking in my imagination and then come to my senses to realize it was not real
   b. Solomon, perhaps, thinks the same thing
  2. but his faithfulness is clear as he starts the day with devotion to the Lord
  3. and then he finds that the dream was real (First Kings 3:16-28)

II. Practical Application
 A. An Understanding Heart
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  1. every time the gospel is preached, it is done so with the hope that one precious soul will 
understand the urgency an sheer necessity of accepting the message and obeying the Lord
  2. but like Solomon, that hearer must listen with an understanding heart
  3. consider Lydia’s response to Paul’s preaching (Acts 16:11-15)
   a. like Cornelius before her, Lydia was a person dedicated already to seeking truth and to 
serve God
   b. and when the gospel touches her ears for the first time, it sinks deep in her heart and 
convicts her of her sin and need
   c. the Lord opened her heart to understand and obey by that precious, urgent message, and 
she submitted herself to it in faithfulness to the God she worshiped
  4. she is the type of soul who hungers and thirsts after righteousness and listens to every spiritual 
thing with an honest and open heart, discerning right from wrong, truth from error
  5. we should all have this trait, even if we are already Christians, that we might constantly make 
certain we remain in the faith

 B. The Marks of Faithful Wisdom
  1. our wisdom should grow as God told Solomon if we remain faithful
  2. and the wisdom that is truly of God is easily discerned from the so-called wisdom of the world 
that is actually compromise and pragmatism (James. 3:13-18)
   a. wisdom is knowledge applied and is exhibited in good works
   b. the pragmatic, selfish wisdom of the world is displayed in bitter envy, self-seeking, 
boasting and lying and leads to confusion and the proliferation of all evil
   c. the wisdom that Solomon prayed for and that is still available to us today is marked by 
purity, peace, gentleness, consideration of others, mercy, good fruits and is impartial
  3. modernists say that to make it in the world, you must have worldly wiles and get them before 
they get you
   a. that is not true, of course, but the important thing is that to make it in heaven, you must 
exercise nobler wisdom and give to them before they give to you
   b. the wisdom Solomon received was apparently miraculous and immediate but the same 
quality of wisdom can still be attained now by study and patience

 C. Resultant Riches
  1. Solomon was also blessed with immeasurable riches with his wisdom
  2. the Christian is promised also great wealth that accompanies wisdom, but of a kind that pales 
Solomon’s by comparison (Matthew 6:19-34)
   a. one day, all of Solomon’s treasures were worthless to him (the day he died
   b. later, all of Solomon’s wealth was stolen away by the Babylonians and the temple he spent 
more than seven years conceiving and constructing was utterly wiped off the earth
   c. but the treasure that God invites his children to lay up in heaven are supremely secure from 
any corruption
   d. there is an account which can neither be robbed nor burned
   e. what’s more God promises to watch over us and ensure that our needs are met, so that we 
be clothed as the lilies of the field, more wondrously than Solomon in all his splendor
   f. we are freed from excessive worry by seeking what God issued to the king as a condition of 
his presence (the kingdom of God and his righteousness

Conclusion
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Elijah
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
 As we continue our study through the books of Samuel and the kings, we come at last to the great 
prophet, Elijah. Elijah served God during the reign of Israel’s wicked king, Ahab and his brutal wife, 
Jezebel. The prophetic office was nearly decimated in Elijah’s lifetime by the tyranny and murder of these 
two rulers; yet, Elijah was so filled with God’s spirit that he could not  be stopped. Ahab and Jezebel were 
idolaters, serving the baals of the heathen in Samaria. Elijah was called to persuade the people to cast off 
the idiocy of idolatry and return to serving the God of heaven. Elijah and Ahab have their showdown in 
First Kings 18. In this lesson, we will see the danger of idolatry and spiritual decay and learn of the need 
to keep our own devotion strong, that error not trouble us.

Discussion 
I. The Text (Jehovah v. Baal
 A. Background
  1. Israel was yet in the midst of a three year complete drought, the one that James mentions
  2. the animals and people were starving, the brooks and rivers were being turned to ditches of 
dust and bones
  3. for this sorrow, Israel could thank their baals and their infidelity to the God of heaven
  4. Elijah has been in seclusion with a family in Zarephath, finding sustenance by God’s hand
   a. now he is prepared to return to Israel, that God might bring rain on the land and put the 
baals in their place
   b. he sends Obadiah to summon the king and Ahab meets him at last (First Kings 18:17)
   c. naturally, Ahab condemns Elijah rather than confront his own sin

 B. Elijah is Prepared for a Fight (First Kings 18:18-19)
  1. the brusque old prophet throws down the gauntlet and labels the king for his sin, idolatry and 
stumbling block
  2. then, like a confident champion, he challenges the worshipers of Baal (cf. a male idol of the 
ancient earth worshiper religion) and Asherah (cf. the mother goddess of the fertility cult) to a rumble on 
their own turf; Mount Carmel was considered the sacred peak to the baalists and here would the man of 
Jehovah overcome them or be overcome
  3. alone would Ahab stand against 850 prophets of the idols, before the king and queen and all the 
population of Israel, swaying in preference

 C. Choosing This Day (First Kings 18:20-21)
  1. as Joshua had instructed the people at Canaan, now Elijah rebukes their unfaithfulness
  2. ‘How long will you vacillate between two beliefs?’ (how long until you know in your hearts 
who is really God?
  3. the prophet commands them to make up their minds whom they are going to serve because 
Jehovah will not suffer them to serve two masters

 D. The Challenge (First Kings 18:22-24)
  1. the contest is simple (Elijah, servant of Jehovah, challenges the 450 prophets of Baal to see 
whose God can light a fire under the altar first
  2. Elijah even lets the baalists go first, just to add to the drama and effect on the audience
   a. they prepared their bull on their altar and cried out from morning until noon, “O Baal, hear 
us”
   b. when nothing happened, they began to dance about the altar, in hopes of attracting his 
attention
  3. you can imagine Elijah sitting by and snickering at their foolishness; at noon, he had had 
enough and began (First Kings 18:27-29)
   a. I will tell you that his accusation of Baal’s meditation and business was a Hebrew 
euphemism for going to the bathroom
   b. Elijah has no respect for a false god, whose servants are stealing away the hearts of Israel
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  4. Elijah now has his turn, once the baalists fail to get their god’s attention (First Kings 18:30-35)
   a. besides fighting on the baalists’ turf, he adds a further challenge to Jehovah to prove that 
his God is the only true and living one (he covers the altar and trench with water so that fire would be 
more difficult to incite
   b. without all the magic and presentation of the idolaters, he simply calls on God to reveal 
himself (First Kings 18:36-39)
   c. the fickle Israelites were convinced and confessed Jehovah as God at last and the rain came 
on the land at Elijah’s word

II. Practical Application
 A. The Danger of Keeping Idols and Temptations About
  1. all of this idolatry could have been avoided if the Israelites had possessed the strength of 
character to obey God and remove every idol from the land when they took it
  2. there is great inherent danger in keeping idols and enticements around after a decision is made 
to go in the right direction
   a. the danger is in returning to them once the going gets rough or the urge becomes strong
   b. anything that we fight hard to sacrifice or overcome is going to present itself again over 
time and make a case for apostasy
    1. the drinker who comes to the Lord must give up his bottle (not just put it down, but get 
rid of it
    2. the addict must flush his opium, marijuana and nicotine away 
    3. the lustful must dispose of his pornographic material
   c. if the alcohol, drugs or pornography are simply put in a closet, they practically shout from 
behind the door in their attempt to return; these idols must be purged!
  3. the day of conversion is the time to do this, to make the commitment and utilize the zeal of the 
moment to make a clean break and a fresh start (Matthew 18:8-9)
  4. when Paul worked miracles in Ephesus that the magicians only feigned, many people and even 
some of the illusionists turned to the Lord (Acts 19:18-19)
   a. the tools of sin have no place in the home of a Christian, not even in the closet
   b. when a saint merely puts away his idols rather than gives them up, he is declaring defeat 
for the future, because he surely intends to return to his idol when weakness overtakes him

 B. The Insult of Faltering Between Two Opinions
  1. Joshua had recognized the peril of the false deities in the land and called the people to choose 
whether they would serve Jehovah or not that day long ago
   a. now Elijah speaks to their children and recognizes the same disease of shared fidelity
   b. depending on how the wind blew that day, they decided whom to serve as God
  2. the gods of men’s imaginations do not mind sharing your devotion, for they are false and do 
not deserve any dedication anyway
   a. the devil does not mind if you set aside Sunday for God as long as he gets Saturday night; 
he knows that just a little service to him is enough to insult God and bring his rejection
   b. truly, there is a throne in your heart, whose occupant rules your emotions and thoughts and 
deeds and directs you to eternity
   c. it is your choice who sits there to a certain extent
    1. the devil is glad to take his place there, even if he has to appear in his disguises
    2. he likes to appear in benign garb, because if he showed up with a pitchfork, he would 
never do quite as well (Second Corinthians 11:14-15)
     a. to one, he appears as “irresistible” indulgence (too much fame, fortune or fun to 
resist (Ephesians 5:5-7)
     b. to another, he looks like Joseph Smith, Martin Luther or the Pope (men whose 
names we magnify instead of God’s (Second Corinthians 11:1-4)
     c. to still another, he looks like the person himself, who is looking out for number one 
in a dog-eat-dog world (James 3:14-16 )
  3. the devil doesn’t mind disguising himself as harmless if that is what it takes; God, however, 
speaks in the still small voice of a king with no true rival, for he never shares his throne with the devil 
(James 4:4-10)
   a. the shared throne we imagine actually belongs totally to the devil; God won’t share

42! Jeff S. Smith



   b. who rules your heart, God or something less (Matthew 6:24)

 C. The Power of God
  1. the power of God unto salvation is the good news about Jesus Christ, that a Savior reigns who 
can free believers from the shackles of self-imposed idolatry to serve the only true and living God (cf. 
Romans 1:16)
  2. in Elijah’s day, the flames came down and consumed the bull and the altar, even the stones and 
dust and all the water in the trench around the altar; no other response but belief would have made sense
  3. God is laboring just as powerfully in the world today to expose the devil to the light and 
remove his disguise so that all can see the troubler of spiritual Israel he really is
   a. when a baby is found murdered by his mother in a bathroom, the devil was there; when a 
drunk crashes into a family on the road and kills them, the devil was there; when a drug addicts dives off 
a roof, the devil was there
   b. but closer to home (when a Christian considers the bottle or the drug, the devil is there, 
fighting hard; when the saint weakens to indulge the flesh, the devil is at work
  4. what is the Christian to do?
   a. remember how Elijah found God’s altar, knocked over and neglected
   b. you are God’s altar now; when you find yourself feeling beaten around by the devil or if 
your spirit has been neglected, you must go to work rebuilding (Romans 12:1-2)
  5. the devil had home field advantage when he met God on Mount Carmel and he is still moving 
and shaking this world today, but the power of God residing faithfully in the breast of the smallest 
Christian can take him every day of the week

Conclusion
Do not give place to the devil; do not  give him an opening because he will exploit  it  masterfully. Work 
with your hands and mouth what is good and await the day of redemption with God sitting alone upon the 
throne of your heart.
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Joshua
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The Old Testament tells us much about  the life of Joshua. We first  learn of him as he and Caleb alone 
among the twelve spies encourage Israel to fight  the battle and conquer Canaan. Later, he becomes 
Moses’s replacement at the helm of the pilgrims and leads them to victories at  Jericho and ALate in life, 
he stands up for Jehovah and demands that the people choose immediately whom to serve and put away 
all the idols from off the land. Joshua is a model of patient, consistent faith. From the first chapter of the 
book that  bears his name, we learn of his character. We learn of it, not  from a description of it, but rather 
from a message from God about what Joshua should be. Joshua spent the rest  of his life fulfilling these 
commands. The words of chapter one can also direct  our lives and discipline them in the direction they 
should take. Listen to what God tells Joshua.

Discussion 
I. Joshua’s Way
 A. The Promised Land (Joshua. 1:1-4)
  1. since the days of Abraham, Israel had been hearing of an earthly home that Jehovah would give 
them
   a. Moses died seeking it, as did thousands of Hebrews
   b. but in Joshua’s day, the promise was to be accomplished
   c. everywhere his foot touched soil, God would make it His
  2. this promise had sustained Israel for many years, but her hope was to be deferred no longer
   a. but taking the land of promise was not going to be that simple (Joshua. 9:1-2)
   b. all the forces of idolatry and immorality came together in a pact to repel Israel and defeat 
the promises of God

 B. God’s Fellowship With Joshua (Joshua. 1:5,9)
  1. Joshua could remember himself how Moses glowed when he finished talking with Jehovah and 
all the things he could do by the Lord’s power
  2. now he is promised the exact same type of relationship (God will not leave him but will walk 
before him wherever he goes
  3. on one occasion Moses chose to leave God and claim credit for the Lord’s work and Moses 
paid dearly for his error; what would Joshua do now?
  4. this assurance of divine fellowship was limited in that day, but now, no Christian is promised a 
greater degree of God’s attention than any other

 C. Joshua’s Character (Joshua. 1:6-7)
  1. Moses had had many hard times as Israel’s leader and now Joshua was to wear his mantle
  2. this job required great strength and courage
   a. not just in fighting the inhabitants of Canaan, but in dealing with the Israelites’ weak faith 
and incessant whining
   b. and in understanding why defeat sometimes came in battle, such as at Ai
  3. God needed a smart, fearless leader to head his armies
  4. strength and courage are still attributes he looks for in his followers

 D. Meditation, Obedience, Prosperity (Joshua. 1:8)
  1. really, it is no secret (God’s word ruled his life from sunup to sundown
  2. he prospered because he obeyed what he read in it
  3. he obeyed God’s commands as God commanded and did not question them
  4. this is all the Lord demands of his saints today

II. The Christian’s Way
 A. The Christian’s Promise (Second Peter 1:1-4)
  1. the promises God has made to his saints are exceedingly great and precious (First John 2:25)
  2. they involve a new Canaan, a new Jerusalem, a new final home
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   a. we, like they, are strangers and pilgrims on earth (cf. Hebrews 11:13)
   b. we are just passing through this world that is marked for destruction and so we must steer 
clear of its corruptions (First Peter 2:9-12)
  3. but our association with God must also be active while we live here on earth

 B. God’s Fellowship With His Saints (First John 1:1-7)
  1. Jesus said that where two or three gathered together in his name, he was with them
  2. but we also know that God hears the prayers of the faithful (First Peter 3:12)
  3. no matter what might befall us, so long as we are striving to live faithfully to the will of God, 
He will never leave us nor forsake us
   a. some of Paul’s greatest heartbreaks came when his brethren deserted him
   b. John Mark left him and Barnabas in Pamphylia instead of going on to the work (cf. Acts 
15) and this destroyed Paul’s trust in him 
   c. late in life, Demas forsook him as well, having loved his present world
   d. of course, all of Jesus’s disciples forsook him when he was wrongly arrested and sent to 
Caiaphas and Pilate
  4. in this life, we will be forsaken by friends and family time and again, but God promises never 
to depart or remove his blessing from the faithful; what confidence this inspires!

 C. Strong, Courageous Christians (First Peter 3:13-18)
  1. strength is primarily an emotional thing, the mental ability to stare down any challenge to one’s 
faith and overcome a roaring lion of deception and temptation (Colossians 1:9-14)
  2. the spirit of faith is not cowardly (Second Timothy 1:7 (courage then is three-fold (power, love 
and sound mind
   a. the power is from God and the strength of his word, providence and ear
   b. love is our devotion to God and our compassion for the souls of others that compels us to 
reprove, rebuke and exhort
   c. a sound mind examines the message of God and applies it practically and without bias

 D. The Secret of Spiritual Success (Second Peter 1:5-12)
  1. diligently meditate on the word of God
  2. diligently put it into practice and live after Christ
  3. then will you prosper eternally as your treasure in heaven is opened wide to you
  4. every wall the devil builds between you and heaven will crumble; every mighty stronghold and 
weapon of his choice will be futile

Conclusion
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Gideon
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The book of Judges has long been known as a concise example of the way in which man and the world at 
large seek God, receive His blessing, and then summarily express ingratitude by pursuing the intoxicant 
of excess and iniquity from the world. The reign of Gideon, the fifth of the judges, displays one such 
period in the cycle and teaches us today how to break it.

Discussion 
I. Background on the Judges Period
 A. Vital Historical Link
  1. the judges period is the link between the expeditionary leadership of Moses and Joshua and the 
royal leadership of Saul and the subsequent monarchs
  2. in this time, Israel becomes more of a nation than the loose confederation of a dozen tribes 
which she had been
  3. it was written some time after its events during the reign of the kings (cf. 17:6, 18:1, 21:25)

 B. Who Were The Judges?
  1. their title is misleading for they were less jurists than martial princes
  2. they were led by the Spirit in the decisions they made and the battles they entered
  3. the judges were deliverers, snatching Israel from oppression and submission

 C. Five Part Cycle of Sin
  1. all is well with the people and God is viewed as unnecessary; luxury and security breed 
complacency and excess
  2. since man leaves God out of his life, God obliges and exits as well; abandoned to her own 
ways, Israel is attacked and subdued by Moab, Ammon, Philistia and Midian
  3. having plummeted from wealth to poverty, she admits her error and turns back to God, asking 
forgiveness
  4. each time, God does forgive Israel and anoints a judge to deliver her, making it clear that He is 
truly her deliverer and not the judge
  5. all returns to normal for Israel; wealth and prosperity are renewed; the resurgent generation 
grows old and passes and is replaced by a generation that does not know suffering or sacrifice and so 
turns to luxury, excess and sin and ultimately turns God out

II. Cycle Illustrated in Gideon’s Reign
 A. Prosperity Crumbles Into Poverty
  1. for the fourth time already, Israel had been delivered from an oppressor by a judge
  2. Deborah this time (Judges 4:23-24, 5:31)

 B. Abandoned to Wallow in Excess
  1. the very next verse shows that forty years of freedom made Israel lax (Judges 6:1-4)
   a. Midian ruled Israel for seven years and stole away her riches
   b. the children of Israel were forced to live in caves and animal dens
   c. her food was destroyed or stolen and nothing was left
   d. God’s nation was desolated because she would not seek her Father
  2. eventually, she reaches such a depth of servitude that she does something about it

 C. Repentance
  1. we see and hear her cries (Judges 6:6-10)
  2. Jehovah is a God of love and loyalty to his subjects
  3. He stands ready to receive them back and is always ready with a sermon of repentance and 
correction when the people are prepared to hear it and act upon it
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 D. Deliverer Appointed
  1. when God saves man, it must always be to His glory and not the man’s
  2. God chooses Gideon, an unknown until now (Judges 6:11-16)
  3. God leads his new servant to take a stand and declare his loyalty (Judges 6:25-32)
   a. Gideon challenges Baal by tearing down its altar
   b. his father then challenges Baal to punish Gideon himself if he is really deity
  4. the new judge is still unconfident and so God proves Himself again to Gideon with the fleece 
(cf. Judges 6:33-40)
  5. finally, he is ready to battle the enemy, but his own army is deemed too large by God
   a. his 32,000 were small compared to the swarm of locusts allied against him (cf. 7:12)
   b. but God was determined that the people know who won the battle for them and so he 
eliminated some of Gideon’s company
    1. first, the cowards were sent home (22,000 fled at the first invitation (Judges 7:3)
    2. with only 10,000 left, God deemed them still too numerous, so the careless were 
excused (Judges 7:4-6; these stopped watching long enough to look at the water (Judges 7:7)
  6. the 300, really the Lord, triumphed (Judges 7:19-25)

 E. Peace, Passage, Poverty
  1. with peace and prosperity restored, Israel served her ultimate deliverer, Jehovah
  2. time passes and Gideon and his generation grow old and die
  3. Israel turns back to Baal (Judges 8:29-35)
  4. the cycle has run its course and begins again as it did before Gideon and will after

III. Escaping the Cycle Today
 A. Man Without God is Impotent
  1. like unlearned children, time and again the children of Israel had to find a deliverer to rescue 
them from the consequences of their sins
   a. they were not stupid, but ignorant and undisciplined by cruel but instructive history
   b. their fathers and mothers walked a path of destruction and the children ignored their fate 
and trod the same rebellious path
  2. those who do not know their history are doomed to repeat it (like a recurring nightmare, Israel 
cycled through doom again and again
   a. when man turns from God, he is as helpless as an invalid
   b. when man turns to God, he accepts God’s power and can be saved (Romans 7:24-8:2)
  
 B. Mixing Up Religions Leaves You Just Mixed Up
  1. the larger battle the judges fought but could not win for long was with the false religions of the 
world that Israel was intent upon mixing into worship of Jehovah
   a. the idolatrous religions did not mind but Jehovah is a jealous God and would not share the 
hearts of his people with a dumb piece of gold or wood
   b. the Canaanite’s religion should have been eliminated when Joshua’s armies took the 
promised land but they lacked the courage to do it; that failure would haunt Israel until the infection 
wasted the whole body and God cast it off
  2. God is no less jealous today and demands his people renounce loyalties to their Baals
   a. we must recognize that a little influence can rot our whole religion (First Corinthians 5:6-8)
    1. sin and falsehood and manmade doctrine are leavens that will rot the whole lump if we 
have part with them
    2. God demands that we serve him with both sincerity and truth (cf. doesn’t matter how 
sincere you are if your are sincerely wrong; doesn’t matter how right you are if you really don’t care and 
are just playing a part)
   b. saints must be set apart (Second Corinthians 6:14-18)
    1. evil influence and affiliation with evil works will influence you eventually
    2. it will be gradual, perhaps unnoticeable, but deadly at last (First John 2:15-17)
    3. this includes the pomp of the Catholic church and the socialism of the Protestants

 C. Sanctification Breaks The Cycle of Apostasy
  1. when we are sanctified, we escape that deadly and hypocritical cycle of sin
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  2. set apart from (the world; set apart to (God

Conclusion
We can break the cycle of sin if we will make up our minds to look to our Deliverer, who came out of 
Zion (cf. Romans 11:26) and look nowhere else, even after we are delivered from sin and conveyed into 
his kingdom. We will desire to avoid sin and serve God only.
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Hezekiah
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
King Hezekiah is a perplexing, yet  loyal character in the reign of the Davidic kings over Judah. He is the 
next-to-last good ruler that  the nation had before its demise following Josiah’s ill-fated reforms a century 
later. Three events in his life stand out to us and we will study them today (his purge of the idols in Judah, 
his near-fatal illness and his foolish decision to show off his wealth.

Discussion 
I. Hezekiah’s Administration
 A. Hezekiah’s Purge
  1. Hezekiah was 25 when he took the throne and had 29 years of reining to anticipate
  2. he was one of the very few loyal kings in Judah’s history, who did right in God’s sight and 
according to David’s example
  3. during his administration, Hezekiah sought to reform the nation by purging her idols and 
freeing her of oppressors (Second Kings 18:4-8)
   a. he had more luck with Assyria than with the idols, as Sennacherib was killed by his sons 
after 185,000 Assyrian soldiers perished by the hand of God at the gate of Jerusalem (cf. 19:35)
   b. Judah could never completely purify herself from idolatry

 B. Hezekiah Turns Back Time (Second Kings 20:1-11)
  1. Hezekiah displays the weakness of his era, that fear of death that causes a man to cling to life at 
all expense; a lack of confidence in what awaits following death
  2. God hears the king’s prayer and heals him and works a miracle to signify that his health would 
return to him (he literally turns back time on the sundial to symbolize the added years to Hezekiah’s life

 C. Shortsighted Pride (Second Kings 20:12-19)
  1. the king played like a foolish gambler and revealed all his cards at once for the adversary to see 
(the Babylonians would so covet Judah’s wealth that nothing would stop them from taking it all
  2. upon getting this horrendous news and punishment for his proud display, Hezekiah replies, 
‘Whatever, but will there still be peace in my days?’
  3. as long as the tragedy will come after his death, he doesn’t care
  4. indeed, the shortsightedness became characteristic of his own son who led the nation to its 
ultimate demise by resurrecting its idolatry
  5. what lessons can we learn from Hezekiah?

II. Practical Applications
 A. Purge Out The Old Leaven
  1. Hezekiah’s heart was in the right place; he wanted to get rid of every offense in Judah
  2. when you truly hate sin, especially your own sin, you will desire to eradicate every trace of it
  3. Jesus sacrificed his own life that we might purge ourselves of sin (Hebrews 9:11-15, 22)
   a. he did not die that we could continue in sin without fear, but cleanse ourselves of iniquity
   b. Christianity is not a “come as you are, stay as you are” religion, despite the attitude of so 
many churches and preachers today
  4. we must purge out the old leaven of sin, the signs of spiritual cancer in our souls to be a useful 
servant to our savior (Second Timothy 2:20-22)
  
 B. Turn Back Time
  1. Hezekiah prayed for and received an extra 15 years of life, more than a quarter of his life span 
was borrowed time
  2. he had the added gift or curse of knowing exactly how much time he had to live
  3. I think we would all live our lives differently if we knew how much time we had left
   a. those with many years would be tempted to grow complacent and sin freely with the 
misguided assurance of the last day of life in which to repent 
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   b. those with little would be moved to live every moment to the fullest and make the most of 
each day in service to his loved ones and his God
  4. why not just assume that we are all living on borrowed time? (Ephesians 5:15-17)
   a. if this were your last day on earth, how would you spend it?
   b. if you are not a Christian, what would you do if told you would meet the judge in exactly 
one hour?
  5. too many of our good intentions never get beyond the drawing board, because of the curse of 
being “assured” of tomorrows (Second Corinthians 5:20-6:2 and James 4:13-17)

 C. Shortsighted Pride
  1. Hezekiah delighted in showing off his wealth to the king of Babylon, never considering that all 
these pagan nations became aggressors sooner of later
  2. he was shortsighted to the point of national suicide
  3. sometimes we find ourselves spiritually very shortsighted, when we allow ourselves to drift 
back into sin, dishonoring the blood of Jesus (Second Peter 1:5-9)
  4. it takes impeccable spiritual vision to see beyond the distractions and illusions of the near and 
now to the reality and glory of the far and future (Second Corinthians 4:13-5:4)

Conclusion
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Samson
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
One of the most romantic and human characters of the Old Testament  is Samson. Like Homer’s 
Odysseus, we read of Samson being built up, but the end of his tale is marred by sin and tragedy. What 
lessons can we learn from Samson? The fuller the cup, the more easily is it  to spill the contents. That  is, 
the more we are blessed, the greater our responsibility. Samson was fatally flawed by worldliness and 
though he accomplished great  things in the scheme of God’s intentions for Israel, he was little better than 
Pharaoh or Nebuchadnezzar. It  is only at  his life’s end that Samson’s vow to God takes on true meaning 
for him. Samson’s character is a lesson to us about  flirtation with sin, the penalty of unfaithfulness and the 
true power of God.

Discussion
I. The Text (cf. Judges 16)
 A. Samson’s Flirtation (Judges 16:1-14)
  1. Samson had been raised to fulfill the Nazirite vow, a consecration to God’s service, made even 
more special in that Samson was to begin to set the Hebrews free from Philistine oppression (cf. Judges 
13:5)
  2. like all the other judges before him, Samson was primarily a military leader, charged with 
delivering Israel from bondage
   a. he was not chosen for his great piety or awesome intellect, but his physical prowess
   b. his faith does not even reach maturity until his bitter end
  3. much of his life is spent flitting from one woman to the next, often dallying with prostitutes to 
celebrate his conquests on the battlefield
   a. in the Valley of Sorek, he meets a femme fatale named Delilah who sells Samson’s 
affection to the Philistines in return for silver
   b. her task is to find the source of his superhuman strength that he might be subdued
   c. Samson has no real feelings for her and so lies to her three times, flirting with what he 
considered to be a minor threat
   d. though he knows she is conspiring to destroy him, he never bothers to object or leave
   e. of course, he did manage to get his long hair done up in the process
  4. Samson’s spiritual immaturity led him to flirt with sin and temptation, not taking seriously the 
threat of enticement and the soul’s great peril by sin

 B. Penalty For Unfaithfulness (Judges 16:15-21)
  1. with silver in her eyes, Delilah continued to pester Samson about the source of his strength 
until he finally confessed that his vow to God as a Nazirite was it
  2. she knew him well enough by now to recognize the rare occasion in which he would tell the 
truth and summoned her employers to come and take him
  3. with her own scissors, she removed his hair and his faithfulness to God
   a. God departed from him because Samson broke his vow vicariously through revealing it to 
an enemy
   b. when the Philistines arrived, Samson leapt up to defend himself and then realized he was 
weakened by God’s absence
   c. the mightiest man prior to Goliath had been felled and by a conniving woman, reduced to 
chains and slavery
  4. Samson is paying the price for spiritual infidelity (his vision blinded and his hands enslaved to 
the service of the adversary

 C. The True Power of God (Judges 16:22-31)
  1. Samson became a joke to the Philistines (the strongest man in Israel is our clown now
  2. his sin brought all Israel low and gave the pagans cause to praise their idols
  3. but Samson’s hair was beginning to grow again and with its return came a new understanding 
of the power of God and the importance of a vow
   a. in one last gasp, Samson acknowledges his Maker and prays for his help
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   b. in one fell swoop, he takes out a huge part of the Philistine population, by faith
  4. Samson’s spiritual maturity came when he could recognize a higher power than himself and 
that he was subject to God’s mandates; his blindness was figuratively healed as his strength returned 
when he called on God

II. Practical Applications
 A. Flirting With Sin
  1. most children are fascinated by fire; that is why we warn axiomatically about playing with 
matches
   a. we understand that fire possesses destructive capabilities, but the awesome power and edgy 
danger of fire entice us to flirt with it just a bit
   b. we like to run our fingers through a flame, tempting it to singe the flesh a little
  2. when we reach adolescence, we find that sin holds the same appeal and we begin a similar 
relationship with her
   a. while not jumping bodily into her arms, we commence a flirtation and hope she will wink 
back; we are not looking for spiritual adultery, just a little fling
   b. enticement becomes the bait on the devil’s fishing pole that lures us close so that he can 
reel us in
  3. perhaps that is why God is so adamant that we steer wide and clear of temptation
   a. Paul quotes a Greek poet in First Corinthians 15:33: “Evil company corrupts good habits.”
   b. but how we love to flirt with danger and dare the devil to make his move
   c. we see him as a pussy cat when in fact, he is a roaring lion seeking our souls to devour (cf. 
First Peter 5:8) (Second Corinthians 11:14-15)
   d. we become willing participants in the deception, agreeing to the fantasy that the devil purrs 
but never bites
  4. consider some examples of flirting with temptation
   a. hanging out with people who drink, do drugs or fornicate but asserting that you will not be 
influenced or pressured to join in (Second Corinthians 6:14-7:1)
   b. attending immoral forms of entertainment with the pretense that you will avert your eyes 
and ears every time something objectionable appears (Job 31:1)
   c. engaging in heavy petting before marriage or attending dances with the promise that 
nothing will happen
   d. going to places where sin is the prime objective and pretending that you are there for 
another reason (cf. e.g. bars and nightclubs)
  5. the worst mistake we can make is to see how close we can get to sin; instead, we should stay as 
far away as possible
   a. if you have ever seen a burn victim, scarred by his own carelessness, you have seen a 
figure of a person burned and scarred after flirting with temptation
   b. we can commend the weak brethren in Rome for at least erring on the side of safety in 
turning away from things they thought could be sinful (Romans 14:23)

 B. Unfaithfulness Renews Slavery
  1. Samson’s betrayal of his vow landed him in slavery to his most hated enemy, the 
Philistines
  2. our unfaithfulness to God lands us in the hand of our great adversary, the devil (Second Peter 
2:18-19 and Galatians 4:1-7)
  3. it is not so amazing that almost every sinful thing has an addictive nature to it, an intangible 
quality that plants a seed in a sinner’s heart to remind him of iniquity’s forbidden pleasure and entice him 
to return once more
  4. it is paradoxical and ironic that many consider rebellion to be a mark of strength when 
rebellion includes addictions and shortcomings that a person is too weak or ignorant to overcome
   a. sin is shortsightedness and blindness, an impairment of discernment
   b. sin is license, not liberty and ultimately is enslavement to the eternal enemy of mankind
  5. putting the manacles of sin back upon your hands and feet brings harsh judgment (cf. First 
Peter 2:20-22)

54! Jeff S. Smith



 C. The True Power of God
  1. the faith of Jesus Christ is a system based on strength and liberty (people with the wisdom and 
resolve to beat their problems and live after perfection (Ephesians 3:14-21)
  2. the wisdom of God conflicts with the wisdom of man
   a. Darwinism puts all the intellect and strength in man’s breast and denies a Creator
   b. it claims that all morality and virtue are artificial and that the muscles and human wisdom 
will make one excel
  3. by contrast the wisdom of God elevates the meek and the humble to glory (First Corinthians 
1:18-30)

Conclusion
As the gospel invitation is extended, you stand between two pillars, erected by Satan, and encompassing 
you with bondage and doubt. You can shake free of them by obeying from the heart that form of doctrine 
which will save you. Indeed you will die (not like Samson, though. Your old man and his ways will be 
buried in the rubble to give life to the new man of hope and peace.
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Wise Servants of God: Noah
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
As we begin this series of lessons on the wise servants of God, our first subject  this evening presents us 
with an important principle that  will be evident throughout  the series. God's approval and selection of 
these servants was far from arbitrary; they were men of high character and accomplishment, examples 
unto every generation of Bible-lover. Hebrews 11:7 says about Noah ("By faith Noah, being divinely 
warned of things not yet  seen, moved with godly fear, prepared an ark for the saving of his household, by 
which he condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness which is according to faith." 
Thousands of years after the time of Noah, he is remembered as an example of wise service because he 
was such a lone voice of salvation among the dying. Today's Christian is thrust  into a world in which most 
are rushing headlong toward condemnation and he or she cries out as a rare voice of reason and 
righteousness.

Discussion
I. Wisdom in Finding God's Grace (Genesis 6:1-8)
 A. Godly Fear
  1. Noah lived in a place that rivaled Sodom for its immorality and in a time that matches our own 
in incivility
   a. so few years since the creation of man and already Adam's and Eve's error in the garden 
has thoroughly corrupted mankind
   b. God had made man and called his work "good," but with knowledge of good and evil 
spreading by the generation, both men and women were seeking out every available sinful device
   c. the Eden utopia had been closed to man and instead of longing to return, man was driving 
in the opposite direction entirely
  2. the accusations of verses 5 and 6 are generalizations, indicting the majority of mankind with 
being satisfied by sin and antipathetic toward old-fashioned holiness
  3. finally, God was openly sorry that he had even made man and prepared to cleanse the planet 
altogether, except, that in the face of overwhelming destruction, one man stood apart
  4. Noah found grace in God's eyes and was marked out for something other than destruction
   a. it was not that Noah had earned grace, for grace is "unmerited favor" and thus, by 
definition cannot be earned (cf. Romans 4:5)
   b. yet, even though he sinned, Noah was different in character from the rest of the world 
(Genesis 6:9)
    1. he was a just man, in an age in which every man looked out for number one and 
trampled on the rights of the powerless
    2. he was a blameless man, in that he identified his shortcomings, made correction, strove 
to do better and constantly found himself thrown on God's mercy
    3. he walked with God, seeking to know and to do his will

 B. Finding Grace
  1. as good a man as Noah was, we know that he was not sinlessly perfect, for "all men sin and fall 
short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23) and that the wages of such sin is death (cf. Romans 6:23)
  2. for this reason, Noah had earned no better fate than the rest of mankind and yet he found God's 
grace because his character was different, his attitude was penitent
  3. I am not sure that Noah could have known enough about God's grace to have been seeking it 
actively, but he found it on purpose nonetheless
   a. today, we are blessed to have the message of grace around us every day, but the standard of 
Noah's day has not changed all that much–the majority is still bound for eternal loss, while a precious 
remnant will actually enter through the narrow gate, walk the strait way and find God's grace (cf. 
Matthew 7:13-14)
   b. what sets apart the saved from the lost?
    1. it is not sinless perfection, for all mature and accountable individuals eventually sin
    2. it is not any partiality on the part of God, for God is no respecter of persons and desires 
that all be saved
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    3. it is not that some earn God's favor, for the first sin that anyone commits makes it 
forever impossible that he can be inherently perfect before God and worthy anything better than eternal 
death on his own
    4. it is the walk with God, in heart and conversation, that sets apart the saved from the 
lost

 C. Walking With God
  1. having a hungry heart (cf. Matthew 5:6)
  2. seeking out God's will (Ephesians 5:8-10)
  3. doing it, no matter what (Colossians 3:17)
  4. practicing pure and undefiled religion which keeps one unspotted from the world (cf. James 
1:27) by living holy (cf. First Peter 1:16) and purifying oneself through constant repentance (cf. First John 
1:9, 3:3)
  5. appealing for a good conscience (First Peter 3:18-22)

II. Wisdom In Doing All By God's Word (Genesis 6:13-15a, 22)
 A. Submissiveness
  1. the Hebrew writer inducts Noah into the hall of faith with these words upon his plaque (faith, 
godly fear and heir of righteousness
  2. Noah certainly had no interest in nullifying God's grace and the submissive exercise of his faith 
certainly did not threaten God's unmerited favor upon him as the clouds gathered above the ancient world
   a. moved with godly fear and a timely forewarning, Noah constructed the ark exactly as God 
drew it up in the blueprints
   b. was there any temptation to do some things differently?
    1. we shall never know for certain, but Noah's character gives us no reason for suspicion
    2. a man who walks with God and who covets his favor is an unlikely candidate for 
amending the word of God
  3. we are sometimes misled that law and love are incompatible and that the Old Testament is a 
heartless code while the New Testament is a simple love letter
   a. both understandings are false, for God never accepted insincere, ritualistic worship under 
the Old Testament and he does not accept zeal without knowledge, spirit without truth under the New 
either
   b. Paul tells us that love is the fulfillment of the law–wisdom mandates that if we obey all of 
God's will, we cannot help but show perfect love to God and our fellow man
  4. Harry Rice used to write the word "Obey" on the black board with the implication that this 
message settled every argument and controversy over how elastic God's word could be made
   a. walking with God requires you to let him lead (Matthew 7:21-27)
   b. we must be doers of the word and not hearers only, deceiving ourselves, for faith without 
works is dead, and whatever is not of faith is sin

 B. Authority
  1. the Bible says that all authority has been vested in Christ in this kingdom age, that his body, the 
church, must be directed by its head, its sole lawgiver (cf. James 4:12)
  2. was Noah being legalistic or ritualistic or self-righteous when he did all according to God's 
blueprint?
   a. no, we count him blessed who obeyed, an example to Christians and their shepherds today 
who must make decisions about the work of the church in a changing world, in which the religions of 
men are wholly given over to the social gospel and self-help psychobabble humanism
   b. Noah found divine authority for his project in three ways (the direct command to build a 
300 cubit long boat, the necessary inference that using gopher wood allowed him to chop down gopher 
wood trees and the approved example regarding what food he could take on the craft with him to eat
   c. likewise will we discover divine authority today by seeking from our New Testaments 
direct commands, approved examples and necessary inferences
  3. walking with God means respecting his authority, speaking only as his oracles and not going 
beyond that which is written, for his word endures forever (cf. First Peter 4:11, Second John 9 and First 
Peter 1:25)
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   a. amending his moral codes because societal standards are decaying is a removal of the 
ancient landmark, an insult to the giver of grace
   b. altering the mission of the church just to keep up with the sects is an Abrahamic attempt to 
help God out when we lose faith that his law can achieve his objectives

III. Wisdom Is Not In Laurel-Resting (Genesis 9:20-21)
 A. After All That
  1. after so much good is said about Noah, he plants a vineyard, stomps some grapes, ferments the 
juice and drinks enough of it to lose his sobriety and make himself vulnerable to the devil
  2. the message is that the devil never gives up, that although our faithfulness will cause him to 
flee today, he will return to seek another opportunity tomorrow (cf. James 4:8)

 B. No Rest for The Weary
  1. aging Christians are vulnerable to complacency, as are those who feel they have already proven 
their faithfulness to their own satisfaction
  2. we give place and opportunity to the devil when we get settled on our lees, resting on past 
laurels
   a. when we think we know enough, we start to study less and thus learn less and forget more
   b. when we think we have done enough, we start to do less and lose more
   c. when we think that we have overcome sin enough, we indulge our temptations a little at 
first and then a little more
  3. the godly fear that made us like Noah, submissive and penitent, is swallowed up by 
complacency and destroyed by the adversary
  4. wisdom demands that we never grow weary in doing good, for we shall reap in due season only 
if we do not lose heart (cf. Galatians 6:9)

Conclusion
The wisdom of Noah is expressed in his faithful submissiveness. We follow it when we assemble the 
planks of belief, cover it with the pitch of repentance, hammer the nails of confession, board the ark of 
baptism and sail the voyage of faithful living unto death.
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Wise Servants of God: Moses
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
This second installment  of our series of lessons on the wise servants of God focuses upon Moses, the man 
who became the voice of Israel and the conscience of a pilgrim nation at odds with itself. [Read Hebrews 
11:23-29.] We see great  wisdom in Moses as he chooses to look beyond immediate pleasures to see God's 
plan for him and its less tangible, but more lasting rewards. His courage in the face of adversity and 
persecution is also evidence of wisdom, a wise trust  that God was with him as long as he was submissive. 
And surely we can see great wisdom in his leadership, an example for parents, preachers, elders and 
teachers who have influence over young minds today.

Discussion
I. Wisdom in Farsightedness
 A. A Charge To Keep
  1. the story of Moses actually begins in the book of Genesis, as a great drought afflicts the 
homeland of the patriarchs, forcing them to move to Egypt to find sustenance
   a. when they arrive, Joseph has the ear of the Pharaoh and makes their stay a happy one, but 
they stay long enough to outlive that Pharaoh and multiply in the land, so that succeeding generations 
began to fear they would try to take over
   b. this bigotry led the new Pharaoh to enslave the Hebrews and set them at hard labor; their 
cries came up to God, who decided it was time to redeem them from bondage and start them on their 
journey to the land he promised to Abraham
  2. the Lord also recognized that he would need to delegate leadership of this flight to a 
trustworthy man on Earth, someone who could have the ear of the new Pharaoh and the faith of the 
Hebrew people
   a. Moses was born to be just such a man, but at a time in which Hebrew boys drew their first 
breaths under a death warrant from the Pharaoh who decreed their extermination (Exodus 2:1-10)
   b. Moses established himself as a familiar face in the Egyptian court, a surviving Hebrew 
with a charge to keep (Exodus 3:1-10)
  3. the Hebrew writer reminds us that, although Moses was chosen for this great task, he had the 
ability to refuse
   a. it appears he tried to talk God into finding someone else, coming up with all sorts of 
excuses, but God knew better
   b. Hebrews 11 tells us that he refused any longer to be known as Pharaoh's grandson, 
choosing instead to suffer affliction with the people of God rather than enjoying the passing pleasures of 
sin

 B. Servants of God Are Farsighted
  1. the devil is expert at making the pleasures of sin seem almost irresistible and justifiable and 
diminishing the hope of heaven with the hammer of time
  2. it takes a special person to forgo immediate gratification of his basest impulses because he is 
waiting and looking for something better (Second Corinthians 4:16-5:7)
   a. we can imagine Moses and his band of Hebrews making that trek from Egypt to Canaan, 
taking a detour around the Philistines before complaining their way into 40 years of mandatory wandering 
in a wilderness
   b. while so many others are falling along the way, Moses and a few others have that image of 
Canaan so etched upon their minds that nothing is strong enough to distract them
  3. there is evidence in our lives that would show we have this wisdom of farsightedness
   a. where is your treasure? (Matthew 6:19-21)
   b. what sort of inheritance thrills your soul? (First Peter 1:3-5)
   c. how comfortable are you in a place of corruption (First Peter 2:9-12)
   d. knowing that heaven is a realm of endless worship service, how well are you preparing 
yourself whenever the saints assemble today?
   e. does heaven mean to you what Canaan meant to Moses?
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 C. The Pleasures of Sin Are Passing
  1. in Pharaoh's court, Moses could have enjoyed all the libation and licentiousness he could 
handle, but he made the same decision that we all must make when we choose to cast off the works of 
darkness and put on Christ and the armor of light (cf. Romans 13:11-14)
  2. every indulgence of the impulses of the flesh brings only temporary gratification, which 
quickly fades and leaves behind only remorse in its wake, at least until your heart hardens completely 
against righteousness
  3. this age is perilous in that men have become lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God (cf. 
Second Timothy 3:4), for whom hope deferred has made their hearts sick
   a. the joys of inebriation last but a moment compared to the harm done to family, mind, body 
and eternity
   b. the joys of fornication last but a moment compared to the anguish of an unwanted 
pregnancy, a ruined reputation and forfeiting the grace of God
   c. the joys of gossip last but a moment compared to the division sown in the church, harm 
done to brother and influence and the insult against the Holy Spirit
  4. yet the devil deceives us into thinking that one time won't hurt or that no one will ever know, 
but God knows
   a. as Moses was called to lead Israel, we have been called to follow and as Christians, have 
taken up that charge
   b. should we take our hands off the plow and look back to the Egypt of our sinful life, we fail 
that charge and make ourselves useless to the God of heaven who called us and sanctified us

II. Wisdom In Courage
 A. Overcoming Self-Doubt
  1. when God called Moses, the man doubted that he was really able to do such a great work
   a. he first expresses fear that no one would believe he met God in a burning bush
   b. then he says he is afraid that no one would listen to him
   c. then he claims that he lacks enough eloquence to inspire the people
   d. finally, with all those doubts answered, he begs God still to find somebody else (Exodus 
4:14-17)
  2. as Isaiah answered God, "Here am I, send me," Moses answers, "Here am I, send somebody 
else!
   a. he is like the man from the parable who tells his father he will not go and do something, 
but repents and does after all
   b. despite his slow start, Moses overcomes all his shortcomings, real and imagined and leads 
his people
  3. some churches are plagued by the self-doubt of their members
   a. there is no one to teach Bible classes or fill in at the pulpit, for everyone is afraid that he is 
not eloquent enough or that no one will listen
   b. there is no one to do personal work for everyone is afraid that no one will believe they are 
really carrying the word of God
   c. even when every doubt is answered, many can be heard to exclaim, "Here am I, send 
someone else."
   d. but if everybody expects somebody else to get things done, nothing will ever be 
accomplished

 B. No Spirit of Fear
  1. Moses was given the unenviable task of confronting Pharaoh with God's demand to let his 
people go, knowing ahead of time that the man would not
  2. with the power of God behind him, Moses confronts Pharaoh, succeeds in freeing the Hebrews 
on the Passover night and leads them to the shores of the Red Sea
   a. to the Egyptians, the sight of that great body of water impeding their slaves' escape was the 
end game
   b. to Moses it was providence delivered, as he lifted his arms and parted the Sea to allow 
Israel to continue and their pursuers to be drowned
  3. what kind of man does it take to have such faith, take such risks and exhibit complete mastery 
over doubt?
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  4. it takes a person determined that his faith will move the mountains of persecution and 
overcome a world of temptation (Second Timothy 1:7)
   a. God has sealed us as his people and he knows those who are his (cf. Second Timothy 2:19); 
he has put a difference between Israel and Egypt
   b. what is there to fear? (Romans 8:31-39)

III. Wisdom In Leadership
 A. Dealing With Complaints
  1. almost before the spray of the Red Sea dried from their hair, the Hebrews started complaining 
about their conditions (Exodus 16:2-3)
  2. quite clearly, you take Israel out of Egypt, but you can't always take the Egypt out of Israel
   a. these people were literally begging to give up the pilgrimage toward Canaan that they 
might return to slavery
   b. we were slaves to sin but were redeemed by that form of doctrine called the gospel; we 
cannot become entangled again in the devil's web, nostalgic about that buried old man's lifestyle, and drift 
back into our former ways without turning ourselves over to the devil all over again (cf. Romans 6:16-19)
  3. here is where leadership and influence play such an important role
   a. elders must feed the flock with manna from heaven–effective Bible classes and book, 
chapter and verse preaching and offering themselves whenever and however needed
   b. class teachers must make it plain and be good examples
   c. preachers give the flock what it needs, not always what it wants
  
 B. Dealing With Sin In The Camp
  1. Moses was over and over again forced to deal with sin in his camp–they made a molten calf, 
they committed adultery, they threatened his authority
  2. today, God has delegated oversight of local churches to the elders, who must not only feed the 
flock, but also be watchful over it and chasten it when necessary
   a. provide preaching that has rebuke as well as exhortation
   b. treat everyone fairly and maintain the church's purity impartially

 C. Dealing With Personal Failure
  1. with so much wisdom, like Noah, Moses failed on one famous occasion; he took credit for a 
great miracle and left none for God
  2. Moses was punished harshly, in that his only glimpse of heaven was from the other side of the 
river; he died before he could enter it
  3. Moses knew this would be his fate some time before he reached Canaan, but he did not quit
   a. we will all have to deal with some personal failure in our lives, even those of us who are 
elders, preachers and teachers
   b. will we curl up in a ball and quit or fight on?
   c. our Canaan is still accessible if it means that much to us

Conclusion
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Wise Servants of God: Joshua
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Joshua is truly one of God's wisest servants. He emerges from the shadow of Moses, a larger than life 
character who led Israel from captivity to the promised land, and seals the deal by crossing the Jordan into 
Canaan. His leadership in the battles of Jericho and Ai cannot be overestimated; he shows a godly 
intolerance of sin and compromise. It is events in his early life and late life, however, that command our 
interest this evening. While an assistant to Moses, he is deployed as one of twelve spies in the 
unconquered land of Canaan, and comes back with a challenging report. Years later, as his life draws to a 
close, he makes his last stand among his own people, demanding that they choose one God to serve. We 
see wisdom to be emulated in Joshua's indomitable faith and dedication to the Lord.

Discussion
I. Wisdom in Accepting Challenges With Trust
 A. Twelve Spies
  1. as the rejuvenated nation of Israel approached the promised land, God had Moses send twelve 
spies into the land secretly to estimate their battle needs
   a. there should never have been a question about the prospect for victory, for this people had 
overwhelmed a Pharaoh and marched through a parted sea
   b. the purpose of the spies was to determine how to win, not if they could or not
  2. Joshua of Benjamin and Caleb of Issachar joined the representatives of the ten other tribes on 
the mission (Numbers 13:17-20)
   a. the spies spent forty days reconnoitering the land, collecting specimens and intelligence 
(Numbers 13:26-29)
   b. those were the facts, which God wanted Moses to have so that he could allot his armies 
properly, but strong men like Joshua and Caleb were taking for granted what perspective Israel would 
make on those facts (Numbers 13:30-33)
   c. where Joshua and Caleb saw an opportunity for God to prove his invincibility and care for 
Israel, the majority of the spies saw a Red Sea that could not be parted, a Pharaoh that could not be 
plagued, at last a challenge stronger than Jehovah
  3. the plaintive population found weakness in numbers and wished aloud to be dead in Egypt 
rather than alive on Canaan's border (Numbers 14:6-10)
   a. for most of Israel, all of its adult population save for Joshua and Caleb, their weakness of 
faith and prayers for death in the wilderness became self-fulfilling prophecies (Numbers 14:26-34)
   b. the other ten spies were killed because of their wicked influence; the rest of the population 
overreacted with remorse and sought to conquer Canaan immediately and was driven back

 B. Our Land of Milk and Honey
  1. the spies referred to Canaan as a land of milk and honey, a common expression which we are 
accustomed to hearing applied metaphorically to America
   a. they were using it as literally as they could; this was a land in which they did not need to 
expect being in want for anything; it truly was a land of promise
   b. still, compared to the land of milk and honey which we seek as Christians, Canaan was a 
barren wasteland
  2. we, like they, are pilgrims who have no continuing city here on Earth, but seek one to come (cf. 
Hebrews 13:14)
   a. every place on the face of the Earth is afflicted by some natural shortcoming–tornadoes 
here, earthquakes there, arctic cold here, desert heat there; disease here, poverty there
   b. in fact, the entire planet is hurtling toward a final and complete annihilation, at which time 
the elements themselves will melt with fervent heat and the earth and its work will be burned up
   c. if this earth, life on its surface and decay six feet beneath it is all that we have, we are 
among men most miserable
   d. no, we understand that a man's sojourn on Earth is limited to about four score years, that 
his fleshly body is doomed to decay, but that his spirit has a date with eternity (Hebrews 9:27-28)
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  3. reaching our land of milk and honey in heaven depends upon a clear comprehension of its 
worth and a dedication to conquering every obstacle in its way
   a. Peter said that we are to look forward to a new heavens and Earth–a new abode to replace 
this doomed version–and the apostle John was fortunate enough to see a vision of this New Jerusalem 
(Revelation 21:1-5)
    1. it is a land of milk and honey to which we journey because God will be with us and we 
with him
    2. he will wipe away ever tear and every sorrow, abolishing pain and death altogether
    3. we will pluck our fruit from the tree of life, inaccessible since the expulsion of Adam 
and Eve from the Garden, and drink from the River of life (cf. Revelation 22:1, 14)
    4. all the treasure we have lain up throughout a life of farsightedness and sacrifice will 
reward us anew (cf. Matthew 6:20)

 C. Entered Only Through Much Tribulation
  1. we do not suppose that any of the faithful few believed that Canaan would be conquered 
without difficulty; even Joshua and Caleb knew that the giants would exact some price while God was 
taking away their land and giving it to Israel
  2. neither should we believe that a possession as precious as heaven will be secured with perfect 
ease
   a. Luke tells us that Paul and Barnabas preached that, ”We must through many tribulations 
enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22).
   b. Paul also taught that "all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will suffer 
persecution” (Second Timothy 3:12).
  3. a tribe of giants is employed by our adversary, the devil, to intimidate and entice us–deceitful 
giants of persecution, temptation, weariness and intemperance (Matthew 7:13-14)
   a. in times of weakness, the devil seems ten feet tall and we can be tempted to surrender like 
the ten spies
   b. it is then that we must find courage (First Peter 4:12-19)

 D. Perspective Is Everything
  1. 12 men looked at a giant cluster of grapes, each seeing exactly the same objective fact–big 
fruit, but interpreting that evidence differently according to the perspective of their faith
   a. the majority saw that giant fruit as evidence that the inhabitants of Canaan were too mighty 
to overcome; the minority saw that giant fruit as evidence that the land was worth taking and that a 
mighty God could make it theirs
   b. our perspective, or mindset, is going to determine how far our faith will take us
  2. even within the church, there are disparate mindsets that portend some going on to the 
promised land and others languishing in defeat along the way
   a. some see the word of God as an academic exercise and worship assemblies as a 
masquerade; their perspective on spiritual matters holds them as relatively insignificant and eminently 
impractical–they are good talkers, but rare doers
   b. others allow the word of God to affect their every decision and engage worship assemblies 
as direct communication with the throne room of heaven
   c. they are distinguished in submission (Matthew 7:24-27)
    1. the storm lashed both men but the man with an obedient perspective found his faith 
founded on a solid rock, while the apathetic man found himself washed away from the shifting sands of 
indifference or hypocrisy
    2. some of us need to remove planks from our eyes because we see our brother's fault 
clearly while we are blind to our own
    3. others need to realize that they have removed their hands from the plow and made 
themselves unfit for service

II. Wisdom In Influence
 A. We Will Serve The Lord
  1. after rehearing Israel's recent history, Joshua called on the people to take a stand once and for 
all about the singularity of God (Joshua 24:14-15)
  2. four things are required
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   a. fear the Lord
   b. serve him in both sincerity and truth
   c. put away your idols
   d. you must choose; you cannot have it both ways!

 B. Serving a Jealous God
  1. God calls himself a jealous God, which is to say that he refuses to share worship that belongs 
to him with an idol
   a. whenever a person tries to worship both Jehovah a false god, he finds that Jehovah walks 
away and leaves the man to his idol, for our God will not accept a divided loyalty
   b. friendship with the world is enmity against God (cf. James 4:4)–spiritual adultery the likes 
of which caused the Lord to divorce Israel 2500 years ago
  2. therefore we must fear God and keep his commandments (cf. Ecclesiastes 12:13)
  3. we must worship him in spirit and in truth–with emotion and scriptural authority (cf. John 
4:23-24)
  4. we must put away the sinful relics of a misspent life and keep ourselves from the idols of 
covetousness, popularity and self
  5. and we must realize that we cannot serve two gods, we cannot serve God and mammon and 
have it be all right with God

 C. As For Me And For My House
  1. Joshua is a leader in his house, the likes of which we do not see much anymore
  2. the inmates are running the asylum in homes across America, as parents cower in the corner 
afraid to offend or discipline the children whose self-esteem must be nurtured even at the expense of their 
souls
  3. but it is up to Christian parents to bring up their children in the nurture and admonition of 
Christ (cf. Ephesians 6:4), not provoking them to wrath, but neither coddling them to the devil's delight
  4. as for me and my house means standing in the doorway and keeping out corrupt things, as 
much as possible–knowing their friends, monitoring their televisions and movies and music and making 
them see that God's word is paramount in everything

Conclusion
What wisdom in Joshua, a man who was courageous and dedicated to one true God. Take a stand in the 
church and at home for faith and believe that God can take us home.
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Wise Servants of God: Paul
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The early years of the church of Christ  were troubled ones due to the intense persecution by Jews like one 
Saul of Tarsus. Some of these Jews who rejected Jesus did so because their power was threatened by the 
Messiah while others did so out of a misguided, wrong conscience. Saul of Tarsus fell into this latter 
category, but  he was just as lost as anyone in the former. No doubt some among us are not  members of the 
body of Christ; some may be members of various denominations and others may have never established 
any religious affiliation of their own beyond what  their families might have had years ago. Saul of Tarsus 
was a member of a religious denomination himself, Pharisaism and might  have been tempted to retain his 
religious affiliation but for the fact that he learned it was wrong and that to be right with God, he would 
have to make a change. True godly wisdom will mandate that  we seek the kingdom of God first, even if 
that pursuit happens to disappoint  or perplex friends and family who disagree or misunderstand. We find 
wisdom in Saul of Tarsus as he accepts correction, begins proclaiming the whole counsel of God and lives 
faithfully unto death.

Discussion
I. Wisdom in Accepting Correction
 A. Paul's Proud Heritage
  1. from a variety of Paul's writings, we learn that he was no ignorant backwater hick but a young 
lion of Judaism and a very studious and fervent rising star in the fight against Christianity (Philippians 
3:4-6)
  2. as is so often the case, this man purely thought that he was executing God's will when, in fact, 
he was the world's greatest enemy of God's will; he was so sincere–how could he have been so wrong?
  3. well, Saul of Tarsus was a man of conscience (Acts 23:1)
   a. understand that he had ordered the deaths of countless Christians because his conscience 
said they were blasphemers who deserved to die
   b. I have been visited by countless members of the Mormon sect who always argue that their 
religion is right because it feels so right
   c. even my Protestant friends would rather feel saved than know from the scriptures that they 
are saved
   d. so many will defend their actions, not by scriptural authority, but by appealing to their 
feelings and opinions; while we hasten to dismiss the hedonistic mantra, "If it feels good, do it," we 
practice the same thing in religion when there is no book, chapter and verse for our behavior
   e. what I want to prick your souls with tonight is the fact that consciences can feel pious and 
yet be misled; Saul's was
  4. many here have or have had very different religious heritages, often handed down from their 
parents, and accepted without much personal examination
   a. if your parents honored God's book in their home and set you on a path of spiritual 
discovery, it is no dishonor to them tonight to consider your religious affiliation against God's word to see 
if it originated in scripture
   b. those who have no religious heritage have a similar duty, then, to discover if they are truly 
comfortable with having no relationship with God or his people

 B. The Damascus Road
  1. some may be wondering why the speaker is talking so much about a man named Saul in a 
lesson that is supposed to be about Paul
  2. this misguided persecutor, Saul, changed his name to Paul after he left his denomination and 
became a disciple of Christ (Acts 22:6-16)
   a. here is a man who thought he was being a perfect servant of God who was accused on the 
open road of resisting the Lord all along
   b. lesser Pharisees would have pretended the miracle never happened and continued building 
their careers on the bones of Christians, but a man of conscience, when convinced of his error, will make 
correction
   c. Saul of Tarsus recognized his lord and submitted to his will
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    1. he believed, but he was not yet forgiven of his sins
    2. he confessed, but he was not yet forgiven of his sins
    3. he showed penitence, but he was not yet forgiven
    4. he fasted and prayed, but he was not yet forgiven
    5. he listened to preaching, but he was not yet forgiven
    6. he arose and was baptized and in concert with everything else he had done, he was 
forgiven of his sins, errors committed with a clear, but errant conscience
  3. Saul lived in an age of miracles and we do not, but God's marvelous providence is still at work 
on Earth and in the salvation of men's souls
   a. chances are that all those visiting tonight had a providential Damascus Road experience, in 
that somehow, you learned of this meeting and decided to come here
   b. God working through natural means and the efforts of his children, connected somehow 
with an interested person and here you are, reading about someone just like you, someone who has a 
different religious heritage or who is just curious
   c. the wise man in Damascus made up his mind to be right with God, no matter what it cost 
him and before we are done, you will have that decision to make as well

 C. Correction
  1. John 3:16 used to be the most loved passage in the Bible, but it has been replaced by Matthew 
7:1: “Judge not”
  2. now that passage did not condemn all judgment, but only hypocritical and selfish judgment, for 
the Lord taught us to judge righteous judgment in John 7:24
   a. still those who read their Bibles and hear the gospel sometimes get offended because the 
message is unashamedly one of reproof
   b. it takes humility, strength and courage to be converted, but there is no other way to be 
saved

II. Wisdom In Preaching The Whole Counsel
 A. Necessity Laid Upon Him
  1. not only did Saul hear a message of grace on that Damascus Road, he also learned that its 
proclamation would become his life's work; necessity was thus laid upon him to do it
  2. the one who had helped scatter the saints from Jerusalem now joined their number and 
preached Jesus boldly against his former allies
  3. the necessity laid upon him was to preach the whole counsel of God, without regard to political 
correctness, personal opinion or potentially negative feedback
   a. he spoke as the oracles of God (cf. First Peter 4:11), assaulting the sinful customs he found 
in Europe like idolatry, drunkenness, homosexuality and fornication
   b. he ordered the work and worship of the church around evangelism, edification and limited 
benevolence
   c. he wore no religious title and honored no name but Christ's
  4. this necessity laid upon him had consequences (Second Corinthians 11:22-28)
   a. compromise would have simplified his work among men, but made him an enemy of God 
(cf. James 4:4)
   b. but it seems that spineless temptation never even entered his mind

 B. Innocent of the Blood of All Men (Acts 20:26-27)
  1. Paul could honestly claim that no soul would be found in torment with an accusation that the 
apostle had refused to tell him what he needed to hear
  2. Paul was innocent of all men's blood because he had never shunned to tell a couple living in 
adultery what God's will was (cf. First Corinthians 5), or to tell sectarians that denominationalism was a 
sin (cf. First Corinthians 1:10)
  3. in this way, the preacher is accountable like the prophet of old (Ezekiel 3:16-19)
   a. so many preachers today are uncomfortable risking their happiness by preaching on 
subjects that somebody might find debatable
   b. because so many are indulging in immodest dress, lewd dancing, social drinking and 
godless entertainment, our pulpits are no longer being pounded by scripture and sermon that would 
openly condemn such practices
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   c. or our sermons are watered down with platitudes so vague that everyone is able to walk 
away believing his practice has been upheld
  4. every Christian is greatly commissioned to take concern for the souls of his brethren and 
neighbors (James 5:19-20)
   a. one must polish his own spiritual vision and then be vigilant to aid anyone who seems to be 
wandering away from grace (cf. Matthew 7:1-5)
   b. the preacher or brother who loves you the most is the one who will tell you when you are 
wrong
   c. it is not the preacher who rebukes that is dangerous, but the one who will not, for he is like 
a doctor will never diagnose a disease he sees for fear of offending a patient's sense of ignorant bliss

 C. Positive and Negative (Second Timothy 4:1-5)
  1. the watchful minister must be able to rebuke and reprove as well as exhort
  2. some of our brethren have bought into the Positive Mental Attitude approach to faith, 
accentuating the uplifting and eliminating anything that might make a sinner mourn
  3. they have become part of the heap of ear ticklers and are worse than worthless in the mission of 
God
  4. true wisdom is preaching the word and accepting the consequences, even if they include perils 
of brethren, threats of unemployment or the loss of weak members

III. Wisdom in Faithfulness
 A. A Drink Offering (Second Timothy 4:6-8)
  1. my Watchtower friends tell me that the hope of heaven Paul had only belonged to him and 
people of his stature; fortunately, Paul disagrees
  2. that crown of righteousness is for all who love his appearing, that is, those who fight the good 
fight against the course of this world and its god, the devil, those who finish the race begun at conversion 
and completed only with awesome perseverance, those who keep the faith when some around them falter
  3. Paul was more tempted than any man to give up the faith and go back to the Sanhedrin, but the 
devil had nothing in him
  4. there are men and women of equal conscience here tonight, whom the devil would love to lure 
back; does he have anything in you? (Romans 8:31-39)

 B. Steadfast To The End (Hebrews 3:12-19)
  1. that is why faith must be kept, for history is filled with the carcasses of faithful men whose 
disbelief developed over time through complacency and doubt
  2. we must exhort one another and be available and amenable to exhortation lest we be lost as 
well (Hebrews 10:24-25)

 C. Faithful Unto The End
  1. Revelation 2:10 demands that we be faithful unto death
  2. that not only means a willingness to die for Christ but also includes a determination to live for 
Christ

Conclusion
Paul's wisdom is in his humility and determination to be a man of sound conscience.
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Wise Servants of God: Jesus
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
This series of lessons on the "Wise Servants of God" ends on a most logical subject, the son of God 
himself, Jesus the Christ. When one thinks of wisdom and the Bible, the name Solomon is usually the first 
to come to mind, but even his greatest rumination pales in comparison to the creator of intellect, the Lord 
Jesus. You see, Solomon's wisdom was not  always personally applied and his latter years showed a 
remarkable decline in his ability. Christ, on the other hand, drafted wisdom at the dawn of time and 
learned its personal application throughout a sinless sojourn on Earth. As we bring this series to a climax, 
we turn our pious attention to the unparalleled wisdom of our redeemer, who was from the beginning and 
ever lives as our example in righteousness.

Discussion
I. The Deity of Christ
 A. In The Beginning
  1. there are two places in God's word where the phrase "In the beginning" is prominent; one is 
quite obvious while the other is less so
   a. Genesis 1:1 tells us that "In the beginning, God created the heavens and the Earth"
   b. so prominent is that phrase because of its placement at the onset of God's revelation and its 
description of both the Godhead and the creation that the words become a trigger phrase when used again; 
one cannot read those four words without thinking of Genesis 1:1 and the creation (John 1:1-5, 14)
   c. without a doubt, John is informing us that Jesus was present at creation, that he was neither 
an angel nor a lesser god, but a member of the one Godhead itself
  2. these other characters with wisdom have been but handfuls of water and Jesus is the well 
incarnate

 B. Incarnation
  1. the Old Testament predicted that the Messiah would be more than a deliverer of Gideon's 
caliber, more than a prophet like Elijah and more than a king like David, he would be Emmanuel, which, 
being translated, is "God with us"
  2. Jehovah prepared a body for his eternal and divine spirit (cf. Hebrews 10:5) and Jesus began 
his earthly visit in the womb of Mary
   a. as he reached Jewish adulthood, his wisdom was already exceptional (Luke 2:40-52
   b. it is true that Jesus restrained many of his natural abilities and much of his inherent 
knowledge in order to fulfill his role as a savior acquainted with suffering and tested by the devil, but 
witnessing the exercise of wisdom on display that day and recorded in our New Testaments relieves any 
doubt that his deity was always fully in tact

II. The Wisdom of Christ
 A. In Surviving Temptation
  1. as Christians we put Jesus on a pedestal in our hearts, but we must never forget that for 30 
years of time, he lived among men and became intimate with their struggle (Hebrews 5:14-16, 5:8-9)
  2. Jesus is the author of salvation on every level
   a. he bought our redemption with his blood and he becomes our Master when we obey the 
gospel
   b. but he also has written the manual on overcoming the tempter and living holy
  3. James wrote that if we submit to God and resist the devil, the latter will flee from us and the 
former will draw near (cf. 4:7-8)
   a. Jesus demonstrated this resistance in the wilderness by facing Satan in three rounds of 
intense temptation (Matthew 4:1-11)
   b. to every temptation, he replied by appealing to scripture–"It is written ..."
   c. we know that God will not allow us to be tempted beyond what we can resist and will also 
provide a way of escape with every snare
   d. whether it be the lust of the eyes or flesh or the pride of life, there is no temptation stronger 
than God's word
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    1. we must know the Bible and be able to turn our minds to the right openings in order to 
resist
    2. when tempted by sexual suggestion, we must be able to say, "It is written, ‘Whoever 
looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.'"
    3. when tempted to lie, we must reply, "It is written, ‘Lying lips are an abomination to the 
Lord.'"
  4. we can overcome temptation by the same wisdom that prospered our savior

 B. By Investing In The Long Term
  1. many people today are invested in the stock market, some for the risk and excitement of the 
quick score and others to prepare for retirement
  2. many among each class, though, are concerned almost wholly with material concerns, perhaps 
making physical provision for the decades ahead, but no preparation for eternity at all (Luke 12:13-21)
  3. although Jesus made the most of every day of his life, he was always looking toward a date 
with a Roman cross, from which he could have been rescued by ten legions of angels, but upon which he 
remained, for six hours of personal agony was worth an eternity of comfort for his brethren
   a. he counted the cost and willingly paid it; now we must do likewise (Luke 14:25-34)
   b. wisdom is not in the risk of the quick score–the passing pleasures of sin in spiritual terms, 
but in investing for a very real eternity

 C. By Telling People What They Need To Hear
  1. Jesus hated hypocrisy in the Pharisees and no doubt hates it worse among his disciples
  2. we are responsible for getting our own houses in order and refraining from bringing any 
reproach upon Christ's name by our actions
  3. but when our spiritual vision is clear, we can see accurately and judge righteously when our 
neighbor is in danger and would benefit from correction
   a. the spiritual are to restore the wayward, for this is the law of Christ (cf. Galatians 6:1-2)
   b. that means telling people what they need to hear, not what they want to hear; speaking 
truth in love
    1. not being afraid to broach sensitive subjects through which eternity lies in the balance 
(John 4:15-18)
    2. having expelled the idols from one's heart, not being afraid to expose the idols in 
another man's heart (Mark 10:17-21)
  4. neighborly and brotherly love demands honesty in the most sensitive of matters, and trust that 
the gospel is powerful and can change hearts if applied compassionately enough (James 5:19-20)

 D. Wisdom in Holiness
  1. consider the wisdom of the sermon on the mount, found in Matthew chapters five through 
seven
   a. the beatitudes of chapter five counsel a fallible man to lean on God, for he alone can supply 
an entrance into the kingdom
   b. the genuine religion described in chapter six is personal, sincere and indomitable
   c. the golden rule of chapter seven is the world's best known mantra
  2. the perfection of Jesus went beyond sinlessness to an infallible philosophy of life (First 
Corinthians 3:18-20)
   a. Jesus is the bread of life and his doctrine is "the words of eternal life” (John 6:68)
   b. he is the way and his way is the way

III. Being Christlike Demands Living Wisely
 A. Wise as Serpents, Harmless as Doves
  1. Jesus told his disciples to be as wise as serpents, but as harmless as doves (cf. Matthew 10:16)
  2. being a Christian–Christlike–means that we must beware of the methods used against us, but 
must never employ them ourselves; "Be wise in what is good and simple concerning evil” (Romans 
16:19)
  3. wisdom like the Lord's is gained by prayer, obedience and experience (cf. James 1); it will 
enable us to foresee trouble and overcome adversaries
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 B. Walk in Christ's Footsteps (First John 2:3-6)
  1. when walking through a minefield like this world, you can't go wrong so long as you follow in 
the indelible footsteps of a savior who trod the path of salvation
  2. law and love combine to light our path

 C. Set Your Heart on Eternity (First Peter 1:13-16)
  1. the resurrection of Christ makes your own resurrection possible
  2. be holy for God is holy

 D. Mind Your Influence (Matthew 5:13-16)
  1. there is nothing worse than a stumbling block
  2. it was for this cause that Paul rebuked Peter on one occasion, a sin which Jesus said deserved 
worse than the hanging of a millstone around the neck and drowning in the sea
  3. no man lives to himself or dies to himself; you will have influence, make sure it is good

Conclusion
The wisdom of our Savior is more than one lesson could explain. Read the gospels and take note of how 
he handled every situation. Do likewise and you will do well.
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David
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
On one occasion, the apostle Paul preached a lesson at Antioch of Pisidia and used King David as an 
example, much as we are prepared to do today. David noted that God testified of him that, "I have found 
David, the son of Jesse, a man after my own heart, who will do all my will” (Acts 13:22). The 
qualifications to be a real man are often debated and with little agreement in the end, but perhaps the word 
of God can be more valuable than society in determining what makes a real man. David was a real man, 
though not a perfect man. He was a man after God's own heart, but sometimes his own heart failed him 
morally. Still, David exemplifies what it means in this, or any, age, to be a man.

Discussion
I. The Life of A Man
 A. David Was Called By God and Given A Mission (Psalm 78:67-72)
  1. when God was looking for a successor to the failed King Saul, he sent his prophet Samuel to 
Bethlehem to find the right man
  2. Samuel's musings throughout the search show just how hard it is to harmonize our notions 
about men with God's (First Samuel 16:4-13)
  3. we are erroneously made to believe that the real man will be obvious by his bulk and his brute 
character, but those attributes neither enhance nor diminish one's claim to manhood
  4. like the Lord, we must learn to look beyond appearances and judge manhood by the operations 
of the heart

 B. David Was A Man of Courage
  1. the historical account of David's battle with Goliath is known to nearly every human on Earth
  2. a battle had been pitched and the Philistines were getting the better part of it, even mocking 
Jehovah whose people seemed powerless to defend his honor (First Samuel 17:4-11)
   a. for 40 days, this display continued and all King Saul and his mighty men could do was 
worry and shiver
   b. David was not even at the battle site, for he was too young and only arrived when his 
brothers required food (First Samuel 17:26-30)
  3. David shamed the king, his brothers and every man in the Hebrew army by volunteering for 
what they considered a suicide mission (First Samuel 17:31-37)
   a. he tried on Saul's body armor, but it was too large for him, just as David's spirit armor had 
been too large for the king (First Samuel 17:40-51)
   b. a man of lesser faith would have been poorly equipped for a battle that God would give 
only a man dependent upon him
  4. a real man is not a coward, but is courageous and is willing to stand up for things that are 
honorable and worthy

 C. David Was Not Too Proud To Accept Help (First Samuel 20:1-4)
  1. Jonathan is next in line to be king himself, but nobly understands that God has chosen David 
instead
  2. Jonathan risks the wrath of his father and gives up any hopes of his own for the throne by 
submitting to God's will
  3. to his credit, David is willing to accept the assistance from another real man
   a. all too often, manhood is equated with a foolish form of pride that prevents one from 
asking or accepting assistance in times of dire need
   b. but a man after God's own heart knows his limitations and makes sure that foolish pride is 
not one of them

 D. David Was Influenced by A Woman
  1. as David continued to roam the countryside, avoiding the murderous look in Saul's eye, he 
came across the ranch of a man named Nabal and his wife, Abigail
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  2. David took care to respect the property rights of Nabal and asked for food from him, but was 
rebuffed by the scoundrel
  3. his servants informed Abigail, and she moved to action (Second Samuel 25:23-35)
  4. oh, but a real man does not listen to the musings of a woman and considers not her intellect or 
opinion!
  5. David, a man after God's own heart, was reproved by this woman and kept from massive 
murder by her reasoning because he realized that man has not cornered the market on wisdom and is often 
ruled more by pride and passion anyway

 E. David Made Mistakes In His Relationship With God
  1. although religion is sometimes seen as an impulse of women, David was a deeply religious 
man and his faith did not cost him his masculinity
  2. instead, it made him valiant and courageous, but on occasion that impulsiveness that led him 
down the path to Nabal's house also got him off track with God
  3. we all likely know the story of Uzzah's untimely death in Second Samuel 6
   a. Uzzah died as he reached out his hand to keep the ark of the covenant from falling to the 
ground because the ark was not to be touched
   b. unfortunately, that ark never should have been a cart where it could fall off anyway; David 
had presumed to improve on God's plan for transporting the ark by building it a cart and now the wisdom 
of God was being proven
  4. not long after, David presumed again, this time to build a temple for his God (Second Samuel 
7:1-7)
  5. it helps to remember, that although we are in places of authority over others, we must never 
interfere with the sovereignty of God

 F. David Was Compassionate
  1. David remembered the kindness that Jonathan showed him and repaid it to his surviving 
brother, Mephibosheth, who had been made lame (Second Samuel 9:6-10)
  2. compassion is rarely mentioned by the world as an attribute of a real man, but it clearly is 
anyway

 G. David Made Mistakes In His Marriage
  1. marriage was a perverted institution in much of the Old Testament, but when David committed 
adultery with Bathsheba and then killed her husband to cover it up, he sank to an unimaginable level (cf. 
Second Samuel 11)
  2. David's sin and the misery that followed testify to every generation of men that flirtation and 
infidelity are signs of virility, but of villainy, and the harm that you scatter upon your own wife and 
children will crush you in guilt
  3. happily, a man after God's own heart repents of his sin and David survives, but the real lesson 
is about avoiding the sin to begin with

 H. David Was Emotional
  1. the child he lost with Bathsheba was not the only one he lost; his son Absalom rebelled against 
him and was killed in battle, and David reacted in a way that today's world would consider unmanly 
(Second Samuel 18:33)
  2. it is not good to be ruled by one's emotions aside from the reasoning of his mind, but neither is 
it good to shut off one's emotions like a valve and refuse to express joy and sorrow and love for the ones 
closest to him

 I. David Cared For His Family's Spiritual Health (Second Samuel 23:1-7)
  1. David cared for the spiritual increase of his family and a real man will not leave religious 
instruction to his wife or the church or Sesame Street
  2. they have their place, but Dad will be the one who oversees it all
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II. A Real Man
 A. Called by God
  1. David's calling was very personal and was unique; the calling that every man in this house has 
received equally is to be a man after God's own heart through imitating the perfect ways of the son of 
David, Jesus Christ
  2. fat men, skinny men, young men, old men, articulate men and reticent men–we all have a duty 
before God to bring our lives into harmony with the example of Christ and apply his doctrine to every 
situation that arises
  3. a real man is not afraid to be a Christian

 B. Act Like Men
  1. Paul writes in First Corinthians 16:13-14: “Be on the alert, stand firm in the faith, act like men, 
be strong. Let all that you do be done in love.”
  2. the unfortunate successes of modern feminism have convinced many men to quit acting like 
men
  3. even the courage that comes from an intensely felt faith like David's is disappearing as more 
and more, we surrender to error and to the tempter without so much as trying on the armor
  4. when there are forces that threaten the upbringing of your children, the soundness of the 
congregation, even the fidelity of your marriage, will you stand like a man upon the firmness of your 
convictions or weakly allow some Goliath to mock your God and trample on your faith?

 C. Don't Let Pride Humble You
  1. David was not too proud to accept the assistance of Jonathan or the influence of Abigail; had 
he been too proud, he might not have survived
  2. there is something noble about independence and self-assurance, up to a point; that point is 
where we find ourselves in desperate need and refuse to be helped
  3. pride is the most humbling attitude of all, because it leads to a fall and to destruction; there is 
nothing manly about allowing yourself to hit rock bottom and going down with a look of terror

 D. Submit To God (First Peter 5:5-7)
  1. David presumed to build a cart and then a temple, showing that he was willing to go beyond 
God's will to suit his own desires
  2. Jesus instead learned obedience in his experience among humanity and manhood in God's 
estimation is valuable only if that man is a disciple, faithful and true (First Timothy 2:8)

 E. Don't Hide Your Affections
  1. men have confused manhood with stoicism and have shut down their feelings and alienated 
themselves from their wives and children in the process
  2. but David wept and so did Jesus and tears are not liquid evidence of weakness or failure, but 
humanity
  3. your family may know that you love them, in spite of the fact that you never say it and rarely 
show it, but they will be much more secure and well-adjusted if you learn to be a man like David and 
Jesus

 F. Cherish Your Marriage
  1. there are men who will devote 60 hours a week to their jobs but who cannot be persuaded to 
engage in six minutes of conversation with their wives
  2. they will polish their cars and devote perfect attention to their televisions, but expect their 
marriages to stay shiny and appreciated on their own
  3. that is not a real man (Ephesians 5:25-29)

 G. Nurture Your Children (Ephesians 6:1-4)
  1. a real man prays with his kids, because he knows that to them, he is the most important man on 
Earth, and what he does is right, even if it isn't
  2. a real man teaches his kids from God's word and celebrates opportunities to worship with the 
church
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   a. if he complains about having to exercise his faith or finds excuses to avoid it, his kids will 
learn that lesson as well and be introduced to doubts and rationalization
   b. if he takes his stand like a man, they are more likely to follow him to heaven

Conclusion
David was a real man and you can be one as well. God's word will describe what that means and it will 
not always be what the world says.
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John the Immerser
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
This strange man John, who dined on locusts and honey, is commonly called “the baptist.” This is not 
because he started the Baptist  church. If that were so, then he started a church that predates the statement 
of Christ  that  the Lord would build his church. No, John is called the baptist, or more properly, the 
immerser, because his mission was to teach people and immerse the penitent in water. John was the 
Lord’s cousin, the one who was sent  to prepare the Messiah’s way by turning the hearts of the people back 
to God and toward the potential for prophetic fulfillment  in their lives. He was a very polarizing figure, 
popular with the common man, but deeply hated by the scribes and Pharisees and others who reveled in 
sin. John the immerser was killed for his beliefs, killed for the cause of Christ. 

Discussion
 I. Preparing the Messiah’s Way
 A. John’s Mission
  1. the prophecies of Isaiah and Malachi had predicted the Messiah’s coming would be preceded 
by a forerunner (Malachi 3:1, 4:5-6)
   a. he would be a prophet in the tradition of Elijah, that man whose preaching was a blessing 
to God’s 7000, but offensive to the sinful hierarchy of Israel
   b. this new Elijah would come before the Messiah to convert the hearts of the people and 
make them ready for the master
  2. prior to his birth, John’s parents were told that their son would be this new Elijah (Luke 
1:13-17)
  3. John always carried out this mission and recognized he was the Messiah’s forerunner (Mark 
1:1-8)

 B. Mission Accomplished
  1. we can pinpoint the exact time at which the forerunner’s work was completed
  2. it is at the time that Herod imprisoned John that the Lord recognized the preparation was 
accomplished and it was time for his own ministry to intensify (cf. John 4:12)
  3. “From that time, Jesus began to preach and to say, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand’” (Matthew 4:17).
  4. now Christ increases as John decreases even toward death

 II. John In Prison (Mark 6:14-29)
 A. The Herods
  1. there are several Herods who show up on the New Testament stage and this is not the first or 
the last; Herod was a family name which meant “heroic” but was ill-fitting on most who wore it
  2. the Herodian family began with Antipas in 78 B.C. and was known for its lust for power and 
political acumen
  3. the Herods ruled Palestine during the years before, during and after Jesus lived; they ruled at 
the pleasure and by the authority of the Roman emperor who was the ultimate power over the region
   a. Herod the Great is the representative who rebuilt the temple in Jerusalem before the birth 
of Christ and who felt so threatened by the messianic prophecies that he sought to kill every Jewish boy 
under two years old in order to exterminate Jesus
   b. the Herods continued to rule in Palestine until Titus destroyed Jerusalem in 70 A.D.
  4. the Herod who imprisoned John was Herod the Great’s son; Herod Antipas ruled as the tetrarch 
of Galilee from 4 B.C. until 39 A.D.
   a. the Bible calls him superstitious (cf. Matthew 14:1), cunning (cf. Luke 13:31) and wholly 
immoral
    1. his first wife was the daughter of the king of Arabia, but he became dissatisfied with 
her when he fell in love with his own brother Philip’s wife, Herodias
    2. because the Herodians intermarried so often, Herodias was actually his own niece as 
well!
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   b. later in life, we see Herod Antipas forging a truce with Pilate as they allow Christ to be 
killed; both Pilate and this Herod later die in exile

 B. Preaching Divorce and Remarriage
  1. lest we think that preaching on divorce and remarriage is new or that the dangers involved are 
new, we are given this account of John’s work with Herod
   a. John was not afraid to preach the truth, even to people in authority who could kill him
   b. why is that no preacher in our day fears execution but so many still are afraid to declare 
God’s will?; perhaps they think the esteem of men more important than anything else
  2. John proves to us that there are some unions which God does not create or sanction; it is 
possible for a marriage to exist lawfully on earth but unlawfully according to God’s will
   a. Josephus tells us that Herodias had divorced Philip as Antipas had divorced his wife; both 
did so that they could marry each other
   b. this marriage was deemed unlawful by John and he told them so
  3. very few outposts of Christianity will condemn any heterosexual marriage these days; such 
inconsistency and failure to teach the whole counsel of God leads to more illicit unions and not a few 
churches of Christ are falling into the same shame
   a. the doctrine of Christ on divorce and remarriage is clear (Mark 10:1-12)
    1. doing what Antipas and Herodias did is sinful; ending a marriage and starting another 
one is sinful and tantamount to adultery
    2. adultery is committed when a person forsakes one marriage and begins a new one 
without divine sanction
   b. Matthew’s account of this lesson adds that there is one exception (a divorce due to one 
party’s adultery allows the innocent spouse to remarry “in the Lord”
  4. preaching this today closes some doors that might have led to conversion, but avoiding the 
subject to secure the conversion only taints it; is it really conversion if no change has been effected?
  5. it also has the potential to land the preacher in trouble, but none greater than John’s

 C. Herod Was Always Learning
  1. apparently Herod Antipas had a bizarre fascination with John whom he had imprisoned to 
appease his wife; he kept John alive because the people esteemed him as a prophet
  2. but Herod also went to John to listen to his preaching, although it condemned his sin and 
perplexed him greatly
  3. with no other audience, John kept preaching; Herod kept listening but was never converted
   a. sometimes people fall into a form of religion much like Herod’s (they consider themselves 
Christians and make regular appearances in assemblies, but their lives are not greatly affected by the 
gospel commands and prohibitions (Second Timothy 3:1-7)
   b. in Christians, it is complacency and flagging zeal; they become content with imperfection
   c. in visitors, it is a problem becoming convinced to make the break and be converted
  4. test yourselves regularly to make certain you do not fall into this rut

 D. Herodias Was Heartless
  1. if Antipas was immoral, Herodias was without conscience; she did not feel at all the guilt John 
tried to instill in her, but rather sought to silence his rebuke forever
  2. she was the wicked queen, the heartless persecutor, the type of person for whom opportune 
days are created and the kind who would proudly display the head of a preacher on her mantle
  3. she would not hold up the hands of a Moses, but criticize him behind his back; the brotherhood 
of believers has plenty like her, holding up the hands of error and bringing derision on teachers of truth
  4. the pressure was always great on the Bible’s two Elijahs and it is heavy upon all preachers who 
buck the trend and teach the truth without accommodation for error (Second Timothy 4:1-5)
  5. hold up their hands (Second Timothy 1:8)

 E. Salome Was Impudent
  1. Josephus tells us that Herodias’s daughter was named Salome; she was both the niece and 
great-niece of Herod Antipas who watched her dance
  2. one can only imagine what Salome’s dance must have been like, so great was its effect upon 
her weak-willed uncle who foolishly risked half his kingdom to appease his lust
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  3. I participated in dances when I was a teenager and have observed since being converted the 
true appeal and power of dancing like Salome’s to ignite lust in spectators and participants alike
   a. modern dancing could not be any better than what Herod saw that day; modern dancing is 
little more than sexual motions put to music
   b. modern dancing fits the very definition of lewdness (cf. Galatians 5:19, indecent bodily 
movements)
   c. and although the whole world refuses to see the danger, we are compelled to expose it
  4. dancing was the very thing that made Herod’s birthday an opportune day for the devil to 
silence John forever; dancing can make any day opportune for the devil to entice you into sexual 
immorality, even if it is confined to a lustful heart (cf. Matthew 5:27)

 F. Herod’s Oaths
  1. Herod Antipas was a proud man and could not bear to take back a foolish and lustful promise
  2. when before all his cronies, Salome asked for John’s head, he could not refuse
  3. a promise is important and should not be broken; a man’s word should be his bond; still a 
promise that can only be fulfilled by sin should neither be made nor kept
  4. like Jephthah the judge, Herod Antipas was caught in a web of his own making
   a. John’s head was severed and brought to Herodias who even now is paying for her sin
   b. Jesus and his disciples sorrowed over John’s death and gave his body a proper burial
   c. Christ continued on the work of the messiah, though the forerunner was gone a victor

Conclusion
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Aaron
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Aaron is one of those older brothers who is overshadowed by the career and personality of his younger 
sibling, in this case, Moses. Aaron, however, does not  simply go along for the ride with Moses; he is an 
impressive character himself who does many great things and helps provide stability to pilgrim Israel. 
Like his brother, Aaron occasionally lost  his senses and committed iniquity against God, but his humility 
brought him back at  the Lord’s chastening. We will look at six segments of Aaron’s life and then make a 
few practical applications.

Discussion
I. Aaron
 A. Family
  1. the birth of Aaron is noted in Exodus 6:20, where we discover that he and Moses were the sons 
of Abram and his aunt, Jochebed
  2. they were part of the tribe of Levi, one of the 12 sons of Jacob who formed the seeds of the 
nation of Israel
   a. Levi and his family were zealous for the clan, even to the point of bloody violence, avenging 
the rape of Dinah by killing all the men of Shechem and then plundering the city (cf. Genesis 34)
   b. certainly, there were Levitical qualities that dishonored Aaron’s family, even at Jacob’s death 
(Genesis 49:5-7)
  3. of the three siblings, Miriam was the oldest, followed by Aaron and then Moses, the baby who 
was cast upon the river in an ark; Aaron was three years old when Moses was born (cf. Exodus 7:7)

 B. Moses’s Assistant
  1. prior to the births of Moses and Aaron, Israel dwelt in Egypt where they had found refuge during 
the famine of Joseph’s era; after a few centuries, distrust and racism had developed that sent the Hebrew 
people into slavery, toiling for the Pharaoh on his pyramids and other projects
   a. Moses, however, gained an unintended respite from all this by being adopted into Pharaoh’s 
family as a baby, but then having to flee Egypt after killing a man
   b. Aaron stayed behind, until God sent him out to greet a returning Moses (Exodus 4:27-31
  2. Aaron became Moses’ spokesman, for the great leader admitted that he lacked eloquence (Exodus 
4:14-16, 7:1)
   a. together, they rallied Israel toward hope and challenged Pharaoh to let the people go, working 
miracles until, on one bloody Passover night, the Exodus commenced
   b. yet Aaron, the spokesman, always remained Moses’s assistant, even in battle (Exodus 
17:8-13

 C. An Elder
  1. naturally, Aaron occupies a place of authority and respect among the pilgrim nation caught 
between Egyptian slavery and the Promised Land
  2. he is among the small group of representatives allowed to approach the mountain where God 
communicated with his people, and to see the glory of God manifested (Exodus 24:1,9-11)
  3. when Moses and Joshua go up into the mountain to receive the law from God, Aaron exercises 
headship over the community of thousands who stays behind
   a. nowhere is the choice of Moses over Aaron more clearly correct than here, because Aaron 
falls well short of God’s glory in his younger brother’s absence (Exodus 32:1-6)
   b. even his explanation is disappointing (Exodus 32:19-24)
   c. his tribe only redeems itself by recanting Israel’s apostasy and punishing the impenitent 
(Exodus 32:25-28)

 D. High Priest
  1. as the tabernacle was planned and erected, Aaron and his sons were made priests who would 
eschew the regular rigors of daily life to toil for the people before God day and night (cf. Exodus 28, 
Leviticus 8)
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  2. this Aaronic priesthood executed the various rituals and offerings, entering into the first part of 
the tabernacle, but only Aaron himself could enter into the Holy of Holies once a year on the Day of 
Atonement (cf. Leviticus 16:11-14)
  3. it is in this capacity that Aaron faces the saddest challenge to his faith (Leviticus 10:1-3)

 E. Rebel
  1. just after their departure from Mount Sinai, Aaron and his sister Miriam conspired to protest the 
authority of their younger brother, Moses (Numbers 12:1-9)
   a. Miriam receives the harshest punishment, being made a leper, but Aaron pleads with Moses 
to intercede with God and her disease lasts only a week
   b. this episode, though, serves to show the humanity of Aaron and his imperfection, for the 
charge was baseless and only used to mask the siblings true resentment of Moses’s authority
  2. moreover, their rebellion persuaded others that they could stand up against Moses; Korah led an 
unsuccessful rebellion against all three of the siblings a short while later (cf. Numbers 16) before God 
vindicated them (Numbers 17:1-12)

 F. Death
  1. there is one occasion where it might be argued that Aaron’s impatience rubbed off on Moses, for 
the two sinned against God by bringing his glory to themselves (Numbers 20:10-12)
  2. indeed, Aaron does not live much longer at all (Numbers 20:22-29)

II. Some Applications
 A. Family
  1. Aaron was born into a family noted for violence and impulsiveness and throughout his life he 
seems to struggle against that heritage to become a man of character and thoughtfulness
  2. whether by nature or nurture, we all inherit certain qualities as a result of being born to certain 
parents or brought up in a certain environment
  3. some of those qualities must be good, but others may present a struggle like Aaron’s
  4. in the end, neither nature nor nurture is an apt excuse for living wickedly; one must rise above his 
detractors to show godly character (First Corinthians 6:9-11)
   a. the early church was filled with reformed harlots, homosexuals, idolaters, thieves and drunks, 
and so should be the modern church
   b. the legendary Cretans that Titus taught were “always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons,” but 
they could be rebuked sharply in order to find soundness in their faith (cf. Titus 1:12-13)
   c. forget nature vs. nurture and get about the business of rising above it all (First Peter 2:1-3

 B. Humble Helper
  1. throughout his life, Aaron was the assistant to his younger brother, speaking for him and holding 
up his stronger hands in battle
  2. it takes so much humility to toil in relative obscurity or to fade away as others become more 
prominent; think of John the immerser who decreased that his younger cousin could be the Messiah
  3. in churches, deacons are often the humble assistants to the elders and every member can hold up 
the hands of the elders and preachers who sometimes grow weary in the battle against the wolves who 
would devour the flock
   a. we help the elders (Hebrews 13:7,17)
   b. we support the preachers (Second Timothy 1:8-18)

 C. Accepting Blame
  1. here are Aaron’s noteworthy errors
   a. failing to restrain the people who desired a molten calf to replace Jehovah while he kept 
Moses busy with the 10 commandments on Mount Sinai
   b. apparently wanting to defend Nadab and Abihu and question God for punishing their 
irreverent “strange fire”
   c. resenting Moses’s authority with Miriam and introducing the notion of rebellion to Korah 
and Israel
   d. along with Moses, taking credit for the miracle at Meribah that kept them both out of Canaan
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  2. how would you like the most famous book in the history of the world to record your most 
embarrassing moments?
   a. we all fall short of God’s glory at times and surrender to our weaker impulses, leading to sin
   b. what we want to see is not only a decline in the number of those sad occasions, but also a 
constant determination to admit wrong rather than passing the buck and refusing blame
  3. this is the strength to acknowledge when you are the prodigal son, and to say, “Father, I have 
sinned against heaven and before you” (Luke 15:18)
   a. to thank a Nathan who says, “Thou art the man!”
   b. to allow godly sorrow to produce repentance in you, leading to salvation (Second Corinthians 
7:10-11
   c. to confess your sins to those you have wronged (cf. Matthew 18:15-17) or those who can 
pray for you (cf. James 5:16)
   d. to agree with God on the obvious (First John 1:8-10)

 D. Priesthood
  1. although no one here is wearing a black robe, or a high white, reversed collar, this room is filled 
with priests (First Peter 2:4-10)
   a. the Aaronic priesthood has been abolished after a thousand years of service and for the last 
2000 years, Christ has served as the church’s high priest (cf. Hebrews 5:1-6)
   b. we no longer require a certain tribe or occupation to make our sacrifices, render our offerings 
or ask for atonement
  2. through the better high priesthood of Christ, we can individually do what the sons of Aaron once 
had to do for everyone (Hebrews 4:14-16, 13:15-16)

Conclusion
Aaron is a wonderful, human, fallible character. We can learn from him that some of life’s lessons take a 
lifetime to comprehend.
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Simeon and Anna
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
[Read Luke 2:22-24.] After eight days on Earth, Jesus is transported by his mother from Bethlehem to 
Jerusalem to be circumcised according to the custom of the Hebrews. Mary and Joseph were too poor to 
offer a lamb for the sacrifice for her purification, so they offered young pigeons instead (cf. Leviticus 
12:6-8). And somewhat like Hannah with Samuel, they sought to present  Jesus to his true heavenly father 
for a lifetime of service. On this trip into town, they meet  two interesting characters, Anna and Simeon, 
whose reactions to the baby Messiah we will consider today in this character study.

Discussion
I. The Text
 A. Simeon (Luke 2:24-35)
  1. aside from being an obscure prophet, Simeon is a very ordinary man, a person like you and me; 
the text implies that he is an older man whose life is being prolonged until he can see his hope in the flesh
  2. Luke calls him a just and devout man–a man who hungers after righteousness and truly lives the 
tenets of his faith, rather than simply wearing them like an awkward ornament
  3. most importantly, Simeon was waiting on the Lord, waiting for the Consolation of Israel, a 
euphemism for the Messiah who, according to the prophecies of Moses, Isaiah and others, was to come 
and rescue Israel from slavery
   a. the Holy Spirit was upon him and led him into the temple on the eighth day so that he could 
finally see his hope in the flesh–not a hulking figure like King Saul or even a handsome young man in his 
prime like David, but a baby in his mother’s arms
   b. immediately upon seeing this tender babe, he recognized his hope had been fulfilled and his 
heart could return to God in peace
   c. in that baby’s eyes he saw a light for all the nations shining from the oil of Israel
  4. while Joseph and Mary had been instructed by Gabriel that their immaculately conceived son 
was something special, they yet marveled at the prophecies of Simeon
   a. this “Prince of Peace” in their arms would also know conflict that would bring pain into their 
very lives and expose the hearts of people who only claimed to wait for a Messiah they didn’t really care 
for

 B. Anna (Luke 2:36-40)
  1. after leaving Simeon, they were interrupted by another elderly person, one Anna, also a 
prophetess of very advanced age
  2. the most wonderful thing that Luke has to say about her concerns her worship–she did not depart 
from the temple, but served God night and day
   a. this does not mean that she lived in the temple, but that she was always there in attendance 
during times of prayer (cf. 24:53)
   b. this is the kind of person that you can always count on, no matter the weather or her mood, to 
be present when God’s people are called to assemble
  3. like Simeon, she too came in the right instant to see the Messiah in his mother’s arms
   a. she gave thanks to the Lord for this wonderful gift
   b. and she began to speak of his arrival to all those who sought redemption in Jerusalem

II. Some Applications
 A. With Age Comes Perspective
  1. both Simeon and Anna were old enough that they saw the handwriting on the wall and yet their 
faith kept them going; there was yet something for which they hoped and their experience at life had 
honed their perspective even as their natural senses might have deteriorated
  2. Proverbs 20:29 says, “The glory of young men is their strength, And the splendor of old men is 
their gray head.”
  3. godly people tend to gain improved perspective as they experience more of life’s unexpected 
curveballs and begin to face the grim specter of death around them and in their own skin
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  4. that more acute, more spiritual, perspective should permit them to live by greater insight and to 
share that insight with those not yet blessed with it (Titus 2:1-5)
  5. the wisdom of aged Peter is in ensuring that coming generations would have a reminder of what 
matters (Second Peter 1:10-15)
  6. Paul understood that only his eternal hope really mattered (Second Timothy 4:6-8)

 B. Waiting On The Lord
  1. both Simeon and Anna were waiting on the Lord, although Luke describes their wait differently
   a. Simeon was waiting for the Consolation of Israel, having been promised that he would not 
die until he saw it with his own eyes
   b. Anna waited on the Lord by tarrying in the place of worship all that she could
  2. there is a reason the song says, “The waiting is the hardest part.” (“Hope deferred makes the 
heart sick, But when the desire comes, it is a tree of life” (Proverbs 13:12). 
   a. Abraham and Sarah found it hard to wait on the Lord to give them Isaac and even the 
apostles had to wait in Jerusalem to be endowed with power of the Holy Spirit
   b. waiting requires patience to allow the Lord to work out his plan in his time, not yours, and it 
applies to vengeance, reward and every blessing under the sun (James 5:7-11
  3. Simeon and Anna were waiting on the Lord to come and the people James addressed were 
waiting for him to protect them; we are waiting on the Lord to return or else to take us in death, and we 
must wait patiently, for he knows best when (Psalm 25:4-5, Psalm 27:14, Psalm 37:7-9, Psalm 39:7)

 C. In The Temple
  1. we must respect Anna who toiled in the temple daily to participate in prayers and fellowship with 
her brethren (Psalm 92:12-15)
  2. the Hebrew writer warns against forsaking the assembling of Christians, but one who is planted 
in the temple of Christ’s body is eschewing that danger altogether (Hebrews 10:24-25)
  3. someone asks, “Must I attend every service, every Bible class, every gospel meeting?”
   a. can you even imagine Anna or the psalmist asking such a question?
   b. the question betrays a heart that lacks devotion to God and holds affection for the world and 
its pursuits
   c. certainly there are occasions of illness, work and other matters that make assembling 
impossible, but whenever we are able, we ought to rise as earnestly as Christ walked into Jerusalem for us

 D. Looking For Redemption
  1. Anna shared the good news with all those who were looking for redemption
  2. too few in this world today are still looking for redemption for they have decided that sin is an 
antiquated notion and that heaven, if it exists, is surely universal in its membership
  3. the Jews of Anna’s era were slaves to Rome and desired to be set free as a sovereign state again; 
too few understood that the Messiah’s mission had nothing to do with politics and everything to do with 
piety (John 8:28-36)
   a. redemption begins when our spirits are reclaimed from the devil in the resurrection waters of 
baptism and is punctuated when our bodies are raised from the soil to enter Heaven (Romans 8:20-25)
   b. we are sealed with the Holy Spirit until this redemption occurs because Christ shed his blood 
as the purchase price for our sinful but penitent selves (cf. Ephesians 1:7-14)
  4. are you still looking for redemption, either as a seeker who has not yet obeyed the gospel or a 
Christian who has, but continues to await the return of Jesus?
   a. it’s easy to get impatient or complacent and fall into bad habits
   b. it’s better to continue looking for redemption (Philippians 3:12-14)

Conclusion
Anna and Simeon prove that experience should bring perspective, but we can all hone our insight today.
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Stephen
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Stephen’s appearance on the stage of bible history is in reality a quite brief one. He is introduced in Acts 
6:5 as one of the men of good reputation selected to minister to the widowed Hellenist saints in the 
Jerusalem church. The rest  of the chapter recounts a popular opposition to his preaching and he defends 
himself in chapter seven, wherein he is killed by a seething mob. But the name Stephen has earned its 
place in our hearts and traditions. Stephen was the first  of many Christians to die for the cause of Christ. 
He was the initial saint  to be caught  saying the right things at the right  time to infuriate the right  crowd 
into murder. While none of us hopes to meet  with the same end, we all claim to want to emulate the 
commitment that he displayed that day.

Discussion
I. The Life of Stephen
 A. Hellenist (Acts 6:1-2
  1. Stephen was a Hellenist, that is, a Greek-speaking Jew
   a. usually the Hellenists were Jews who lived outside of Palestine in parts of the Roman Empire 
that were further from Moses and closer to the influence of Greek culture
   b. Stephen’s education would reflect “a broader outlook on life” (ISBE), including both 
elements of classic Judaism and Greek philosophy, art and language
   c. but none of this stopped Stephen from being a Jew to the core of his heart
  2. the very first conflict we learn of in the early church involves a dispute between the Hellenist 
Jews and the Hebrews over a daily distribution of benevolence to the needy widows
   a. the apostles learned that the Hellenists felt they were being left out and so created a plan to 
solve the problem
   b. seven men would be chosen from the congregation to see to the daily ministry of food while 
the apostles continued in prayer and the word

 B. His Character (Acts 6:3-7)
  1. Stephen was among the seven men chosen, for he had the qualities the apostles sought
   a. good reputation
   b. full of the Holy Spirit
   c. full of wisdom
  2. Luke comments also that Stephen was full of faith, indicating the depth of his convictions and 
hinting at his willingness to share them boldly and forcefully
  3. the work of the seven allowed the word of God to continue its spread so that the number of 
disciples multiplied greatly

 C. His Teaching (Acts 6:8-15)
  1. Stephen the Hellenist naturally shared his faith in the synagogue, eventually drawing the 
opposition of the Synagogue of the Freedmen, a group of Hellenist Jews like himself
   a. although the Hellenists disregarded the Pharisaic customs that had been added to the 
periphery of the Law of Moses, they nevertheless regarded the essence of Judaism as unchangeable and 
permanent
   b. Stephen, on the other hand, understood from the teaching of Christ, that the temple was due 
to be destroyed and that true worship would transcend Moses (Matthew 24:1-2)
   c. these were the very doctrines that brought Jesus to the ultimate moment of his life and they 
likewise doomed Stephen (Matthew 26:59-66)
  2. the Freedmen were unable to defeat his arguments and so they resorted to a time-honored pattern 
by bribing men to bear false witness against Stephen on the charge of blasphemy
  3. even as the wicked men made their speeches, it was impossible to ignore the angelic countenance 
of Stephen, who looked and sounded innocent, because he was
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 D. His Defense (cf. Acts 7:1-50)
  1. his defense shows very clearly that he bears no animosity toward Moses or Israel, but that he was 
very knowledgeable about both
  2. throughout his defense, he does more to preach Christ than to get himself set free on a charge of 
blasphemy, taking time to point out the persistent failures of the Hebrews to keep the Law of Moses 
throughout history
  3. he summarized by quoting a prophecy that indicated the temporary nature of the third temple 
(Acts 7:48-50)

 E. His Offense and Martyrdom (Acts 7:51-60)
  1. Stephen finishes his defense and turns the accusation against his judges
   a. like their ancestors, they were stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears; that is, they 
were stubborn and dull of hearing 
   b. he accused them of receiving the law but failing to keep it, in spite of all their protests about 
protecting it from people like Jesus and Stephen
  2. now Stephen had pushed them too far and these righteous guardians of the Law resorted to self-
help
   a. as the angelic face peered into the clouds, he claimed to see them part long enough to reveal 
Jesus standing at Jehovah’s right hand
   b. at this, the Jews cast him out of the city, because to kill a man in Jerusalem would be an 
offense against the Law, and they murdered Stephen
  3. even as their rocks rained upon his head, Stephen pleaded with God not to charge them with this 
sin

II. Some Applications
 A. Character
  1. Luke emphasizes Stephen above the other seven at this point as an example of what it meant to 
be a devout Christian in this early age of the church
  2. but look at what he and the apostles say about Stephen’s character; each of these elements should 
be our aspirations as well
   a. good reputation (First Peter 4:14-16)
   b. full of the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 5:18-21)
   c. full of faith (Hebrews 10:19-23)
   d. willingness to serve others (Mark 10:42-45))
   e. full of faith and power (Second Timothy 1:7)
  3. now Stephen had a measure of the Holy Spirit that permitted him to work wonders and signs–a 
measure that no one today possesses–but that should not stop us from being filled with the Holy Spirit 
and power in the sense that his inspired word motivates us to walk by faith always

 B. Reflecting The Divine Glory
  1. looking at Stephen before the Council, it seemed that he had the face of an angel even as they 
accused him of such awful, evil things
  2. Moses was similar in that regard (Second Corinthians 3:7-8)
   a. Moses veiled his face so that the Israel of his day could not yet see the temporary nature of 
the glory of his Law
   b. Stephen’s face glowed likewise because that glory had been eclipsed by the Son of God 
himself
  3. in word and deed, it is our aim to reflect the glory of our savior so that others lost in sin will see 
him even more than they see us with all our foibles and failures
   a. it is the light of Christ that we try to reflect (Matthew 5:13-16)
   b. it is the holy nature of God that we hope to exhibit (Second Peter 1:2-7)
   c. we may not be able to replicate that angelic countenance, but our hearts ought to approximate 
it somehow (First Peter 1:13-16)

 C. Knowledge
  1. Stephen was an effective messenger and debater for another reason that goes beyond sincerity; 
Stephen was knowledgeable about the word of God
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  2. from memory, he could recount the history of his nation and comment upon it
  3. that is the kind of critical knowledge we need to gain through study (Second Timothy 2:15-16)
  4. we need to be ready, because opportunities and challenges like Stephen’s often come without 
warning (First Peter 3:14-16)

 D. Boldness
  1. hear the much later prayer of one of the men who held the coats of the people who threw the fatal 
rocks at Stephen’s angelic visage (Ephesians 6:17-20)
  2. he wanted to preach Christ just as boldly as he had seen Stephen preach him
  3. can we aspire to be bold enough to tell sinners that they are in sin?
   a. Nathan could tell David the adulterer and murderer that he was the man
   b. Peter could tell the Pentecost audience that they had killed God’s son on the cross
  4. can we still use words like sin and still challenge people to repent? (Second Timothy 2:24-26)

 E. Forgiving
  1. it is hard to imagine bleeding under a barrage of rocks and all that you can think to say is, 
“Father, forgive them and do not charge them with this offense.”
  2. this is the crime victim refusing to press charges even though the state may do so on its own, for 
if these persecutors never repented, even Stephen’s plea would not save them
  3. Stephen was this willing to forgive because he was filled with the character of Christ who died 
with the same attitude
  4. our willingness to forgive is more likely to be tested by minor offenses and thoughtless insults, 
but are we like Stephen or not? (Colossians 3:12-14)

Conclusion
Stephen is remarkable not  just for being martyred, but also for the reasons behind it. His character and 
boldness should be an example to all of us.
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Centurions
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Today we consider a number of passages actually that  touch on men who were Roman centurions during 
the ministry of Christ and the early stages of the church. Although the writers of the New Testament are 
an overwhelmingly Jewish bunch, these Gentile soldiers almost always are portrayed in a favorable light. 
Today, we intend to find out why and to discover if there is anything about them that might teach us 
something as well.

Discussion
I. About the Centurions
 A. The Word
  1. the word centurion derived from the Greek words hekatontarches or hekatontarchos and the 
Latin word centurio, which include the notion of 100
  2. Matthew and Luke use the Greek form, while Mark prefers the Latin word as in the case of 
other words since he was apparently writing for a more Roman audience
  3. a centurion, then, was a commander of 100 soldiers–more or less–in the Roman army; a legion 
would have 60 centurions

 B. Their Character
  1. from the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia (“The ordinary duties of the centurion 
were to drill his men, inspect their arms, food and clothing, and to command them in the camp and in the 
field. Centurions were sometimes employed on detached service the conditions of which in the provinces 
are somewhat obscure. Men like Cornelius and Julius (cf. Acts 10:1; 27:1) may have been separated from 
the legion to which they properly belonged for the discharge of special duties”2

  2. one would expect the centurions to receive disdain in the Bible and among the early 
disciples, but instead, the Holy Spirit acknowledges that a few of them truly rose above disbelief and the 
heathenism of their leader and country to embrace the Hebrew Messiah

II. The Passages
 A. Several Centurions
  1. the centurion whose servant Jesus healed (Matthew 8:5-13 and Luke 7:1-10)
  2. the centurion who attended Christ’s death (Matthew 27:50-54; Luke adds that he said Jesus was 
a righteous man)
  3. Cornelius, a centurion of the Italian regiment (Acts 10:1-8)
  4. the centurions who protected Paul from an angry mob (Acts 21:30-32)
  5. the centurion who alerted his commander of Paul’s Roman citizenship (Acts 22:22-26)
  6. the centurion who assisted Paul’s nephew (Acts 23:12-18)
  7. the two centurions who escorted Paul to Caesarea (Acts 23:23-24, 31)
  8. the centurion who guarded prisoner Paul (Acts 24:22-23)
  9. the centurion who escorted Paul to Rome (Acts 27:1-6, 9-12, 29-32, 39-44; 28:16)

 B. Observations
  1. at this stage of the scheme of salvation, the Law of Moses, Hebrew custom and Gentile 
superstition continued to keep Jews and Gentiles segregated from one another in many ways
  2. the temple of Jerusalem, especially, was off-limits to the Romans, although Caesar’s men 
wielded great authority in the city as a whole
  3. even social interaction between the two races was uncommon and often forbidden, so it would 
have been disturbing to some on both sides of that divide to see Jesus mingling with and even praising 
certain centurions
  4. in fact, the visit of Peter to the house of Cornelius is one of the monumental events in the 
history of the world and in religion, for it established that the middle wall of separation between those 
races had been toppled

III. Some Applications
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 A. Concern For Others, Even Servants
  1. Jesus seems to have relished the opportunity to shake up the staid and stuffy Jewish leaders of 
his day, self-righteous hypocrites who looked down their noses at everyone else and held Gentiles in utter 
contempt
   a. our Lord genuinely cared about the souls of those Gentiles and also the Jews who were 
being misled by the scribes and Pharisees, so he took every opportunity to expose their shortcomings and 
focus the people’s attention on God’s will and the coming kingdom
   b. when he offers to travel into the house of the centurion with the paralyzed servant, even the 
centurion recognizes such a move would scandalize the Jews
  2. but the spirit of this centurion and Christ are one, in that both are concerned about the welfare 
of others, even servants
   a. it is important that we think about more than just how things will affect me (Philippians 
2:1-4)
   b. even to the point that I find a way to prefer others ahead of myself (Romans 12:9-16)
  3. it can be harder to care for the person who is inferior to us in some way or moment in life and 
we can be tempted to treat them rudely or with contempt (cf. those who wait on us in businesses or serve 
under us in the military or at work or follow us in school)
   a. remember that those kinds of distinctions are artificial and temporary and if you are bent on 
exploiting them, it is usually because you are filled with pride and a sense of inferiority on another level
   b. we are not here to be served, but to serve, as much as the centurion sought Jesus to heal the 
man suffering in his house (cf. James 2:1-9)

 B. Recognition of Authority is Great Faith
  1. it was when this same centurion explained to Jesus that he understood the Lord’s authority that 
Christ exclaimed, “I have not found such great faith, not even in Israel!”
  2. understanding authority is taking Christ at his word and submitting to his will as a soldier 
obeys his sergeant; submission to his authority is not just evidence of faith–it is faith! (Matthew 7:21-27)
   a. Jesus said, “If you love me, keep my commandments” (John 14:15)
   b. John heard him say that and taught about it later in his life (First John 2:3-6)
  3. Jesus is the author of eternal salvation to all who obey him (cf. Hebrews 5:9), so saving faith 
includes the matter of accepting his authority even when it interferes with your own notions so that you 
can abide in him
  4. the gospels and the remainder of the New Testament form the complete revelation of the 
authority this centurion recognized, and which will occasion great faith in your life also when you 
acknowledge and accept it for yourself

 C. Rejection of Christ Brings Torment
  1. the same passage culminates in a stern rebuke to the seemingly religious Jews who hated 
Jesus–while many Gentiles would enter the kingdom by faith, many Jews would be left out because of 
their self-righteousness
  2. rejecting Christ occurs when men refuse to believe he is the Son of God, but it also occurs 
when apparent believers dismiss his authority in their lives (cf. Second Thessalonians 1:1-10)
   a. some know of God but resist obeying the gospel because public confession or baptism may 
bring embarrassment, or because repentance and repudiation of sin are too high a cost
   b. yet Jesus suffered worse ridicule and paid a higher price than we will ever know; how can 
we possibly feel justified in denying him in any way? (Matthew 10:32-33
   c. serving the Man who carried your cross for you should be no burden (First John 5:1-5)

 D. Jesus Can Heal
  1. it must have been wonderful to witness the miracles done by Jesus Christ during his earthly 
ministry; not the pseudo-miracles of the fake faith healers today, but genuine, instantaneous miracles
  2. such miracles were designed to confirm the claims of Christ and then the divine origin of the 
word his apostles revealed; they are no longer needed today because that purpose has been fulfilled
  3. yet we still desire that our sick be healed (James 5:13-16)
   a. even in the age of miracles, not all sicknesses were healed (cf. Timothy needed wine for his 
frequent stomach infirmities and Epaphroditus was ill as well)
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   b. all we can do today is to pray earnestly and commit our cause to Christ, trusting that his 
will must be done and it will be the best solution to our concern

 E. Anyone Is A Candidate For Redemption
  1. the scene at the cross is a disturbing one, for the Jews had assembled to watch three criminals 
being executed ahead of their Passover feast, which should have reminded all of them that they were but 
sinners before an even higher Judge
  2. but as Jesus yields up his spirit and the veil of the temple tears and the earth shakes, a centurion 
is heard to remark, “Truly this was the son of God … a righteous man”
  3. one might have thought that the Jews who revered the temple curtain and anticipated the 
Messiah would be most likely to change their thinking about Christ at this moment, but instead it is an 
unlikely candidate–a Gentile with little apparent religious background at all
  4. the Bible is filled with unlikely converts (First Timothy 1:14-17)
   a. the gospel is God’s power to salvation and it can change alcoholics, prostitutes, 
homosexuals, idolaters and adulterers into disciples if given a chance
   b. instead of taking disdain or apathy into conversations with such people, take Scripture and 
exhibit hope; maybe the results will be better (First Corinthians 6:9-11)

 F. Salvation Follows Obedient Faith, Not a Sinner’s Prayer
  1. we know that before a preacher arrives on the doorstep of Cornelius that he is a devout man 
who fears God, gives alms generously to the people and prays to God always (cf. Acts 10:2)
  2. we know that God heard his prayer of faith, but we also know that he was not saved by virtue 
of any of this–simple belief in God, good works or a sinner’s prayer
  3. we know this because an angel told him that Peter would tell him what he yet needed to do to 
be saved (cf. 10:6, 11:14)
   a. he still needed to be taught to obey the gospel (Romans 10:14-17)
   b. even as Peter began to speak (cf. 11:15), the Holy Spirit fell upon him and his household to 
prove to Peter that God approved of his being there and making converts from Gentiles
   c. this deviation from the usual order still left them in need of being baptized, and they were, 
for he who believes and is baptized will be saved (cf. Mark 16:16) 

 G. Worship God
  1. while Peter was in the house of Cornelius, the centurion sincerely erred very grievously (Acts 
10:21-26)
  2. Peter, whom the Bible never refers to as Pope or Holy Father, because he was neither, reacted 
in a way that modern Popes do not; they present their toes and rings for adoration and demand titles of 
prominence that were prohibited by Jesus (cf. Matthew 23)
  3. Peter was quick to disclaim the mistaken ideas and actions of Cornelius, so that all men might 
worship God and him alone

 H. War Question
  1. when you think about the teaching of Christ, it can be very hard to reconcile things like turning 
the other cheek and loving your neighbor with the job of soldiering and yet here are all these centurions, 
some of whom become Christians
  2. in fact, soldiers were never commanded to quit their jobs to be justified (Luke 3:12-14)
  3. the so-called war question is answered by John the immerser, by Christ the healer and by Peter 
the preacher
  4. soldiering is part of God-ordained human governments (cf. Romans 13:1-7)

Conclusion
We can learn much from these centurions and how they discharged their duties and treated Christ, his 
apostles and his authority.
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Ananias and Sapphira
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The fate of Ananias and Sapphira is a New Testament  version of the story of Achan from the Old 
Testament. In that event, Achan took some of the plunder of Jericho for himself against God’s will, 
causing the fledgling Hebrew army to fall in the battle for Ai found him out  and his entire family was 
executed on the spot for the transgression. 
Ananias and Sapphira forgot that  lesson or assumed that  it  would not apply so immediately to them. A 
study of their character quickly shows that  what  lay beneath the surface was darker than what their 
brethren saw above.

Discussion
I. Suddenly Struck Dead
 A. Three Old Testament Events
  1. the Bible reveals three Old Testament events in which people were suddenly struck dead at very 
pivotal moments in the revelation of God’s scheme of salvation
  2. each time, a person underestimated the holiness, omniscience and omnipotence of God to his 
own destruction
   a. Nadab and Abihu modified the worship pattern to suit themselves (Leviticus 10:1-3)
   b. Achan transgressed God’s command and spoiled Jericho for himself (Joshua. 7:1-5, 19-26)
   c. Uzzah fell over David’s stumbling block cart (Second Samuel 6:6-8)
  3. in each of these events, the will of God was violated, but only once maliciously
   a. Achan was greedy, Nadab and Abihu were expressing themselves and Uzzah was just 
careless with David’s unlawful innovation
   b. why did God react so powerfully and mercilessly with these four men?
    1. the congregation in the wilderness needed to learn the truth and become impressed with 
the awesomeness of God’s holy character from the very beginning or the conquest of Canaan would 
quickly fail
    2. disrespect for authority brings down armies, businesses and families and would surely 
bring down a theocratic kingdom as well

 B. Ananias and Sapphira
  1. because confessing Christ sometimes meant estrangement from family and neighbor and also 
because of a first century famine, the church in Jerusalem practiced extreme benevolence (Acts 4:32-37)
   a. there was no requirement that every saint sell his possessions, or that one who did had to 
bring all the proceeds to the apostles, but that is what Barnabas chose to do
   b. although he did not seek an immediate reward for his actions, Barnabas did become known 
among the apostles and saints as the “Son of Encouragement”
   c. his reputation was admirable, because it was deserved, and not surprisingly, others were 
influenced to follow his example, but there was a price tag attached
  2. enter Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-2)
   a. Ananias and Sapphira apparently wanted the recognition and immediate reward that comes 
with making a greater sacrifice than they were really willing to make
   b. their sin was not in keeping back some of the proceeds, but in claiming they had not
  3. probably by miraculous revelation, Peter learns of their sin and calls Ananias on it (Acts 5:3-4)
   a. Peter confesses that Ananias was under no requirement to sell his land or donate all the 
proceeds, for it was under his control, but when he chose to lie about it, he ventured into sin just as Achan 
had done by spoiling the Jericho plunder
   b. lying to men is serious enough, but there is an added element of dishonor when one feels that 
he can fool God and get away with it
  4. his judgment is immediate and powerful in the minds of the witnesses, who learned to respect 
God in the newly established kingdom (Acts 5:5-6)
  5. Peter later questions his wife, who was yet unaware that she was a widow (Acts 5:7-11
   a. she had tested the Holy Spirit, doubting his ability to sort out their lies and expose them
   b. she joined her husband in instant punishment, and great fear came upon the church
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II. Some Applications
 A. Their Character
  1. what kind of character leads people to do what Ananias and Sapphira did?
  2. they were, in fact, generous in their actions, but miserly in their spirit, for they wanted the kind of 
credit that Barnabas received, but did not recognize that Barnabas was praised because he did not seek 
praise and was honest in his sacrifice
  3. Ananias and Sapphira were more like the Pharisees than the Son of Encouragement (Matthew 
6:1-4)
   a. when we are being generous, either with the weekly collection plate, charities, neighbors, or 
children, the reward of being Christ-like ought to be sufficient, so that we don’t have to make sure 
everyone around us knows how good we are
   b. it is pride that sometime embarrasses our beneficiary which compels us to publicize our 
generosity; instead of being content with an investment of treasure in heaven, we demand a pat on the 
back or a warm smile of admiration, and such self-service ruins what should have been a selfless sacrifice
  4. here is where we must not let our left hand know what our right hands is doing by being discreet; 
all we can do is our duty anyway

 B. The Goodness and Severity of God
  1. the church that claimed Ananias and Sapphira as members was very young and communication 
between God and man had only recently intensified after 400 years of silence in between the testaments
  2. when a small part of that church threatened God’s sovereignty, the entire group needed an object 
lesson in the holiness of the Almighty, as well as his omniscience and omnipotence
  3. and so we are forced to behold the harder side of the goodness and severity of God
   a. we are naturally drawn to the goodness–creation, the cross, Heaven, but are sometimes 
repulsed by thoughts of the severity that must accompany it–the punishment of the wicked and unbeliever
   b. it is rare in the Bible that God is so quickly severe with his children, but it happens so that 
others might learn and not drift toward the same end at a much later date
  4. we have been grafted into the family tree of Abraham and Jesus Christ through the goodness of 
God, but his severity is there to remind us that we can be pruned away if our character devolves to the 
level of this carnal couple (Romans 11:19-22)
   a. God is a consuming fire, who yearns to save all men, but is resigned to the fact that only a 
relative few will find eternal life by accepting his grace through faith
   b. those who do not know him and those who simply refused to obey the gospel will alike be 
lost to the severity of God forever
  5. the severity of God is not like the severity of a modern dictator–a butcher like Saddam Hussein 
or Adolf Hitler, who extended mercy only to a chosen few and gloried in tormenting all others
   a. the severity of God is a last resort when love and truth have been rejected (Second 
Thessalonians 2:9-12)

 C. Giving
  1. Jesus taught, “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35) and this applies to 
everything you can give and however you can give it
   a. it applies to money, time, compassion, encouragement and love
   b. it applies to the weekly collection, alms on the street and sacrifices for your neighbor
  2. the ability to give should find joy in the opportunity to share (Second Corinthians 9:5-8)
  3. giving is necessary to maintaining our own character, for when we have but will not share, we are 
perhaps even worse than Ananias and Sapphira (Titus 3:14, First Timothy 6:17-19)
  4. just as attitude ruined the sacrifice of Ananias and Sapphira, so can it ruin our giving today, when 
we grumble and complain or promote our generosity before others

 D. Fear God
  1. the object lesson God taught through this unfortunate couple is the same one he taught through 
the brothers, Nadab and Abihu–“By those who come near [God], [he] must be regarded as holy; And 
before all the people [he] must be glorified” (Leviticus 10:3).
  2. it remains the duty of man to fear God and keep his commandments, but sadly the execution of 
Ananias and Sapphira only continues to influence the very pious Bible student today
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   a. men and churches are falling over themselves amending the word of God to accommodate 
shifts in society toward serial divorce and remarriage, homosexuality and the social gospel
   b. there is not enough respect or knowledge of God’s word to stop these digressions
  3. we must learn again without a modern Ananias and Sapphira to fear God and keep his word 
honestly and completely, lest we suffer a much worse fate than is spelled out in Acts 5
   a. God’s word is to be respected (First Peter 4:11)
   b. it is not to be abandoned or amended to suit ourselves (Second John 7-11)
   c. it is not up to us to add to or take away from his word (Revelation 22:18-19)

 E. Lying
  1. lying is always wrong (Ephesians 4:25)
  2. but sometimes you can lie to people who don’t find out and that impure success can be awfully 
intoxicating, so that you learn to lie more and more
  3. lying to God, however, is just plain stupid
   a. Peter accuses the couple of lying to the Holy Spirit, lying to God and testing the Spirit
   b. anytime we attempt to deceive the Lord in prayer, song, word or deed, we are replicating the 
sin of Ananias and Sapphira
    1. in prayer, be honest with God, even if that means revealing unpleasant truths about 
yourself
    2. in song, mean the words your pronounce and make certain you are living those virtues
    3. when you speak with others, speak honestly and leave no room for duplicity
    4. make sure your actions match your words so that you will live honestly

Conclusion
Ananias and Sapphira teach us an unpleasant lesson about honest sacrifice.
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Pontius Pilate
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
It  is sometimes difficult  to attempt a character study of a man who seems to have no character at  all. 
When we think of Pontius Pilate, we think immediately of his role in the murder of our Savior, but  there 
is more to his story than that. Members of the Coptic church actually believe that Pilate later became a 
Christian himself, although there is nothing in the Bible to indicate it. Perhaps his life is best summed up 
by his attitude toward the preaching of Christ, when he answered, “What is truth?” Plainly, he didn’t 
believe in a singular, objective truth that rendered all else error. And that  is always a spiritually fatal 
mistake.

Discussion
I. Pilate’s Character
 A. Governor of Judea (Luke 3:1-2)
  1. Tiberias was the Roman emperor from A.D. 14-37, and in the year 28, Pontius Pilate was his 
governor in Judea, including Samaria
   a. “The procurator was the personal servant of the emperor, directly responsible to him, and was 
primarily concerned with finance. But the powers of procurators varied according to the appointment of 
the emperor. Pilate was a procurator cum porestate, i.e. he possessed civil, military, and criminal 
jurisdiction. The procurator of Judea was in some way subordinate to the legate of Syria, but the exact 
character of the subordination is not known. As a rule a procurator must be of equestrian rank and a man 
of certain military experience. Under his rule, the Jews were allowed as much self-government as was 
consistent with the maintenance of imperial authority. The Sanhedrin was allowed to exercise judicial 
functions, but if they desired to inflict the penalty of death, the sentence had to be confirmed by the 
procurator” (ISBE).3

   b. Pilate stayed in this office for 10 years, long enough for an important date with infamy
  2. Pilate was not apparently not always very careful about appeasing Jewish religious customs and 
several secular historians record tales of his misdeeds
   a. Josephus writes that on one occasion, he had his soldiers bring images of the emperor into 
Jerusalem, which seemed to the Jews to violate the 10 commandments; after threatening to kill those who 
protested, he relented, unwilling to slay so many, and removed the ensigns4

   b. on another occasion, he used the temple corban treasury to pay for an aqueduct to bring 
water into Jerusalem, causing a clamor which he quelled by mingling his disguised soldiers with the 
protesters until they were ordered to beat them severely5

  3. an inspired historian also records one such event (Luke 13:1)
   a. nothing more is known of this event that Jesus referenced, but its validity is beyond dispute
   b. the barbarity of murdering people as they worshipped is a stain on Pilate’s already spotty 
character

 B. The Trial of Jesus Christ
  1. the Jewish temple police, in concert with a detachment of Roman troops and the traitor Judas 
Iscariot, arrested Jesus while he prayed and brought him to Annas, a former high priest and then to 
Caiaphas, who was the current high priest (cf. John 18:1-27)
  2. wanting to have Jesus executed, they needed the approval of one man (John 18:28-40)
  3. Pilate could find no judicial reason to kill Jesus, nor could Herod to whom he sent Jesus, hoping 
to get out of making a decision (cf. Luke 23:1-12)
  4. it is during this time that he receives a strange message from his wife (Matthew 27:15-19)
  5. because Pilate knows the charges are inaccurate, he tries repeatedly to find some political way of 
releasing Jesus, but he never chooses the moral path of simply telling the frenzied mob no (Matthew 
27:22-26)
   a. Pilate is remembered for this act of futility, for the blood of Jesus continues to be on his 
hands as well as the Jewish mob who enlisted his authority to act
  6. yet he continues to taunt the mob with Jesus (John 19:1-16, 19-22)
  7. he later grants the Jews’ request to break the Lord’s legs to hasten his death, which proved 
unnecessary, for he was already dead (cf. John 19:31-37)
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  8. afterward, Pilate permitted Joseph of Arimathea to take the Lord’s body and to bury it (cf. John 
19:38) and the Jews to guard the tomb (Matthew 27:32-66)

 C. Pilate’s Downfall
  1. Pilate is mentioned three times in the book of Acts, showing his limited culpability compared to 
that of the Jews who had the greater sin for they abandoned the greater knowledge to commit murder (cf. 
3:13, 4:27, 13:28)
  2. Paul also uses the courage of Jesus’s testimony before Pilate to encourage Timothy to be faithful 
(cf. First Timothy 6:13)
  3. many apocryphal writings paint a favorable picture of Pilate after this event, some even stating 
that he and his wife became disciples of Christ
  4. Josephus, the first century Jewish historian, gives an account of the incident that led to Pilate’s 
demise6

   a. Pilate’s cavalry is supposed to have attacked a group of Jewish pilgrims ascending a 
mountain to look at some artifact and many were killed
   b. the Samaritans accused Pilate of murder before the emperor who deposed Pilate from office 
and recalled him to Rome
   c. before he could get there the emperor died and apparently Pilate slipped away
  5. many stories are told about the death of Pilate involving his suicide and even martyrdom, but 
they are not reliable sources of information

II. Some Applications
 A. Compromise
  1. all through the trial of Jesus Christ, Pontius PIlate knows the right answer regarding the 
defendant’s innocence and the motives of his accusers, and he has the authority to stop the proceedings 
simply be declaring an impasse
   a. instead, he searches for a way of passing responsibility to someone else or of convincing the 
Jews it was their idea to release Jesus after all
   b. he tries to entangle Herod in the incident and then to trade Jesus for Barabbas, but all to no 
avail
   c. sometimes trying to take the easy way out is very difficult; never does it prove to be a choice 
of courage and honor
  2. as Christians, we tend to our consciences with great care, for, properly trained, they protect us 
from falling into evil
   a. Peter’s conscience would not let him conceal the name of Jesus ever again after he had 
denied the Lord at the cross (Acts 4:13-20, 5:27-29)
   b. Paul’s conscience was clear because he refused to conceal any part of the gospel from people 
who needed to hear it, regardless of whether they wanted to hear it or how they responded (Acts 
20:26-27)
  3. a trained conscience is a valuable guide, for it has been molded by the will of God to recognize 
right and wrong according to his standards, to reward the heart with glory when right is chosen and to 
prick it with guilt when wrong is chosen (Hebrews 5:14)
  4. but if you compromise your convictions and disregard the guilty pangs of your conscience, it 
becomes scarred and begins to lose its purpose of alerting you to right and wrong (Ephesians 4:17-19)
  5. apostasy is the end result (First Timothy 4:1-3)

 B. Washing Your Hands of Evil
  1. Pilate made a dramatic gesture when he literally tried to wash his hands of the guilt invoked by 
murdering an innocent man like Jesus Christ, who was so obviously more than just an ordinary man
  2. but can you really proclaim yourself innocent and make it so without taking responsibility for 
your actions?
   a. don’t forget that Pilate had the power to intervene, but all he tried to do was find a political 
solution to a moral problem
   b. that doesn’t work today with abortion, homosexual marriage or war and it didn’t work then 
with the execution of a faultless man
  3. God will not hold us faultless when we disingenuously disclaim responsibility for some evil 
(Proverbs 24:11-12)
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   a. sometime you may be the only one around who can right a wrong or stand up for someone 
and will you wash your hands of their trial because it would put you in danger or expose you to the same 
slander and bitterness that was aimed at them?
   b. it is God who gives opportunities to do right and the same God will hold us accountable 
when we choose to ignore them (James 4:17)
  4. the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart was little more than God-given opportunity meeting hard-nosed 
humanity; we lament Pharaoh’s folly, but will we replicate it as well?

 C. What is Truth?
  1. consider again Pilate’s great philosophical response to Jesus (John 18:37-38)
  2. Pilate wasn’t a seeker of truth like Nicodemus, or he would have stayed by the Lord’s side to 
hear an answer; instead he walked outside, convinced that Jesus was not a rival to Caesar and not a threat 
to Judea
  3. as for truth, it was meaningless to a moral relativist like Pontius Pilate, who has many 
descendants in the world today
   a. many who dismiss the concept of an objective, identifiable, singular truth that eliminates all 
other claims as mere pretense
   b. others who espouse the ironic concept that there are many equally viable but contradictory 
truths, found in religion, philosophy, even atheism
   c. still others who consider a truth true until there are consequences, at which point some lie 
becomes the new truth, for the sake of politics or convenience or prosperity and at the expense of 
righteousness and salvation
  4. the question “What is truth” had long confounded the many contradictory schools of Greek 
philosophy, competing to become the answer to that question
   a. Pilate considered Jesus to be an ignorant Hebrew fanatic and he mocked him by putting 
before him the curiosity of the deepest Greek thinkers
   b. Barnes writes, “Thousands ask the question in the same way. They have a fixed contempt for 
the Bible; they deride the instructions of religion; they are unwilling to investigate and to wait at the gates 
of wisdom; and hence, like Pilate, they remain ignorant of the great Source of truth, and die in darkness 
and in error. All might find truth if they would seek it; none ever will find it if they do not apply for it to 
the great source of light-the God of truth, and seek it patiently in the way in which he has chosen to 
communicate it to mankind. How highly should we prize the Bible! And how patiently and prayerfully 
should we search the Scriptures, that we may not err and die for ever!”7

  5. God’s word is a truth that sets believers apart from unbelievers (cf. John 17:17), “a lamp to my 
feet and a light to my path” (Psalm 119:105)
   a. truth is as singular as is God, the church and baptism (cf. Ephesians 4:1-6)
   b. it is objective and not vulnerable to the shifting sands of popular approval or denominational 
edict
   c. it liberates us from sin, error, superstition, self-delusion, carnal ambition, speculation, 
sectarianism and every false way (John 8:31-36)

Conclusion
Unless the apocryphal writers can be believed, Pilate lived and died with little character beyond the 
political. For men today to rise above his ignominious end, we must  stand on conviction and avoid 
compromising the integrity of our consciences.
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The Ethiopian Eunuch
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
In this character study, we do not even know the name of the character we are studying. He is known to 
Bible students simply as “the Ethiopian eunuch” and the story of his conversion to Christ plays out  in the 
life of Philip the evangelist  and in the eighth chapter of Luke’s history of the acts of the apostles. 
Although we tend to focus more on the evangelistic fervor of Philip when studying this chapter, it  might 
also be profitable to consider the humble faith of the eunuch, for his is the story of a man who found Jesus 
in the pages of the prophets, in the teaching of a minister of the gospel, and in the waters of baptism.

Discussion
I. The Ethiopian Eunuch (Acts 8:26-40)
 A. A Eunuch
  1. Jesus said, “there are eunuchs who were born thus from their mother’s womb, and there are 
eunuchs who were made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for 
the kingdom of heaven’s sake” (Matthew 19:12)
  2. a eunuch is literally an emasculated man and most often, that condition was associated with 
pagan worship; Deuteronomy 23:1 forbade anyone “emasculated by crushing or mutilation” from entering 
the assembly of the Lord
   a. in Oriental society, the wealthy and powerful would often employ men to oversee their 
harems of women, and being distrustful, they insisted on emasculating these men to prevent their 
fornicating with the members of the harem
   b. in time, the word eunuch became more synonymous with the office of chamberlain, so that a 
eunuch was just as likely to be employed elsewhere in royal households than the bedroom
  3. it is unknown exactly how the word eunuch applies to the man from Ethiopia, but Isaiah, whom 
this eunuch was reading, later prophesied that eunuchs would not always be personas non grata (Isaiah 
56:3-5)

 B. Man in Authority
  1. the eunuch served in the household of Candace the queen of the Ethiopians, but Candace was no 
more a proper name than was Pharaoh in Egypt or King in Israel
  2. this eunuch was her treasurer in what was probably the region of Meroe, a responsible man in a 
responsible position
  3. a daily experience with authority can be very helpful in understanding submission to Christ and 
subjection to the New Testament, but it can also puff up the one in authority so that he resists humbling 
himself when the time comes to call Jesus “Lord” and submit to baptism for the forgiveness of sins
   a. remember the Roman centurion who approached Jesus (Matthew 8:5-12)
   b. but for every humble centurion, there are countless rulers who believed but would not 
confess lest they be expelled from the synagogue (cf. John 12:42), there are Herod and Agrippa whom the 
gospel embarrassed and the philosophers who recoiled at the simplicity of the covenant (cf. Acts 17:32)
  4. can you, as an authority in your family, your workplace, your community, or just in your own 
life, humble yourself and turn over command to the Lord, or must your will be done?

 C. Piety
  1. we do not see evidence of the eunuch’s piety in some good deed being done to the poor or by his 
undergoing persecution or by his teaching in the open square
  2. instead, we learn that he had made a pilgrimage from northern Africa into Jerusalem to worship 
there at the temple, and on the return trip, we find him reading from the prophet Isaiah on a scroll in his 
chariot
  3. don’t underestimate the importance of these two quiet pursuits, for their combination is what led 
the eunuch to find an answer in his quest for truth–worship and Bible reading
  4. it is amazing how many people claim to be on a quest of truth, wisdom and understanding, who 
claim to be all about the spirit and heaven, but who make little time and lofty excuses when it comes to 
worship and Bible reading
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 D. A Student
  1. the eunuch is in fact a student of the word of God, a man in authority with enough humility to 
know he has more questions than answers and who is ready to sit at Philip’s feet and kneel at Christ’s
  2. in the humble sacrifice of Jesus, the eunuch sees an example and motivation for his own 
subjection to the gospel call
  3. at some point, Philip must have mentioned the necessity of baptism to him, because that is the 
eunuch’s first question when the lesson concludes
   a. the eunuch is not told to recite a sinner’s prayer or to petition the church of his choice for 
membership, nor to wait until the first of the month, but is told, “If you believe with all your heart, you 
may” be baptized into Christ
   b. and he and Philip went down into the water and the latter submerged the former for the 
forgiveness of his sins, the same way it had been happening ever since Pentecost and still happens today

II. Some Applications
 A. Eunuchs
  1. think back to the three classes of eunuchs that Jesus acknowledged, but in context now (Matthew 
19:3-12)
   a. some are eunuchs from the womb, born with a physical deformity
   b. others were made eunuchs by mutilation so that they could be trusted in certain jobs
   c. but still others would make themselves figurative, virtual eunuchs for the sake of the 
kingdom
  2. the Ethiopian eunuch was just an African treasurer, but clearly he was willing to do what was 
necessary for the sake of the kingdom and his place in it
   a. in Matthew 19, Jesus has in mind the sad fact that some people end up with no right to 
remarry after a divorce because of the circumstances–in order to remain right with God, they have no 
other option but to remain celibate, virtual eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom and their own salvation
   b. either they have been put away for committing adultery or their marriage has been sundered 
for some cause short of sexual immorality and they find themselves without authority just to remarry at 
will
   c. few things are as disappointing as the dissolution of a marriage, but even though state law 
allows for unlimited remarriage, the will of God does not
   d. in fact, unauthorized remarriages are tantamount to adultery themselves
  3. the hard, but far from hopeless, choice that stands is to become a eunuch for the kingdom, for to 
do otherwise would be sin when it is not your spouse’s adultery that sundered the doomed union
   a. the union we asked God to make is not to be sundered just because we get bored with it 
(Romans 7:1-4)
   b. celibacy is the only option for two spouses who dissolve their union through some form of 
permanent separation or unscriptural divorce (First Corinthians 7:1-11)

 B. Authority
  1. the Ethiopian eunuch was a responsible man in a responsible position of authority; he was the 
treasurer for a queen and had opportunity, but not inclination to steal
  2. not all treasurers are so honest (John 12:1-6)
   a. of course, that is nothing compared to what Judas did later, selling Jesus out to his enemies 
for 30 pieces of silver
   b. it is said that power corrupts and surely part of that corruption is the tendency for authority to 
go to one’s head, making him ambitious and haughty (Colossians 3:22-4:1)
  3. perhaps it is the pride that often results from being in authority that kept so many such people 
from obeying the gospel in the beginning and the built-in humility of poverty and servitude that rendered 
so many others of the lower classes so hungry for the hope of righteousness (First Corinthians 1:26-31)
   a. Jesus left his throne in heaven to learn submission on Earth as God’s son; whatever position 
of authority we occupy must be put in perspective against his as King of kings and Lord of lords
   b. you may be the dad at home, the boss at work, the king of the playground or just feel like you 
are the captain of your own ship, but you won’t be right with God until you learn submission (Hebrews 
2:9-13, 5:5-9)
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 C. Humility
  1. truly, it is a matter of humility, for God resists the proud but gives grace to the humble (cf. James 
4:6, First Peter 5:5)
   a. the Ethiopian eunuch is humble enough to sit at Philip’s feet and learn to kneel at Christ’s
   b. moreover, he is humble enough to submit to being baptized by Philip
  2. why is baptism such a contentious point, when its importance throughout the New Testament and 
especially here is undeniable?
   a. why do people attend and confess, sometimes even repent and reform, but resist the call to be 
baptized so that their sins might actually be washed away?
   b. baptism is humbling and not to the glory of the baptizer, but to Christ, who was baptized by 
John himself and then underwent a figurative baptism when he died upon the cross (cf. Luke 12:50)
  3. humility goes beyond submitting to baptism, so that it includes submitting to all the will of 
Christ, even and especially when that will conflicts with our convenience, opinion, prejudice or prosperity 
(Matthew 7:21-27)
  4. when it comes to baptism or getting up early for worship or resisting a temptation to lie, cheat, 
steal or lust, it all comes down to having the humility to submit your will to Christ’s (Luke 6:46)

Conclusion
We learn much good from the humble example of the Ethiopian eunuch who submitted himself to what 
Philip taught and then obeyed it in the water of baptism.
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Adam and Eve
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Eventually, in doing character studies, one gets around to the very first human characters of all, Adam and 
Eve. Most  everyone in the world, regardless of their convictions, knows the story of Adam and Eve from 
Genesis 2-3, but  fewer comprehend their usefulness also to the New Testament. Although relatively little 
is said about them overall, especially compared to people like David and Paul, there is something 
elemental and helpful to be gained from understanding their character.

Discussion
I. The Characters
 A. Creation and Marriage
  1. it is impossible for us to imagine the process of creation in its earliest stages as God beholds the 
earth without form and darkness upon the face of the deep
   a. God summoned light into existence, divided the waters and set a firmament in between them, 
before turning to vegetable and animal life and the heavenly bodies
   b. lastly, on the sixth day, God crowned his achievement with the creation of an intelligent 
steward, into whom he breathed the breath of life (Genesis 1:26-31)
   c. God could now rest from his work for he had created Adam in his image from the dust of the 
ground to take dominion over the things of the earth and to till the soil (cf. cf. Genesis 2:4-7)
  2. God, however, acknowledged that this man, Adam, lacked the kind of companionship that the 
animals enjoyed in their habitations and so he set about creating for him a helpmeet (Genesis 2:18-25)
   a. this is the origin of human mating and its regulation, not as a merely reproductive exercise, 
but as an emotional union that we have come to call marriage
   b. it is an exclusive, life-long arrangement, in which even nakedness is not shameful
   c. it also created the human family, so that otherwise unrelated people become flesh and bone of 
one another, and so that their offspring are associated on the most minute level
   d. only in this marriage bed is a sexual relationship undefiled, but fornicators and adulterers 
God will judge (cf. Hebrews 13:4)

 B. Sin
  1. when God created Adam, he also gave him a home (Genesis 2:8-9, 15-17)
   a. immediately, God recognized that idle hands were spiritually and physically unproductive, 
and so he gave Adam a job–tilling the ground, as well as naming the animal species
   b. Eden was a paradise, well-watered and fertile, and it knew no sin
  2. God also gave Adam the first divine law–while he was permitted to eat of every other tree in the 
garden, including the tree that sustained life perpetually, he was forbidden to eat of the tree of knowledge 
of good and evil
   a. God valued man’s free will and desired a relationship with Adam that was based on mutual 
affection and loyalty, not something that he coerced or mandated by crippling free will
   b. those two species of trees still exist today, one planted in Heaven, the other growing wildly 
on the earth in the form of every initial temptation that entices the young to abandon his innocence
  3. for Adam and Eve, the fruit of that forbidden tree was made even more enticing (Genesis 3:1-7)
   a. Satan, in the form of a serpent, persuaded Eve that she would not die for eating a piece of 
forbidden fruit, and that in fact, it would make her as wise as God if she did
   b. so she was deceived and ate, and gave some to her husband who also ate, making them both 
sinners and guilty before God (Genesis 3:8-12)
   c. Adam first blames Eve and then God for his sin, and indeed God does pin some blame on 
someone other than Adam and Eve, cursing Satan for using his free will to tempt others to sin, but 
ultimately, it is Adam and Eve who are held accountable for their own iniquity

 C. Expulsion
  1. each is cursed, representing man and woman throughout time (Genesis 3:16-19)
  2. saddest of all, they were banished from Eden, where that tree of eternal life only grew (Genesis 
3:22-24)
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   a. it was no more a blessing to dwell on Earth continually, for man had ruined its pristine, 
sinless condition
   b. eternal life on Earth would represent an unending battle with temptation and sin, disease and 
disappointment, and so God mercifully began to diminish man’s life expectancy by eliminating that 
precious fruit from his diet, all the while making a plan so that man could regain it elsewhere

 D. What They Represent
  1. Adam and Eve become fruitful and multiply, producing children, so that everyone here in this 
building and around the world share a common ancestry–red or yellow, black or white, we are all 
ultimately brothers and sisters as descendants of Adam and Eve
  2. Adam and Eve represent mankind, the function of free will and the need for a solution to the 
inevitable failure to do what is right

II. Some Applications
 A. In God’s Image
  1. we learn from Genesis 1:26 that we are made in God’s image, but Bible students have always 
struggled to understand just what that means
   a. does God have a body like ours, with organs and appendages and skin and bones?
   b. or does this mean something less tangible?
  2. remember that man was formed from the ground–the name Adam actually derives from the 
Hebrew ‘adamah, the word for ground–but God is spirit (cf. John 4:24)
   a. being made in his image has no reference to things physical, for God only figuratively has 
hands and feet and a back, for he is a spirit
   b. being made in his image has reference to things spiritual; his likeness includes an endowment 
of reason, moral self-awareness, free will, imagination, immortality and limited creativity
   c. life in the plant and animal world is mostly lacking all of these qualities, so that man alone is 
made in God spiritual likeness
  3. man’s simulation of God’s likeness has been eroded over time as evil has waxed worse and 
worse, so that a dramatic renewal is required to restore each sinner to that image (Ephesians 4:17-24 and 
Colossians 3:9-14)
   a. most notably in God’s image you see is the fact that John emphasizes, namely that “God is 
love” (First John 4:8)
   b. when we sink into hate or even just apathy, it is that we are deviating from God’s image

 B. Family
  1. Adam and Eve marry and start a family, the kind of family that grows rarer in this world every 
day, but the kind of family that matches God’s ideal
   a. Jesus used this family to illustrate his insistence on the ideal for his kingdom’s law (Matthew 
19:3-9)
   b. Paul referred to it in ordering the roles in the home (Ephesians 5:22-31)
   c. the husband’s headship is rooted in Adam and Eve for two reasons, Adam’s previous creation 
and Eve’s gullibility (First Timothy 2:8-15)
  2. it is a sad commentary on how far mankind has drifted that it is so common to see mothers and 
fathers with little affection for their children, sometimes abandoning them, even aborting them
  3. it is sad to see sex outside of marriage lose all of its stigma, so that even young women are 
encouraged to experiment and forfeit their innocence
  4. understand that the devil has spent centuries polishing the fruit on the tree of sexual pleasure to 
entice males and females to take and eat, deceiving them into thinking that they will not die
   a. the fruit on that tree seems to have no bitter aftertaste, until you take a big bite and discover 
the worm hiding inside–unwanted pregnancy, disease, hastily arranged loveless marriages, unwanted and 
abandoned children, welfare dependency, and if left unrepented, eternal death
   b. sex outside of marriage is forbidden fruit (First Thessalonians 4:3-8)

 C. Trees
  1. the tree of eternal life bore fruit that would have sustained Adam and Eve’s mortal bodies 
perpetually
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   a. God endowed the fruit of this tree with qualities that served as an antidote to the mortality of 
the human body so that Adam and Eve could enjoy paradise in Eden as long as they remained there
   b. but that was only a blessing so long as Eden was free from sin and all its direct and indirect 
consequences, the most notable of which is death
  2. the tree of knowledge of good and evil was forbidden, not because God endowed it with certain 
magical qualities that turned on a dormant part of their brains, but more simply as the proof of their free 
will
   a. it existed as a prohibition so that they could exercise their free will responsibly and refuse it 
   b. when Satan polished its fruit and pointed out its appeal, they ate and through that experience 
gained the knowledge of good vs. evil
  3. today, the tree of life is part of the Revelation description of Heaven (Revelation 22:1-5)
  4. trees of knowledge of good and evil are planted wherever the tempter sets his sights on an 
innocent, sinless person
   a. it is not that sin has a magical quality, but that the experience of committing sin–the initial 
thrill and guilty pleasure–infect the heart and suggest the inevitability of death (First John 2:15-17)
   b. for this reason, the goal of the Christian is “to be wise in what is good and simple concerning 
evil” (Romans 16:19)
   c. forbidden fruit, including drugs like alcohol, marijuana and tobacco, evils like fornication, 
adultery, stealing and lying, are polished up and made to look harmless and appealing, leading to pleasure 
and popularity, so that Satan might take advantage of us, but we are not ignorant of his devices (cf. 
Second Corinthians 2:11)

 D. Death and Life
  1. from Ezekiel 18, we learn that guilt is not inherited as a result of sin, but that the physical 
consequences of Adam’s sin and everyone’s sin do pass from generation to generation
  2. we live in a world marred by sin and no one is insulated from its effects (Romans 5:12, 18-21)
  3. Christ Jesus is the cure (First Corinthians 15:20-22, 45, 50-58)

Conclusion
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Nebuchadnezzar
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Nebuchadnezzar is another in the long line of political foils in Bible history, a series of wicked men that 
begins with Egypt’s pharaohs and finishes with Rome’s caesars. The most  noteworthy thing they share in 
common is that God used their wicked intentions to further his own cause for good, employing their 
opposition to truth as something for the people of truth to rally against. The Nebuchadnezzar of the Bible 
is the second king of Babylon to go by that name, which is sometimes rendered a bit differently as 
Nebuchadrezzar. This powerful monarch terrifies Judah at  a momentous time in its history, as moral and 
religious decline have gone unabated despite the warnings of prophets like Jeremiah. It is 
Nebuchadnezzar who stands at  the ready to invade, conquer and destroy, but  also to play a role in God’s 
plan to maintain a remnant of people to return one day and rebuild.

Discussion
I. His Character
 A. His Name and Faith
  1. Nebuchadnezzar means servant of Nebo, the Babylonian deity of literature and science, who was 
thought to be the omniscient designer of every man’s fate (cf. International Standard Bible Encyclopedia)8

   a. Nebo was Babylon’s preeminent deity in the years before its decline, and his worship was 
denounced by Isaiah (cf. 46:1) many years before (cf. Encyclopædia Britannica)9

   b. other Bible characters whose names derive from Nebo include his father, Nabopolassar, and 
possibly Abed-Nego, who lost his Hebrew name Azariah when he was sent with Daniel to Babylon as part 
of the remnant
  2. in spite of anything that transpires in his life, and despite all the contact he has with worshipers of 
the true God, Nebuchadnezzar remains a devoted servant of Nebo throughout his life
  3. the key seems to be this penchant for polytheism, the belief that there are many gods and that 
even one who claims to be the only true and living God is really but one of many
   a. Nebuchadnezzar was a very religious man, deeply interested in all the deities of his land and 
that around it
   b. “His larger inscriptions usually contain two hymns and always close with a prayer. Mention 
is frequently made of the offerings of precious metals, stones and woods, of game, fish, wine, fruit, grain, 
and other objects acceptable to the gods.”10

 B. Family
  1. Nabopolassar was a Chaldean prince and the father of an even greater leader in Nebuchadnezzar, 
but his mother’s name is nowhere mentioned
  2. historians and archeologists take note of two wives and three sons, the most notable being his 
successor, Evil-Merodach (cf. Second Kings 25:27, Jeremiah 52:31)

 C. His Battles
  1. Nebuchadnezzar led the Babylonian army as a young prince in defeating Egypt’s Pharaoh Necho 
at Carchemish by the Euphrates in 605 B.C. (2 Chronicles 35:20-25)
  2. fresh from the success that accompanied Josiah’s death, Nebuchadnezzar drove Necho from Asia 
and began dealing with matters in Syria and Palestine, but he was recalled to Babylon on the occasion of 
his father’s death where he ascended to the throne
  3. from this point on, Nebuchadnezzar is the most powerful man among the Jews, much more 
powerful than their own weak kings and generals, and he begins the process of fleecing Judah for all of its 
worth (Daniel 1:1-7)
  4. seven years later, he struck again, capturing Jerusalem and its king Jehoiakim, whom he 
imprisoned (2 Chronicles 36:5-7)
  5. his successor, Jehoiachin, fared little better (2 Chronicles 36:9-10)
  6. Zedekiah took his place and showed more backbone, if not more brains (2 Chronicles 36:11-20 
and Jeremiah 52:8-11)
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 D. His Palace
  1. Nebuchadnezzar’s hostages includes Ezekiel, Daniel and his three friends who are known by 
their Chaldean names, Shadrach, Meschach and Abed-Nego
  2. the king recognized in these men a high quality of integrity and ability, even if he did not 
comprehend its source (Daniel 1:18-20)
  3. they immediately became useful to him as he dreamed about a great image and representation of 
the future, which his staff magicians, astrologers and sorcerers could not interpret (Daniel 2:16-23)
   a. Daniel told Nebuchadnezzar what he had dreamed and what it meant, impressing the pagan 
king with his obvious abilities (Daniel 2:46-49)
   b. he remains a pagan, however (Daniel 3:1-6, 13-20)
   c. of course, they survive with the help of a mysterious fourth person in the furnace (Daniel 
3:28-30)
  4. later, Daniel interpreted another dream for Nebuchadnezzar, seeing his own temporary downfall 
in the image of a tree that was felled, representing his gathering insanity (Daniel 4:20-37)
  5. Nebuchadnezzar dies in 562 B.C.

II. Some Applications
 A. Polytheism
  1. like so many in the time of Jesus and the apostles, Nebuchadnezzar was a busy polytheist, open 
to worshiping any and all gods, but seemingly immune to the concept that only one of them might be true
  2. Paul met the idolaters and philosophers of Athens upon Mars Hill, overlooking the marketplace 
where they discussed and debated their ideals (Acts 17:16-31)
  3. Elijah called this habit faltering between two opinions and it was the kind of heart-sharing that 
Joshua tried to prevent in his farewell speech (cf. First Kings 18:21 and Joshua. 24:14-15)
  4. men and women falter between two opinions today when their Sunday personalities do not match 
up with the other six days of the week; they put their faith back on every Sunday like it’s their best suit or 
dress, and then hang it in the closet soon after the final “Amen” so that they can return to their pride, 
envy, deceit and selfishness
   a. their presence makes for dangerous times and conflicts and apostasy within the church 
(Second Timothy 3:1-7)
   b. that divided lifestyle is as seductive as the diet pills that promise you can eat garbage and still 
lose weight or the con that promises big dividends for little work or investment
   c. it is the best of both worlds to some–faith and filth in the same convenient package–except 
that it’s all make-believe, the invention of the marketing genius from Hell (James 4:1-5)

 B. Divination
  1. Nebuchadnezzar is misled or failed repeatedly by his staff of magicians, sorcerers and 
astrologers, who had no supernatural talent at all
  2. divination such as he desired was even condemned by the Law of Moses (Deuteronomy 18:9-14)
  3. diviners used different methods to gauge the future, including stargazing and looking in the liver, 
but what they had in common was no tangible benefit
  4. today, we are surrounded by many similar futile efforts–horoscopes, palm readers, psychic 
friends, etc.–and they are all as offensive to God as Nebuchadnezzar’s staff
   a. Simon became a Christian only after realizing that Philip could work genuine miracles which 
had to impress the great illusionist (cf. Acts 8:9-13)
   b. repentance in Ephesus meant the destruction of magic books worth 50,000 pieces of silver
  5. the Holy Spirit includes sorcery in his list of works of the flesh which prevent a person from 
entering the kingdom of God (cf. Galatians 5:20)
   a. sorcery is from the Greek word farmakeia (farmakei ða), from which we get our word 
“pharmacy”
   b. drugs were often used in association with witchcraft and sorcery for a simple reason–there 
was no power otherwise
  6. all these are forms of false worship and attachment to idolatry that we do well to avoid

 C. Resisting God
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  1. Nebuchadnezzar served a purpose before God in punishing the wayward bride in Judah, but the 
king never quite gave up his insistence on resisting God
  2. contrary to Calvinism, God can be resisted and rejected, but always to the infidel’s doom
  3. when he cast the three friends of Daniel into the fiery furnace, he challenged, “And who is the 
god who will deliver you from my hands” (Daniel 3:15)?
  4. in the apostles’ time, Gamaliel would warn, “if it is of God, you cannot overthrow it–lest you 
even be found to fight against God” (Acts 5:39)
  5. how much of our time do we spend resisting God, fighting against him because we are 
determined to have our way?
   a. after we have prayed that he would guide, guard and direct us, we do everything possible to 
prevent it by closing our ears, our hearts and our Bibles
   b. Stephen’s accusers were stiff-necked and of uncircumcised heart, but the Hebrew writer 
addressed Christians whose hearing had become dull through apathy and lack of application (cf. Hebrews 
5:11-14)
  6. God guides, guards and directs by answering prayer, working through providence and employing 
people both good and evil, but all that will profit you nothing without the word (First Peter 1:22-2:3)

 D. Break Off Your Sins
  1. Daniel urges Nebuchadnezzar to break off sins and repent so that God might avert the 
punishment intended for him, but until he hit rock bottom in utter insanity, he would not bend his will
   a. so many today want to feel religious and be “churched” as they put it without the messy, but 
necessary step of repentance
   b. they fill the pews of the party churches where nothing will ever be said to offend their guilty, 
but unfeeling consciences, yet it is God’s desire that sinners come to repentance and a knowledge of the 
truth, not blissful ignorance about their lost condition
  2. today they are called the “unchurched” but in more religiously correct times, they were known as 
the unsaved–the lost, and no amount of syrupy sermonizing is going to change that condition
  3. the message of the New Testament regarding sin is one of repentance (“ Repent therefore and be 
converted, that your sins may be blotted out, so that times of refreshing may come from the presence of 
the Lord” (Acts 3:19).
  4. break off your sins, because to persist in them is to reject God’s grace (First John 3:7-10)

Conclusion
Nebuchadnezzar is an interesting character, partly because he seems so willing to acknowledge Jehovah, 
but so reluctant to give up his idols. He wants the best  of both worlds–faith and filth–and it  just doesn’t 
happen that way. Choose this day whom you will serve.
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Nimrod
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The word “Nimrod” is most commonly used today to insult  someone’s intelligence or competence, but  its 
more accurate usage is found in the Bible reference to a “mighty hunter before the Lord” (Genesis 10:9). 
Much of what  we know about Nimrod comes from uninspired historians like Josephus, but his connection 
with Nineveh and the Tower of Babel provides a compelling character study all its own.

Discussion
I. What We Know About Nimrod (Genesis 10:1, 6-12, 32)
 A. Descendant of Ham
  1. while it is true that every person on Earth can trace his heritage back to Adam and Eve, it is 
likewise true that every person descends from Noah and his anonymous wife, through one of their three 
sons, for the flood wiped out every other family on Earth
  2. their three sons, Shem, Ham and Japheth, are the men through whom the human race was rebuilt
   a. the offspring of Japheth are listed in verses 2-5 and seem to correspond to the peoples of Asia 
Minor, as well as Greece, Spain and Cyprus and some areas on the extreme East and extreme West
   b. the descendants of Shem, from which we get the word “Semite,” include the family of 
Abraham through whom Israel would come
   c. the children of Ham include the nations of the eastern Mediterranean, including northern 
African nations like Libya and Egypt, the Philistines, Canaanites and Amorites
  3. and so Nimrod was a son of Ham

 B. Nineveh
  1. Nimrod is credited with building Assyria, including the great city of Nineveh, and that city’s 
history certainly fits the character of the great hunter
  2. today, the city of Mosul, Iraq lies where Nineveh is buried, but its reputation is much the same
  3. it was the great prophet Jonah who made Nineveh famous when he refused to go there when 
called by God
   a. by the time of Jonah’s birth in the ninth century before Christ, Assyria and its capital in 
Nineveh had brutally conquered the entire region around them and were now encroaching upon Israel’s 
northern border on the way to Egypt
   b. unless Nineveh could be slowed down, Israel might be trampled like any other little nation 
that got in its way, and so Jonah was selected to go and preach repentance there
   c. Jonah’s warning was that in 40 days, God would overthrow Nineveh, unless the king and 
nation repented, and Jonah wished for the former, not the latter, because he hated Nineveh (Jonah 3:1-6, 
10)
   d. Nimrod’s crowning jewel was spared and the brutal, but temporarily reformed city began a 
period in which their former aggressiveness was stayed
  4. reformations often seem to reverse and 150 years later, God grew tired of Nineveh once more and 
sent Nahum (Nahum 1:1, 3:17)
   a. it was Assyria that had finally done what Jonah feared–in 722 B.C., she conquered the 
northern kingdom of Israel, leaving only the smaller people of Judah to keep God’s plan alive
   b. now it is Nineveh’s turn as the armies of Babylon lay siege in 612 B.C. and threaten 
Nimrod’s city with extinction

 C. Babel
  1. Josephus and other ancient historians also pin another dishonor on Nimrod–the construction of 
the tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9)
   a. a Mesopotamian temple-tower was built with six or seven stories with stairs leading to each 
level and topped with a shrine to the local deity
   b. this one was built so that Nimrod’s people could make a name for themselves
  2. the purpose of the tower was to threaten God by elevating man to his level and so God, bound by 
his promise not to destroy the Earth by water, this time chose to scatter the wicked men by confusing their 
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language, creating different tongues and the far-flung circumstances that we see now throughout the 
world
  3. it is not that God felt vulnerable, but that he wished to punish their pride and that he did
  4. Nimrod was a hunter and conqueror and those qualities are often hard to harmonize with 
meekness and peace

II. Some Applications
 A. Sons of Noah, Sons of Abraham
  1. Genesis 9:19 says that from Shem, Ham and Japheth, “the whole earth was populated”
   a. some of you may have a father who has two brothers, who also have children–your cousins
   b. far from hating them, you probably have fond memories of your cousins from childhood and 
recognize them as kin and would be willing to help them in times of need or host them if they visit
   c. if you multiply that thousands of times, you arrive at your ultimate relationship to every 
person on the face of the Earth–brother at best, cousin at least
  2. under the Old Testament, the descendants of Shem were forbidden to mingle or mate with the 
descendants of Ham, not because one race was physically inferior, or anything inherent, but because they 
became idolaters as was indicated at Babel (Deuteronomy 7:1-11)
   a. it was these seven nations that were forbidden to Israel, not simply all other nations
   b. Solomon freely violated this law to his own discredit, but the similar charge against Moses is 
unfounded, for his marriage to an Ethiopian woman was lawful, even if she had dark skin and his was fair 
(cf. Numbers 12:1)
  3. race continues to be an unpleasant subject in America especially and throughout the world to 
some degree, but I find no authority in Scripture or motivation in Christ to hate my cousin due to the color 
of his skin or content of his culture
   a. “from one blood, God made every nation of man to dwell on the face of the earth” (Acts 
17:26)
   b. and beyond that, men and women can become spiritual children of Abraham, whether they 
descend from Shem, Ham or Japheth, or count Isaac or Ishmael as their connection to God (Galatians 
3:1-9)
   c. a black actor named Morgan Freeman recently said that the only way to get rid of racism is to 
stop talking about it, so that the history of every race in American is integral to history itself
   4. here again is where grown ups with their prejudices need to be converted to become humble 
like little children who seem to be without concept of race or bias

 B. Mighty Hunter
  1. Nimrod was a mighty hunter and conqueror, but sadly not many among the mighty come to 
Christ to be saved (First Corinthians 1:18-31
  2. just as pride prevents racial harmony, it also gets in the way of reconciliation with God–pride in 
appearance, intellect, power, popularity or physical strength
  3. some confuse meekness with weakness, forgetting that Moses was meek but bold and that Christ 
called himself meek as he summoned others to inherit the earth through him
  4. Revelation 19:18 relegates such mighty unbelievers to spiritual doom, so there must be 
something to this meekness–to strength under control (Colossians 3:12-15)
   a. the need to conquer, to go first, to subjugate the will of others, even those close by, to our 
will is a mightiness that we can do without
   b. “Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show by good conduct that his works 
are done in the meekness of wisdom” (James 3:13).

 C. Ziggurats
  1. Nimrod, or his children, endeavored to build a tower in Babel that would reach to the heavens–a 
sort of stationary Titanic so great that God himself would be impressed and nonplussed
  2. instead of laying an Ebenezer to commemorate God’s power, they constructed a ziggurat to 
announce their own and that God would not permit; like the Titanic, it sunk
  3. athletes, students, politicians, and the man on the job all want to make a name for themselves and 
that was the motivation for the people of Babel as they vertically combined brick with asphalt
  4. how desperate are we to make names for ourselves and why?
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   a. it is not good enough to do well unless everyone else is aware of it–even our acts of charity 
must be announced by the sounding of a trumpet and summons of the press
   b. there is something holy about doing the right thing, but not even letting your left hand know 
what your right hand is up to
   c. here we lay our Ebenezer to the great things God has done and give him all the glory 
(Ephesians 3:14-21)
   d. do the right thing without concern for who will find out and congratulate you

 D. Repentance and Regression
  1. like the Hebrews under the Judges, Nineveh is a nation that repents, reforms and then regresses 
over time; America did a little of the same on Sept. 11, 2001, but that spiritual awakening is over now
  2. we are not so much concerned about national prospects here, though; we care more on a personal 
level–what are your chances of repenting and reforming without waiting to regress? (Second Corinthians 
7:10-11)
  3. when you come forward during worship, or just apologize to the person you have wronged or go 
to God on your knees in prayer, how committed are you to overcoming what humbled you in the first 
place?
  4. for repentance to be sincere and for regression to be prevented, that devotion is mandatory (First 
John 2:1-3)

Conclusion
Nimrod was a mighty hunter and that is not  all bad, but if it expressed in pride and rebellion, it  can’t be 
anything good for long.
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Boaz
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The great-grandfather of King David makes for an interesting character study, in that it  was his goodness 
and fairness that caused him to meet his wife, Ruth, during the era of Judges in the history of Israel. 
Usually, when we study the book of Ruth or think about  its characters, we focus on the title character, but 
Boaz, along with Naomi and Orpah, provide rich studies as well.
The writer presents Boaz as a model of godliness and purity, a man who recognized a virtuous woman, 
rewarded her and had the good sense to marry her. Would that all young men could do likewise.

Discussion
I. The Character of Boaz
 A. His Era
  1. we can never truly understand the character of any person until we understand the era in which 
he lived; people are partly defined and shaped by their circumstances and only sometimes rise above the 
status quo to leave behind their own mark
   a. circumstances is not an excuse for immoral behavior, but it is sometimes a partial explanation
   b. what matters is whether a person in difficult circumstances can take a stand on God’s will 
and rise above the negatives of his era
  2. the reason we remember Boaz is that he did just that–he rose above the violence, chaos and 
selfishness of the era of the Hebrew Judges to show compassion and take a place in the genealogy of 
Jesus Christ
  3. between Joshua and Saul, there was much disorder in Israel and it is little wonder that the people 
were dissatisfied with the situation, but it was one of their own making (“In those days there was no king 
in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25)
  4. Boaz lives in the latter part of the Judges period, but seems to occupy a lonely noble plain against 
a broader backdrop of lawlessness

 B. His Convictions
  1. Boaz, of course, lived under the authority of the Law of Moses, which contained both civil and 
religious facets
  2. the land was parceled out to tribes and families and was intended to remain according to those 
assignments, even in cases of debt and bankruptcy
  3. the perpetuation of families also mattered greatly, so that young widows were to be wed to their 
brothers-in-law and to bear them children to continue the bloodline
  4. Boaz finds himself in the midst of such a situation when Naomi the Israelite returns from a 
sojourn in Moab, widowed herself, but also accompanied by her widowed daughter-in-law, both indigent 
and bereft of land, man or inheritance, except for these customs of the levirate and redemption of the land
   a. levirate (Deuteronomy 25:5-10)
   b. redemption of the land (Leviticus 25:23-38)

 C. Naomi and Ruth
  1. before we meet Boaz, we are introduced to Naomi, a Jewess who had fled from famine with her 
husband to Moab, only to be widowed by him in that neighboring country, where their sons had met and 
married Orpah and Ruth
  2. Moab was located just across the Dead Sea, east of Bethlehem, where Naomi came from
   a. like the Hebrews, the Moabites were descendants of Noah’s son, Shem, by way of an 
incestuous episode involving Lot and his elder daughter (cf. Genesis 19:30-38)
   b. the Moabite language was strikingly similar to Hebrew, although the people were early 
involved in idolatry
   c. mingling with Moabites was like visiting cousins, but these cousins had some very dangerous 
habits to be sure
  3. it is the culmination of the deaths of Naomi’s sons and husband that causes her to head back to 
Judah (Ruth 1:6-18)
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  4. Naomi returns in deep bitterness, angry with God for her losses and unable to take much solace 
in the companionship of Ruth or the return to her homeland at the beginning of the barley harvest

 D. Match Made in Heaven
  1. here is where Ruth and Boaz are introduced (Ruth 2:1-7)
   a. Ruth’s loyalty to her mother-in-law has impressed Boaz who offers to allow her to continue 
gleaning in his field and under his protection (Ruth 2:11-13)
   b. there she labored and dined and became the beneficiary of Boaz’s kindness (Ruth 2:15-16)
  2. Ruth’s loyalty and Boaz’s generosity sweep away the bitterness in Naomi’s heart (Ruth 2:20)
   a. she recognizes God’s providence, but also that God works through the efforts of his people 
who do the right thing without hope of reward
   b. Naomi persuades Ruth to approach Boaz with the possibility of marriage, and although the 
custom is unusual, Boaz chastely agrees (Ruth 3:6-11)
  3. there is only one hitch in the plan–a closer relative than Boaz has first refusal and the real estate 
is a tantalizing gain (Ruth 4:1-4)
   a. marriage to Ruth the Moabitess, however, is not (Ruth 4:5-6)
   b. they shook sandals on the deal and the rest is matrimonial history (Ruth 4:13-17)
  4. the major reason we have this excerpt from the Judges era is to tell us how one outside of the 
house of Israel became the great-grandmother of King David, an ancestor of Jesus the Christ
   a. this was truly a match made in heaven, created by providence and sealed by godly 
cooperation
   b. the character of Boaz makes him fit into the plan of God

II. Some Applications
 A. Participating In God’s Plan
  1. the tired old expression, “Let go and let God” has probably done as much harm as good in its 
history; it convinces some that their both their eternal salvation and daily decisions are determined 
entirely without them, so that they grow idle in their discernment and disinterested in their convictions
   a. they drift through life like flotsam on the sea instead of seizing the craft and participating in 
its course
   b. we cannot always know the intricacies of God’s plan for us, but as long as we are doing the 
godly thing, we can be sure that we are participating in it, whatever it is
  2. Boaz behaves like Joseph, thrown into a pit and sold into slavery by his brothers, where he ends 
up in prison, but because his faith is strong, he rises up and is able to serve God in Egypt; Joseph told his 
brothers that although they meant to do him evil, God meant it for good, in order to save many people 
alive (cf. Genesis 50:20)
  3. this is what Paul meant when he said, “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who 
live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, 
who loved me and gave Himself for me” (Galatians 2:20).
   a. we are all recreated in him unto good works which advance his plan
   b. this is how we cooperate with God (Hebrews 13:20-21)

 B. Generosity and Kindness
  1. Boaz uses the talents that he possesses to participate in God’s plan–his position and wealth 
enable him to care for Ruth, but only his generosity and kindness cause him to do so
  2. generosity is instantly part of the Christian life, considering Jesus taught that it was more blessed 
to give than to receive (cf. Acts 20:35)
   a. for generosity to be kindness as well, it must be more than just a grudging obligation (cf. 
Second Corinthians 9:5); Boaz never begrudged noble Ruth a single thing, nor should we look the other 
way when a sincere, genuinely needy person presents the opportunity before us (Second Corinthians 
9:6-15)
   b. we cease to be generous when we are too worried about our own condition, apathetic about a 
brother’s or given to trusting in riches for a sense of contentment (First Timothy 6:17-19)
  3. kindness is listed in at least four New Testament lists of Christ-like virtues (cf. Second 
Corinthians 6:6, Galatians 5:22, Colossians 3:12 and Second Peter 1:7); it is “The steadfast love that 
maintains relationships through gracious aid in times of need” according to Holman’s Dictionary
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   a. when Paul was shipwrecked, the natives showed him “unusual kindness; for they kindled a 
fire and made [them] all welcome, because of the rain that was falling and because of the cold” (Acts 
28:2).
   b. kindness is not always repaid instantly, but it is always part of cooperating with God (Second 
Corinthians 6:1-10)
   c. the Good Samaritan is kind, because he stops and helps, while the priest and the Levite are 
unkind for they do not care enough about one of their own
  4. kindness can be as simple as a tiny, little act of encouragement or as great as a massive 
endowment of assistance, but in any degree, it is necessary to play a role in whatever it is God wants to 
accomplish with your life

 C. Integrity
  1. we remember Boaz as a man of integrity, who is more than fair with Ruth the Moabitess and who 
upholds her chastity when she uncovers his feet during the night of her proposal
  2. another Joseph was a man of that kind of integrity (Matthew 1:18-19)
   a. Joseph knew in his heart that she was innocent and that there had to be some unknown 
explanation for her pregnancy and he was unwilling to prosecute her under those conditions, so God was 
able to use him in the life of his own son on Earth
   b. Joseph had no interest in humiliating Mary whom he knew to be chaste
  3. integrity is moral soundness–honesty, fairness and impartiality 
   a. here is someone, like Boaz, intent on doing the right thing no matter the cost and even if 
others selfishly will not bear their own load
   b. Timothy was told to be an example of good works and sound speech, teaching with integrity, 
reverence and incorruptibility (cf. Titus 2:7-8)
  4. integrity prevents us from cutting moral and legal corners, from reading our opinions into 
Scripture instead of reading God’s will out of it, from sinning willfully with the insincere intention of 
repenting later and repeating the process continually
  5. it takes integrity to be useful to God, which is why so many false ministers are being exposed 
these days for their corruptibility, not only in doctrine, but in deeds

 D. Sexual Morality
  1. one supposes that Ruth might have tempted Boaz when she came to his room and lay at his feet, 
but the man showed himself to be trustworthy and chaste
  2. others in similar circumstances might have given in to lust, but Boaz could not
  3. did these people have this sense that God was working out some master plan through the 
mundane decisions of their lives? 
   a. probably not, and neither do you, but that is the point
   b. the moment we decide it doesn’t matter what we do, we become useless to God and he has to 
find somebody else to take our place
  4. how often is it sexual immorality–lewdness, lust, fornication or adultery–that puts someone on 
the bench? (First Thessalonians 4:3-8)
   a. Jesus taught that looking at someone with the intent to lust is tantamount to adultery (cf. 
Matthew 5:27-28); Paul added that fornication is a corruption that is not easily cleansed (cf. First 
Corinthians 6:18-20)
   b. even participating in lewdness–the role of enticer–is an evil that disqualifies you from 
usefulness in God’s plan (Romans 13:11-14)

Conclusion
Boaz is a study in kindness, generosity and integrity; he is a man that we can emulate is so many ways.

Character Studies ! 125



126! Jeff S. Smith



John Mark
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
If the establishment  and early years of the church of Christ  were occurring under today’s media scrutiny, 
we would know intimately characters such as John Mark. We would know every detail of his life and 
listen to pundits and therapists explain them. The New Testament, however, was not written with the idea 
of informing us of every small detail or answering every question. What we learn of John Mark is all that 
we need to know. His life makes for a compelling story, however, based only on what the Bible does 
reveal. He experiences a rise, a fall and a resurrection from ignominy within the history of Luke and the 
letters of Paul, and from all that, there is much to learn.

Discussion
I. His Character
 A. His Name and Family
  1. John Mark’s name is an odd combination of the Jewish Ioannes and the Roman Markos, but why 
this Jew added a Roman surname is unknown
   a. perhaps he added Mark to his name when he began preaching among the Gentiles with 
Barnabas and Saul, or it might have been a badge of Roman citizenship, as in the case of Paul
   b. this is just one of several aspects of John Mark’s life that cannot be resolved easily from what 
we learn of him in the text
  2. we do know that his mother’s name was Mary and that it was in her house that the disciples 
prayed for Peter who sat in prison until an angel set him free (Acts 12:12-19)
   a. we could suppose from this text that his father was likely dead, but that his widowed mother 
was rather wealthy, since she had a house with a large room, porch, and servants
   b. many zealous Jews became rich in the world beyond Judea, but retired to Jerusalem to be 
closer to their own people and faith in their final years; perhaps John Mark’s family was of this sort
  3. Colossians 4:10 identifies John Mark as the cousin of Barnabas, the son of encouragement, as he 
was called by the apostles who appreciated his willingness to sacrifice wealth for the needy saints around 
him
   a. Barnabas’s wealth may indicate further that John Mark was wealthy also
   b. their relationship plays a more important role in the development of John Mark’s character, 
however

 B. His Ministry
  1. John Mark’s conversion is not specifically described anywhere, but Peter may have been 
responsible for teaching him about Jesus, for the apostle calls him a son in First Peter 5:13
  2. his mother’s home seems to be a place of safety for disciples in Jerusalem and so he may have 
been well acquainted with other leaders of the congregation, such as James and John
  3. he leaves Jerusalem, though, to accompany his cousin, Barnabas, and Saul of Tarsus on what is 
called the first missionary journey (Acts 13:4-5)
   a. a great deal of conjecture surrounds his true work with these men, ranging from being a 
business agent to a secondary teacher to a full partner in the ministry
   b. regardless, his work was an important and necessary one or the apostle never would have 
enlisted him; even menial tasks have to be done by someone

 C. His Mutiny
  1. he did not stay with this work for long, however (Acts 13:6-13)
  2. why did he return so abruptly to Jerusalem in the middle of the journey?
   a. while it might have been because of homesickness, anxiety or duty to his mother, some 
reason that he actually objected to preaching the gospel to Gentiles without making them proselyte Jews
   b. notably, Luke does not use John’s Roman surname in this chapter, but only his Jewish name
  3. it had not been long since Peter began sharing the gospel with Gentiles like Cornelius and the 
largely Jewish church of Christ was still adjusting to this shift in policy
   a. of the three men on the trip, Paul quickly embraced his ministry among the Gentiles, but 
Barnabas, influenced by Peter, had misgivings on some level (Galatians 2:11-13)
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   b. it is not hard to imagine that the cousin of Barnabas might have suffered with the same 
uneasiness, but to a greater degree
  4. John Mark’s departure eventually causes a rift between Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15:36-40)
   a. and it is interesting that here Luke calls him Mark, perhaps indicating subtly that his 
convictions had matured, but certainly that he had and was now willing to reenter this ministry
   b. the apostles and elders had spoken on the question of Gentile converts in this very chapter 
and time period, certainly settling the issue among every humble believer
   c. but unfortunately for John Mark, Paul has lost faith in him and considers it serious enough to 
split from Barnabas rather than have John Mark as a companion

 D. His Redemption
  1. about 11 years pass before we hear of John Mark again, but he is apparently at Rome with Paul, 
the prisoner of Caesar (cf. Colossians 4:10, Philippians 24)
  2. the division appears to be fully healed so that John Mark is a fellow laborer and comfort to the 
prisoner of the Lord
  3. the Colossian letter implies, though, that John Mark was contemplating a journey to Asia Minor 
and we eventually find him in the company of Peter (cf. First Peter 5:13)
  4. toward the end of Paul’s life, we last hear of John Mark (Second Timothy 4:9-11)
   a. Paul asks Timothy, who is at Ephesus, to bring Mark to him “for ministry,” exactly the task 
he had abandoned so many years before
   b. John Mark lived to redeem himself in the eyes of the apostle and every Bible reader, as well 
as every Christian who has ever fallen short in his service and contemplated trying again

 E. His Gospel
  1. tradition holds that John Mark was a closer companion to the apostle Peter and that from 
listening to the apostle’s recollections, John Mark wrote the second gospel account that bears his Roman 
surname
  2. he is credited with founding a congregation in Alexandria before dying there in A.D. 62-63

II. Some Applications
 A. Raised In The … 
  1. there is enough evidence to deduce that John Mark was a wealthy man, probably raised in great 
wealth, and while that sounds pleasant enough, we know that sometimes such luxury produces idleness 
and materialism that strangles the soul of man
  2. for some, riches are a terrible curse–a blessing of God transformed into a curse by the subtlety of 
Satan who uses them as a snare, so that poverty would actually profit them more spiritually (Proverbs 
30:7-9)
  3. we know others who were “raised in the church” so to speak, which should bring them great 
blessing, but Satan finds a way to turn even that into a curse on those who slip into idleness and 
complacency as a result
   a. for some of them, faith has been handed to them or imposed upon them, but they have never 
taken the time to make a personal effort at discovering the reason to have hope, and so they really don’t 
have any of their own
   b. even those who were “raised in the church” must take the time and effort to examine the 
claims of the New Testament to decide if they are true, and if they are found true, no time should be lost 
in acting upon them

 B. What It Means To Minister
  1. today, we tend to reserve the word “minister” for those who are full-time gospel preachers, but 
the Bible word really just indicates a servant of some kind
  2. we all ought to be interested in ministering to Christ and his people, providing a service that 
saves souls, edifies the weak and carries out God’s will (First Peter 4:7-11)
   a. visiting those who are hungry, poor, homeless and prisoner (cf. Matthew 25:44)
   b. serving as an agent of the government to punish the guilty (cf. Romans 13:4)
   c. teaching the lost and the saints to know and grow in Christ (cf. First Timothy 4:6)
  3. ministering to the saints is not merely the work of full-time paid ministers (Hebrews 6:9-12)
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 C. Who Is Worthy?
  1. some have suggested that John Mark is a New Testament version of the prophet Jonah, who 
abandoned his own ministry out of dislike for Gentiles and fled from the presence of God
  2. I’m not ready to read that much into the little bits and hints that Luke included in the Acts, but 
the question is a valid one–how do we judge who is worthy to hear the gospel or be invited to consider the 
testimony of Christ and his apostles?
  3. here is how God explained it to Jonah (Jonah 4:1-11)
  4. are there occasions when God is trying to send us in one direction and because of prejudice, 
apathy, lack of preparation, cowardice or complacency, we either head in the other direction or sit idly?
   a. God has a gift and a ministry for all of us, but we can be as easily distracted and dissuaded as 
Jonah or John Mark
   b. think about the situations in which you find yourself, the opportunities you have to speak up 
or do something, and how often you instead do nothing
   c. perhaps we worry so much about casting our pearls before swine that we have begun 
hoarding those pearls for ourselves instead, forbidding not only the swine, but also the genuine seeker

 D. Correction
  1. the great thing about John Mark’s story is not the downfall, but the resurrection of his reputation 
and place in Paul’s heart
  2. of all the things that Paul ever did after his conversion in the Bible, this is just about the only 
event in which people sometimes take exception and question his compassion
  3. we will never know for certain whether Barnabas or Paul was right, but in the end, what matters 
is that John Mark restores himself to the ministry and Paul’s heart
  4. he is like his mentor Peter who denies Jesus three times, goes out and weeps bitterly, but then 
finds his way back to the disciples and throws himself into the ministry more than ever
   a. we all have our failures, some subtle and private and others obvious and public, but what 
matters is what we do next
   b. weep if you must in contrition and repentance, but then get back to work, because the days 
are few before God will call you to judgment (Philippians 2:12-13)

Conclusion
We can appreciate the character of John Mark as one who is flawed and sometimes distracted just as we 
are. John Mark corrects himself and gets back to work.
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Antichrist
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The word “antichrist” appears only five times in the entire Bible, confined entirely to two short  letters by 
the same man, writing at the end of the first  century. By contrast, the word “baptism” and its cousins 
appear dozens upon dozens of times. Yet, the religious world today would prefer to dwell upon the former 
and dismiss the latter.
In this lesson today, we will take a brief look at the subject of the antichrist and attempt to dispel some 
myths while magnifying the truth of the matter.

Discussion
I. Antichrists and Pseudochrists
 A. Against or In Place
  1. the prefix “anti-” connotes a movement or sentiment that is detrimental to the cause of Christ, 
either overtly or covertly; thus an antichrist is any force which works in opposition to our Lord
  2. a pseudochrist is one who is pretending to be a substitute Christ, that is a false Messiah, as 
David Koresh did a few years ago in Waco
  3. this lesson is concerned with the antichrist, rather than the pseudochrist, and focuses on the 
idea of opposition to Christ through doctrines and men who oppose the truth by blatantly evil means or 
subtler attempts at making evil appear righteous in false religions
  4. when we discuss the antichrists, we are talking about any doctrine which seeks damage against 
the truth

 B. John’s Writings
  1. since the apostle John has the distinction of being the only New Testament writer to use the 
word “antichrist,” we will study his words first (cf. I am not suggesting that John is the only writer to talk 
about the “antichrist” concept, however)
  2. First John 2:18-19 places his readers in the late first century in the last hour, an hour which 
continues to this day, descriptive of the world’s final dispensation prior to its conclusion
   a. the disciples had been told that antichrist was coming and John asserts that even then, 
many had already come
   b. perhaps they were so focused on the prophecy of false Messiahs that they overlooked the 
fact that doctrinal error and false teachers were evidence of an antichrist movement
   c. this antichrist sentiment John exposes is coming from within the church, according to verse 
19–it is an apostasy
  3. First John 2:22-23 defines antichrist as one who denies the deity of Christ and his father
   a. a special problem within the church of Christ then was the influence of the Gnostics upon 
the disciples
   b. these men believed that the flesh was inherently evil and as such, Christ could not have 
really come to men in the flesh
   c. in addition, they used this view to teach that sin was purely physical and thus did not affect 
the spirit, making it permissible
   d. A.T. Robertson argues that Cerinthus, a Gnostic leader of the first century, fits well John’s 
accusation against an antichrist (cf. Word Pictures of the New Testament, Volume 6, Page 217)
  4. First John 4:1-3 prescribes a prophet test to weed out the antichrist element
   a. the Gnostic conception of Jesus would thus be exposed
   b. again, that spirit of antichrist was not exclusively reserved for the final few, literal days of 
this earth, but was present even as John wrote before “Y1C”
  5. Second John 7 again shows the plurality of antichrists and their presence in the early world and 
church
   a. they are labeled deceivers and thus should be sought among false teachers working within 
the church of Christ; they are apostates who deny Christ’s deity in a tabernacle of humanity
   b. antichrist is a more general term than modern men believe, who imagine it refers only to 
one man who would appear at the very end of history to trouble the church and be put down by Christ
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 C. Pointing at The Antichrist
  1. a few years ago, a tabloid newspaper announced that, “The Antichrist Is In The World Today”
   a. they meant to inform us that after 2000 years without any antichrists, the one evil incarnate 
had finally come
   b. no, John’s writings will not uphold this idea; antichrists have been present since the early 
days of the church
  2. in 1999, Jerry Falwell asserted his opinion that the end was near and therefore, the antichrist is 
probably a preteen boy living in Jerusalem today
   a. thankfully, the reaction was not like Herod’s and people did not take it upon themselves to 
slay every Jewish male under the age of majority
   b. such assertions are themselves antichrist, in that they oppose the truth of the New 
Testament

II. Opposition to Christ
 A. The Devil’s Work
  1. throughout the gospel accounts, the opposition to Christ engendered and performed by the 
devil is clearly an antichrist movement
   a. the devil is not who John was talking about, but his influence upon man and the evil works 
that result
   b. consider how Jesus responded to the devil’s work
  2. in Matthew 4:1-10, the Spirit led Jesus up into the wilderness to face the temptations of the 
devil, who claimed the right to exchange all the kingdoms of the world to obtain Christ’s allegiance
   a. the stance taken by Jesus that day was Christ working against an antichrist ambition in its 
essence
   b. the devil is not what John warned about as antichrist, but his work being done by men’s 
hands was
   c. the antichrist function seeks to overwhelm Christians with promises similar to these, 
concerning the lust of the eyes, the lust of the flesh and the pride of life, and will frequently and most 
perniciously be found in the doctrines of supposedly pious men (Second Peter 2:18-19)
  3. in Matthew 13:37-39, Jesus explains the parable of the wheat and tares, and points to the devil 
as one who sows wicked things among the good seed of the gospel
   a. it is not so much the devil doing these things himself, but working through his agents in 
this world
   b. he works not by demon possession, but persuasion, and entices men to corrupt the pure 
doctrine of Christ into something with more convenience and allowance (Second Timothy 3:1-9)
   c. such men are antichrist, evil sowers
  4. at other points in his ministry, Jesus revealed it to be the severest of insults to attribute his work 
to the devil’s power (cf. Matthew 12:24-32) and that the devil is the prince of this world who has nothing 
in Jesus (cf. John 14:30)

 B. The Man of Sin (Second Thessalonians 2:3-12)
  1. as Paul did a few months earlier in First Thessalonians 4:13-18, the apostle is attempting to 
refute teachings that Christ’s return was then imminent
  2. he does so now by stating that certain things must happen before the return of Jesus (a great 
apostasy and the revelation of a man of sin, or lawlessness
   a. the man of sin, a relative of the apostasy, is identified as one who opposes God and exalts 
himself into a position like God’s
   b. he was then restrained from appearing as Paul wrote, but eventually would appear and then 
be destroyed by God’s breath
   c. the man of sin’s work would deceive many, who might otherwise have been saved
  3. some commentators apply this text to the succession of Roman emperors, who clearly fit the 
description in exalting themselves as “Lord God, Caesar” and overwhelmed many saints with threats of 
death unless they recanted Christ (cf. Revelation 2:10, 3:8)
  4. the Catholic church applied it to Protestantism in the Middle Ages and Protestants have come 
to apply it to Catholicism and in fact, both may be right, for both movements tend to pervert the doctrine 
of Christ in their own way
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   a. the Pope sits on his throne as the so-called vicar of Christ on Earth, with a scepter in one 
hand and legislative power in the other (Colossians 2:20-23, First Timothy 4:1-3)
   b. Protestantism castrates the gospel by teaching an unholy gospel of salvation by faith only, 
deceiving many good people into submitting to the devil’s error (cf. James 2:24)
  5. such antichrist sentiments are slain by God’s breath, the words from his mouth recorded in the 
New Testament as the figurative sword of the Holy Spirit (cf. Ephesians 6:17), culminating in 
pronouncements of doom upon evildoers in the last judgment (cf. Second Corinthians 5:10)
  6. is there a connection between Paul’s “man of sin” and John’s “antichrist”?
   a. surely, for the man of sin is clearly against Christ
   b. we need not assume that the man of sin is one person in particular, although history shows 
that men have attempted to pin that title on the likes of everyone from Napoleon to Bill Gates
   c. the man of sin is at the pinnacle of apostasy, and many antichrists occupy that seat

 C. 666
  1. attempts to pinpoint a single antichrist to end the ages also focus upon the book of Revelation, 
written to comfort saints of first century Asia Minor who faced awful persecution at the hands of the 
Roman empire, and concerning events to come to pass soon and shortly (cf. Revelation 1:3)
  2. Jesus uses signs–highly symbolic imagery–to paint a comforting picture of impending history 
at the turn of the first to second century, including the defeat of the great beast, who would obviously 
depict the empire, its emperor and their work (Revelation 12:3, 13:1, 11-18)
  3. is the beast antichrist?
   a. of course, for the emperor upheld himself as God and worked to eliminate Christianity 
from the empire
   b. the empire answers to Daniel’s fourth beast and kingdom, which existed when the kingdom 
of God was to be established
   c. but this particular antichrist is no longer a threat to the church and its work and fate today
   d. we can still find comfort in seeing God’s record in overcoming antichrists, knowing thus 
that he can overcome those who trouble us

Conclusion
Antichrists are in the world today, troubling the progress of the church through deception. Paul wrote, 
“For Satan himself transforms himself into an angel of light. Therefore it is no great thing if his ministers 
also transform themselves into ministers of righteousness, whose end will be according to their 
works” (Second Corinthians 11:14-15).
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Matthew
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Although he is one of the 12 apostles, we know very little about the man named Matthew. What  we do 
learn from the Bible passages about him, combined with the fact that  he is among the four gospel writers, 
provides us with a rich character study nonetheless.

Discussion
I. About Matthew
 A. Names
  1. when we first meet Matthew, he is not an apostle yet and not even a follower; in fact, he isn’t 
even Matthew–he is called Levi (Mark 2:13-17)
   a. although his father’s name, Alphaeus, is the same as that of fellow apostle James the Less, it 
is unlikely they were brothers in the flesh, else the accounts would make that clear as in the case of James 
and John and Peter and Andrew
   b. and just how he came by the name of Matthew is also untold
  2. his original name, Levi, is usually associated with the priestly family in the kingdom of Israel, 
successors to Aaron in the tabernacle and temple
  3. Matthew, however, is no priest–he is a tax collector, a profession tantamount to sin itself in first 
century Judah
  4. whether he chooses to become Matthew, assume a middle name for the main, or is renamed by 
Jesus, we are not told, but Matthew is usually translated, “Gift of YHWH” and is equivalent to 
Theodore11

 B. Occupation When Called
  1. when Jesus encounters Levi, he is sitting in the Capernaum tax office, where he might be 
collecting “duty on imports, exports, toll on roads, bridges, the harbor, the town tax, and a great 
multiplicity of other variable taxes on an unlimited variety of things”12

  2. Levi was a publican, a word derived rom the Latin publicanus, meaning a a man who did public 
duty, but because the public duty was executed by a Jew in service of the hated Roman government, the 
publicans were ostracized and vilified by their own people
  3. as the event just after Matthew’s call to discipleship illustrates, publicans were classified with 
harlots, usurers and thieves as the outcast of society
  4. but ask yourself this question–Why would such a person instantly stand up and walk away from 
such a life to follow after Jesus?
   a. Matthew does not appear to emerge from the followers of John the Immerser, but it is 
unreasonable to imagine that he simply heeded the first stranger to walk up to the tax office and ask him 
to leave
   b. more likely, something was going on in the heart of Matthew, as it was in the minds of many 
tax collectors, harlots and sinners who were longing for redemption and the coming of the Messiah
   c. Jesus would comment about the ragtag nature of his following by saying that “Wisdom is 
justified by her children,” indicating that it made perfect sense for a spiritual physician to visit the sickest 
people on Earth and that his success in converting them to true holiness proved his strategy just (cf. 
Matthew 11:19)

 C. Money
  1. Matthew does not follow Jesus very far before the record tells of a feast that he throws to honor 
the Lord, and at which the Messiah and his disciples mingle with other tax collectors and notorious 
sinners
  2. money, the love of which is at the root of all kinds of evil, is the reason that the people like Levi 
got into tax collecting, and to afford this kind of feast, he must have been at least as successful as 
Zacchaeus (cf. Luke 19:1-8)
  3. their success, however, was determined by their willingness to inflate people’s tax bills so that 
they might enrich themselves while serving the emperor: 
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Sufficient cause for the unpopularity of publicans in New Testament times is not far 
seek. Hatred of paying duties seems to be ingrained in human nature. Customs 
officials are always unpopular. The method is necessarily inquisitorial. The man 
who opens one's boxes and bundles to appraise the value of what one has, is at best 
a tolerated evil. In Judea, under the Roman system, all circumstances combined to 
make the publican the object of bitter hatred. He represented and exercised in 
immediate contact, at a sore spot with individuals, the hatred power of Rome. The 
tax itself was looked upon as an inherent religious wrong, as well as civil 
imposition, and by many the payment of it was considered a sinful act of disloyalty 
to God. The tax-gatherer, if a Jew, was a renegade in the eyes of his patriotic 
fellows. He paid a fixed sum for the taxes, and received for himself what he could 
over and above that amount. The ancient and widespread curse of arbitrariness was 
in the system. The tariff rates were vague and indefinite (cf. see Schurer, HJP, I, ii, 
67 f). The collector was thus always under the suspicion of being an extortioner and 
probably was in most instances. The name was apt to realize itself. The unusual 
combination in a publican of petty tyrant, renegade and extortioner, made by 
circumstances almost inevitable, was not conductive to popularity.13

  4. and yet we understand that the love of money as motivation was not confined to the publicans
   a. one of the apostles, Judas Iscariot, looted the Lord’s treasury for personal gain and eventually 
sold Jesus out for 30 pieces of silver
   b. and the Pharisees, who along with the scribes, questioned the righteousness of this feast, 
were themselves known as “lovers of money” (Luke 16:14)

 D. Authorship and Obscurity
  1. Matthew is recognized as the author of the first gospel account, although, like the other 
biographers of Christ, he does not so identify himself in the book that bears his name
  2. according to uninspired sources, Matthew wrote his gospel before the other three and prior to the 
fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70
   a. “Origen, in the beginning of the 3rd century could speak of it as the first of ‘the four Gospels, 
which alone are received without dispute by the church of God under heaven’(cf. in Eusebius, Historia 
Ecclesiastica, VI, 25)”14

   b. so-called church father Barnabas quotes from its familiar “It is written” formula15

  3. Matthew seems to write for a Jewish religious audience, emphasizing the fulfillment of messianic 
prophecy through relating the discourses and events of Christ’s life from incarnation to ascension

II. Some Applications
 A. Follow Me
  1. it is somewhat astounding to read Mark’s words about Matthew’s calling–how he simply gets up 
from his lucrative and reviled chair at the custom house to follow the Lord
  2. it is more likely that he knew something of the Lord and was simply moved by the invitation than 
that he responded to a complete stranger with implicit obedience
   a. faith comes by hearing the word of God and Christ’s call was as much to faith as it was to 
following
   b. and yet the fact that he leaves so much behind to follow is a great lesson in discipleship
  3. just as Peter and Andrew left their father and their nets behind to become fishers of men, Jesus 
calls people like Levi out of sin to follow him as students and imitators (Mark 8:34-38)
  4. that kind of following depends upon complete loyalty and priority and not all are capable or 
interested, in spite of wanting to be religious and feel justified (Luke 9:57-62)
  5. following Christ begins with a response to his invitation, a step into the waters of baptism and a 
life of discipleship that is faithful even unto death (“ For to this you were called, because Christ also 
suffered for us, leaving us an example, that you should follow His steps” (First Peter 2:21)

 B. Money
  1. money did not get in Matthew’s way, nor in the way of the other harlots and tax collectors who 
were converted to Christ, but it did get in the way of Judas Iscariot, the Pharisees and one rich young ruler 
(Luke 18:22-25)
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  2. Jesus just never had the reverence for money that people harbor (Luke 16:13-15)
  3. when Matthew walked out of that tax office to become a collector of men, he committed himself 
to honesty and spirituality, which denies money the power to be an idol in the heart
  4. but think about the Pharisees who object so strenuously to the Lord dining with greedy tax 
collectors when they themselves were such lovers of money
   a. could it be true that we as Christians publicly deride greed, selfishness and materialism, but 
are caught in its cords just the same?
   b. prioritizing wealth over worship, play over piety, saving over sharing, hoarding over 
helping–those are the actions and attitudes of someone who is behaving hypocritically regarding money
   c. “So are the ways of everyone who is greedy for gain; It takes away the life of its 
owners” (Proverbs 1:19).

 C. Disillusionment
  1. it might be surmised that Levi was a disillusioned Jew and it would be understandable if that 
were the case
   a. long before he lived, the sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, disillusioned many worshipers by 
stealing sacrifices and laying with women in the tabernacle, so that, “men abhorred the offering of the 
Lord” (First Samuel 2:17).
   b. by the time of Levi, the scribes, Pharisees, elders and chief priests were largely corrupted by 
their own indulgence and enrichment, so that it easy to see how people might become disillusioned with 
religion
   c. Jesus had to go so far as to tell his disciples not to follow the example of the Pharisees 
because they did not practice what they preached (cf. Matthew 23)
  2. today, there is so much greed, deceit and scandalous sexual immorality among publicly religious 
people and even ministers that disillusionment among the masses is easy to anticipate
   a. from the televangelist scandals of the 1980s to the pedophiliac Catholic priesthood exposed 
more recently, from the deceptions of fake healers like Benny Hinn to the grifters like Robert Tilton
   b. such people have brought shame on Christ and his faith
  3. it becomes even more important that we let our lights shine and behave as a city set on a hill, 
avoiding the damage done when we give the adversary opportunity to speak reproachfully (First Peter 
4:15-16)
  4. lest you yourself be discouraged and disillusioned, it is important to remember that even the 
finest saints are but human and will err and be inconsistent at times
   a. only Christ belongs on a pedestal; people will disappoint you if you give them enough time
   b. but don’t give up your trust in Christ who will never leave you or forsake you
   c. people could have been disillusioned by the actions of Demas, Diotrephes, Hymenaeus, John 
Mark, Peter and many others, but only the tempter wins then; disillusionment is not a defense on 
Judgment Day

 D. Obscurity
  1. we really learn nothing more about Matthew during the ministry of Christ until we see him listed 
with the other apostles at the ascension and establishment of the church of Christ (cf. Acts 1:13)
  2. while Peter gains the initial spotlight, giving way to Paul in the second part of the Acts, Matthew 
and most of the others practically disappear from sight
  3. they labor in practical obscurity, where so much good and worthwhile work gets done
  4. Ronald Reagan displayed on his desk in the Oval Office a plaque which read, “There is no limit 
to what a man can do or where he can go if he doesn't mind who gets the credit.”
   a. there is room in the kingdom for the small things that you can do in practical obscurity, 
except that God sees them secretly and will reward them openly (cf. Matthew 6:1-5)
   b. it is only pride that compels us to announce our efforts and accomplishments so that we 
might receive a congratulatory pat on the back and public acknowledgment
  5. be content to labor in obscurity, knowing that your reward is secure in a better place

Conclusion
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Magi
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Legend and myth surrounds the factual account  of the visit of the magi to Jesus Christ  early in his life. So 
much interpolation has occurred that  few are today acquainted with the true Bible account, but the history 
and behavior of the wise men in Matthew’s gospel account provides an interesting character study.

Discussion
I. Who Were They?
 A. Word Study
  1. the word translated “magi” is the Greek ma/gov, meaning “of foreign origin,” but applied by “the 
Babylonians (cf. Chaldeans), Medes, Persians, and others, to the wise men, teachers, priests, physicians, 
astrologers, seers, interpreters of dreams, augers, soothsayers, sorcerers etc.”16

  2. the word is usually translated sorcerer, wise man, magi or magician, and is especially memorable 
when applied to the “oriental wise men (cf. astrologers) who, having discovered by the rising of a 
remarkable star that the Messiah had just been born, came to Jerusalem to worship him”17

 B. Median Tribe
  1. the magi were originally a Median tribe and the word meant nothing more than Jew or Levite 
would describe a person’s tribal affiliation
  2. like the Levites, however, the magi were eventually invested with priestly duties such as 
guarding the sacred fire, reciting hymns at dawn and offering sacrifices, in addition to burying the dead18

  3. the magi gained their reputation for magic and illusion gradually and also studied astrology and 
astronomy; if they were not sorcerers, they certainly wanted to be
   a. some of them were reputed to be charlatans, but as followers of Zoroaster, they were in 
principle worshipers of one God, rejecters of polytheism and idolatry, and of a simple creed and high 
morality19

 C. Visit to Jesus
  1. the magi are most noted today for their involvement in the early life of Jesus Christ
  2. the birth of Christ was announced to Jews by an angelic message to shepherds, but the Gentile 
magi learned of it differently and later (Matthew 2:1-2)
   a. if indeed God was guiding them through this star, as seems obvious, these magi were 
certainly “faithful to the light afforded them”
   b. we are told very little about this star, except that it somehow announced to them that the 
Messiah for whom the informed world was waiting had been born, and that it somehow guided them to 
the place where he could now be found
  3. their joy, however, was not shared by Herod, who felt that his power would be threatened either 
by a real Messiah or a Jewish revolutionary (Matthew 2:3-8)
  4. his expressed desire to worship was insincere, of course, but the magi pressed on with their 
search, aided by a reappearance of the star (Matthew 2:9-11)
   a. these are not the only magi in the world and we are not even told how many appear in this 
episode of Christ’s life, but they punctuate their visit to his house by presenting three gifts–the famous 
gold, frankincense and myrrh–a precious metal, a fragrant tree resin burned as incense and a bitter resin 
used chiefly in embalming the dead
  5. although they are not Jews, Matthew affirms finally that God is facilitating their search and that 
they are cooperating with him (Matthew 2:12)
  6. although Herod was unintentionally tipped off by the magi, they did not comply with his plan to 
assassinate the Lord (Matthew 2:13-18)

II. Some Applications
 A. Astrology
  1. the magi are sometimes reputed to be great astrologers, but this was not an instance of reading 
the stars and determining information; this was a divine sign using a mobile star to guide people in the 
right direction, along with a meaningful dream
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  2. and so the wisdom of the magi was not astrological, but prophetic–an unexpected gift from 
Jehovah to announce his son’s birth beyond the small realm of Judaism
  3. astrology is a superstitious attempt to read significance out of, but really into, the alignment of 
stars and planets, in association with the Zodiac (cf. circle of animal signs based on birthday) and daily 
horoscopes (cf. outlooks)
  4. the Babylonian astrologers were literally those who “divided the heavens” by sophisticated 
methods of reading the stars to determine the right time for certain actions20

   a. Isaiah mocked their failures (Isaiah 47:11-15)
   b. the events of the book of Daniel show how divinely-led prophets could easily outdo all of the 
Chaldean magicians and astrologers; Daniel was made their chief because only he could truly prophesy 
(Daniel 2:10-11 (cf. cf. Daniel 2:2, 4:7, 5:7, 5:11)
  5. in fact, all this superstition was prohibited as far back as the time of Moses (Deuteronomy 
18:9-14)
   a. “And when they say to you, "Seek those who are mediums and wizards, who whisper and 
mutter," should not a people seek their God? Should they seek the dead on behalf of the living? To the law 
and to the testimony! If they do not speak according to this word, it is because there is no light in 
them” (Isaiah 8:19-20).
   b. we live in a time of great superstition and many people waste time, money and dignity on 
palm-readers, spiritists and horoscopes
   c. Christians should abstain and trust in God and his word, not participating in an abominable 
work of the flesh (cf. Galatians 5:20)

 B. Prophecies of Christ’s Birth
  1. the character of the magi also involves their interest in the prophecies about the King of the Jews
  2. the French mathematician, George Heron, calculated the odds of one man fulfilling even 40 of 
the Old Testament messianic prophecies to be 1 in 10 to the power of 157 (cf. a one followed by 157 
zeroes), yet Christ fulfilled them all21

   a. concerning his ancestry, he was prophesied to be of the seed of woman, the descendant of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and heir to the throne of David (cf. Genesis 3:15, 12:3, 17:19, Numbers 24:17, 
Isaiah 9:7)
   b. he was to be born in Bethlehem (cf. Micah 5:2), of a virgin mother (cf. Isaiah 7:14), during 
the fourth empire from Babylon (cf. Daniel 2:44), before a slaughter of innocents (cf. Jeremiah 31:15) and 
a flight to Egypt (cf. Hosea 11:10) and sojourn in Nazareth (cf. Judges 13:5); his ministry would be 
preceded by that of a forerunner (cf. Isaiah 40:3-5)
   c. he was to enter Jerusalem on a donkey (cf. Zech. 9:9), only to be betrayed by a friend for 30 
pieces of silver (cf. Zech. 11:12) which would be returned and converted into a potter’s field (cf. Zech. 
11:13); the friend would be replaced in his apostleship (cf. Psalm 109:7-8) and the messiah would be 
accused instead by false witnesses (cf. Psalm 27:12, 35:11) before whom he would remain silent (cf. 
Isaiah 53:7); he would spat upon and struck (cf. Isaiah 50:6), hated without cause (cf. Psalm 69:4), have 
his clothing taken (cf. Psalm 22:18) and be crucified (cf. Psalm 22:16) with criminals (cf. Isaiah 53:12); 
he would agonize in thirst (cf. Psalm 22:15) before receiving unwanted gall and vinegar (cf. Psalm 
69:21); his bones would not be broken (cf. Psalm 34:20), but his wide would be pierced (cf. Zech. 12:10); 
he would appear forsaken by God (cf. Psalm 22:1) and men (cf. Zech. 13:7), but would really be a 
sacrifice for sins (cf. Isaiah 53:3-12) prior to his burial with the rich (cf. Isaiah 53:9)
   d. Jesus, however, was not to remain dead, but would rise (cf. Hosea 6:2, Psalm 16:10) and 
ascend into Heaven (cf. Psalm 68:18) to the right hand of the Father (cf. Psalm 110:1)
  3. there is just too much evidence to connect the messianic prophecies with Jesus of Nazareth to 
ignore

 C. Deception
  1. perhaps you recall that when the magi disappeared after seeing Jesus and being warned not to 
return to Herod, that Herod was angry that he had been deceived by them
  2. of course, he deceived them first by pretending to desire to worship, but the magi do not appear 
to have done anything more deceiving than simply not returning to help a bloodthirsty tyrant
  3. his deception is the true fraud, but this brings to mind other instances when Bible characters seem 
to be rewarded for deception, most notably Rahab who hid the Jewish spies from the Jericho authorities 
by claiming they were already long gone (cf. Joshua 2:1-7)
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   a. Rahab is later enrolled in the Hebrews 11 Hall of Faith with this event depicted on her plaque 
(cf. 31) and James comments, “was not Rahab the harlot also justified by works when she received the 
messengers and sent them out another way” (James 2:25)?
   b. does this prove that lying is justified under dire circumstances?
   c. if so, does that not conflict with God’s response to Abraham’s half-truths about Sarah being 
his sister when he felt his hosts might kill him if they knew he was really her husband?
  4. Rahab was justified, not by the work of deception, but harboring God’s spies and protecting them 
on their mission; “The course she adopted was a sin of weakness which was forgiven her in mercy 
because of her faith” (Keil).
  5. the New Testament closes with a blanket warning against deception (Revelation 21:7-8)

 D. Civil Disobedience
  1. Rahab and the magi do have one thing in common–civil disobedience, or the refusal to obey an 
ungodly law
  2. one could add the midwives and family of Moses to that list as well and such civil disobedience 
is necessarily justified
  3. Christians sometimes have an uneasy relationship with their government, especially in 
totalitarian nations or where a state religion exists
  4. even in America, however, we find that our government is often an adversary to our convictions, 
and we could someday face the very real need to act in civil disobedience
   a. this would not include a refusal to pay taxes, for even Jesus paid taxes to the Roman regime 
that would uphold idolatry and murder him (cf. Matthew 17:24-27, 22:21)
   b. but it might include a stand like the apostles’ (Acts 5:26-29)
   c. we must obey the government up to the point that it interferes with the authority of God, for 
conscience sake and because we fear its wrath (cf. Romans 13:1-7)
   d. and keep in mind that civil disobedience may have consequences beyond that experienced by 
the midwives, Rahab or the magi (First Peter 4:12-16)

Conclusion
The magi are curious characters, but their place in the childhood of Christ is one of cooperation with God, 
and one that we can emulate in some ways.
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Epaphroditus
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Epaphroditus may not seem like a lovely name, but it really is. Modern parents might never again make it 
one of the top 10 most  popular baby monikers, but the man who wore it  exclusively in the Bible certainly 
wore it well.
Epaphroditus appears very briefly on the Bible stage but there is something to be learned from his near 
obscurity and large character.

Discussion
I. About Epaphroditus
 A. His Name
  1. the name Epaphroditus is lovely because that is its meaning in the Greek (cf. Epafro/
ditov)–“lovely” or “handsome,”22 and it corresponds in some way to the mythological goddess of beauty 
Aphrodite or Venus23

  2. the name is obsolete today but was common in Greek and Latin inscriptions of the era, either in 
this complete form or as the contraction, Epaphras
  3. and that brings up another interesting tidbit; there is another Bible character who appears in these 
prison epistles, but whom Paul calls Epaphras instead of Epaphroditus
   a. Epaphras was evidently a Colossian preacher who was imprisoned with Paul in Rome as he 
wrote letters bound for the churches in Ephesus, Philippi, Colossi and to his friend there, Philemon (cf. 
Philemon 23)
   b. it seems unlikely, however, that these two could be one in the same, since Epaphras is 
described as a fellows prisoner with Paul and Epaphroditus is called a messenger at the same time (cf. 
Philippians 2:25)
   c. if Epaphroditus was even as common a name then as Jeff is today, it is not hard to imagine 
that that there are two of them stirring around Rome at the same time Paul is there

 B. His Appellation
  1. what we therefore learn about Epaphroditus comes from Paul’s letters to others that contain short 
mentions of him, especially one such reference in the prison letter to the Philippian saints (Philippians 
2:19-30)
  2. Timothy is a much more well-known minister in the New Testament, mostly because Paul sent 
two letters to him as he labored in Ephesus
  3. but as much as Paul loved Timothy as a son in the faith, he likewise appreciated the sacrifices 
made by Epaphroditus; Paul calls him his “brother, fellow worker and fellow soldier”
  4. Epaphroditus had been two kinds of sick–some physical ailment nearly killed him, had in not 
been for God’s timely mercy, but in addition, Epaphroditus was a little homesick for Philippi and its 
church
  5. as Epaphroditus returns to Philippi, probably carrying this very letter, Paul exhorts the brethren 
there to receive him with joy and hold him and men like him in high esteem because they risk their lives 
for the cause of Christ and to supply what is lacking to far-flung and sometimes poor brethren

 C. His Work
  1. to the Philippians, he was all that and more–their messenger to carry monetary fellowship to Paul 
in the field (Philippians 4:14-20)
  2. today, we can transfer money using banks, the Internet, Western Union, Paypal and, if you have 
time, the Post Office, but in those days, a trustworthy courier was indispensable; the Philippian had a 
courageous and reliable courier in Epaphroditus
  3. don’t underestimate the importance of his work; we might think the poorly-paid boy riding on a 
bicycle downtown with packages and letters holds a rather low place in the economy, but to men like 
Paul, couriers like Epaphroditus were lifelines that made the difference between hunger and being filled, 
even life and death
  4. without the interfering oversight of any denominational hierarchy, missionary society or 
sponsoring church, the brethren in Philippi autonomously gathered their gift and selected Epaphroditus to 
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courier it to Paul and it became to him “a sweet-smelling aroma, an acceptable sacrifice, well pleasing to 
God”

II. Some Applications
 A. Common Sympathy
  1. Peter calls it “like precious faith” (Second Peter 1:1), not in the way that teenagers pepper their 
speech with the word “like,” but in the sense of commonality and fellowship 
  2. sharing faith in Jesus Chris with other believers was not as common then as it is today and even 
today, it can be rare in certain parts of the country and the world
  3. it is so refreshing to go far away and find brethren and find that they believe as you do and 
practice as you do, because you each have the same reverence for the Bible
   a. Jude called it “our common salvation” (3) and Paul greeted Titus as “a true son in our 
common faith” (1:4)
   b. this is the reason that we refer to one another as brother and sister, not because we are hungry 
for titles, but because we want to enjoy the same deep fellowship known to first century saints
  4. in his first letter, Peter commanded his readers to “Love the brotherhood” (2:17)–to have genuine 
and practical affection for all those anywhere who likewise name Christ and belong to his body
   a. in the first century, when persecution followed the saints everywhere and a terrible famine 
afflicted the first congregation in Jerusalem, this common sympathy translated into limitless benevolence 
(Acts 4:32-35)
   b. sometimes, the only thing we share in common with a person is Christ–our cultures, 
backgrounds, ambitions and personalities might be totally different, but if we both belong to him, we 
share the only thing that matters
  5. brotherhood, thus, is not limited to the borders of the congregation, which is why Paul enjoyed 
fellowship with Philippi all the way in Rome, but it is most active in the local church (Ephesians 4:11-16)

 B. Common Work
  1. because of their common sympathy, Paul, Epaphroditus and the Philippian church he represented 
could enjoy the labor and fruit of a common work in evangelism as well
  2. when we speak of having fellowship in the gospel, it is because of the precedent set by this 
church and these individuals (Philippians 1:3-8)
  3. Paul gave them a report about a work, just as we receive such reports today from the men whom 
we support (cf. Philippians 1:12-18) and reminded them that every fruit that his work bore was to their 
account as well (cf. 4:17)
  4. the fellowship of the teacher and the student is to reflect gratitude for the gravity and 
effectiveness of the doctrine (“Let him who is taught the word share in all good things with him who 
teaches” (Galatians 6:6).
   a. even when we do not have the opportunity or capability to travel with the gospel to places of 
darkness, we can have fellowship with those who do, especially on an individual basis (Galatians 6:7-9)
   b. “But do not forget to do good and to share, for with such sacrifices God is well 
pleased” (Hebrews 13:16).
  5. the historian who wrote First Kings made this note about the construction of the temple (“And 
the temple, when it was being built, was built with stone finished at the quarry, so that no hammer or 
chisel or any iron tool was heard in the temple while it was being built” (6:7).
   a. your efforts might be as behind the scenes as those of Epaphroditus or the anonymous saints 
in Philippi, so that no hammer or chisel is heard as you have fellowship with such teachers, but the fact 
that the work is accomplished is all that matters
   b. as in giving in alms, your left hand might not know what your right hand is doing, and no 
one on Earth may be aware of your generosity, but God knows and the work is accomplished and that is 
all that matters 

 C. Common Danger, Toil and Suffering
  1. sharing sympathy and work often includes sharing danger, toil and suffering as well
   a. the apostles rejoiced when beaten by the Sanhedrin because they were worthy to suffer 
shame for the name of Christ (cf. Acts 5:41)
   b. Paul encouraged the Romans not to let sharing in suffering get them down (Romans 8:12-17)
  2. Paul asked the same of Timothy (Second Timothy 1:8)
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  3. the command remains for us today (Hebrews 13:1-3)
  4. through sacrifice, daily concern and genuine affection, we must be willing to share the danger, 
toil and suffering that sometimes accompanies the proclamation of the gospel

Conclusion
Epaphroditus took such risks and came close to death because of the work of Christ, yet  he did not  regard 
his life as more important  than the task at hand. I wonder how many of us are that committed to anything, 
let  alone the Lord. That  is the courage of character that we hope to learn from this great, but largely 
obscure man.
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Tekoites
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Character studies need not  be limited to single individuals at  a time. Sometimes it  is helpful to compare 
and contrast  Bible characters whose lives intersected in time or circumstances, and that  is the case today. 
The people of Tekoa lived in a village about 6-12 miles out of Jerusalem in the Judean hill country, but 
still visible from the capital city. Several important  Bible characters emerged from there to enjoy 
prominent places on the Old Testament stage, and the intersection of their character stories makes for an 
interesting study in virtue.

Discussion
I. Tekoa
 A. Word Study
  1. lexicographers differ when they try to tell us what Tekoa (cf. y(cf. wqt) might have meant in the 
original language, or perhaps their insights supplement one another
  2. Easton suggests that it means pitching of tents or fastening down24

  3. Brown-Driver-Briggs connects Tekoa with a “trumpet blast”25 or stockade26

 B. Town in Tribe of Judah
  1. what is clear is that Tekoa was a town within the territory of Judah “on the range of hills which 
rise near Hebron and stretch eastward toward the Dead Sea”27

  2. its history seems to begin with the division of Solomon’s kingdom after his demise, when 
Rehoboam and Jeroboam battled for power (2 Chronicles 11:1-6, 11-12)
  3. because of its proximity to Jerusalem, Tekoa has been in the path of wars, conquests and crusades
   a. “In 1138 the place was pillaged by a party of Turks from the East of the Jordan, and since 
that time the site appears to have lain desolate and ruined, although even in the 14th century the tomb of 
Amos was still shown.”28

   b. today, the original Tekoa lies in ruins of limestone, tombs and cisterns
  4. it is the character of the people, however, which interests us

II. Some Notable Tekoites
 A. Joab’s Wise Woman
  1. at the word of Nathan, King David had proven to be very susceptible to truths taught through 
parables, and so when Joab wanted to bring David’s son back out of exile, he hired a woman from Tekoa 
to pretend herself a living parable to teach the king a lesson he would not learn any other way
  2. Absalom had avenged the rape of his sister, Tamar, by killing his half-brother Amnon, but had 
fled in guilt from Jerusalem to his grandfather, Talmai, in Geshur (cf. Second Samuel 13)
  3. Joab understood that David longed to reconcile, but that legal and political concerns were 
preventing it, and so he enlisted the help of an actress (Second Samuel 14:1-24)
  4. although the woman is truly but an actress, making herself into a living parable for the sake of 
David’s instruction, she seems to improvise some very deep theology that goes beyond the restoration of 
Absalom, a man who would soon subvert his father’s authority and send him into temporary exile
   a. “God does not take away a life; but He devises means, so that His banished ones are not 
expelled from Him” (14).
   b. above all else, God is full of mercy and yearns to pour out compassion upon his creatures, if 
only they would cooperate and desire it half as much, for “God our savior … desires all men to be saved 
and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (First Timothy 2:3-4)
   c. a wise woman from Tekoa recognized long ago–long before this mercy became embodied in 
flesh and blood–that God was willing to go to great lengths to satisfy justice and redeem any man or 
woman from sin
    1. Ezekiel 18:21-23, 30-32
    2. Isaiah 59:1-3
   d. Ezekiel and Isaiah only touch the hem of the garment concerning what God was preparing to 
accomplish in the person of his own son, hanging cursed upon a tree, and the only thing that keeps 
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billions of souls from benefiting is their own rebellious pride, apathy and unbelief (Matthew 23:33-39)

 B. Ira the Son of Ikkesh
  1. Ira, the son of Ikkesh the Tekoite, was one of David’s 30 mighty men–an elite corp of warriors 
and leaders who served him with great loyalty and courage (cf. Second Samuel 23:26)
  2. these men and many like them first assembled around David in the years after he had killed 
Goliath and a jealous King Saul had begun drifting into paranoia and madness (First Samuel 22:1-2)
  3. one of their exploits is related in 2 Samuel 23:13-17)
  4. from these two examples, courage seems to be a staple of the Tekoan character, but it is just as 
much a vital part of the Christian character that is willing to take stands, sacrifice, persevere and hope 
even after others compromise or surrender, “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of 
love and of a sound mind” (Second Timothy 1:7)
   a. it is the cowardly and unbelieving who deny their convictions when they are challenged or 
who exercise them only when convenient (Revelation 21:6-8)
   b. Nicodemus took a little courage in coming to Jesus by night, for he risked losing his position 
among the people; Joseph of Arimathea took even more courage in securing the crucified body of Christ 
from Pilate for burial, but the apostles and early disciples who subjected themselves to ridicule, ostracism 
and even poverty for their convictions show the clearest bravery (Matthew 10:27-33)

 C. Nehemiah’s Wall Crew
  1. the Tekoites return to prominence during the lifetime of Nehemiah, who lived during the exile of 
Israel after the fall to Babylon in 586 B.C. 
   a. Nehemiah was a personal adviser to the Persian king who then ruled over captive Israel, and 
he convinced his king to allow him to go to Judah and rebuild the city walls and religious convictions of 
his people
   b. Judah’s neighbors had long opposed this part of the reconstruction and the Jews had 
gradually become apathetic about the project as well, but Nehemiah had a gift for encouragement 
(Nehemiah 3:5)
  2. and so the Tekoites participate in the project (Nehemiah 3:26-27)
  3. in our language, building walls is usually a negative thing, and that is true when spouses erect 
emotional barriers with the passage of time, or when parents and children become estranged
   a. yet everyone of us is grateful for the walls of our houses, or our offices or cubicles or even 
this building, because walls represent security from the elements and from enemies
   b. walls represent structure and limitations, which are sometimes just as necessary as emotional 
accessibility
  4. the church–not the building, but the collection of people–is a fortified, walled city in a sense, in 
that its population is regulated and protected inside even as chaos often reigns without
   a. Christ is the door to the church and entrance is always possible, but without walls of 
doctrinal and moral orthodoxy, chaos would reign inside as well (John 10:1-10)
   b. abundant life is not tearing down such walls and erecting self-will in its place, but submitting 
to his righteousness by abiding in him as if we are abiding inside walls of security

 D. Amos
  1. the most famous Tekoite of all is the shepherd prophet, Amos, a tender of sycamore fruit (Amos 
1:1 (cf. cf. 7:14)
  2. Amos was not a professional prophet among the schools of seers, nor was he even a son of a 
prophet, but was taken from the flocks to address Israel in a way that he could better than others
  3. Amos is no clergyman or ivory tower theologian, contemplating Scripture as if it were mere 
literature or philosophy, and not the message of God fit for daily life
  4. Biblical instruction is not rated by seminary degrees, expensive suits, eloquent diction or high-
sounding titles, but is dependent only upon truth; it is the message that matters
   a. for all of the eloquence of Apollos, he was not preaching the whole counsel of God until he 
learned the truth about baptism (cf. Acts 18:24)
   b. Paul exercised boldness of speech, but never thought of himself as all that eloquent (First 
Corinthians 2:1-5)
   c. eloquence is helpful, but not mandatory; truth is absolutely mandatory
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Sarah
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Many Bible women are known simply for their husbands or sons, more than for themselves, and that is 
probably true of Sarah as well. Sarah, however, carves out her own special place in Bible history, as the 
pragmatic wife of Abraham and mother of Isaac. A few episodes in her long life will illustrate her 
character and give us some points of application also.

Discussion
I. About Sarah
 A. Abraham’s Sister and Wife
  1. until Genesis 17:15, Sarah is known by the less familiar name, Sarai, and “appears to be 
derived from the same root as Israel,” meaning “She that strives” and indicating a contentious person
   a. that kind of name was sometimes given during childhood as the person’s character 
developed, but it was also often just indicative of a difficult birth, as in the case with her grandson, Jacob
   b. when the birth of her son was predicted, her name was divinely altered to “Sarah,” or 
“princess,” which seems fitting (Genesis 17:15-16)
  2. we first meet Sarah back in Genesis 11:29, where we learn that she was the wife Abram took 
while still in Ur of the Chaldees; Abraham and Sarah were born 10 years apart (cf. Genesis 17:17)
   a. in a strange twist at least to modern readers, she and her husband shared the same father, 
but had different mothers, and thus were half-siblings (cf. Genesis 20:12)
   b. such a thing was not unheard of in Old Testament times (cf. Second Samuel 13:13), and 
creates a convenient dodge for the trouble when they feel threatened
  3. the first fact that we come to know about Sarah is a sadly prophetic one (“But Sarai was barren; 
she had no child” (Genesis 11:30)

 B. An Expedient Half-Truth
  1. the famous three-part promise to Abraham that inspired the rest of his life and promised him a 
posterity in spite of Sarah’s barren womb, was clearly shared by his wife
  2. so they both got out of their father’s country, left behind their family and began traveling 
toward a land where God promised to make of him a great nation (cf. Genesis 12:1-3)
  3. this initial journey was also the occasion for the first use of their expedient half-truth about 
their relationship as brother and sister, and husband and wife (Genesis 12:10-20)
   a. knowing the pharaohs as we do from Exodus, we do not expect to find superior morality in 
Egypt, but in this case, it is the idolater who rebukes the man of God, and for good reason
   b. Abraham was cowardly seeking his own safety by sacrificing the honor of his wife, but 
God would not allow it
  4. yet again years later, Abraham and Sarah resort to their expedient and misleading half-truth 
(Genesis 20:1-13)
  5. just how much we should attribute any of this to Sarah is debatable, for she had little choice but 
to go along with her husband’s plans–the real point is that God disapproved of their deception even if it 
was based in some morsel of truth

 C. Hagar and Ishmael
  1. when it comes to the other stain upon the couple’s combined character, there can be but little 
doubt of Sarah’s participation, for it was her idea that Abraham should bear his son of promise through 
her servant (Genesis 16:1-6)
  2. Sarah lived to regret introducing Hagar to Abraham, and negative things in the character of all 
those involved appear, even in Ishmael, or at least, his descendants, who had not yet been born
  3. the mistreatment of Hagar is somewhat understandable, and was even sanctioned by Abraham, 
but poor Sarah actually brought this problem on herself and had only herself to blame

 D. Isaac’s Birth
  1. Abraham was 86, Sarah 76, when Ishmael was born, and Sarah’s womb was still barren and all 
reason would suggest that it must stay that way, except that God intervened in his own time (Genesis 
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17:15-21)
  2. the birth was announced a second time (Genesis 18:1-2a, 9-15)
   a. Sarah is remembered for laughing at such news, but Abraham, her husband, actually 
laughed first
   b. Abraham’s laugh is not accounted as one of doubt, for “not being weak in faith, he did not 
consider his own body, already dead (since he was about a hundred years old), and the deadness of 
Sarah's womb. He did not waver at the promise of God through unbelief, but was strengthened in faith, 
giving glory to God” (Romans 4:19-20)
   c. Isaac’s name itself means laughter and would seem to indicate joyful consternation above 
frustrated doubt
   d. Sarah’s laughter, however, is rebuked by the messenger, and she lies in trying to deny that 
he laughed, for her faith had weakened with the passing years and her 90-year-old body hardly seemed fit 
for childbirth
  3. all their laughter was certainly joy when God kept his promise (Genesis 21:1-7)
  4. faith in the promises of God should never waver, even when it seems as if the odds are stacked 
against him

 E. Sarah’s Death
  1. although ten years his junior, Sarah dies before Abraham, giving him the chance to show her 
high honor (Genesis 23:1-20)
  2. the negotiations are somewhat complex, but it appears that Ephron greedily wanted to take 
advantage of Abraham’s grief and sell him more than he really needed, and at an inflated price
  3. the end result, though, is that Abraham buys the first parcel of Promised Land

II. Some Applications
 A. Lack of Faith
  1. it is easy to fault Abraham and Sarah for their lapses of faith, but when you consider what they 
were involved in, it becomes a little easier to understand
  2. invited out of their ancestral land and away from their family, sent on journeys among 
strangers, and promised a son in their extreme old age–yet Abraham and Sarah do the best they can and 
remain loyal to God in spite of their occasional lapses
  3. the truth is that we all experience these occasional lapses of faith, and they do not necessarily 
portend apostasy or disfellowship, for they are learning experiences from which we repent and grow in 
maturity (Matthew 14:22-32)
  4. the lack of faith that proves fatal is the kind in which doubt and disbelief develops over time 
(Hebrews 3:12-15)
   a. for others, their lack of faith shows up in anxiety and worry, as they believe in God but 
have trouble trusting that he will provide for their needs
   b. for still others, a lack of faith grows up around disappointment with the affairs of life, for 
some expect far more than they are promised and are perturbed when life is not a heaven on earth (Second 
Corinthians 1:7-11)

 B. Helpmeet
  1. Sarah might be best remembered in the New Testament as an example for believing wives of 
every age (First Peter 3:1-6)
   a. holy women who trust in God adorn themselves, not only with clothing and cosmetics, but 
more importantly, with submissiveness to their husbands
   b. this submissiveness is respectful and even obedient, but not borne out of terror or 
intimidation
   c. it coalesces in an attitude of gentleness and quietness, forming an incorruptible beauty that 
is enhanced with the passage of time even as the body itself declines and decays
   d. few women today are motivated to refer to their husbands as “lord,” but the point is in the 
attitude and atmosphere of the home arrangement, not the word itself
  2. Sarah was Abraham’s helpmeet and obviously, he could not have done all that he did without 
her (Hebrews 11:8-12)
   a. whatever the cause of her initial laughter, her epitaph states “she judged him faithful who 
had promised”
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   b. the best helpmeets are the ones who judge God to be faithful and relate to their husbands 
accordingly–hoping always for heaven, yearning to take their loved ones along with them, conscious of 
the fact their behavior will have a strong bearing on the potential for any of that to come to pass

 C. Instrument of God
  1. the apostle Paul also reflects upon Sarah as an instrument of God (Galatians 4:21-31)
  2. the point of the story is that Christians are children of the free, not the bondwoman, and should 
not place themselves in bondage, either to sin or to a defunct code that was powerless to make men 
justified anyway
  3. we are children of promise as Isaac was, and can call his mother ours, for we are born again of 
the Spirit (John 3:1-7)
   a. born of water and the Spirit is much like the tenets of the Great Commission, which 
included teaching, baptizing and making the converts into disciples
   b. yet Paul reasons from this rebirth that the disciples should be careful not to drift aimlessly 
back into old patterns (Galatians 5:1)
  4. we have the potential to be instruments of God, to participate in the gospel, but if we are 
burdened with a lack of faith, confidence or trust, it is unlikely that we will prove useful for much at all 
(2 Timothy 2:19-21)

Conclusion
Sarah is an ancient  and wonderful character, obviously an example for women, but  really for all who call 
upon God..
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Thomas
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Some of the 12 apostles are quite well-known to New Testament readers, while others are almost obscure, 
save for the passages that  list them. Thomas might well fall somewhere in between. He certainly is not  as 
prominent as Peter or James and John, but then he is obviously beyond the notoriety of Simon the Zealot 
or James, the son of Alphaeus.
Sadly, though, Thomas is remembered mostly for his temporary disbelief in the resurrected savior, 
rendering him forever the original “Doubting Thomas.” There is more to his character, however, and who 
among us has not had at least one weak moment in our discipleship?

Discussion
I. The Character of Thomas
 A. The Twin 
  1. his peer, the apostle John, informs us that Thomas was called Didymus, an odd looking word that 
indicated a twin in the mother tongue (see John 11:16, 20:24, 21:2)
  2. some have speculated that Thomas might well have been the twin brother of Matthew because 
their names are coupled in some places (e.g. Matthew 10:3, Mark 3:18, Luke 6:15), but that would not 
explain why Matthew was not also called “Didymus”
  3. moreover, while Luke joins them in his gospel account, he matches Thomas up with Philip in his 
Acts of the Apostles, while joining Matthew to Bartholomew (see 1:13)

 B. Selection to Apostles
  1. his selection to the group of disciples who were called apostles gave him the special office of 
being one-sent specifically by Christ, a designation enjoyed by only 14 men if one includes Matthias and 
Paul (cf. Matthew 10:3, Mark 3:18, Luke 6:15)
  2. nothing significant is told about his selection, other than he was chosen

 C. His Apostleship
  1. it can be safely understood that Thomas participated in the evangelism and other works of the 
apostles (Mark 6:5-13, 30-33)
  2. he also was made aware of the same dangers to his own life simply by accepting ordination to 
such a band of men (Luke 11:46-51)
  3. in spite of this, when Jesus announced that he intended to risk his life at the hands of the hostile 
Jews by going to Bethany to heal Lazarus, it was Thomas alone who rejected the other apostles’ counsel 
who wanted to dissuade Jesus (John 11:1-16)
  4. one must admit that it is sad for Thomas to be known as the doubter upon consideration of his 
courage shown here

 D. Learning The Way
  1. on the eve of his arrest and ultimate crucifixion, Thomas injected himself into a discussion with 
Jesus about the resurrection (John 14:1-7)
  2. perhaps Thomas identifies himself as one whose heart was troubled by the ominous signs around 
his Teacher that time was short and death was certain; Jesus had not hidden that from them as it became 
nearer
  3. his question would have burdened humanity for all time had he not asked it and had John not 
recorded it
   a. as the Lord prepared to depart via the cross, the issue concerned where he was going, which 
was Heaven, and what must follow is the matter of following him
   b. from the Lord’s reply, we learn that he himself is the way, the truth and the life, and that by 
embracing him, we learn of the Father and journey toward his eternal throne
  4. after the crucifixion occurred, Thomas appears to be absent from his apostolic friends, and for 
whatever reason, he misses out on a vitally important event (John 20:19-25)
   a. here he becomes forever “Doubting Thomas,” and not unfairly, for his absence intensified his 
disbelief that Jesus, whom he knew to be dead, could now really be alive again
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   b. Thomas insisted that he would only believe his friends if he could verify that the person they 
described was really Jesus, by examining the wounds of the cross
   c. for eight days, Thomas waited and presumably doubted, until he received his answer (John 
20:26-29)
    1. John does not tell us that Thomas complied with Lord’s invitation to handle his wounds, 
but we do learn that Thomas doubted no more, for he cried out, “My Lord and my God!”
    2. still, Jesus gently reproved his disbelief and set the stage for 2000 years’ worth of 
disciples who would believe in spite of the fact that Jesus would soon walk among men no more

II. Some Applications
 A. Courage at Times
  1. Thomas’s character reveals certain obvious inconsistencies, not in his morality or particular 
convictions, but in the courage of them
   a. at times, he is fully prepared to risk death in order to accompany Jesus into hostile territory to 
save a friend, but at other times, he is prone to despondency and pessimism
   b. the truth is that many of us are very similar in nature–it is not that we waver in our 
convictions, but that sometimes the courage of them is tested and we are found to be uncertain
  2. perhaps the apostle Paul recognized this same potential in young Timothy, whom he reminded to 
take heart and heed to the doctrine he was teaching (First Timothy 4:6-16)
   a. Paul had great confidence in the young man that he considered “a true son in the faith” (First 
Timothy 1:2), but he also recognized that pressures from unbelievers and even some fellow disciples 
could undermine the courage required to uphold those convictions
   b. and the end result can be a colossal waste of time and resources (Second Timothy 1:6-7)
  3. when we are cowed into quietness or even compromise, our days and our gifts go to waste
   a. and so the psalmist writes, “Oh, love the LORD, all you His saints! For the LORD preserves 
the faithful, And fully repays the proud person. 24 Be of good courage, And He shall strengthen your 
heart, All you who hope in the LORD” (Psalm 31:23-24).
   b. this is the kind of courage that joins us to the body of Christ (see Mark 15:43) and should 
even be supplied by other members of that same body (see Acts 28:15)

 B. Curiosity
  1. beyond his later doubts, Thomas should also be known for the curiosity that led him to ask Jesus 
about where he was going and how to follow him
  2. it is hard to know exactly what was going through his mind when he asked that question, for the 
apostles were still laboring to some degree under the mistaken idea that Jesus was going to lead them in 
revolt against the Romans (see Acts 1:6)
  3. still, Thomas receives an answer that has become satisfying to billions of Bible readers who 
wondered in their consciences about following Jesus into the midst of God
   a. Thomas had what Jesus blessed in the sermon on the mount–a hunger and thirst for 
righteousness that craves knowledge and produces wisdom (see Matthew 5:6)
   b. it is practically the definition of a noble mind–one that examines Scripture in the search of 
truth (Acts 17:10-12)
  4. we live in an age of information addiction and the television and internet feed so much of it, 
while the Bible is considered to be something that has been worn out
   a. in fact, most people haven’t the faintest idea what the Bible is really all about, and as their 
curiosity about life is leading them into experimentation with immorality and mysticism, the real truth is 
lying undisturbed in their hotel dresser drawers or collecting dust on a high book shelf
   b. are you curious enough about truth to ask the Bible life’s deepest questions? (First Peter 
1:22-2:3)

 C. Absence
  1. Thomas became the doubter, not through any great defect in his convictions, but for an accident 
of absence
  2. it is amazing how much you can miss simply by being absent when the saints have gathered
   a. some have this fate befall them due to illness or other unavoidable circumstances, but for the 
ones who choose to be absent from worship and Bible study, what they miss is all the more disturbing, for 
their ignorance becomes willful
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   b. some treat assemblies and classes as unfair requirements, but until one sees them as 
undeserved blessings, it is difficult to convince them to be where Thomas was not, so that they do not 
miss out and become doubtful as he did
  3. we have a responsibility to God, ourselves and one another when the church assembles (Hebrews 
10:24-25)
   a. willful absence is like skipping a days’ worth of meals or not going into work for weeks at a 
time and still expecting to be nourished and rewarded
   b. willful absence is evidence of a lukewarm faith (Revelation 3:15-16)

 D. Senses and Faith
  1. for eight days, Thomas sat alone among the 11 surviving apostles in disbelief, resisting their 
testimony and insisting on handling the wounded body of Jesus
  2. he had not yet learned to walk by faith rather than by sight (Hebrews 11:1-3)
  3. it is ironic, for Thomas could have been the very first person to believe in the resurrected Jesus 
by virtue of apostolic testimony, but he would not, and then it became Thomas’s mission in life to go out 
and give that testimony in order to make believers and disciples (see Acts 1:21-22)
  4. John commented on Thomas’s experience (John 21:30-31, 21:24-25)
   a. faith in Christ is far from blind, but it must also transcend physical experience and reach 
down into the believing soul (Second Corinthians 4:16-18, 5:7)
   b. if you have to put your fingers into the wounds of Christ, you will die in your disbelief, for 
such is impossible today; though you do not see, will you believe?

Conclusion
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Character Study of Balaam
a gospel sermon by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Balaam is an interesting character from the Old Testament  history of Israel’s conquest of the Promised 
Land. Balaam sometimes seems to be sincere and religious, but the response to him from both God and 
Israel indicates that his sincerity was deeply perverted by his greed. He becomes a New Testament 
byword for false teachers, greedy religionists and all those willing to compromise if the price is right.

Discussion
I. The Character of Balaam
 A. Israelites Invade
  1. when the children of Israel pitched their tents in the plains of Moab, the Moabites entered into 
a security alliance with the Midianites (Numbers 22:1-14)
  2. obviously, Balaam’s reputation preceded him for as soon as the Hebrew pilgrims approached 
the Promised Land, Balak called upon the soothsayer to curse them for him
  2. but just as obviously, Balaam knows Jehovah in some way as well
  3. Balaam certainly appears here to be an honest and honorable man who refuses to take the job 
Balak offered to him because God opposed it, and with that, Balak’s princes returned to the king and 
informed him
  4. so naturally Balak sent more numerous and honorable princes to persuade Balaam again, but 
the soothsayer refuses to do so at any price; God, however, intervenes and tells Balaam he will let him go 
if the princes ask again (see Numbers 22:15-21)

 B. Insolent Donkey! 
  1. and in the morning, Balaam is off, but something is amiss, for God is angry at him–perhaps he 
did not wait to be asked or God read his mind and saw his greed (Numbers 22:22-35)
  2. the most remarkable thing follows–Balaam’s donkey rebukes him and saves him as the Angel 
of the Lord appears
  3. Balaam learned a hard, if temporary, lesson about being sensitive to the will and presence of 
God
  4. when he arrived a Kirjath-huzoth, Balak greeted him and prepared him to pronounce the curse 
that the king was sure would prevent a Hebrew conquest of his land (see Numbers 22:36-41)

 C. Balaam Blesses Israel
  1. Balak, however, blesses Israel instead with a series of four parables inspired of God
   a. he begins by explaining why he brought a blessing instead of a curse (Numbers 23:7-10)
   b. then he emphasizes the fact that he could not do otherwise (Numbers 23:18-24)
   c. third, he describes the glorious progress of Israel and the irresistible power behind her 
(Numbers 24:3-9)
   d. finally, he discusses the future of Israel and the nations about her (Numbers 24:15-24)
  2. Balaam seems to depart the Bible stage in Numbers 24:25 which says “So Balaam rose and 
departed and returned to his place; Balak also went his way.”
   a. but what happens next, which is not immediately attributed to Balaam, is disastrous 
(Numbers 25:1-3)
   b. later, Moses attributes this awful incident to “the counsel of Balaam” (Numbers 31:16), 
indicating that after Balaam refused to speak anything but the blessings and oracles of God, afterward, he 
felt free to suggest to Balak that the people could be subverted by idolatry and the flesh
   c. according to Numbers 31:8, he was killed by the Israelites in a slaughter of Midianite 
kings, further tying him to the incident

II. Some Applications
 A. The Wages of Unrighteousness
  1. Balaam figures into the New Testament three times and never positively
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  2. first, he becomes the epitome of the prophet-for-hire, oracles to the highest bidder that began to 
infiltrate the early church and is found in great supply within apostate Christianity even today (Second 
Peter 2:1-3, 12-16)
   a. Peter provides an inspired commentary on what happened to Balaam in the book of 
Numbers, for where we were unsure why God was angry at him for what appeared to obedience, now we 
understand that the Lord had read and judged his intentions
   b. Balaam lusted for the wages of unrighteousness and in spite of protests to the contrary, he 
was ultimately interested in making money by serving the wealthy King Balak
  3. as there were false prophets among the Israelites, so there are false teachers among the church–
uninspired men who nevertheless can inspire great followings and feelings but with little or no spiritual 
depth or scriptural fidelity
   a. Paul discussed a couple of them by name in a letter to Timothy (Second Timothy 2:15-18)
   b. it is sad that something described as profane babbling would have the impact it does, but 
Paul reasons that their message was spreading like cancer–fast and deadly
  4. Peter describes the motivation of these false teachers and even today a few teach things that are 
false or refuse to teach things that are true because they have a greater concern for job security, gospel 
meeting invitations and “promotions” to larger congregations with larger treasuries than simply standing 
in the word with conviction and integrity (First Timothy 6:6-10)
   a. others, perhaps, are genuinely and sincerely mistaken, perhaps as ignorant as was Apollos 
before Aquila and Priscilla explained to him the way of the Lord more accurately (see Acts 18:25-26)
   b. in such cases, we hope for brethren with the concern of Aquila and Priscilla and preachers 
with the humility of Apollos as it regards matters of the faith and doctrine of the Holy Spirit

 B. The Error of Balaam
  1. in many ways, the letter of Jude runs parallel to Peter’s second epistle, and the way that they 
approach Balaam reflects the similarities (Jude 3-4, 10-11)
   a. Jude is writing to encourage his readers to contend earnestly for their faith and not allow it 
to be corrupted or perverted by certain creepy men who would propose a certain amount of tolerance for 
lewdness and denying Jesus
   b. they have gone in the selfish way of Cain, run greedily like Balaam for profit and will 
perish as in the futile rebellion of Korah (cf. Genesis 4:1-8, Numbers 16:1-3)
  2. once again, we learn that Balaam was only too happy to get on the road with Balak’s numerous 
and honorable princes, for Balaam was a greedy man, and although he restrained his mouth from cursing, 
he later took opportunity to plot evil against God’s people in service of the Canaanites
  3. John warned his readers about the power of this world and its wealth (First John 2:12-17)
   a. yet how many Christians and even elders and preachers run aground on their own drive for 
prominence, pleasure and prosperity?
   b. almost as quickly as he was converted, Simon the sorcerer was running greedily in the way 
of Balaam (Acts 8:18-24)
   c. Paul complained that his friend “Demas has forsaken me, having loved this present world, 
and has departed for Thessalonica” (Second Timothy 4:10).
  4. perhaps Balaam convinced the Israelites that they were so firmly ensconced in the hand of God 
that they could sin with impunity and always enjoy his fellowship because his glory among men 
depended upon their success on the battlefield as well as in the vineyard
   a. we witness the error of Balaam today whenever a teaching is introduced or promoted that 
entices or permits God’s people to engage in sin with a feeling of impunity and security (Romans 6:1-3, 
11-13)
   b. Calvinism gives us the “final perseverance of the saints” where some among us today 
would allow unscriptural marriages, social drinking, lewd attire and behavior and more

 C. Stumbling Block
  1. and Jesus provides even more inspired commentary as he rebukes the first-century church in 
Pergamos (Revelation 2:14-16)
   a. where Balaam could not curse Israel, he felt completely liberated to advise Balak anyway 
in how to bring about a curse upon God’s people through suggestion and influence
   b. the doctrine of Balaam is a stumbling block for the redeemed–a stumbling block comprised 
of compromise and immorality
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  2. it is plainly wicked to place by purpose or neglect a stumbling block in the path of one’s 
neighbor, brother or friend (Matthew 18:5-7)
   a. “For you, brethren, have been called to liberty; only do not use liberty as an opportunity for 
the flesh, but through love serve one another. For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this (‘You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself’ (Galatians 5:13-14).
   b. the way of Balaam cares not for the spiritual welfare or salvation of another, or if it does, 
still values more his present happiness and a peaceful relationship
   c. the result of the way of Balaam is that the duty of reproof is ignored and sometimes 
indulgence is actually taught in its place (First Corinthians 5:1-2)
  3. preachers and elders who trade in the error of Balaam are more concerned about populating the 
pews with warm bodies than adding the saved to the kingdom of Heaven, and in a roundabout way they 
defeat themselves by convincing those in sin that they do not need to relocate to holiness (Galatians 
2:11-14)

Conclusion
Balaam is quite a character, although perhaps not as much as his donkey, who saved his life, only to have 
Balaam become a greedy stumbling block for all of Israel. We must keep ourselves from following in the 
way of Balaam and keep our faith pure.
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Character Study of Dorcas
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
It  is unfortunate that  the Bible name “Dorcas,” has been marred in modern times by a similar “term of 
abuse favored by American youngsters, designating the target  as quirky, awkward, eccentric, socially 
inept or simply of lower status.”29 That word’s origin is even more sordid, causing many of us to prefer 
the Aramaic “Tabitha” instead. This woman was no object  of derision in her life and those who imitate her 
example today should be held in high esteem rather than low as well.

Discussion
I. Dorcas’s Character (Acts 9:36-42)
 A. A Certain Disciple at Joppa
  1. the apostle Peter was on a teaching and healing tour of Judah, Galilee and Samaria while a 
certain disciple named Tabitha was becoming sick in the city of Joppa
   a. Joppa (pr. jop'-a) was perhaps originally a Phoenician town allotted to the tribe of Dan 
before Israel’s conquest of the Promised Land (cf. Joshua 19:46)
   b. it was in Joppa that the prophet Jonah found a ship bound for Tarshish (cf. Jonah 1:3) and 
in Ezra’s time, Joppa served as a distribution center for cedar trees used in rebuilding Jerusalem (cf. Ezra 
3:7)
   c. the modern city of Yafa is built on a rocky mound at the edge of the sea and is famous for 
its gardens and orange groves, as well as for tourist destinations like the remains of the house of Simon 
the tanner and a certain disciple named Tabitha30

  2. the name Dorcas literally means “gazelle,” which is a small and very quick antelope “mostly 
found in the grasslands and savannas of Africa, but they are also found in southwest Asia31

   a. we don’t have any idea how old Tabitha was when he she died and even the Dr. Luke’s 
brief autopsy provides no clue, for he only indicates that she took ill and died
   b. Tabitha might have been a young virgin, a young wife, a young widow or an old woman
  3. this is the only case in the entire New Testament in which the Greek word maqhvtria (mathetria, 
pr. math-ay'-tree-ah), or “a female disciple”32 is used
   a. although there are many female disciples, Tabitha is the only one that is described by a 
special word that denotes both her gender and her avocation
   b. the word “disciple” regardless of gender has a special meaning that goes beyond a mere 
adherent to a certain religion or profession, denoting a genuine learner or pupil, as someone who humbly 
sits at the feet of a teacher and studies and adopts his doctrines and convictions
   c. Tabitha was a disciple of Christ, not in a denominational sense or even in a meaningless 
manner, but in truth as she sought to understand the will of her Master

 B. Full of Good Works Which She Did 
  1. that becomes evident in the way that the historian Luke describes Tabitha–“full of good works 
and charitable deeds”
  2. her particular charitable interest seems to have been in making tunics and garments, perhaps 
for the widows who would later display them for Peter when he arrived
  3. had Paul met her, he would have found some further inspiration for the things he would write 
about the beauty of a female disciple who relieves the afflicted and diligently follows every good work 
(see First Timothy 5:10; read First Timothy 2:8-10)
  4. in an age when it is easier to throw money at problems that can often be solved at Target or 
Kroger, there is something much more powerful and personal about a disciple who works with her own 
hands to relieve the afflicted

 C. Mourned
  1. Tabitha was so beloved that when she died, her friends simply refused to let her go so easily, 
not only keeping her memory alive, but summoning Peter to visit her death chamber before she was 
buried
  2. it is not hard to imagine these brethren there in that house of mourning, weeping over their loss 
and informing Peter about Tabitha, for we have all mourned the passing of someone that we held in high 
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esteem, wondering what we will do without them
  3. I think all of us would like to think that we will be mourned this emotionally when we are 
gone–at least missed this much anyway, but if we maintain our emotional isolation and apathy about the 
needs of people around us, it is unlikely that many will notice when we depart
  4. it is not that we do good in order to be applauded and eulogized positively, but we do good 
because it is the right thing to do and our only hope is that God will approve

 D. Resurrected
  1. death is usually not a condition that proves immediately temporary and although all the dead 
will one day be resurrected to judgment, few return to life as rapidly as Tabitha, whom Peter lifted up
  2. can you imagine the look on the widows’ faces when Tabitha walked out of her death chamber 
and was presented to them alive?
  3. as we contemplate the general resurrection of the redeemed, it ought to be with an even higher 
degree of anticipation and joy, for Tabitha eventually died again and the next time it was probably more 
permanent, but one day she and all will be raised to her ultimate reward

II. Some Applications
 A. A Disciple
  1. there should not be a difference, but there can be a distinction between one who calls himself a 
member of the church or a Christian and one who is genuinely a disciple of Jesus Christ
  2. actually, we use that phrase rather sparingly these days, preferring to call them anything but 
believers, saints and disciples
  3. the word disciple does denote an attribute that is too infrequently found among those who call 
themselves Christians–a willingness and yearning to learn and submit to the discipline, or teaching of 
Christ
   a. too often, our interest in the faith stops at the surface where we accept the convictions of 
our forefathers, but without any real impact on our own way of thinking about daily choices and 
perspectives on morality and life itself
   b. somehow our faith has to penetrate the ceremonial and customary to sink deeper into our 
hearts where we think and live and that is what real discipleship is about
    1. Jesus said, “It is enough for the disciple that he become like his teacher” (Matthew 
10:25), but added to that decision a certain cost (Luke 14:25-30)
    2. a disciple learns and applies and imitates his Teacher
  4. here is learning
   a. Matthew 9:9-13
   b. Matthew 11:25-30
   c. “And let our people also learn to maintain good works, to meet urgent needs, that they may 
not be unfruitful” (Titus 3:14)

 B. Full of Good Works and Charitable Deeds
  1. the evidence that one has learned something is not in passing an academic test on a piece of 
paper, but of performing the knowledge in the field and under pressure
  2. Tabitha showed her discipleship by her good works and charitable deeds, in the way that you 
might “let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in 
heaven” (Matthew 5:16; cf. First Peter 2:12)
   a. but Tabitha was surely not trying to earn a mournful departure or the congratulations of the 
widows when she made her tunics and garments, for that would have completely stained all of her efforts 
(Matthew 6:1-4)
   b. that can be a fine line to walk–letting your light shine before men without adopting their 
approval as an ambition for charitable deeds in the first place or in the process
   c. and the answer is humility and a sincere desire only to do the right thing and let all else fall 
into place as it will
  3. “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand that we should walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10), “for it is God who works in you both to will 
and to do for his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13).
   a. not everything is about you–your convenience, your amusement, your enrichment, your 
leisure–and as often as not, something you do should be about somebody else
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   b. “The leech has two daughters–Give and Give!” (Proverbs 30:15) and sometimes even the 
industrious person is only concerned about what he can receive without having to contribute
  4. that selfish apathy is not evidence of deeper discipleship, but only a profession in word alone 
(Titus 2:11-14, 3:8)

 C. The Way of All Living Things
  1. when Tabitha took ill, she eventually died and went the way of all the earth, as Joshua 
described his own impending death (see 23:14)
  2. the sufferer Job said, “For when a few years are finished, I shall go the way of no 
return” (16:22).
  3. for Tabitha, there was actually a hasty return, but eventually, she died again and was buried and 
her body returned to the earth while her spirit went to wait for the final resurrection
  4. death is the hardest fact of life with which to deal, especially when the death seems premature, 
either because it is ours impending or that of someone near to us whom we cannot imagine living without
   a. some live their lives in fear of death and with an inability to confront it, but there is a 
reason the Preacher encouraged us to visit the house of mourning, for there are things only there which 
we must take to heart (see Ecclesiastes 7:2)
   b. save for the return of Christ, death is inevitable, but hardly final (Hebrews 9:27-28)
   c. the point is to enter death, whenever it comes, with as much dignity and accomplishment as 
Tabitha, that life might not be pointless and doomed (Revelation 20:11-15)

 D. An Example Even In Death
  1. Tabitha was an example and a teacher even in death, not that she wrote any books or recorded 
any instructional videos that survived her demise, but that her personality and handiwork bore witness to 
her love and faith
   a. when we sing of the faith of our fathers, we should not overlook the faith of our mothers 
like Tabitha
   b. about Abel, the Hebrew writer says, he “offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than 
Cain, through which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts; and through it 
he being dead still speaks” (11:4)
  2. what legacy or heritage will you leave behind?

Conclusion
Tabitha is a tremendous Bible character, even though she is dead most  of the time that  Luke is writing 
about her. Tabitha had a faith that survived her death because she touched the lives of others. Does yours?
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Character Study of Rhoda
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Rhoda is an obscure New Testament character who leaves a lasting impression nonetheless. Her time on 
the Bible stage is very brief, but her joy and innocence befit her name.

Discussion
I. Rhoda’s Character
 A. Her Appearance (Acts 12:1-19)
  1. it is difficult for us to imagine the depths of this period of persecution in which Christians–
especially the prominent or outspoken–were under intense scrutiny and subject to the violent whims of 
both the Romans and Jews
   a. imagine if both City Hall and the Fort Worth Diocese were so powerful and opposed to this 
church that our elders, deacons and preacher were living in fear of arrest, imprisonment and even death
   b. the temptation to go invisible and silent would be immense
  2. the church in Jerusalem did not ponder persecution as an unpleasant, but unlikely potential; it 
was very real and human; the apostle James is dead and now Peter is behind bars awaiting the same fate
  3. rather than slip into cowardice and apostasy, the church keeps up a vigil of prayer on his 
behalf, which is answered by God who miraculously loosens Peter’s chains and guided him out of the 
prison and past the guards
  4. Peter then made his way through the city to what was probably the considerable estate of Mary, 
the mother of John Mark where many Christians were still praying for what had already occurred
   a. every indication is that Mary was a woman of means and that Rhoda was her maidservant 
who went to the gate when Peter knocked upon it
   b. yet when she recognized Peter’s voice, rather than open the gate and let him in, she ran into 
the company and told them their prayers had been answered–but they did not believe it was possible!
   c. either she was crazy or imagining things; the Jews believed in guardian angels and 
suspected that at most, Rhoda had seen Peter’s representative, but not Peter himself
  5. poor Peter, probably still a little shaken by his nocturnal excursion and a little concerned that 
the authorities would soon be on his tail, was still out there knocking on the gate, wondering what 
happened to Rhoda; finally, they opened the door and found Peter standing there in the flesh

 B. Rhoda’s Background
  1. we know nothing more about Rhoda, save that her name comes from the Greek word, Rhode 
(Rovdh, pr. hrod'-ay), which means a rose33

  2. her appearance at the gate that night probably attests to her position as a maidservant in the 
house of Mary, John Mark’s mother and possibly Barnabas’s aunt, who appears to have been a wealthy 
woman
  3. what stands out about Rhoda is her instant gladness at the sight of Peter, her innocent happiness 
in leaving him at the gate and her insistence that she had seen him and no one else

II. Some Applications
 A. Rose of Sharon
  1. as the name Rhoda denotes a rose, we might think of Rhoda in terms of that fragile, beautiful 
flower
  2. one of the most enduring hymns known to the church praises Jesus as the Rose of Sharon, a 
reference to Song of Solomon 2:1, in which the Shulamite woman makes reference to herself
   a. Sharon is “the strip of fairly level land which runs between the mountains and the shore of 
the Mediterranean, stretching from Nahr Ruben in the South to Mt. Carmel in the North. There are 
considerable rolling hills; but, compared with the mountains to the East, it is quite properly described as a 
plain.”34

   b. by all accounts, “the Sharon valley was a wild, fertile plain that was the home to a host of 
beautiful flowers.”35

   c. the rose in this case is actually a mistranslation; “chabhatstseleth is not a "rose," but the 
white narcissus, which in season abounds in the plain”36 or possibly the cistus which “is well known for 
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its soothing aroma and pain-relieving qualities.”37

  3. nowhere in the New Testament, or even the Old, is Jesus Christ referred to as the Rose of 
Sharon; the song is the product of a lyricist’s poetic license in which he compares Jesus favorably to this 
beautiful plant, just as another writer borrowed “lily of the valleys” from the same verse in Song of 
Solomon to make reference to Jesus

 B. Courage (First Peter 3:13-18, 4:12-19)
  1. Rhoda’s parents must have thought of her as a true rose when they named her as a baby, but her 
presence in the house of Mary that night belied any fragility inherent in the word
  2. Mary’s house was probably perceived as a safe house because of its owner’s notoriety, but the 
faith the people there shared brought them into great danger regardless
  3. the people praying in that place were people of great conviction and courage, for whom 
persecution was more than just mean words and negative media portrayals
  4. as we face the less destructive forms of persecution in our day and as we anticipate that 
intensifying in the future, we must take heart from the examples of people like Rhoda and her cohort 
(First Peter 3:13-18, 4:12-19)

 C. The Elusiveness of Simple Gladness
  1. we might estimate that Rhoda was a young woman, since Luke calls her a girl and is probably 
using John Mark as a source for his information
  2. for me, it is Rhoda’s wide-eyed innocence and simple gladness that are so refreshingly 
compelling
  3. as people get older, it seems like it takes more and more to get them excited and energized, or 
even to make them happy, but part of the glory of youth is its simplicity and innocence
  4. but there are simple things in the gospel that disciples of any age should find motivating and 
fulfilling
   a. the gospel itself is defined as glad tidings, so that when we hear or know that it is 
proclaimed, we ought to find simple satisfaction (Luke 1:19, 8:1-3)
   b. moreover, its progress and successes should lend us a sense of gladness (Acts 11:22-24); 
“How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the gospel of peace, who bring glad tidings of good 
things” (Romans 10:15)!
   c. and even if all else falls short in our lives, the knowledge and hope of salvation should be 
sufficient to maintain a simple sense of gladness (Philippians 2:12-18)
   d. “Let us be glad and rejoice and give Him glory” (Revelation 19:7)

 D. Gladness and Forgetfulness
  1. gladness, joy, contentment and happiness, however, should not be considered as a substitute for 
objective growth and progress in discipleship
  2. just as the college student might enjoy football games on Saturday more than 8:00 classes on 
Tuesday and Thursday, so the Bible student might envision more satisfaction in an emotional outpouring 
of gleeful singing and flowery language, but the true evidence of strengthening faith is going to be in 
knowledge and obedience
  3. Rhoda was so happy that she innocently left Peter standing at the gate while she tried in vain to 
explain his presence; it would have been much easier if she had brought him in with her!
  4. we cannot let our gladness interfere with our growth, so that we become remiss in the things 
that matter
   a. forgetting to study, grow and progress spiritually (Second Peter 3:14-18)
   b. forgetting to be obedient (Hebrews 5:8-9)
   c. forgetting to do the obvious (Hebrews 13:1-3, 15-16)

Conclusion
Rhoda the rose of Jerusalem is a pleasantly refreshing character, a sweet  girl, innocent  in her joy. From 
her, we can learn courage and gladness.
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Character Study of Rahab
a gospel sermon by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Rahab the harlot is almost alone in having her chief shame so inextricably connected to her name. I can’t 
think of anybody else in the Bible or out  who is described as plainly and unfortunately as is Rahab the 
harlot. The more surprising thing, however, is that the character of this harlot is lauded in the New 
Testament, not due to her harlotry, but to her faith in serving God otherwise.

Discussion
I. Her Character
 A. Background
  1. the name Rahab is from the transliterated Hebrew “Rachab,” (bxr, pronounced raw-khawb', 
Strong’s #07343) and literally means “broad” or “wide”38

   a. she is always described as “the harlot,” from the Hebrew “Zanah,” (hnz, pr. zaw-naw', 
Strong’s #02181), usually meaning “a prostitute”39, but sometimes simply an innkeeper40

   b. the Septuagint, the ancient Greek translation of the Old Testament, however uses the word 
“porne,” which is clearly indicative of a fornicator and harlot
  2. Rahab the harlot lived in Jericho, first among the targeted cities of the Promised Land that the 
Joshua, his spies and the army of Israel would seek to conquer
  3. tradition identifies this woman as the Rahab who married Salmon and became the mother of 
Boaz who would marry Ruth and enjoy a place in the lineage of Jesus Christ (see Matthew 1:5)
  4. (the word “Rahab” also appears several times in the Old Testament without reference to this 
woman, instead describing Egypt (see Psalm 87:4, 29:10, Isaiah 30:7) or a sea monster (see Isaiah 51:9))

 B. Hiding the Spies
  1. Rahab’s claim to Bible fame comes in the early days of the conquest of the Promised Land 
(Joshua 2:1-7)
  2. from this we might learn that Rahab was sort of a shady innkeeper because it would seem a 
strange place for the spies of God to choose otherwise
  3. their arrival in Jericho had not gone unnoticed, however, and the king himself ordered Rahab to 
produce her unwelcome guests, which she refused to do, choosing instead to take their side and conceal 
them in her flaxen roof, later lying about their whereabouts

 C. Melted Heart
  1. surely the spies expected to be turned in and executed, but Rahab did the unthinkable because 
she believed more in Jehovah than in the king of Jericho (Joshua 2:8-16)
  2. the story of Israel’s miraculous escape from Egypt had preceded the Hebrews and their victory 
over Sihon and Og only reinforced their reputation as divinely-led conquerors
  3. the melting of hearts would later become a classic New Testament objective, but we see it here 
in Jericho first and it is instant evidence of a working, active faith

 D. Salvation 
  1. with the spies on the street below, Rahab has whispered to them a few final instructions, to 
which they respond with certain conditions regarding her salvation (Joshua 2:17-21)
   a. first, a scarlet cord must be bound in the same window from which they escaped
   b. second, all her relatives must be secured inside the house or they will be lost, regardless of 
the tumult outside that might seem to suggest fight or flight as better alternatives
   c. third, she must not betray their confidence by giving them away upon second thoughts
  2. and so the two spies returned to Acacia Grove and the conquest began in earnest
   a. Israel crossed the Jordan River (chapter 3), commemorated the passage with twelve stone 
markers (chapter 4), circumcised the sons of Israel (chapter 5) and finally approached the walled city 
(Joshua 6:1-2)
   b. they marched around the city according to God’s orders for six days and then seven times 
on the seventh day, trumpeting and shouting as the walls toppled (Joshua 6:16-17, 20-25)
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  3. this is the last that we hear of Rahab in the history of Israel, but it is clear that she was saved 
from death by grace through faith as she heeded the meager and logical conditions levied by the men of 
God who kept their word and rewarded her melted, faithful heart

 E. Aftermath
  1. the epilogue on Rahab’s story states that she continued to dwell among the Hebrews for the rest 
of her life and she actually became something of a Jewish heroine because she responded to the nation in 
a way that most did not
  2. one legend argues that she became the wife of Joshua himself and this romantic sentiment is 
probably behind the shifted translation of her occupation from harlot to harmless innkeeper41

  3. we are more interested in what inspired Bible writers had to say about her however, and her 
place in two passages that extol related but different and sometimes controversial virtues is noteworthy
   a. the Hebrew writer describes her as a woman of great faith (Hebrews 11:1-2, 30-31)
   b. but lest anyone perceive that Rahab is an example of the theory of salvation by idle faith 
alone, James calls her as evidence that justification is also by works (James 2:14, 24-26)
  
II. Some Applications
 A. Harlotry
  1. although it might seem that Rahab was an innkeeper, it is also evident that her inn was of a 
special and sinful sort, being a den of prostitution which has plagued mankind and marriage for almost as 
long as both have existed
  2. fornication and adultery are filthy enough, but the attachment of greed to lust simply doubles 
the iniquity
   a. sex outside of marriage is a sin, a very common sin and one accepted, encouraged and 
celebrated at almost every level of modern society, but it is still a sin–a sin that results in disease, shame, 
embarrassment, unwanted pregnancy, abortion, violence and eternal torment if unrepented (Hebrews 
13:4)
   b. God desires that you somehow rise above both greed and lust (First Thessalonians 4:3-8)
   c. Paul recommends that young people “flee also youthful lusts, but pursue righteousness, 
faith, love, peace with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart” (Second Timothy 2:22)
    1. proximity to fornicating minds will draw you closer to sexual immorality yourself
    2. flirting with adulterous opportunities is like taking fire to your chest and you will get 
burned (see Proverbs 6:27)
  3. if harlotry is selling oneself sexually for money, is it not also true that those who perform in 
licentious movies, television scenes and music videos are likewise guilty of prostituting themselves?
   a. and what of those who pose suggestively in men’s magazines, sometimes completely naked 
and other times clad in immodest attire?
   b. and what of those of us who pay to see them and gaze upon their prostitution so that we 
might feel the thrill of lust and the yearning that results?
  4. Christ did not buy us back from the devil so that we might bring the tempter along with us 
(First Corinthians 6:15-20)

 B. Melted Heart
  1. we respect Rahab in spite of her harlotry, which she surely abandoned upon entering Israel, and 
because she confesses to having a melted heart
  2. the melted heart has no more rebellion in it, no more desire to kick against God’s goads and 
refuse to obey him
  3. the melted heart is cut to the quick by the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God (see 
Ephesians 6:17)
  4. hearts today are slightly wounded when tragedy strikes or great fear arrives–when one feels a 
sense of loss or is threatened with premature mortality by a criminal, storm or disease
   a. faith sometimes results from going face-to-face with eternity, but it does not always endure 
when the hardship is relieved
   b. true faith comes from hearing the word of God (cf. Romans 10:17) and submitting to the 
need to mourn over one’s sin and seek out Christ as the author of an answer (Acts 2:36-41)

  C. Salvation by Working Faith
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  1. and yet, for Rahab, a melted heart did not bring instant salvation, for she still needed to follow 
her faith and submit to the meager conditions announced by the messengers of God who had spied in her 
home–tie the scarlet cord in the window, gather together in the house those who would be saved, betray us 
to no one
  2. salvation from death then is akin to salvation from eternal death today, being “a work of faith, 
labor of love, and patience of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ in the sight of our God and Father” (First 
Thessalonians 1:3)
  3. Rahab’s presence in the Hebrews 11 hall of faith and in James’s famous treatise on works goes 
to show the happy relationship of the two concepts in God’s scheme of salvation (Galatians 5:5-6)
   a. any apparent contradiction between faith and works is easily solved when one understands 
that salvation is by neither alone, but by both together (Hebrews 12:1-2)
   b. let us run with endurance, not coast downhill to the finish line
  4. obedience should not be confused either with perfection or merit, for no man is practically 
capable of either in the sight of God whose grace is the invitation to redemption

 D. Falsehood
  1. it is Rahab’s faith which we praise and not necessarily the duplicity she employed as a result
  2. the Bible, and especially for us, the New Testament, are powerfully clear when it comes to 
dishonesty, lying and deception, making Rahab’s tactic with the king’s servants a dubious one according 
to our standards today
   a. “For my mouth will speak truth; Wickedness is an abomination to my lips” (Proverbs 8:7)
   b. “These are the things you shall do (Speak each man the truth to his neighbor; Give 
judgment in your gates for truth, justice, and peace” (Zechariah 8:16)
   c. “Therefore, putting away lying, "Let each one of you speak truth with his neighbor," for we 
are members of one another” (Ephesians 4:25).
  3. the book of Revelation consigns “all liars” and “whoever loves and practices a lie” to “the lake 
of fire which burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death” (21:8, 22:15)
  4. but what of an occasion such as that in Joshua 2, where only a lie can save the lives of the 
innocent and godly?
   a. is lying ever justified–lying to foreign agents, murderers, criminals, invaders, etc.?
   b. I am hard-pressed to find a loophole or exception to the blanket condemnation of lying in 
the New Testament, but you can believe that I would never willingly give true information to a criminal 
who would use it to harm someone else; there must be a way to avoid lying as well as aiding an enemy to 
commit iniquity

Conclusion
Rahab stands out as a woman of great faith because her heart melted and her spirit acted.
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Character Study of Samson
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Samson is a complicated character. He is almost  the Bible character you hate to love. His flaws and 
weaknesses are so readily demonstrated that  it begins to seem as if God made the wrong choice and yet  he 
so completely redeems himself in the end that it all becomes clear.
Samson was a judge, one of the last before Samuel, and a Nazirite of the tribe of Daniel The Hebrew 
writer includes him in his chapter of impressive characters of faith, in spite of so much obvious carnality, 
because faith dwelt deep in his heart  and came forth at  just  the right  time. Samson is still known today as 
a man of prodigious strength, but  most of that energy was committed to the destruction of the Philistines 
whom he hated passionately because they oppressed Israel for 40 years. “He was good-natured, sarcastic, 
full of humor, and fought with his wits as well as with his fists.”42

Discussion
I. His Character
 A. His Name
  1. Samson’s legendary name is probably derived from a Hebrew word for the sun, meaning “little 
sun,” “sunny,” or maybe “sun-man”
  2. his home was near Bethshemesh, which means “house of the sun” and introduces the stature of 
Samson very early in his life43

 B. Childhood
  1. Samson’s biography occurs in the Old Testament book of Judges, which details the lives of 
many of the people who served as Israel’s leaders in between Joshua and the kings
  2. Samson’s father, Manoah, and his wife, lived in a sickening era in Hebrew history, in which 
every man did what was right in his own eyes, and when periods of national fidelity were relatively brief, 
frequently interrupted by widespread apostasy and divine deliverance into the hands of the Philistines or 
some other unbelieving enemy
  3. Samson, like Isaac, Samuel and John, was a child of prayer born to a formerly barren womb, 
apparently kept shut until the time was right for a very special firstborn son in God’s employ as a 
deliverer (Judges 13:1-14)
   a. Samson would be a Nazirite, a special class of consecrated servants who took vows either 
for a specified time or for life to separate themselves from wine and strong drink, haircutting, and corpse-
handling
   b. in the midst of widespread lawlessness, Samson and the other Nazirites were supposed to 
be examples of faithfulness; specifically, Samson was born to deliver a penitent Israel from the hands of 
the Philistines, a warmongering people who had settled upon the southern coast of the land of Canaan
  4. and so the message of the Angel of the Lord came to pass (Judges 13:24-25)

 C. Adulthood
  1. unfortunately, Samson appears to be one of the least sanctified people imaginable, even 
preferring to marry a Philistine instead of a Hebrew, but it was a case of God using a man’s natural 
tendencies for divine purposes (Judges 14:1-20)
  2. Samson,who appears to be a friend of the Philistines, having married one, grows in his hatred 
for them (Judges 15:1-16)
  3. then, Samson went to a Philistine city called Gaza and went into a harlot, escaping the 
Philistines who laid in wait to kill him by taking hold of the doors of their gate and the two posts and 
carrying them a quarter of a mile up to the top of the hill that faced Hebron (see Judges 16:1-3)
  4. and then one of his noted episodes is recorded, permanently etching the name of Delilah upon 
the history of seduction (Judges 16:4-22)
  5. with Samson defeated, the plan of God to deliver them through his might appeared to be 
undone
   a. in this way, Samson is typical of Christ, the antitype who appeared to be defeated at the 
cross and in the tomb, but we all know how that turned out for the adversary
   b. his hair symbolized the source of his strength, which was some level of fidelity to Jehovah, 
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and both began to return once he was blinded (Judges 16:23-31)

II. Some Applications
 A. Child of Prayer
  1. children are such a terrific blessing that people who have not yet reproduced will pray and 
work vigorously to make it happen, and yet when the children come, often the prayer and spiritual interest 
wanes and what was a blessing is now just work
  2. for whatever reason, Samson is an undisciplined young man, even more so perhaps than Eli’s 
sons, Hophi and Phinehas, whom the Lord slain because they made worship contemptible in Israel
  3. to a Christian, children are the answers to our prayers, but the spiritual interest in them should 
only grow as they approach maturity, in the hope that they will be the next generation of faithful men and 
women (Proverbs 22:6)

 B. Right In His Own Eyes
  1. the famous epilogue on the book of Judges states that “In those days there was no king in 
Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (21:25; cf. 17:6).
  2. it would be hard to argue that Samson was anything but a perfect example of this spiritual 
malady for most of his life
   a. for most of his life, Samson’s choice as judge by God owes only to the fact that he wanted 
to be a slayer of Philistines, not that we a spiritual leader on par with Moses, Joshua or Samuel yet to 
come
   b. his inclusion in the Hebrews 11 hall of faith is brief and only the subduing of kingdoms can 
be ascribed to him (see verses 32-33)
  3. it is almost as if spiritual insight did not come to Samson until he was physically blinded and 
all the petty distractions and temptations of mortal life were muted
   a. Proverbs 14:12 and 16:25 explain that “There is a way that seems right to a man, But its 
end is the way of death.”
   b. Jeremiah responded by saying, “O Lord, I know the way of man is not in himself; It is not 
in man who walks to direct his own steps” (10:23).
  4. Samson’s haircut was not his original problem–it was his eyesight (Matthew 6:22-23)
   a. Samson was shortsighted (Second Peter 1:5-11)
   b. this process is the key to overcoming spiritual shortsightedness in which you really just do 
what is right in your eyes and maybe feign repentance later

 C. Careless With His Gifts
  1. for all his natural and courageous gifts, Samson proves to be very careless with his talents and 
opportunities, rarely making the best of them and only snatching victory from the jaws of defeat when 
compelled by pride
  2. each of us has at least one talent–one gift or ability or something–that we can either use to our 
aggrandizement, to the edification of others, or not use at all (Matthew 25:14-30)
  3. in the first century church, members not only had talents, they had supernatural abilities, which 
they were also tempted to be careless with, using them for personal advancement and pride rather than 
edifying the ekklesia (First Corinthians 14:12, 20)
  4. use your talents to minister edification to others and you will be rewarded more highly than if 
you reward yourself with pride and praise (First Peter 4:10-11)

 D. Passion
  1. like many great characters, Samson’s passion is what made him great, but it is also what kept 
him from being greater (a modern example, in my opinion, is Chicago Cubs pitcher Carlos Zambrano)
  2. Samson’s thirst for pride and revenge made him a conqueror of the Philistines and is probably 
the quality that God discovered when he chose him from his mother’s womb, but pride and revenge kept 
him from being a greater example of faith
   a. for a while the same was true of a couple of apostles (Luke 9:51-56)
   b. your spirit is not to be Samson’s vengeful one, but Christ’s merciful one, “who, when He 
was reviled, did not revile in return; when He suffered, He did not threaten, but committed Himself to 
Him who judges righteously” (First Peter 2:23).
  3. vengeance belongs to God and there is no justification for imagining it, craving it, plotting it, 
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or taking it upon those who have wronged you (Romans 12:17-21)

Conclusion
Samson is a great  character in spite of himself, but  is also a lesson in learning self-restraint and gaining 
greater spiritual vision.
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Character Study of King Ahab
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
King Ahab of Israel is a remarkable character, a man who seemed to have some potential for greatness, 
but whose desire to appease his own fleshly desires and those of his wife, prevented him from achieving 
anything spiritually great.
As bad as Ahab was, his wife, Jezebel, was even more evil. The combination of their characters makes for 
a disturbing study and a cautionary tale of greed, appeasement and doom.

Discussion
I. His Character
 A. Idolatrous Alliances
  1. the kingdom of Israel had divided after the deaths of David and Solomon, producing a northern 
kingdom still called Israel and a southern kingdom composed primarily of Judah (First Kings 16:29-34)
  2. for its part, the northern kingdom was much quicker to enter idolatry and King Ahab played a 
role in her demise, making alliances with idolatrous nations and cementing one such union with a 
marriage to the legendary Jezebel, as if imitating the evil Jeroboam had not been bad enough
  3. and yet Ahab still tried to appease Jehovah, especially by naming his sons in God’s honor 
(Ahaziah (“Jehovah holds”), Jehoram (“Jehovah is high”), and Athaliah (“Jehovah is strong”).
  4. during his 22-year reign, Ahab would battle drought, blight and foes with a certain pragmatism, 
which might have been admirable had he not sold his soul to idolatry

 B. Troubler of Israel
  1. as it turns out, one of Ahab’s chief foes was not a foreigner at all, but Elijah the prophet of 
God, whom Ahab nicknamed “the troubler of Israel” because he considered the prophet’s rebukes to be 
misguided and apocalyptic
  2. Elijah, acting in God’s service, produced a severe drought, in an attempt to get Israel’s attention 
and penitence, but Ahab was too stubborn to fall for that (First Kings 18:1-2, 17-18)
  3. what follows is called the contest on Mount Carmel, in which the prophets of Baal were 
exposed as impotent frauds and the God of Elijah prevailed through answering by fire (First Kings 
18:40-46)
  4. for his trouble, Ahab’s fine wife, Jezebel, sentenced Elijah to die, but the man of God would 
not die that easily (see First Kings 19:1-18)

 C. Brother to an Infidel
  1. Ahab’s attention was turned away from Elijah for a while when the king of Syria began to 
make noise on the Israelite border (First Kings 20:1-4)
  2. Ben-Hadad was heartened by Ahab’s complicity and became greedy, announcing he would also 
raid the houses of Ahab’s servants; the elders frowned on such a loss and counseled Ahab to take a stand, 
which he surprisingly did (First Kings 20:10-11)
  3. Ahab was able to take some advantage by the drunkenness of Ben-Hadad and the Syrians were 
repelled with a great slaughter (see verse 21)
  4. yet Ahab never fully got the message that God was fighting the battle for him and against the 
idolaters that Ahab sometimes suffered (First Kings 20:28-34)
  5. Ahab acted pragmatically and mercifully, but in the ages of the kings, conquest was better than 
compromise and idolatry had no place on the map (First Kings 20:35-43)

 D. Murderer of Naboth
  1. in his state of depression, Ahab needs a pick-me-up and what better way than planting a lovely 
vegetable garden (First Kings 21:1-3)
  2. land did not change hands so easily in Israel, being determined according to tribe and 
inheritance; Ahab thought his offer was sufficient to broker Naboth’s compromise, but it was not, and so 
Ahab went home to pout (First Kings 21:4-7)
  3. where Ahab was a little too weak to stand up to Naboth, Jezebel the daughter of Sidon cared 
nothing for Hebrew law and hatched a scheme involving false witnesses and charges of blasphemy that 
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led to the execution of innocent Naboth and the transfer of ownership to his vineyard (First Kings 
21:17-21)

 E. Ahab’s Death
  1. Ahab’s character is complicated and what complicates it is his wife (First Kings 21:25-29)
  2. one would expect no humility from Ahab and yet there it is, because the true Ahab is the man 
who was willing to comply with Ben-Hadad and submit to Naboth, not the man who took a stand against 
Syria or the woman who captured the vineyard
  3. when Ahab has need of another prophet, he reluctantly calls on Micaiah, commenting, “But I 
hate him, because he does not prophesy good concerning me, but evil” (First Kings 22:8).
  4. Micaiah warned him that he would die in battle, but Ahab had other plans (First Kings 
22:29-38)
  5. Ahab built an ivory house and many cities, but he died like anyone else, save that he seems 
almost heroic dying in the saddle while Israel battled (see verses 39-40)

II. Some Applications
 A. God and Mammon
  1. Ahab was like many today who cannot make up their minds or commit themselves to one style 
of life; he teeters on the precipice of strength and accomplishment, only to be stirred up by his wicked 
wife or his own greed and cowardice
  2. Ahab wanted to have life both ways–God and Baal, Israel and Phoenicia, holiness and iniquity–
and he discovered as all must that one cannot serve two masters (Matthew 6:19-24)
   a. Jesus goes on to teach that material worry is evidence of an attempt to serve two masters, 
not trusting that God is able to provide for one’s needs and not content to live without his wants also 
supplied in profusion (see verses 25-34)
   b. living in this world compels us to work and to pursue the satisfaction of our needs, but at 
the point that such things take precedence over God and worship or when our wants lead to worry, we 
have allowed them to become our Baals
  3. Ahab allowed himself to be stirred up by his wife and even today, spouses and children 
sometimes stir up the adults when it comes to materialism, demanding more and more in the name of 
happiness and success and a sense of superiority over the neighbors
   a. think of Demas forsaking Paul because he loved this present world and you begin to see 
how we can be deceived into rebelling against Christ and all reason because our affections become 
centered on things (see Second Timothy 4:10)
   b. “So are the ways of everyone who is greedy for gain; It takes away the life of its 
owners” (Proverbs 1:19). 

 B. Error is Trouble, Not Exposure and Rebuke
  1. Ahab called Elijah the troubler of Israel, even though it was the king who was responsible for 
plunging the nation deeper and deeper into idolatry
  2. Jeremiah was imprisoned by the king he rebuked and Amos commented that, “They hate the 
one who rebukes in the gate, And they abhor the one who speaks uprightly” (Amos 5:10).
  3. Stephen was stoned to death and Jesus was abandoned to the cross for similar reasons–they 
courageously rebuked where others were willing to surrender to darkness (John 3:16-21)
  4. today, an ecumenical spirit pervades Christendom, spilling over onto our perspective about 
Eastern, idolatrous religions and even into the churches of Christ where doctrinal differences sometimes 
arise
   a. the sentiment seems to be that each denomination is above question and that criticizing 
Islam, Judaism or Hinduism is tantamount to a hate crime
   b. even faithful brethren are cautioned against exposing errors taught among ourselves on the 
same grounds, and are accused of troubling spiritual Israel by speaking out
  5. but biblical precedent shows Paul rejecting denominationalism (see First Corinthians 1:10), 
naming errors taught among brethren (see Titus 1:10) and even exposing particular men who taught them 
(Second Timothy 2:14-18)
   a. preachers and elders are duty-bound, just as was Elijah, to sound a warning cry when the 
flock is endangered (Titus 1:10-14)
   b. things seem more peaceful when no message of rebuke is heard, but that is only because 
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the damage is being done secretly through surrender (Second Timothy 4:1-5)

 C. Limited Brotherhood
  1. today, Ahab would be called a great uniter and a man of unparalleled compassion for sparing 
Ben-Hadad, even calling him his brother!
  2. God does not want us to execute his enemies today, but to convert them; things were different 
under that covenant and in that environment where Israel was literally fighting for its physical existence
  3. Ben-Hadad should not have been spared and certainly was no brother
  4. brotherhood is limited to God’s definition of the arrangement and while it is a relationship we 
must love, it is not one that we can expand beyond his borders (First Peter 2:17 and 5:6-9)
   a. spiritual brotherhood requires a shared faith (see Second Peter 1:1) and mutual entrance 
into the family of God through confession and baptism (Galatians 3:26-27)
   b. it is tempting to extend the concept of brotherhood to those who believe but worship in 
denominations and reject the present kingdom and refuse to be baptized for the remission of sins, but we 
have no right to revise God’s definition of brotherhood

 D. Tardy Reformation
  1. Ahab seems to reform late in life, but it was too late to change very much
  2. some of us think that we are going to go along in sin or in some habit until we get older and the 
fun wears off or maybe we save ourselves with a deathbed repentance, but either way, by then, so much 
damage will be done and some of it will be beyond repair (Hebrews 12:12-17)
  3. perhaps we will have time to repent genuinely and be saved from ourselves, but how will we 
undo the damage to our reputations and influence upon our children and how will we accomplish all that 
we left undone?

Conclusion
Ahab is a complicated character, but one that we can learn from.
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Character Study of Amram and Jochebed
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Amram and Jochebed are not  exactly household names, but their son certainly is. His Hebrew name 
means “People Exalted,” while hers is “Yahweh is glory” and when you wed people exalted with God is 
glory, you get something special. As the parents of Moses, this couple certainly did get something special 
out of their union.
Everyone knows about  the courageous character of Moses, but  what about his biological parents, Amram 
and Jochebed? As it happens, he learned a little something from them.

Discussion
I. Their Character
 A. Circumstances
  1. although the writer of the book of Exodus–whom tradition identifies as Moses himself–does 
not name them until chapter 6, Amram and Jochebed were living in Egypt in the period long after the 
beneficial influence of Joseph had waned with his death
  2. his memory was forgotten, but the legacy of multiplying Jews was obvious in the realm and a 
little unnerving to those in power who feared the Jews would ally with a foreign invader to overthrow the 
Pharaoh
   a. thus the Jews were made slaves
   b. and a genocidal policy was announced to destroy the population within a single generation 
(Exodus 1:15-19)
   c. even with that, Pharaoh was not dissuaded from his murderous intent (Exodus 1:22)
  3. all that sets the stage for the birth of Amram and Jochebed’s son–sentenced either to die at the 
hands of his midwife or in the dangerous waters of the Nile
   a. we tend to read this part of history with Moses in mind, but yourself in the place of his 
parents and grasp their emotions and resolve (Exodus 2:1-2)
    1. between diapers and tantrums, it is hard to hide a baby for three minutes, let alone 
three months, but Jochebed managed because her son was not disposable to her
   b. whether he was simply growing too big or people were getting suspicious, she could hide 
him no longer and was compelled to take the next step, which, ironically, satisfied the letter of Pharaoh’s 
law, if not its intent (Exodus 2:3-9)
    1. it is a bit hard to imagine that there was any pity in Pharaoh’s household, but baby 
Moses was discovered by perhaps the one person who had any–Pharaoh’s own daughter who chose to 
raise the baby as her own
    b. the irony deepens as Jochebed is hired to nurse her own son who would grow up as a 
member of the royal household (Exodus 2:10)
  4. Israel’s circumstances had not brightened, however–still slaves under the thumb of a genocidal 
king who worked them half to death and killed their babies afterward
   a. the birth of Moses, though, promises to change all of that, for he was immediately in a 
place similar to Joseph’s, although he would take a different route in preserving his people
   b. Moses would rebel where Joseph succeeded through cooperation

 B. A Higher Law
  1. Amram and Jochebed are not mentioned by name in the litany of Hebrew chapter 11 heroes, 
but their presence there is still clear (Hebrews 11:1-2, 23-29)
  2. none of this works out the same way without the faith and virtue of Amram and Jochebed–it 
was their faith that defied the wicked legislation and saved their son’s life because they loved him and 
were not afraid to disobey man in order to serve God
  3. People Exalted meets Yahweh is Glory and produce “One who draws out”–Moses would draw 
Israel out of Egypt and into the Promised Land

II. Some Applications
 A. Civil Disobedience
  1. “Civil disobedience is the active refusal to obey certain laws, demands and commands of a 
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government or of an occupying power without resorting to physical violence.”44

   a. the term is most closely associated today with people like Henry David Thoreau, Rosa 
Parks, Steve Biko, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther King, Jr.
   b. in the Bible, Daniel, Shadrach, Meschach and Abednego are the most notable for 
disobeying immoral and ungodly legislation
  2. disobedience is not the usual strategy for dealing with one’s government (Romans 13:1-7)
   a. we obey the laws of man for two reasons–for the sake of keeping our consciences clean 
and so that we need not fear punishment or even execution
   b. Peter lived under another murderous tyrant in the Roman empire, but even he counseled 
that Christians should honor the king (see First Peter 2:17)
  3. that Christian policy of cooperation with government breaks down, however, when there is 
legislation that would compel violation of a higher law of God, as Peter explained to the Sanhedrin, “we 
ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29)
   a. Daniel and his three friends could not eat food that was not kosher or pray to an idol or 
refrain from serving Jehovah and so they were put in the unenviable position of defying a royal edict by a 
man who held their lives in his hands
   b. and yet they survived both the fiery furnace and the lions’ den
  4. such civil disobedience that defies ungodly edicts is commendable even if one should not 
survive in the fiery furnace of modern persecution
   a. when there is a lawful way of doing the right thing, take it
   b. don’t use civil disobedience as an excuse for violating laws which are really not immoral, 
but only seem oppressive because one is bent on rebellion

 B. Beautiful Child
  1. Amram and Jochebed defied and outsmarted Pharaoh because they loved their son and were 
just as resourceful as the midwives who celebrated the vigor of the Hebrew mothers at their birthing 
stools
  2. today, we see too little of this natural parental affection for one’s children–in abortion, abuse, 
neglect, divorce and estrangement
   a. Paul warned that some lacked mercy and compassion, what the King James Version calls 
“natural affection” (Romans 1:28-32)
   b. there is a certain degree of affection that should exist within the nature of sinful man and 
certainly affection for one’s offspring would qualify, but some lack even that, slipping beneath most 
animals in that category as they carelessly reproduce and abandon the fruit of their lions and wombs
  3. surely, we have dug ourselves deeper and deeper into the worldwide apostasy the Holy Spirit 
foresaw in the first century (Second Timothy 3:1-7)
   a. natural affection is probably something one can teach or learn, but it is something one can 
“un-learn,” often by suffering abuse or abandonment, or simply by living without insulation in a world of 
sin
   b. Amram and Jochebed did not accept their lot in life and found a way to improve it, but we 
have many young people today who simply accept a society where fornication and selfishness are 
acceptable and they devolve to a level lower than the animals by obeying their basest lusts and impulses
  4. our hearts should go out to the innocent and helpless, especially and naturally when we 
produced them; give them attention, uphold them, chasten them and prepare them for life on their own 
(First Thessalonians 2:9-12), “For whom the Lord loves He corrects, Just as a father the son in whom he 
delights” (Proverbs 3:12).

 C. Character and Courage
  1. the Hebrew writer lauds Amram and Jochebed mostly for their courage, which was a byproduct 
of their faith
  2. think of it–courage not a byproduct of physical strength or experience or an ally, but because of 
faith
  3. Moses’ successor, Joshua, had that kind of courage (Joshua 1:5-9)
  4. as a matter of fact, that is the same encouragement the Hebrew writer offered to the suffering 
saints of the first century (Hebrews 13:3, 5-6, 20-21)
  4. faithful courage takes risks and takes lumps in order to obey a higher law and do the right thing
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Conclusion
Amram and Jochebed will never be household names, but their courageous faith certainly should be 
common among the saints.
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Character Study of Jezebel
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The name of Jezebel is not one that needs much introduction. There is a reason that  such a prominent 
Bible name has never been imposed on any modern baby girl. Jezebel was wicked from the top of her 
head to the ends of her toes. She was guilty of making a bad country and a bad husband even worse, and it 
is hard to imagine that she possessed any redeeming qualities at all.
Jezebel’s name even appears once in the New Testament  as a caution against following in her footsteps 
within the church of Christ.

Discussion
I. Her Character
 A. Background
  1. the name Jezebel means “unexalted” or “unhusbanded” in its original tongue, and clearly Israel 
would have been better off had Jezebel remained both unexalted and unhusbanded, but she married up 
and took an entire nation down
  2. Jezebel was born the daughter of Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians, an idolatrous race of people 
devoted to Baal
  3. it is unusual for one to throw off completely his or her religious upbringing, but it will become 
evident that Jezebel was very devout in hers, unwilling to adapt to the change in scenery that life would 
bring to her

 B. Ahab’s Queen
  1. Ahab had a policy of creating international political alliances through marriage, and undertook 
a treaty with the Sidonians by marrying Ethbaal’s lovely daughter, Jezebel (First Kings 16:29-33)
  2. as if it had been a trivial thing simply to do wickedness, Ahab went even further and brought 
Jezebel into Israel, where her religion was accommodated and even celebrated, provoking a jealous 
Jehovah to great anger
  3. Jezebel would never be a silent, passive queen, eating fruit somewhere in the background while 
slaves fanned her in the shade; she would become the driving force behind Ahab–sometimes even in front 
of him–pushing Israel into idolatry and the administration into corruption (First Kings 21:25-26)
  4. the character of Jezebel is witnessed again in her daughter, Athaliah, who married into the royal 
family of Judah and killed her grandchildren so that she might reign for six years as the only queen in 
Israel’s history

 C. Prophet Persecutor
  1. her career as a persecutor of true prophets began without much notice from the historian (First 
Kings 18:4)
  2. while God’s people hunkered down in caves, Jezebel feted 450 prophets of Asherah at her own 
royal table (see verse 19)
   a. God’s most vocal prophet, Elijah, however responded in kind after a contest on Mount 
Carmel, encouraging the Israelites to slaughter Jezebel’s 450 prophets after they proved unable to 
summon their gods to burn up a sacrifice, which Jehovah had no problem devouring (First Kings 18:40)
   b. Jezebel’s reaction was hardly that of a good loser (First Kings 19:1-3)
  3. Jezebel persecuted and tormented Elijah so badly that he lost all confidence and wished to be 
dead (First Kings 19:14, 18)
   a. where Ahab wanted a policy of religious tolerance, leaving enough room for the baals and 
for Jehovah to share Israelite worship, both God and Jezebel were jealous and unwilling to share, 
although on opposite sides
   b. Jezebel hoped to stamp out Judaism in one generation and was only too happy to resort to 
the sword to get what she wanted

 D. Vineyard Broker
  1. what Ahab wanted was vegetables, or better yet, a whole garden (First Kings 21:1-5, 7)
  2. and she did, sending letters in Ahab’s name to the elders and nobles of Jezreel, imploring them 
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to cooperate with her scheme; how could they refuse and live? (First Kings 21:11-16)
  3. after all that Jezebel has done to torture Elijah, this is the deed that caused God to wait no 
longer (First Kings 21:17-19, 23-24)

 E. Death
  1. God finally carried out his vengeance on Jezebel some time later as Jehu was anointed to 
become king (Second Kings 9:1-3, 6-10)
  2. this gave Jehu the confidence and legitimacy he needed to conspire against the sitting king, 
Jezebel’s son, Joram, who was already sick (see Second Kings 8:29); the two rivals would meet in an 
ironic setting (Second Kings 9:21-22)
  3. Joram tried to defend his mother’s honor, but as she had none, this was not easy (Second Kings 
9:25-26)
  4. and so Jezebel prepared to defend herself in her own meretricious way (Second Kings 9:30-37)
   a. she calls him Zimri, a cutting insult as Zimri was also an army commander who had 
usurped the throne of Elah (see First Kings 16:9-18)
   b. his reign lasted only seven days and Jezebel is trying to warn him that it won’t be worth it 
unless he keeps her alive

II. Some Applications
 A. Helpmeet
  1. we often mine the Old Testament looking for examples of New Testament ideals–faith, family, 
hope, charity–but in Jezebel, we see only warped versions of these things
   a. Jezebel’s faith was in an idol, her family was a tool for her own advancement, her hope was 
to satisfy her greed and lust and she possessed no charity at all
   b. she is most significantly a failure in her role as wife, fully incapable of any kind of 
subjection or loyalty to her husband
  2. as bad as Ahab was on his own, the text indicates that he would not have become half as evil 
had it not been for his marriage of political convenience
   a. marriages, even in throne rooms, should be made on love and never convenience, money, 
ambition, sex, looks or the simple desire to get away from one’s parents
   b. we are reluctant to apply this passage completely to marriage, and yet it stands as a caution 
to any Christian who would yoke himself in marriage to an unbeliever (Second Corinthians 6:14-16)
  3. although it is politically incorrect and clearly old-fashioned, the biblical roles for men and 
women are unchanged even in modern times (Colossians 3:18-21)
   a. too many marriages are constructed on the model of Ahab and Jezebel, and many more, at 
the very least, are lacking any leadership in a husband who fears to take on headship
   b. Eve was created to be Adam’s helper, for he needed it, just as modern men need 
companionship and assistance
   c. his wife, however, is not simply an instrument to his power and happiness, but is the 
subject of his adoration and attention, so that his headship is consumed with her satisfaction (Ephesians 
5:28-29, 33)
  4. it is not helpful when a wife nags her husband or disrespects him publicly or privately, or prods 
him to violate his conscience or be less than he could be spiritually

 B. Lust and Greed
  1. Jezebel cuts a pathetic form, painting her eyelids and adorning her head, as Jehu approaches; 
did she expect to seduce him?
  2. Jezebel was a woman given over to her passionate ambitions for lust and greed; she was 
willing to worship idols, flirt with boys and steal poor men’s land in order to feel powerful and satisfied
  3. how much do lust and greed determine how we live our lives?
   a. probably more than we might think
   b. lust can determine whom we marry and when, what we look at on the street and in the 
privacy of our living rooms and bed rooms, and how we think (Titus 1:15-16)
   c. greed can determine what we study and what we do, how far we extend ourselves at work 
and through credit, and whom we are willing to injure for our own gain (James 4:1-3)
  4. lust and greed are the enemies of love and God and whenever we attempt to appease the one 
and cozy up to the other, we will find ourselves conflicted and doomed
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   a. how do we put sensual desire and material ambition into a perspective proper enough that 
we can satisfy our needs without resorting to sinful fantasy or action?
   b. begin by treating others as neighbors instead of rivals, regardless of whether they 
reciprocate (Philippians 2:1-4)
   c. follow up by chastening yourself when your mind wanders rather than accepting sinful 
thoughts or overlooking your own transgressions (Second Corinthians 13:4-9)

 C. Influence and Legacy
  1. Jezebel’s legacy lasted long enough to bring about Israel’s demise at the hands of the Assyrians 
and to throw Judah’s court into disarray through her equally wicked daughter, Athaliah
  2. Jezebel’s legacy continues today as a expression meaning a duplicitous, spiteful whoring 
woman
  3. her legacy even reaches into the book of Revelation, where her name is put for some false 
prophetess troubling the church in Thyatira (Revelation 2:18-25)
   a. it is the combination of sexual immorality and idolatry that conjure up memories of the 
faded, painted Jezebel, calling down from her window to Jehu the next king
   b. but the Lord’s letter in Revelation 2 contains as much condemnation for her cohort as for 
her–those who commit adultery with her and her children
  4. Jezebel’s legacy was a daughter, Athaliah, who would kill her own grandchildren in a bloody 
hope to wear the crown on her own head
   a. what will your legacy be?
   b. what will your daughter or son do?
   c. what would people say of you many years later; what would your name stand for?

Conclusion
There was never anyone quite like Jezebel.
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Character Study of Onesimus
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Onesimus is a character of the New Testament and part-time resident of the city of Colossae, where he 
formerly dwelt  as a slave in the house of Philemon until running away and landing in Rome. There he met 
the apostle Paul, about  whom he might  have learned back in Colossae, and was converted to Christ  as a 
result.
The transformation of Onesimus is a study in conversion and reclamation, of the very nature of slavery 
and fruitfulness to the cause of the cross.

Discussion
I. His Character
 A. A Slave in Philemon’s House (Philemon 1-7)
  1. the character of Onesimus might have been shaped in the household of Philemon, a Christian 
of some means in Colossae, in whose house a church met
   a. it seems incongruous to us that a Christian should own another human being, but until the 
middle of the second millennium, slavery was the norm throughout most of the world
   b. in first century Europe, slavery was common, was not racial in nature, and was often more 
a financial arrangement than anything else
  2. from Paul’s letter, we learn that Philemon was a faithful Christian, full of the kinds of virtues 
that one would expect would compel him to free his slave, but clearly he had not come to the same 
conclusion
  3. still, Onesimus must have seen something beautiful about Philemon’s faith, although he chose 
to flee from it when the opportunity arose

 B. A Runaway to Rome (Philemon 8-16)
  1. his decision to run away branded him as a dishonest man and there might even have been some 
further fraud associated with his flight
  2. it is hard to imagine that it is only coincidence that brought him to the side of the apostle Paul 
once he reached Rome, but there he was taught and converted to Christ; Paul suggests that perhaps 
providence played a part in his escape leading to the very Roman prison cell where a familiar apostle was 
jailed
  3. one might assume that this conversion would free Onesimus from his obligations to Philemon, 
but instead Paul sends him back to Colossae to face his master and to make retribution

 C. A Profitable, Beloved and Faithful Brother (Philemon 17-22)
  1. throughout the letter, Paul speaks glowingly of this new convert and brother in Christ, telling of 
how much he had helped and refreshed him, and how much he would have preferred to keep him in Rome
  2. yet Paul returned him so that everything could be done properly, even promising to repay any 
debt Onesimus might have incurred by escaping
  3. Paul wrote in the companion letter to the Colossian church that Onesimus was “our faithful and 
beloved brother” (4:9, ESV)
  4. it becomes clear that Onesimus is one of the New Testament’s most stunning examples of 
conversion and the place of providence in teaching the lost

II. Some Applications
 A. Running Away
  1. few would blame Onesimus for running away and yet Paul sent him back
  2. think about the responsibilities we might have fled and need to return to
   a. to repent of sin, perhaps even a private one, only to God
   b. to make amends with loved ones from whom we have become estranged
   c. to follow through on promises and pledges we made, but came to regret
   d. to serve God in an even greater way that we imagined when we first believed

 B. Slavery
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  1. literal slavery like the kind that characterized the life of Onesimus is acknowledged by the New 
Testament, but its abolition is left as a matter of gradual moral progress rather than immediate revolution 
(First Corinthians 7:17-24)
  2. Jesus and the Holy Spirit understood spiritual slavery to be a much more vital matter anyway, 
suggesting that all men were slaves either to good or evil (Romans 6:16-20)
   a. Jesus promised to emancipate believers from dependence upon sin (John 8:31-37)
   b. by faith, obedient believers can be translated from slavery to sonship (Galatians 4:1-7)
  3. yet we never completely escape slavery, for we deepen our service to God by agreeing to serve 
him and his people (Mark 10:41-45)

 C. Recompense
  1. yesterday’s masters have become today’s employers as the culture and economy have changed, 
giving new meaning to old Scriptures
  2. masters like Philemon and employers and supervisors today have a responsibility not only to 
the company, but foremost to God (Colossians 3:22-4:1)
  3. there is the matter of recompense, whether to merciless masters, schoolyard bullies or runaway 
slaves; when we have done the wrong thing, it is up to us to even the score whenever possible by making 
restitution or compensation
  4. Onesimus was sent home for this reason and a truly wounded conscience will compel you to go 
back to the place where you did wrong and make it right and your victim whole
   a. sometimes an apology is sufficient, but sometimes more is required (Luke 19:1-10)
   b. only a seared conscience would permit a Christian to keep the proceeds of sin–of cheating, 
stealing, damaging or lying

 D. Profitableness
  1. Onesimus had not proven very profitable to Philemon, but now that he was a Christian, there 
was an opportunity for him to bear fruit in helping Paul and others to spread the gospel
  2. bearing fruit is far from optional for the Christian (Luke 13:6-9)
  3. we bear fruit by making more disciples; “As for what was sown on good soil, this is the one 
who hears the word and understands it. He indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in 
another sixty, and in another thirty” (Matthew 13:23, ESV).
  4. and we bear fruit by producing New Testament virtues in our own lives and the lives of people 
that we contact (First Peter 4:8-11)

Conclusion
We learn from the story of Onesimus that God can reclaim a slave to sin and make him a servant of 
righteousness, but only to the degree that we will cooperate and wholly participate in redemption.
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Character Study of Lot
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
 The rescue of Lot from the wickedness and ultimate destruction of Sodom is used by the apostle Peter to 
exemplify the eternal ability of Almighty God to deliver his people out of trial and bring consequences 
down upon the evil.
 [Read Second Peter 2:4-11.]
This morning, we are going to travel back to the book of Genesis to read the account of Lot's sojourn in 
Sodom. As pilgrims in a sinful world, we are often placed into Lot's position and our own deliverance is 
dependent upon whether or not we follow the escape route carved out by Jesus.

Discussion
 I. In Sodom and Gomorrah
 A. When Greed Rules Our Reasoning
  1. Lot and his uncle Abraham were both very wealthy vagabonds as they dwelt in tents and 
traveled about on their journey; eventually their servants were torn with strife over grazing lands for all 
the animals (Genesis 13:8-13
  2. I doubt Lot could have known what he was getting himself into, but perhaps that only proves a 
different, equally instructive, point
   a. sometimes men enter into spiritually tempting places or situations with full knowledge and 
sometimes they get there ignorantly, but due to other carnal decisions
   b. whether the first route or the second is taken becomes academic, for he is there either way 
and now must deal with it
  3. Abraham nobly gave up the right of first refusal to his nephew, who probably should have 
insisted that his uncle choose, but Lot made his apparently self-serving judgment based upon appearances 
and began quickly to discover how deceiving they can be
   a. truly there are wicked people everywhere, but those in Sodom had taken sin to a new 
depth; they reveled in it shamelessly and celebrated every innovation
   b. but their vileness was concealed to Lot by their prosperity, at least long enough to choose 
and get settled among them
   c. but remember, it was selfishness that put Lot in Sodom to begin with--a separate but carnal 
decision had the same effect as if he had purposely chosen to dwell amidst widespread sin
  4. covetousness is an epidemic sin, but one difficult to diagnose because we have come up with 
so many sanitized euphemisms for it (e.g. getting ahead, looking out for number one, doing it for my 
family, etc.)
   a. greed is permitted under the guise of one of these euphemisms and although we never 
intended to end up in psychotherapy, marriage counseling, bankruptcy, the bed of fornication or cut off 
from our children, we do
   b. and then we establish our foolishness by claiming that we have no idea how all this 
happened or why we are here
   c. greed is the seemingly harmless impulse that will land us in a thousand places we never 
intended to go (Proverbs 23:4-5)
   d. the New Testament says that greedy people cannot serve as elders (Titus 1:7) and should 
actually be withdrawn from (First Corinthians 5:11)
   e. now you may never be disfellowshipped by the church over greediness, but God will not 
fail to act; your fellowship with him may be disturbed even if all seems well here on Earth

 B. Mixed Up In Someone Else's Battle
  1. it was not long before Lot's decision began to haunt him; the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah 
rebelled against the emperor who ruled them and Lot was drawn into a conflict that he surely never 
anticipated (Genesis 14:11-16)
  2. making daily choices and life-altering decisions according to the chief consideration of carnal 
effect will invariably lead to spiritual ruin, to emotional captivity
   a. riches and possessions seem so liberating, but in fact, they are enslaving
   b. he who lives for gain will never gain enough to satisfy (Ecclesiastes 5:10-11
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  3. when Lot chose to live in Sodom, he made a selfish and uninformed decision based upon 
appearances and the consequences nearly killed him more than once
   a. how much will you cause to threaten your faith and your family by making shortsighted 
decisions based upon appearances?
   b. walking through the narrow gate and down the strait way that lead to life will require a 
different, selfless kind of vision in which decisions are targeted at eternity

 C. Learning The Hard Way
  1. naturally, Abraham's courageous rescue compelled Lot to find a better place to live, right?
  2. wrong, he went right back to Sodom, knowing their penchant for wickedness and war, anyway
  3. some of us have to learn our lessons the hard way and it appears that Lot was not going to get 
the message until he had no other choice
   a. he continued to live righteously even in the midst of the wickedness of Sodom, but he was 
threatened every day with becoming acclimated to sin
   b. the guilt or pain that result from violating God's will ought to teach us a painful lesson, but 
sometimes we are reluctant to learn and intent upon pushing God to his limit
  4. God sent messengers to Abraham to tell him that he would soon have a son by Sarah and as the 
messengers prepared to leave, they had more news (Genesis 18:16-33
   a. all the wickedness in Sodom had exhausted God's patience and except for Abraham's 
intervention, the city would have been lost immediately without reprieve
   b. somehow Lot continues to dwell there and his daughters have even taken husbands from 
among the populace
   c. in spite of his insistence upon godliness, his continued presence there had allowed his 
children to put down roots and overlook the evil
   d. our children are often influenced by things that have such little effect upon us that we think 
them harmless; they have not built up the resistance that comes from age, experience and knowledge and 
so we end up subjecting them to trials they are unprepared to face
   e. even religious environments that condone or ignore error can be dangerous places, for we 
may understand that the things going on are wrong and that we will not participate, but our children do 
not and they end up loving the error as if it were truth

 II. Fire and Brimstone (Genesis 19:1-29)
 A. Waiting For The Few
  1. God was willing to wait for 10, but 10 righteous could not be found
  2. just as when he prepared to flood Noah's world, God would preserve the few righteous he 
could find while punishing the wicked majority
  3. and when Jesus returns, it will be to ransom the righteous few into Heaven while leaving the 
unfaithful majority to the consequences of their choice
  4. when all that can be saved are saved and God's patience is exhausted, the end will come, so be 
ready

 B. Homosexuality
  1. the denominations are falling over themselves trying to justify homosexual behavior in order to 
appear politically correct and liberally open-minded
  2. even this passage is interpreted with bizarre exegesis; we are told that God destroyed the cities 
of the plain because of their inhospitable nature!
   a. not to malign the need for hospitality, but there is something more here that justifies the 
description of this place as "exceedingly wicked and sinful against the Lord" (Genesis 13:13)
   b. clearly the homosexual assault planned by the Sodomites in this passage indicates that this 
town was awash in sexual perversion and the New Testament validates this understanding (Jude 5-7)
    1. this passage closely parallels our first text from Second Peter and clears up any debate 
about the exact reason for God's intense anger
    2. the Sodomites went after strange flesh through "horrible licentiousness" as Robertson 
puts it (Romans 1:26-28
  3. homosexuality is sinful, but like any sinful behavior, it is one that can be controlled and 
overcome and even the sodomite can be saved if he will see his weakness and deny it, as the angry man 
and alcoholic must not simply give in to theirs
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 C. Hospitality
  1. hospitality is a subject that we consider too rarely, for Lot's acts of kindness to the angels are 
commendable beyond words (Hebrews 13:1-3
  2. hospitality is a required trait of our overseers, for it is evidence of the brotherly love and 
generosity they must possess to be good stewards of Christ's people

 D. Judgmentalism
  1. it sometimes seems as if complaints about judgmentalism have only arisen in our lifetimes, but 
here in Sodom, Lot's neighbors complained about his judgmentalism when he opposed their perversity 
(Genesis 19:9)
  2. this is the rallying cry of any group or individual that finds itself scrutinized, accused of 
iniquity and chastened to reform--" Stop judging me!"
   a. but everybody makes judgments about behavior and even the homosexual generally is 
offended by child molesters
   b. the practice of judgment is not really the problem; the standard is
    1. using God's word as a standard for judgment invalidates much of the behavior of the 
world and a growing number of people want the freedom to do whatever is right in their own eyes
    2. even some in the church of God prefer to have their worldly attire, language and 
worship whims incorporated into a celebration of diversity instead of doctrine
  3. Jesus commands us to judge with righteous judgment (John 7:24) and not according to 
appearances or hypocrisy
   a. you had better be able to judge enough that your righteous soul is vexed by the sin around 
you
   b. when you find yourself approving things that God does not, you are in danger of needing 
judgment against yourself foremost

 E. Warnings
  1. Lot tried to warn his sons-in-law to escape Sodom before its fall, but they thought he was 
joking
  2. even Lot himself escaped so slowly that the angels had to take him by the hand and set him 
outside the city
  3. even as we make these warnings this morning, some will take them lightly, perhaps believing 
them to be fiction, while others will simply take their time about responding (Romans 2:5-11
  4. escape from an eternity of fire and brimstone is in Jesus Christ
  
 F. Looking Back
  1. Jesus tells us to "Remember Lot's wife" as a warning about wavering in the moment of truth
  2. Lot's willingness to move to Sodom, to stay there and then to linger when leaving was all 
summed up fatally in his wife's inability to leave the burning city without looking back
   a. the Exodus pilgrims constantly looked back to Egypt and that alone kept them from 
entering the promised land
   b. "No one, having put his hand to the plow, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of 
God" (Luke 9:62) 

Conclusion
Lot manages to survive his life in such a way that his faith is extolled, but so many of the challenges that 
he faced were self-inflicted. When wisdom prevails, we will choose the way of escape much sooner and 
not put our influence at risk of damage.
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Character Study of A" The Apostles
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
When we hear the term “apostles,” we naturally think of the 12 men who were companions of Christ  and 
who took the gospel into the world upon his ascension back into Heaven. Of course, we realize that one of 
the initial dozen was replaced with Matthias and that  Paul was added also their cohort, but a thorough 
reading of the New Testament  reveals that  the word “apostles” is sometimes used more commonly than 
just in reference to these select, few men. 
In today’s character study, we will try to enumerate all those who were apostles with authority and those 
who were apostles only by evangelistic mission. In the process, we want  to stop and study their characters 
very briefly as well.

Discussion
I. Origin of the Term
 A. Languages
  1. apostle comes to English via the Greek word apostolos (Gk. apostolov) which is defined as “a 
delegate, messenger, one sent forth with orders ... specifically applied to the twelve apostles of Christ ... in 
a broader sense applied to other eminent Christian teachers”45

  2. “In earlier classical Greek there was a distinction between an angelos or messenger and an 
apostolos, who was not a mere messenger, but a delegate or representative of the person who sent him.”46

  3. we are more interested in how the term is used by Christ, the apostles themselves and other 
inspired writers of the New Testament, however
  4. an apostle will always be “one sent” but the authority with which he is sent will be determined by 
the contexts that describe him

 B. Limited Commission
  1. we first learn of Christ’s apostles in what we might call the “Limited Commission,” a preaching 
excursion among the villages of Judea as opposed to the Great Commission that took truth into all the 
world later on
   a. Luke is especially helpful here, in that he shows how the 12 apostles were specially selected 
out of the larger crowd of disciples (Luke 6:12-16)
   b. Matthew tells us about their mission (Matthew 10:1, 5-16)
  2. clearly, these 12 men are the delegates of Christ, empowered to teach and work wonders in his 
name as they traveled among the lost sheep of that tiny Mediterranean nation

 C. Authority, Power, Mission
  1. the mission and authority of the apostles was to expand, however, upon the death, resurrection 
and return of Christ back into Heaven
   a. in Matthew 16 and 18, Jesus promises them the authority to exercise delegated authority to 
bind and loose upon the Earth what was bound and loosed first in Heaven (Matthew 16:19, 18:18)
   b. in these contexts, the simple term “disciples” is all that is needed to indicate the 12
  2. during the Last Supper of Christ, the Master dined with these same 12 and prepared them for the 
sudden increase of their duties upon his imminent departure (John 12:1-5)
   a. he washed their feet to illustrate their offices as ones of service so that they would not 
surrender to their pride and establish their own disciplines (John 13:6-20)
   b. he predicted that one of them would soon betray him into enemy hands (John 13:21-32)
   c. now with only 11 apostles remaining in the upper room, Jesus promised them power by the 
coming of the Comforter, or Holy Spirit (John 14:15-18, 25-26)
  3. when they reassembled after his resurrection, Jesus ordered them to wait for that power to come 
in Jerusalem (Luke 24:46-49)
  4. and he issued the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20)
   a. and this completes the three aspects of their apostleship that define their office 
    1. they have authority, delegated from Heaven
    2. they have power from on high through the Holy Spirit
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    3. they have the mission to take the gospel into all the world as witnesses of the resurrected 
Christ

II. A Special Office
 A. Founding the Church
  1. as they wait with the other disciples in Jerusalem, Peter suggests that a twelfth apostle be selected 
to replace Judas Iscariot, who committed suicide after betraying Jesus (Acts 1:15-26)
   a. Matthias was chosen by miraculous lots over Joseph Barsabas Justus
   b. this is the only apostolic seat that was ever filled by succession following the death of the 
holder, for it was the only office prophesied to contain a betrayer
   c. other apostles die in the course of recorded New Testament history, but the Bible is silent 
about filling their seats
  2. on the day of Pentecost, the 12 had assembled together when Christ’s promise of power was 
fulfilled as the Holy Spirit descended upon each of these delegates and empowered them to speak to the 
masses of people in their own languages, in spite of the fact that the apostles were all uneducated 
Galileans (Acts 2:1-21)
   a. Peter preached to them and convicted thousands, some of whom participated in the execution 
of their own savior
   b. the keys of the kingdom were in use and the door had swung open to admit these penitent 
sinners who repented and were baptized into Christ
   c. the position of the 12 apostles also emerges in these early days, even before they have taken 
the gospel beyond the boundaries of Judea (Acts 2:42-43
   d. it is clear that there are 12 apostles at this point and no more

 B. Breakdown of the Apostles
  1. Simon Peter was the outspoken and impetuous apostle who always seemed to be close to Christ 
and at the center of attention and even conflict
  2. Andrew, Peter’s brother, seems to be far more reserved than his sibling
  3. James, the son of Zebedee, was nicknamed a son of thunder by Christ
  4. John, the son of Zebedee, was his brother and another son of thunder
  5. Philip was from Bethsaida and invited Nathanael to come and see if anything good could come 
out of Nazareth
  6. Bartholomew simply appears in every list of apostles
  7. Thomas is the one who gets most of the notoriety for doubting that Christ has been resurrected
  8. Matthew, also called Levi, was a tax collector, who cooperated with the Roman government
  9. James was the son of Alphaeus
  10. Judas Iscariot was the disciples’ dishonest treasurer and Christ’s betrayer
  11. Thaddaeus was also called Lebbaeus or Judas, not Iscariot
  12. Simon the Zealot was part of a party that sought to expel the Gentiles from Judah

III. Beyond the 12
 A. Paul of Tarsus
  1. the apostles were witnesses of the resurrected Christ and the selection of a thirteenth apostle 
made him a witness in an astounding manner (Acts 9:1-9)
   a. a preacher named Ananias taught Paul and baptized him for the remission of sins (Acts 
22:12-16) and then told him that his mission would make him a delegate of Christ
   b. he becomes known as the apostle Paul, and has the same authority, power and mission as the 
12
  2. some of this can be seen from his meeting with the other apostles (Galatians 2:1-2, 7-10)
  3. beyond working his own miracles, Paul shows the same power as the other apostles by passing 
on such abilities to others, something that ordinary disciples could not replicate (Acts 19:1-6)
  4. and he asserts his apostolic authority as well (First Corinthians 9:1-5, Second Corinthians 12:12
  5. although some apparently disputed his claim to the office, he denied that he took it without 
authority, being “an apostle (not from men nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father 
who raised him from the dead)” (Galatians 1:1)
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  6. Paul becomes the most prolific writer of New Testament letters, which are considered Scripture 
by the apostle Peter, whom Paul rebuked on one occasion in Antioch (Second Peter 3:14-17, cf. Galatians 
2:11-21)

 B. Beyond Paul
  1. the word “apostolos” is obviously used in a special, official sense with regard to these men who 
have the authority, power and mission that originated with Christ in the Limited Commission, was 
expanded in the Great Commission, was settled on the day of Pentecost, and was enhanced by the 
ordination of Paul
  2. yet the word is also used in a more common sense with regard to other disciples who went on 
missions to carry the truth into all the world, though without personal apostolic authority or the power to 
transmit miraculous abilities
  3. sometimes the context really is unclear as to whether these people are even being referred to as 
“apostles,” but in any case, they certainly do not project that official level of authority, power and mission

 C. Other Apostles
  1. Barnabas (Acts 14:14-16 and First Corinthians 9:5-6)
   a. this is the clearest example of all
  2. Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25 
   a. messenger is translated from apostolos, not angelos
  3. James, the brother of Jesus (Galatians 1:19, First Corinthians 15:7)
   a. this is evidently not the brother of John, for that James was dead by this time, but is likely the 
brother of Christ
  4. Timothy and Silas (or Silvanus) (First Thessalonians 1:1, 2:1-6)
   a. Paul writes on behalf of himself and these others and seems to identify them all as apostles, 
but Timothy and Silas were not in the same class as Paul in that regard
  5. Andronicus and Junia (Romans 16:7)
   a. perhaps they were only enjoying a good reputation with the 12 apostles or perhaps they were 
noteworthy gospel messengers
   b. if Junia is a woman, she is an apostle just as Phoebe was a deaconness, not in an office, but 
an undertaking

 D. Beyond The Other Apostles
  1. Christ Himself (Hebrews 3:1
  2. False Apostles (Second Corinthians 11:12-15 and Revelation 2:2

IV. Summary and Application
 A. Summary
  1. after the death of Judas Iscariot, there were in fact 13 apostles who had the authority, power and 
mission generally associated with that office to testify about the resurrected Christ, take the gospel into all 
nations and perpetuate supernatural gifts as evidence
   a. these were the surviving original 11, Matthias who replaced Iscariot, and the apostle born out 
of due time, Paul of Tarsus (First Corinthians 15:8)
   b. these men are called apostles in a special, even official sense, as those chosen by Christ 
himself as his ambassadors of reconciliation (Second Corinthians 5:20)
  2. others were called apostles as a slightly elevated degree of messenger to the world

 B. Application
  1. the apostles who held those seats were men from different backgrounds, with different political 
opinions and personalities, but their great faith allowed them to work together for a greater cause
  2. sometimes their pride or ambition or caprice interfered, but they proved to be tremendously self-
correcting
  3. that is a pattern that helps us as Christians from similarly disparate backgrounds (First 
Corinthians 12:12-18)

Conclusion
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Character Study of Satan
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
There are some Bible characters which appear to have no character, at least in the classic sense. Their 
characters are filled with evil and self-indulgence to the point  that it  is difficult to discern anything 
positive in them. Nowhere is this more accurate than in the case of Satan.

Discussion
I. His Character
 A. Name 
  1. we learn much of what we need to know about Satan from his name, which means “adversary” 
or “accuser” in its original tongue, along with the connotation of one lying in wait for another47

   a. in his Greek lexicon, Thayer calls Satan “the prince of evil spirits, the inveterate adversary 
of God and Christ”48

   b. most of the time in the Old Testament, Satan is not really used as a name at all, but with a 
definite article preceding it, as in “the Satan,” or literally, “the adversary”; it grows into a proper name 
over time
  2. of course, we also think of him as the devil, again with the definite article
  3. the other names used for this character are completely descriptive titles
   a. Tempter (1 Thessalonians 3:4-5)
   b. Beelzebub (Matthew 12:22-28)
   c. Evil One (Matthew 13:19, 37-43)
   d. Belial (see 2 Corinthians 6:15)
   e. Adversary (see 1 Peter 5:8-10)
   f. Father of Lies (John 8:44)

 B. The Evil One
  1. Satan is presented from the beginning of the Bible to the end as the enemy of God and man, 
although it is not as clear whether his original hatred was toward the Lord or humanity
  2. as the father of lies, his chief means of conquering and enslaving humanity to sin is deception 
(Second Thessalonians 2:9-10)
   a. Jesus told his disciples, “Take heed that you not be deceived” (Luke 21:8)
   b. deception and the devil go hand in hand and the outcome is always sin and lost souls
    1. “Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 
deceived. Neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor homosexuals, nor sodomites” (First 
Corinthians 6:9).
    2. “Do not be deceived ("Evil company corrupts good habits” (First Corinthians 15:33).
    3. “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will also 
reap” (Galatians 6:7).
    4. “Do not be deceived, my beloved brethren. Every good gift and every perfect gift is 
from above, and comes down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow of 
turning” (James 1:16-17).
  3. the world’s first murder is attributed to the agency of the devil (First John 3:10-12)
   a. this well illustrates the way in which the devil works surreptitiously, enticing people to do 
his well by appealing to their vanity, pride or lust
   b. the devil rarely needs anything more than a man’s own weaknesses to work against him

 C. Origin
  1. we meet him in the form of a serpent in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:1-7, 14-15)
   a. one can see how insidious his deception was, its obvious appeal and sad consequences
   b. the question arises as to why the serpent was in Paradise and how God could have created 
such a sinister reptile
  2. the origin of Satan is a mystery, save that he is not coequal with God in divinity or eternity, and 
is a creature akin to the angels and demons, perhaps even being one of their class on some level (see Job 
1:6)
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   a. he is frequently described as a fallen angel, but there does not seem to be quite enough 
scriptural evidence to corroborate that
   b. and yet, he surely was created good, but with the same free will that inhabits humanity; 
because of his power, his choice for evil was magnified and visited upon mankind
  3. two Old Testament passages that have nothing to do with the devil are often raised as an 
account of his creation
   a. Isaiah 14 is actually a taunt against the king of Babylon (Isaiah 14:3-4, 12-15)
   b. Ezekiel 28 is a prophecy against the prince of Tyre, not the devil (Ezekiel 28:11-19)
  4. in the New Testament, a passage from the gospels and from Revelation are often cited as the 
origin of Satan, but both are out of context
   1. in Luke 10:18, Jesus can be heard to remark that, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from 
heaven,” but the devil had already tempted Job and Jesus and was not only then being created
   2. Revelation 12:9 says that “the Devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world … was cast 
to the earth, and his angels were cast out with him,” but this was a prophecy made long after Eden and the 
crucifixion about the history of the infant church in Asia Minor
  5. much of the origin of the devil remains a mystery, save that evil will always eventually result 
when free will is in play

 D. Doom
  1. Satan is often imagined to be the current and future prince of a realm called Hell, where he will 
enjoy an eternity of torturing the very people he deceived and enslaved
  2. the Bible, however, portrays him as a future prisoner in that place as well
  3. his doom was sealed in Eden when God promised to bruise his head even as he bruised the heel 
of the seed of Eve
   a. the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ stripped away much of the devil’s deceptive 
power (John 12:27-33)
   b. the Hebrew writer understood how great this victory over the devil and tomb were 
(Hebrews 2:14-18)
  4. the doom of Satan is even described as rather anticlimactic, for he will have no might to resist 
(First John 3:8, Revelation 20:7-10)

II. Some Applications
 A. Particeps Criminis
  1. Particeps Criminis is a Latin phrase that means one is an accomplice or is complicit in a crime, 
in this case, one committed against himself
  2. this is how the devil works, for there is no irresistible temptation, nor any mandate that we 
must sin (Second Corinthians 4:4, 11:3, 14-15)
   a. with all that working against us, still the devil only possesses the power that we give him 
by making ourselves weak or ignorant or rebellious (Ephesians 2:1-3)
   b. some will abandon Christ or reject him out of hand and turn aside after Satan, because he is 
capable of enlisting our cooperation in sin by making it appear harmless (see First Timothy 5:15)
  3. rather than comply with the disguised tempter, we hope to escape his snare (see Second 
Timothy 2:26) by refusing his appeals (First John 5:18-20)

 B. Resist Him
  1. resistance begins with knowledge “for we are not ignorant of his devices” (Second Corinthians 
2:11; cf. Ephesians 4:27)
   a. his tactics in Eden, regarding Job and against Jesus provide case studies in the 
deceptiveness of his works and the vulnerability of his plans
   b. Satan can be defeated by uncovering his motives and thwarting his efforts
  2. the good Christian soldier is armored against his emotional, physical and spiritual appeals 
(Ephesians 6:10-13)
  3. Satan is not a pussy cat (First Peter 5:8-10)

 C. Victory
  1. if you resist temptation and seek righteousness and goodness instead, you can be victorious 
(James 4:7-10)
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  2. victory begins with obeying the gospel, for if you resist Christ, you are already a victim, a 
prisoner, a slave, and a loser (Colossians 1:13-14)
  3. as before, knowledge is victory (First John 2:12-15)

Conclusion
Faith is the victory that overcomes the world.
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Character Study of Samuel
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The life of Samuel is stunningly complete; rarely has a life been lived with so much adventure and 
prominence from beginning to end. That is so because Samuel was so integral to God’s plans for so many 
years and he made himself relevant  throughout  that  time by being faithful even as all around him were 
stumbling along and falling backward.

Discussion
I. His Character
 A. Youth
  1. Hannah and her husband, Elkanah, lived during the Judges period of Israel’s history, a 
transitional period separating the leadership of Moses and Joshua from the royal period of kings and 
kingdoms (Judges 21:25)
  2. Eli was the judge during this time and his life was about to intersect with that of Hannah (First 
Samuel 1:1-3)
   a. this very religious man heeded the custom of the day, especially when one’s first wife 
turned out to be barren; he took a second mate who bore him children
   b. this caused a rivalry among the women because Elkanah clearly loved Hannah more, but 
Peninnah could hold his offspring over her head
   c. Hannah desperately wanted to be a mother (First Samuel 1:8-11, 19-20)
  3. because she had promised to dedicate her son to the Lord, eventually she had to deliver him to 
the house of the Lord, which was at Shiloh at that time (First Samuel 1:25-28, 2:11)
  4. Samuel did not find himself in the most pious company, for Eli’s sons, the priests Hophni and 
Phinehas “did not know the Lord” and took advantage of their offices and caused great resentment among 
the worshipers who visited them (First Samuel 2:17, 22-26)
   a. as Samuel matured, it became clear that neither of Eli’s sons would be fit to succeed him as 
a judge and so the Lord called someone else (First Samuel 3:1-5)
   b. God called Samuel again and again and finally Eli figured out that God was calling him 
(First Samuel 3:11-14)
   c. Eli compelled Samuel to tell him the vision that would break his heart (First Samuel 3:19)

 B. Judging Israel
  1. Eli lived to the age of 98 when tragedy struck his household and ended his life–Israel was 
defeated by the Philistines, lost control to them of the ark of the covenant and his two sons were fatally 
wounded (First Samuel 4:18)
  2. Samuel began to make his name as a judge at Mizpah (First Samuel 7:3-12)
  3. he was a sort of circuit judge (First Samuel 7:15-17)
  4. the same kind of issue that felled Eli, however, visited the house of Samuel (First Samuel 
8:1-9, 12:1-5)

 C. Royal Adviser
  1. Samuel anointed Saul of the tribe of Benjamin as Israel’s first king, ending the Judges era with 
a thud, and solidifying its decline into depravity
  2. Samuel would spend his old, not in pleasant retirement, but in constant sparring with Saul over 
his presumptuousness and abuse of power (First Samuel 15:10-14)
  3. Samuel was very disappointed in what Saul became (First Samuel 15:32-35)

 D. Death and Beyond
  1. Samuel died an old man and “all Israel assembled and mourned for him, and they buried him in 
his house at Ramah” (First Samuel 25:1)
  2. but Samuel got a rare chance to speak again later when Saul needed more advice (First Samuel 
28:3-20)
  3. Samuel finds his way into the Hebrews 11 memorial to great faith (Hebrews 11:32-34)
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II. Some Applications
 A. Prodigies and Prodigals
  1. the intersection of the lives of Eli, Samuel and their sons is a study in prodigies and prodigals
  2. Samuel was a child prodigy, someone born for greatness and groomed for power by people 
who recognized that potential and polished it
  3. Elkanah and Hannah made Samuel into the great leader that he became because they were both 
so deeply pious and focused upon their son
   a. Samuel was one in a million, but every parent thinks his child has the same chance to be 
something special, and it is up to us to bring greatness out of them
   b. spiritual greatness is unlikely to be nurtured by hired help, secular schooling or the 
broadcast babysitter, however
  4. nurturing spiritual greatness is the job of Mom and Dad 
   a. “Train up a child in the way he should go, And when he is old he will not depart from 
it” (Proverbs 22:6). 
   b. Mom (Second Timothy 1:3-7, Titus 2:1, 3-5)
    c. Dad (Colossians 3:19-21)
  5. sadly, both Eli and Samuel raised not prodigies, but prodigals, and it brought both men down 
from power and stature
   a. Eli refused to restrain his sons and Samuel just could not convince his to walk in his ways; 
children must be disciplined to feel protected and directed
   b. when our children disappoint us, we should take our cue from God, the ultimate parent of 
prodigal children (Luke 15:11-24)
   c. “Harsh discipline is for him who forsakes the way, And he who hates correction will 
die” (Proverbs 15:10).

 B. Feeling Rejected
  1. poor Samuel rightly felt rejected when Israel called for a king to replace him, but God 
obviously knew he was the one who was really being rejected
  2. if you have ever felt rejected–by a person you hoped to date, an employer you hoped would 
hire you or anyone else–use that to imagine how God must feel when we reject him (Matthew 23:37-39)
  3. the thing we learn from Samuel in this is that he did not quit or sulk, but he made himself 
relevant in God’s work anyway by cooperating with the plan and staying true to his convictions even as 
others did not
  4. chances are that if you are striving to the do the right thing, somebody is going to reject you–
whether you are trying to teach them, help them or (especially) correct them
   a. Paul was not only rejected by the Corinthians and others he had helped, but he himself 
rejected John Mark’s assistance (Acts 13:13, 15:36-41)
   b. but John Mark does not give up and even Paul reclaims him (Second Timothy 4:9-11)
  5. don’t quit because you’re judged not ready or are rejected altogether (First Timothy 4:12)

 C. Strict Obedience
  1. Samuel exemplifies strict obedience to God’s word
  2. where Saul was willing to listen to his greedy heart and the pleas of his people to keep the 
captured livestock, or was too squeamish to execute an idolatrous king, Samuel was more than willing to 
call them on it and hack Agag to pieces as a bonus
  3. the great characters of faith in the Old and New Testaments have that in common; every one of 
them was rewarded for obeying God and only temporarily stymied when they failed to obey
  4. we are unpopular when we proclaim the Bible to be the inerrant, unchangeable word of God 
and when we plead with our neighbors to follow it faithfully without the imposition of human wisdom or 
pragmatism, but strict obedience to God’s word is evidence of love, not legalism (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14)
   a. learning to obey God is why we are here and if we decided that it’s okay not to obey him, 
we’ll never be ready to get closer to him in Heaven 
   b. the gospel is to be obeyed, the doctrine is to obeyed, the apostolic customs are to be 
imitated (Romans 2:5-11)

Conclusion
Samuel is an excellent example of a faithful, obedient man.
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Character Study of Daniel
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Daniel, the exiled prophet, is one of the greatest  characters of the Old Testament because of his courage 
and determination to do God’s will regardless of the threats and consequences. Daniel overcame the 
pressures against him because he refused to compromise his convictions, even if they cost him his life.

Discussion
I. His Character
 A. Exile
  1. Daniel was a young Jewish man of apparently noble birth who was carried off to Babylon in 
the first captivity under Nebuchadnezzar in about 605 B.C. (Daniel 1:1-7)
  2. Nebuchadnezzar not only raped the land and ravaged the temple and other symbols of Jewish 
life, but he exiled the best and brightest of the people in the hopes of promoting his own capital
  3. the book that bears his name presents him as the major character in a series of narratives 
throughout the first six chapter before switching to a series of prophetic visions in the last half

 B. Kosher
  1. anyone visiting a foreign country or different culture will immediately be confronted with the 
issue of food and for Daniel, there were certain items on the Babylonian menu which were off-limits
   a. God had instituted a number of laws regarding which animals, including beasts, birds, 
insects and marine creatures, could be eaten and which were forbidden, and how the blood of animals was 
to be drained away (Leviticus 17:10-14)
   b. the Hebrew word kosher has come to represent the whole of these laws and it was 
important for Daniel to remain kosher even as the Babylonians and most of his fellow Jews chose instead 
to become acclimated to their new heathen home (Daniel 1:8-16)
  2. the success of Daniel and his three friends was owed to God himself who strengthened their 
bodies and put them in positions where they could further his cause, which then was allowing Judah to be 
punished, but not annihilated (Daniel 1:17-20)

 C. Interpreter for Nebuchadnezzar
  1. Daniel continued to serve before Nebuchadnezzar until King Cyrus was crowned, although his 
prominence seems to wane a bit during that period as well
  2. Daniel is perhaps best remembered today as a dream interpreter for Nebuchadnezzar, who 
foresaw the future of the western world beyond his own empire down into the establishment of Christ’s
  3. although his dream depicted Nebuchadnezzar’s decline, Daniel still told him the truth and was 
rewarded for it (Daniel 2:46-49)
  4. he interpreted other dreams for Nebuchadnezzar, including one that predicted a period of 
insanity for the king

 D. Interpreter for Belshazzar
  1. Belshazzar was regent for Nabonidus, his father, who ruled Babylon after the death of 
Nebuchadnezzar, from about 556 to 539 B.C.
  2. Nabonidus preferred to live in the Arabian oasis of Tema, leaving Belshazzar in command at 
Babylon, where he too came into contact with Daniel after watching a mysterious hand writing upon the 
wall of his party room (Daniel 5:10-12, 17-20, 22-23)
  3. Daniel told Belshazzar that God had numbered his days, but the king rewarded Daniel and 
“that very night Belshazzar … was slain. And Darius the Mede received the kingdom” (Daniel 5:30-31)

 E. The Lions’ Den
  1. Darius also favored Daniel because of his obvious abilities, but that only made his peers very 
envious (Daniel 6:1-9)
  2. many people in that position would seek to find some middle ground by which they could 
disobey God, but still feel pious by offering him some very private crumbs of devotion
  3. Daniel, however, went about his business like nothing had changed (Daniel 6:10)
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   a. the other bureaucrats turned him in and King Darius had no choice but to punish him 
(Daniel 6:14-23)
   b. he was uninjured for one reason–because he believed in his God
   c. how many times do we fret, cower and compromise because we don’t have enough faith in 
God to face our lions head on?

II. Some Applications
 A. Silver Lining
  1. Daniel, though young, possessed the wonderful ability to look at sad things and find 
opportunities and bright invitations
  2. rather than pity himself or distrust God, he looked for the silver lining and the chance to 
proclaim his faith in very hostile territory
  3. the apostle Paul was like this when he found himself in prison for preaching Jesus, but not 
feeling abandoned by the God who got him there (Philippians 1:12-20)
  4. like Joseph and Daniel before him, Paul found himself as a guest of the state, but he made the 
best of his situation and acquitted himself with courage and faith and determination to survive physically 
and spiritually (Philippians 4:4-7, 10-13)
   a. self-pity feels pretty good for a few moments, but it will never lift you out of a pit of 
despair or the very circumstances that make you pitiful
   b. defeatism comes next and then you’re really finished
   c. when you’re tempest-tossed upon life’s billows, do not be discouraged or convinced that all 
it lost, but dig in and find your opportunity

 B. Kosher
  1. Daniel survived physically because he was so strong and faithful spiritually
  2. it might be hard to believe but God has never given any of his people under any covenant the 
right to deny him temporarily in order to preserve their lives or livelihood or pride
  3. even when persecutors troubled the first century church, no right of mental reservation was 
extended (Revelation 2:8-11)
  4. furthermore, no foray into situation ethics is permitted either, by which something sinful can be 
justified in the name of the greater good
  5. we might find it convenient to lie or cheat or steal in order to sustain some good cause, but true 
good does not need sin to prevail (First John 5:1-5, 18-20)

 C. Prayer
  1. the enduring lesson from Daniel is in his commitment to God when other people might have 
felt abandoned–when he was exiled, to begin with
  2. there is the turning point when Daniel and his three friends refuse the sinful meat and thrive 
while dining only on vegetables, accepting God’s help instead of resorting to their own
  3. the enduring image of Daniel is him kneeling in his room beside his window praying to God 
three times each day as he had always done
  4. prayer still must be a regular part of the believer’s life or he really doesn’t have much faith or 
communication with God
   a. ceaseless prayer is a part of a wholesome lifestyle (First Thessalonians 5:15-22)
   b. prayer should be consistent with one’s character (First Timothy 2:8-10)
   c. one who trusts in God “continues in supplications and prayers night and day” (First 
Timothy 5:5; cf. Second Timothy 1:3)
  5. whether we pray thrice a day, much more or slightly less, we must have confidence that we are 
not abandoned, regardless of our answer (Psalm 5:1-3)

 D. Lions
  1. life has a way of introducing us to lions in their dens–through persecution, temptations to 
compromise, fears, hardships and challenges
  2. here again self-pity is worthless and self-defeating; stop groveling and have a little faith
  3. lions can be tamed (First Peter 5:5-11)

Conclusion
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Character Study of John the Apostle
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
John was as common a name in Bible times as it is today, even if it is on the wane in favor of hipper 
monikers like Canyon, Blaze and Walker. Even the New Testament boasts a baptizer, evangelist and 
apostle–all named John. Each, also, is a remarkable character, and when we consider the life and work of 
the apostle John, we find an example of compassion and courage.

Discussion
I. His Character49

 A. Called by Jesus
  1. when we first encounter this man named John, he is far from being an apostle as the son of a 
wealthy fisherman named Zebedee and his wife, Salome
  2. some conjecture that he was possibly a cousin of Jesus and of John the baptizer, and that he 
might have been the unnamed other disciple of the baptizer who introduced them to Jesus (John 1:35-42)
  3. John was called among the first six apostles (Mark 1:16-20)
  4. John’s name rarely appears by itself in the gospel stories, but usually in concert with his 
brother, and often, Peter also (e.g. transfiguration in Matthew 17)
  
 B. Sons of Thunder 
  1. John was distinguished with his brother, James, as “Boanerges” or the “Sons of Thunder” (see 
Mark 3:17), and at least one episode supports this shared and earned nickname (Luke 9:51-56)
  2. John was consistently curious about the fulfillment of judgment prophecy upon Israel or her 
enemies (Mark 13:1-4)
  3. his character is marred further by his zealous pursuit of greater authority in the coming 
kingdom than that enjoyed by his apostolic brethren (Mark 10:35-41)
  4. his territorial view of the gospel and the kingdom led him to oppose certain others as rivals 
(Mark 9:38-41)

 C. Elder Statesman
  1. after the ascension of Christ and the establishment of the church, John took his place as one 
part of its foundation
   a. he and Peter frequently appear together in the temple and on trial before the Sanhedrin for 
their intrepid proclamation of Jesus as the Christ (see Acts 3-5)
   b. theologically, they were uneducated and common men in the judgment of the Council (see 
Acts 4:13), but they had been taught better by the Lord (Acts 4:19-20)
  2. John survived his brother’s martyrdom at the hands of Herod (see Acts 12) and met Paul as an 
elder statesman in the infant church, no longer bent on dissuading potential rivals from preaching the 
gospel (Galatians 2:9-10)
  3. John became a prolific writer of Scripture, including a highly personal gospel account, three 
epistles and the apocalyptic Revelation, which required him to observe the spirit world in a way that few 
others have
  4. he seems to suggest that he received the Revelation from the Lord while exiled by the Roman 
emperor Domitian on the rocky, narrow island of Patmos50 (see Revelation 1:9)

 D. The Disciple Whom Jesus Loved
  1. while Mark seems to describe John’s work in great detail, it may be John’s own gospel account 
that tells his story the best, except that John appears to disguise himself slightly with the humble 
expression, “the disciple whom Jesus loved”–his most intimate confidante
  2. we find this disciple reclining with the Lord at the last supper (see John 13:23), present at the 
crucifixion when others had fled (see John 19:26) and quick to the tomb when news arrived that it had 
been emptied (see John 20:2)
  3. most notably, Jesus selected this disciple to become the caretaker of his mother following his 
decease (John 19:26-27)
  4. and he is part of a not-so-cryptic rebuke to the apostle Peter just before the ascension (John 
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21:20-25)
   a. it is safe to say that John is not still wandering around Palestine today, but that Jesus was 
simply rebuking Peter for trying to cast attention off himself and onto anyone else
   b. the lengths that the writer goes not to identify this disciple seem to suggest that they are 
one in the same, and that is why the gospel account has always been attributed to the apostle John

II. Some Applications
 A. Zeal
  1. the zeal of John is undeniable and is part of what made him a great man, but his early lack of 
self-control is what kept him from being even greater
  2. zeal might seem to be the one thing that a person should exercise with reckless abandon, but 
from John’s example, we learn that restraint and direction are vital, especially in religious zeal, or one 
finds himself tempted to call down fire on unbelievers and to intimidate allies of a different company
  3. it is interesting that the response that Jesus chooses for rejection is far different from calling 
down fire (Mark 6:7-13)
   a. John learned this lesson and he learned how to channel his zeal without permanently 
alienating people who might have been saved with enough time and opportunities, and without 
intimidating those who were preaching the same gospel, but outside of the company of the original 12
   b. when he extended the right hand of fellowship to Paul, he was sealing his maturity as a 
minister more interested in populating heaven than feathering his own cap
   c. the Pharisees and Judaizing teachers zealously courted converts to add to their accounts; 
“They zealously court you, but for no good; yes, they want to exclude you, that you may be zealous for 
them” (Galatians 4:17).
  4. zeal should never be for oneself, but should be according to knowledge (see Romans 10:2) and 
for good things, especially in regard to others
   a. “Even so you, since you are zealous for spiritual gifts, let it be for the edification of the 
church that you seek to excel” (First Corinthians 14:2). 
   b. zeal should boil up whether we are being watched by elders and preachers and teachers and 
parents or are completely left to ourselves, for “it is good to be zealous in a good thing always, and not 
only when I am present with you” (Galatians 4:18).
   c. the great thing about zeal is that it is contagious (Second Corinthians 9:1-2)

 B. High Places
  1. John, along with his brother James and even his mother, sought higher authority in the 
kingdom, which caused friction among the apostles, who understandably resented their opportunism
  2. sometimes the apostles did things that were completely contrary to the mindset that Jesus was 
trying to create, but they can be forgiven a little since they were the first generation
  3. what would be our excuse?
   a. think about this parable against self-exultation the next time you are tempted to assert your 
greatness or trample upon another (Luke 14:7-14)
   b. Paul wrote, “Do not set your mind on high things, but associate with the humble. Do not be 
wise in your own opinion” (Romans 12:16).
  4. if you are really worthy of higher authority, you will be invited without resorting to aggression

 C. Intimacy With the Lord
  1. John is a study in intimacy with the Lord, the kind that one can enjoy in an earthly friendship, 
but also the kind that we seek in a spiritual relationship with Christ
  2. John found proximity to the Lord a natural thing as an apostle, but he remains accessible to his 
disciples who pray through him, who meditate upon his example and doctrine, and who yearn to join him 
in eternity (Hebrews 4:14-16)
  3. the Lord’s Supper is an occasion of communion with Jesus, in which we can grow closer to 
him by pondering his friendship (Romans 5:1-11; cf. First Corinthians 10:16)
  4. the Hebrew writer says that Jesus is not ashamed to call us his brethren, sons and daughters of 
the Almighty God (see Hebrews 2:11)

Conclusion
Time has failed us, but John is also remarkable as a man who suffered greatly at the hands of persecutors, 
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but who remained a faithful encouragement to believers throughout the growing church.
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Character Study of Joab
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Commentators compare the character of General Joab to something out of the work of Homer, but Joab 
was no fictional person. Joab served King David with distinction and even had the honesty and courage to 
speak up when he witnessed his leader doing wrong. Joab, however, was certainly not  above breaking the 
rules to advance the causes he believed in.

Discussion
I. His Character51

 A. Background
  1. Joab was actually David’s nephew, being the son of David’s sister, Zeruiah (First Chronicles 
2:13-17)
  2. for some reason, Joab is frequently referred to in the histories as the son of his mother, rather 
than his father–perhaps the royal association is explanation enough

 B. Enemy of Abner
  1. we first meet Zeruiah’s boy in the story of the war with Abner, who upon the death of Saul, 
supported the claims of Ishbosheth to the throne against David (Second Samuel 2:8-14)
   a. a 24 man battle royal ensued (Second Samuel 2:16-17)
   b. Joab’s brother, Asahel, was as swift as a gazelle and he chased Abner, but a little too far 
(Second Samuel 2:22-23)
   c. Joab and his other brother Abishai then gave chase and would have killed Abner except that 
he appealed for an end to the hostilities (Second Samuel 2:26-28)
   d. “There was a long war between the house of Saul and the house of David. And David grew 
stronger and stronger, while the house of Saul became weaker and weaker” (3:1).
  2. later, Abner visited David at Hebron to make an alliance and crown him king over Israel as 
well as Judah (Second Samuel 3:20-30)
   a. Joab not only got his revenge, but he took out of the way a potential rival in Abner
   b. the curse that David pronounced, however, would cling to Joab the rest of his life

 C. In The Ammonite War
  1. Joab proves himself to be a wise and able general during a war with the Ammonites
  2. ironically, it was skepticism about the king’s intentions that started the war, much as Joab’s 
own skeptical thoughts about Abner had led to his death (Second Samuel 10:1-7)
  3. Joab ended up in between the Ammonites and their Syrian allies, so he divided the army and 
gave the other half into the command of Abishai, enabling them to rout both the Ammonites and the 
Syrians (First Chronicles 19:10-15)
  4. war with the Ammonites resumed later and Joab is used in a most unseemly and criminal part 
of the fight; it is he who is enlisted to help the king cover up his adulterous indiscretion with Bathsheba, 
the wife of a Hittite soldier named Uriah (Second Samuel 11:14-21, 25)
  5. when victory is at hand, Joab loyally calls for David to come and claim it (Second Samuel 
12:26-29)

 D. With Absalom
  1. Joab also figures prominently in the relationship between David and his rebellious son, 
Absalom, both as an emotional conciliator and a pragmatic executioner
  2. Absalom had fled Jerusalem after killing his half-brother, who had raped and dishonored their 
sister, but Joab wanted him to return after a while (Second Samuel 14:1-23)
   a. Absalom, however, was not allowed to visit his father and was made to remain in his 
house, which led him to feel frustrated and anger, and to ask Joab to help again
   b. Joab refuses until Absalom gets his attention another way (Second Samuel 14:28-33)
  3. Absalom, though, still revolts against his father and makes Amasa, another royal nephew, his 
general instead of Joab in the new administration 
   a. Joab continues to follow David and leads a full third of the army (along with Abishai and 
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Ittai)
   b. as much as he hated what his son had done, David still wanted to redeem Absalom (Second 
Samuel 18:4-5)
   c. Joab, however, had spent all the emotion he had on Absalom (Second Samuel 18:9-11, 
14-17)
   d. after keeping the news from David, Joab allowed the king to learn his son was dead, but 
rebuked him for his mournful response (Second Samuel 18:33-19:8)

 E. Killer of Amasa
  1. David replaces him with Amasa and you can imagine how that turns out (20:8-10)
  2. Joab then reassumes command and ends the revolt of Sheba

 F. Joab’s Death
  1. later in life, he opposed the king’s suggestion of a census, which God also opposed as an 
innovation of pride (24:3-4, 10)
  2. upon the death of his uncle David, Joab chose to side with the wrong heir and paid for the 
mistake with his life (First Kings 2:28-34)

II. Some Applications
 A. A Product of His Era
  1. Joab was nothing if not a product of his era, a man who makes the reader as uncomfortable as 
he must have made his peers, and yet a man seemingly indispensable to the government and military of 
Israel
  2. the pacifist enjoys liberty but hates the price–war, bloodshed, justice, intimidation–and Joab 
was the man on the wall, risking his life to serve the king
  3. as he was a product of his era, we cannot begin to judge him kindly according to the standard 
of ours–the will of Christ, for by that, he was an utter failure (Matthew 5:38-48)
  4. today, we might say that a bigot or a smoker or a skinflint is a product of his era, but that 
merely explains the sin without excusing it; we have to rise above our era or our upbringing or our 
privations to do the right thing (First Corinthians 6:9-11 and First Peter 4:1-7)

 B. Life by the Sword
  1. Joab was obviously a man who lived his life by the sword and who died by it as well, just as 
the axiom states
  2. Jesus cautioned his disciples against such a life, whether it was literal or figurative
   a. discipleship is a life of meekness and sobriety, of self-control and restraint rather than a life 
of violence, whether through weapons or hands (Matthew 26:47-52)
   b. violent people tend to find themselves eventually in a situation where they get the short end 
and wind up injured or killed; mature disciples are “not self-willed, not quick-tempered … not violent … 
but … sober-minded, just, holy, self-controlled” (Titus 1:7-8)
  3. figurative violence, however, is just as terrible and destructive and condemned–language that is 
vicious and damaging to others and oneself (First John 3:11-15)
   a. when we let the devil inside, words can be like weapons, sharper than knives (makes you 
wonder how the other half die)52

   b. “There is one whose rash words are like sword thrusts, but the tongue of the wise brings 
healing” (Proverbs 12:18). 

 C. Speaking His Mind
  1. Joab was intensely loyal to the king and that even extended to the courage he had to tell the 
king when he was wrong
  2. Joab probably should have done that more often, especially when instructed to sacrifice Uriah 
on the altar of battle in the quixotic hope that David’s adultery might go undiscovered
  3. Proverbs 27:6 says, “Faithful are the wounds of a friend; profuse are the kisses of an enemy” 
and we tend to find that the best friends are the ones who will tell us when we are wrong, so that we might 
make correction, even if we do not respond gratefully at first
  4. “As iron sharpens iron, So a man sharpens the countenance of his friend” (Proverbs 27:17). 
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Conclusion
Joab is a remarkable character, but there is little of it that we can imitate today because he was a man of a 
far different era. We must serve Christ instead.
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Character Study of Jonathan
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Some Bible characters are larger than life heroes or villains, dramatic actors on the Bible stage, and 
frequently are a little of both hero and villain. The same cannot be said for the Old Testament character, 
Jonathan, son of a king and friend of his rival. Jonathan appears to be a purely good man, more concerned 
with doing right than gaining his own power.

Discussion
I. His Character53

 A. His Father’s Lieutenant
  1. Jonathan takes the Bible stage along with his father as the latter becomes the first king of Israel
  2. the nation was struggling to subdue the Ammonites, but once Saul enjoyed his first major 
victory, the people began to rally around him (First Samuel 13:1-2)
   a. Jonathan and his father were divided by about five miles of dangerous terrain, with the son 
commanding the base as the father led the forward troops into battle
   b. Weir writes, “This position of comparative inactivity does not appear to have been much to 
the taste of Jonathan.”54

    1. this defeat only provokes the Philistines more, causing the Hebrews to lose confidence 
at the sight of 30,000 chariots and six thousand horsemen
    2. Saul himself worried enough that he offered a burnt offering in Samuel’s absence–an 
act which directly led to God’s rejection of him as king
  3. Jonathan, however, remained clean and confident (First Samuel 14:1-23)
   a. the Philistines no doubt thought that Jonathan and his armor bearer were deserters and were 
taken by surprise when they fell upon them and slew them
   b. a timely earthquake also aided in their victory
  4. Saul, however, acted superstitiously and forbade his soldiers to eat that day, causing the victory 
to be less than it might have been, and nearly costing his son his life (First Samuel 14:24-31, 43-45)
   a. it is already becoming clear that God’s spirit is departing from Saul and that his reason is 
deserting him as well
   b it is also clear that Jonathan is a better man already

 B. David’s Friend
  1. Jonathan is best known as the unrelenting friend of David, in spite of his own father’s 
displeasure with the handsome slayer of Goliath (First Samuel 18:1-5)
  2. Jonathan went to great lengths even to protect David from his father’s murderous designs by 
trying to reconcile them (First Samuel 19:1-7)
  3. that good feeling, however, did not last long (First Samuel 19:8-10, 20:1-3)
  4. when Jonathan again tried to sound out his father about David, he found himself under censure 
(First Samuel 20:30-34)
  5. they meet for the last time in the desert of Ziph while David is but a fugitive from Saul’s wrath 
(First Samuel 23:15-18)

 C. Divided Loyalties
  1. Jonathan strived to remain passive in his father’s pursuit of David, although it was ultimately 
his throne as well that Saul was protecting
  2. it isn’t until Saul was distracted again by the Philistines that Jonathan briefly reappears (First 
Samuel 31:1-2)
  3. “The men of Jabesh-gilead, out of gratitude for Saul's rescue of their town at the beginning of 
his reign, crossed over to Beth-shan, on the walls of which town the Philistines had hung in chains the 
bodies of Saul and Jonathan, and took them down under cover of darkness and carried them to Jabesh. 
There they burned the bodies after the manner of the primitive inhabitants of the land, and buried the 
bones.”55

  4. David reacted with predictable grief (Second Samuel 1:11-12, 17-19, 25-27)
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II. Some Applications
 A. Decisive Thinking
  1. Jonathan first distinguished himself as a great military leader by being a decisive thinker, 
having the rare ability to make good choices and to ensure their success by pursuing them with single-
minded diligence and indefatigable effort
  2. sober judgment is an important part of discipleship and evidence that one is maturing in his 
understanding of God’s will and Christ’s teaching (Romans 12:1-3)
  3. the Proverbs counsel us to “Commit your works to the LORD, And your thoughts will be 
established” (16:3). 
   a. as we mature in Christ, we should gain the ability to choose between right and wrong more 
easily and to be more decisive once we do, recognizing that the tempter is the one sowing confusion and 
counseling procrastination (Hebrews 5:13-14, 6:11-12)
   b. as Jonathan was able to win physical battles by thinking decisively, so we can win spiritual 
battles of greater significance by choosing right with determination to see it through (Philippians 3:13-16)

 B. Love for His Father
  1. in spite of all the reasons not to, Jonathan loved his father and did everything he could to 
reform the old man before it was too late
  2. correcting one’s father is a tricky proposition, and one fraught with danger, in part because 
we’re usually wrong when we think our fathers are
  3. everybody is wrong sometimes, though, and Saul was certainly wrong to see David’s 
assassination, especially for the reasons that Saul chose–pride, embarrassment, rivalry, paranoia
  4. should one choose to defy his father or correct him, he must be absolutely certain that he is 
right and doing it in order to be true to the Lord, even at the expense of the human relationship (Matthew 
10:32-39)
  5. Paul warned Timothy about rebuking older men (First Timothy 5:1)
  6. even fathers, older men and elders are subject, however to correction, but only couched in the 
deepest respect and the most certain analysis of the circumstances (First Timothy 5:17-22)

 C. Friendship
  1. above all else, Jonathan is remembered as a paragon of friendship and brotherly kindness
  2. Job rightly reasoned that, “He who withholds kindness from a friend forsakes the fear of the 
Almighty” (6:14).
  3. friendship, especially among fellow believers in Christ, is a powerful force in bringing joy and 
aid in the struggle to reach heaven
   a. “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity” (Proverbs 17:17).
   b. “A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a friend who sticks closer than 
a brother” (Proverbs 18:24).
   c. “Faithful are the wounds of a friend; profuse are the kisses of an enemy” (Proverbs 27:6).
    d. “Oil and perfume make the heart glad, and the sweetness of a friend comes from his 
earnest counsel” (Proverbs 27:9).
    e. “Do not forsake your friend and your father's friend, and do not go to your brother's house 
in the day of your calamity. Better is a neighbor who is near than a brother who is far away” (Proverbs 
27:10).
  4. our goal is not only to have that kind of friend, but to be it
  
Conclusion
Jonathan is a nearly perfect example of goodness and friendship in spite of terrible odds.
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Character Study of Ittai
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Ittai is not a famous Bible character, but merely a minor one who appears briefly upon the stage 
commanded by King David. Yet, for his brief appearance, Ittai teaches some valuable lessons about 
loyalty and courage.

Discussion
I. His Character
 A. Background
  1. Ittai (p. 'ittay, 'ithay) was a Gittite, or a native of Gath, “one of the five chief cities of the 
Philistines”56

   a. one would not expect so loyal a soldier as Ittai to come from beyond Israel’s borders, but 
the fact that he hailed from Philistia is even more remarkable
   b. David became famous by killing the Philistines’ giant champion, but when Saul began to 
hunt him, David frequently found refuge in Philistia (First Samuel 21:10, 27:2-4)
  2. Gath was a walled city, sacked repeatedly during the height of Israel’s power, but probably lost 
to history in the middle of the eighth century before Christ
  3. we know nothing more about Ittai’s background than that he hailed from Gath

 B. His Stand
  1. Ittai does not appear until much later in the life of David, who survived the persecution of King 
Saul, only to be forced from the throne temporarily by his own son, Absalom, angry over his perceived 
mistreatment following his murder of his half-brother who had raped his sister
  2. Absalom subverted the people of the kingdom by promising them more ready justice than 
David supplied, finally compelling the royal party and its loyalists to flee Jerusalem (Second Samuel 
15:10-17)
  3. Ittai refused to remain among the rebels, although it surely would have been easier and more 
pragmatic (Second Samuel 15:18-23)

 C. His Service
  1. Ittai impressed the king sufficiently that David made him a leader in his army, one of three 
captains along with Abishai and the venerable Joab (Second Samuel 18:1-5)
  2. perhaps if Ittai had discovered Absalom hanging by his head alive in a tree, he would have 
obeyed the king and brought him back alive, but Joab did not observe any niceties in war, and killed the 
renegade heir
  3. for his part, Ittai is never mentioned or heard from again, suggesting that he might have paid 
with his life the cost of remaining by David’s side and not going to Absalom when he had the chance57

II. Some Applications
 A. Friendship
  1. Ittai is a study in friendship among so many other things, despite the relative few words that are 
said about him in the Bible
  2. the fact that he was willing to take a risk and sacrifice his life for the king whom he considered 
worthy is evidence of his honor
  3. that is the kind of friendship that Jesus displayed toward sinners, especially among believers, 
for whom he willingly died upon the cross (John 15:9-17)
   a. as he talked with the apostles, their feet were freshly washed and dried because Jesus had 
knelt before them with a basin of water
   b. now he was again predicting his own death and teaching them to wash each other’s feet by 
being willing to take calculated risks and to make sacrifices for each other
  4. the cynic says, friendship is “An emotion so sweet, loyal, and enduring that it lasts an entire 
lifetime–unless asked to lend money.”
   a. friendships are sorely tested in times of distress, especially when one loves his lucre more 
than his companion, and the Holy Spirit advises that love that only exists in fair weather is not really love 
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or friendship at all (First John 3:10-19)
   b. “If you lend to those from whom you expect to receive, what credit is that to you? Even 
sinners lend to sinners, to get back the same amount. But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, 
expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he 
is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:34-36).

 B. Loyalty
  1. Ittai is also remarkable for the loyalty of his friendship, tested by the risk of his life in addition 
to his fortune
  2. he possessed the kind of self-denying loyalty that Paul hoped to find in Timothy as he wrote 
him in great infamy and distress (Second Timothy 1:8-12)
  3. it is a work of disloyalty when we are ashamed of the gospel or those who declare it because 
they do not measure up to our carnal standards or pride–because they are poor or uneducated or 
inexperienced; “Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be conceited” (Romans 12:16). 
  4. the truth is that genuine disciples are not often found among the societal elites (First 
Corinthians 1:26-31)
  5. loyalty is often tested just as friendship was–by the price tag attached to it (Luke 16:9-15)

 C. Courage
  1. Ittai was a courageous man, who was rewarded with the greater opportunities because he 
refused to be talked into cowardice
  2. like him, we need the courage instilled in us by our teachers and experiences and faith to use 
our gifts and opportunities to seek greater service (Second Timothy 1:3-7)
  3. the self-preservation impulse within us will sometimes argue against standing up and speaking 
out, but the Spirit reminds us that, “as for the cowardly, the faithless, the detestable … their portion will 
be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death” (Revelation 21:8)

Conclusion
Ittai is a great, if obscure, example of courage and loyalty, the kind that Jesus showed to us and which we 
are now privileged to return.
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Character Study of the Herods
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
The Herods are a familiar and villainous family to New Testament  readers, although that name itself 
actually indicates heroism. The Herods were a political family whose history of greatness was 
overshadowed by its penchant for cunning, immorality and trickery.

Discussion
I. Their Character
 A. History
  1. Herod is not a proper name, but a family and political name and thus many Herods cross the 
New Testament stage before they are effectively extinguished along with Judaism at the hands of the 
Romans in A.D. 70
  2. the Herodians were not Jewish by blood, although their patriarch, Herod the Great, encouraged 
that myth in order to gain the favor of the people he came to rule
   a. they were Idumeans, nominal Jews in that they were subdued by John Hyrcanus in 125 
B.C. and compelled to adopt circumcision as a result, but still antagonistic toward the Hebrew people
   b. Antipas was the forefather of the Herods, a governor of Idumea, whose son, Antipater, was 
appointed to govern Judea in 47 B.C.
  3. when Antipater died, his second son, who became known as Herod the Great, began his ascent
   a. Herod the Great began his political career as the governor of Galilee before being 
promoted to tetrach of Judea and finally its king through gaining the favor of Caesar in 37 B.C.
   b. Herod slaughtered his rivals, even killing his own wife, mother-in-law and sons, and saw 
his kingdom expand by devouring the Arabians
   c. Herod the Great “continually offended and defied his Jewish subjects, by the introduction 
of Roman sports and heathen temples in his dominion. His influence on the younger Jews in this regard 
was baneful, and slowly a distinct partly arose, partly political, partly religious, which called itself the 
Herodian party, Jews in outward religious forms but Gentiles in their dress and in their whole view of life. 
They were a bitter offense to the rest of the nation, but were associated with the Pharisees and Sadducees 
in their opposition to Christ (Matthew 22:16; Mark 3:6; 12:13).”58

  4. Herod tried to win the admiration of his Jewish subjects by charity and appeasement, but they 
continued to view him as a usurper of David’s throne, whose grave he robbed of its treasures to enrich his 
Roman overlords
   a. this he tried to balance by reconstructing the temple of Zerubbabel and making it more 
magnificent than even Solomon's temple had been, a project that was mostly completed a decade or two 
before the time of Jesus, but which remained under renovation almost until it fell
   b. “It was so transcendently beautiful that it ranked among the world's wonders, and Josephus 
does not tire of describing its glories (BJ, V, v). Even Titus sought to spare the building in the final attack 
on the city (BJ, VI, iv, 3).”59

  5. Herod had one more rival that he wanted to kill before his own death brought about the 
division of his kingdom among his survivors (Matthew 2:1-8, 12, 16-18)

 B. Archelaus and Antipas
  1. the death of the Herod the Great is noted in Matthew 2:19, the occasion upon which Jesus’s 
parents return him from Egypt, but the danger has not completely subsided (Matthew 2:22-23)
   a. this is Herod Archelaus, the eldest son and a man of violent temper
   b. his rule was canceled by a rare alliance of the Jews and Samaritans who obtained relief 
from Rome, which banished Archelaus to Vienna
  2. Herod Antipas was his brother and ruled as tetrarch of Galilee and Perea from 4 B.C. to A.D. 
39
   a. Jesus described him as “cunning like a fox” (Luke 13:32), but this was not quite a 
compliment, for Antipas was as immoral, violent and selfish as anyone else who wore the name
   b. he was somewhat partial to John the baptizer, but the fact that he had married his own 
sister-in-law and lusted for her daughter, who was, of course, also his own stepdaughter and niece, 
brought him under further condemnation (Matthew 14:1-12)
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   c. Antipas was part of the tennis match that Pilate played with the case the Sanhedrin brought 
against Jesus (Luke 23:7-12)   

 C. Herod Agrippa I
  1. Herod Agrippa I was the grandson of Herod the Great who schemed against his uncle and saw 
him removed from power by the new emperor, Claudius
  2. he tried to rule kindly and with deference to the religious sensibilities of his people, canceling 
an imperial statue slated for construction in Jerusalem, and choosing to persecute the infant church of 
Christ that so bothered the Jewish population (Acts 12:1-4)
  3. while Peter survived that threat, Herod Agrippa I himself would not live much longer (Acts 
12:20-23)

 D. Herod Agrippa II
  1. his son, Agrippa II, was only 17 then and considered too young to replace his father, so a 
procurator was selected instead
  2. when he came to power, his realm grew with the favor of the Roman emperor until he became 
known as King Agrippa, married to his own sister, Bernice
  3. to them, Paul explained his conversion, only to be dismissed by Agrippa with some immoral 
words (Acts 26:28-32)
  4. Agrippa would side with the Romans when war broke out with the Jews and he was eventually 
sent back to Rome with Bernice to live out his life as a magistrate

II. Some Applications
 A. Slave to Passion
  1. these five Herods are a study in religious heresy, selfishness and divisiveness; even when they 
appear to be doing good, they are only interested in what can be done for themselves
  2. the Herods were each slaves to their own passions, in a way that Christians are likewise 
susceptible, but must learn to overcome (First Corinthians 6:12-14)
   a. we might apply this bit of wisdom to anything that seeks to become an obsession or 
compulsion in our lives, which would rob God of his influence over us, or bring us into sinful 
considerations that we might support our habits
   b. not all these things are inherently sinful, but some become sinful because we are unwilling 
to sacrifice them when conflicts with religious duty arise; they become idols by sheer repetition
  3. the Christian life is one of self-sacrifice (Mark 8:34-37)
  4. self-discipline is self-control that is learned, sometimes with great difficulty and through the 
discipline of others in authority (First Corinthians 9:24-27)
  5. sin is a form of slavery to the devil that the Christian must overcome (Romans 6:11-14, 19-23)

 B. Jealousy and Suspicion
  1. one hallmark of the Herod family was its activeness in political intrigue, specifically the 
jealousy and suspicion that go along with trampling upon others and having to fear that it will eventually 
come back around
  2. Proverbs 27:4 asks, “Wrath is cruel, anger is overwhelming, but who can stand before 
jealousy?”
  3. “Jealousy is fierce as the grave. Its flashes are flashes of fire” (Song of Solomon 8:6)
   a. jealousy is not a desire for that which belongs to others–such is envy–but jealousy is a 
passion to maintain what belongs to oneself and not to share (see Acts 23:45 and Romans 13:13)
   b. jealousy causes one to hoard and protect his belongings, often with paranoia and violence 
(James 4:1-4)
  4. Christians must learn to share and not to treat their belongings as little gods (James 3:13-18)

 C. Leavening
  1. Jesus stopped to warn his disciples of the influence of the Herods, who had watered down 
Judaism and made it seem as if the consequences of sin were mostly pleasant, at least for a while (Mark 
8:13-21)
   a. Jesus warned of the doctrines of the Pharisees and Sadducees, which were self-serving and 
hypocritical, but the Herodians were a political party, not a religious sect
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   b. their threat consisted in their political opposition to the Messiah, dating back to the 
slaughter of the innocents and persisting through the Lord’s trial and the persecution of the church
  2. Jamieson writes, “The penetrating and diffusive quality of leaven, for good or bad, is the 
ground of the comparison.”60

   a. their influence had spread so that Jews became very Gentile in their behavior, forgetting 
many ancient landmarks and becoming rather casual about their faith
   b. it was out of this that John was sent to prepare them for the Lord’s arrival, and a similar 
condition exists today
  3. the politically-correct, religiously-indifferent, milquetoast approach to morality has overcome 
so many, and few there are who seem to care, but we must hold fast (First Corinthians 5:6-8)

Conclusion
The Herods are a vile bunch and little positive can be learned from them, except that every generation 
must endure similar threats and influences.
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Character Study of Silas
a character study by Jeff S. Smith

Introduction
Silas is a somewhat obscure New Testament character–a man in the thick of things, but not  fortunate 
enough to have a letter or two named after him like Timothy or Titus. Silas spent a great  deal of time with 
Paul–perhaps too much to expect a letter as well, and so what we know of Silas is largely learned from 
Luke’s first-person accounts of their travels together and a few scant notes from Paul himself. 
Nevertheless, Silas distinguishes himself as a tireless messenger of the good news.

Discussion
I. His Character 
 A. Background
  1. lexicographers reason that Silas (pronounced see'-las) is probably a contracted form of the 
name, Silvanus (pr. sil-oo-an-os', meaning “woody”),61 and that those two apparent New Testament 
characters are likely one in the same
  2. speculation continues to suggest that Titus and Silas are the same person (based on 
Second Corinthians 1:19, 8:23), and that Silas is also the author of the letter to the Hebrews, but there is 
really isn’t any credible evidence to sustain either proposition62

  3. one thing that does seem clear is that, like Paul, Silas held the status of Roman citizen (see Acts 
16:37)

 B. Jerusalem’s Messenger to the Gentiles
  1. along with Judas Barsabbas, Silas was one of the leading men of the Jerusalem church selected 
to convey the apostles’ and elders’ sentiments about the circumcision question to the Gentile communities 
(Acts 15:14-23, 27-28)
  2. Judas and Silas did more than carry a letter, however, confirming the genuine support of the 
Jewish church by cooperating with the Gentile brethren in the gospel (Acts 15:30-33)

 C. Paul’s Partner in the Second Missionary Journey
  1. Silas’s main claim to fame is his companionship with the apostle Paul, beginning on the second 
missionary journey (Acts 15:36-41)
  2. Paul and Silas were joined by Timothy and passed through Phrygia and Galatia, eventually 
reaching Troas, where Luke rounded out the group on its way to Macedonia (Acts 16:9-12)
  3. they found sweet success in the conversion of Lydia, but things soon turned sour for Silas and 
his friends (Acts 16:16-24)
  4. their faith in God, even while imprisoned, was soon rewarded (Acts 16:25-26); the police and 
magistrates ended up apologizing to Paul and Silas both for imprisoning them and allowing them to be 
beaten, not realizing that both were Roman citizens and due better treatment (see Acts 16:35-40)
  5. from there, Silas and his friends made their way to Thessalonica, making many converts before 
being resisted again (Acts 17:1-14)

 D. Faithful Brother
  1. if it is true as seems apparent that Silas and Silvanus are the same person, we read of him again 
in several of Paul’s letters, including a reference to some work done among the Corinthians (Second 
Corinthians 1:12-22; see also First Thessalonians 1:1 and Second Thessalonians 1:1)
  2. finally, Peter uses faithful Silvanus in his original messenger role, carrying his first inspired 
letter to the pilgrims of the Dispersion (First Peter 5:12)

II. Some Applications
 A. Reliable Messenger
  1. Silas is typical of most Christians who toil in relative obscurity for most of their discipleship, 
only emerging for a little while in moments of great importance to take their stand before disappearing 
again
  2. humility and dedication make that arrangement all right, for most of us never attain much 
celebrity or notoriety, but contribute to the stability of the church simply by being consistent and faithful
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  3. Silas begins and ends his Bible career as a faithful messenger, a leading man locally, willing to 
go abroad to be of service
  4. the work of the gospel emissary is not exclusive to full-time gospel preachers, but is open to 
anyone who has proven his honesty and who is willing to serve (Romans 12:4-8)
  5. moreover, it should be our privilege to receive such messengers and evangelists with 
hospitality and honor (Hebrews 13:1-3 and Third John 5-8)

 B. Hearing the Macedonian Call
  1. when Paul and Silas heard the Macedonian call, they were quick to answer, having been 
forbidden to travel to Asia and Mysia, “concluding that God had called [them] to preach the gospel to 
them” (Acts 16:10).
  2. we seldom hear the gospel call much anymore from western Europe, for so many there in the 
Americas have wearied of the ancient message
   a. that of course, only makes it more necessary, but today the Macedonian call is more likely 
to issue from places where it has enjoyed less scrutiny–eastern Europe, Africa and Asia–“Come over here 
and help us,” they say
   b. like Silas, we are sometimes prevented from sharing the truth where we would prefer or 
where it is more convenient or according to our plans, but then God raises an opportunity elsewhere
  3. we need to be ready to answer the call whether that means answering an opportunity at home, 
traveling abroad to meet an urgent need, or funding such an effort by another faithful messenger 
(Philippians 4:14-19)

 C. Persecution
  1. Paul would later conclude that, “all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be 
persecuted” (Second Timothy 3:12).
  2. he learned that axiom while with Silas, among so many other occasions; the reason that Silas 
and Paul were persecuted was that their convictions were on display in a way that shook things up
  3. we should never doubt that our faith is going to bring us into derision if exercised publicly, but 
neither should we fear sharing truth with the lost and standing opposed to immorality whenever asked 
(Second Timothy 1:7)
  4. if we are not suffering persecution–physical, verbal, emotional, professional, etc.–it is probably 
a signal that we are either not really living a godly life or that we are doing so in such a discrete manner 
that no one can tell, and that just might be because we have grown afraid; “Do not be afraid, but go on 
speaking and do not be silent” (Acts 18:9)

 D. Faithful Brother
  1. the epilogue on Silas’s life is that he was a faithful brother and messenger, an exemplar of the 
exhortation Peter sent to the dispersed brethren of first century persecution, standing firm in the true grace 
of God (see First Peter 5:12)
  2. we must be proven faithful–in answering opportunities to proclaim the Lord, in standing fast 
for the truth, in enduring persecution (First Peter 4:19)

Conclusion
Silas is what most  Christians can be, simply a good and faithful person, ready to answer the call to 
service.
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