Gene Smillie

Offering Isaac

Genesis 22—Abraham goes to Moriah to sacrifice Isaac.


It must have seemed awfully strange to the young man Isaac:  his father and he were climbing a steep hill to offer a sacrifice on the top of it, but they hadn’t brought along any animal to slaughter and offer on the makeshift stone altar that they would build when they got there.  Isaac himself carried a heavy bundle of firewood, knowing there’d be precious little combustible fuel above timber line.  Under the weight of it he breathed heavily, pausing for a moment to look back down the slope.  In the distance he could make out the forms of the two servants his father had instructed to stay behind and wait for their return.

About his own age, they had provided an atmosphere of adventure and fun the first couple days of the trip to this sacred mountain.  But now they were mere specks on the landscape, and Isaac was limited to the taciturn company of his hundred-year-old father, who hadn’t said a word since they began climbing.  He seemed to be deep in thought.  But what those thoughts were, he did not reveal.  Isaac finally dared to break the silence.  He asked about what had been preying at his attention, like a pesky horsefly.

“Father?”

“Yes, what is it, my son?

“Father, we’ve got the wood for the burnt offering, we’ve got the fire, we’ve got the knife to kill the victim for the offering . . . but where is the lamb for the sacrifice?”

Did Abraham pause for a split second?  Did he choke?  Or did he just naturally reply, as it appears in the text, “God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son” ?  All we know is what we read, and it then follows:  “So the two of them walked on together.”

Silence returned.  What could that old man have been thinking as he made his way laboriously up that hill?  He was approaching or perhaps had already passed 120 years of age.  He’d waited for this promised son for 25 long years since the Lord first began to talk about it.  Then, against any possible natural expectation, a baby boy was indeed born in his hundredth year, to a wrinkled wife only ten years younger than himself.  They both laughed themselves silly with the exuberant hilarity of it all, and all their neighbors loved the joke as well.  He began to cherish that boy more than anything or anyone who’d ever been part of his life.   

First thing in the morning, when his eyes were open, he’d remember “I have a SON!” and he’d roll over and stand up and go looking for the boy.   As the boy learned to pick up things, to carry things, to run and chase animals, to talk and sing and carry out simple instructions, Abraham’s fierce pride grew and grew and his love, denied so long, could not be contained.  It swelled and became the focus of his life.  After all, not only was this boy’s birth itself miraculous, but the Lord had for years been giving Abraham glimpses of the glory that would accrue to “his descendants.”  This boy would be the ancestor of kings and kingdoms, of a progeny greater in number than the starry host that formed the celestial canopy over their heads at night.

And now he trudged up the mount of Moriah to obey what God had most recently commanded him about this son: “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.”  It was too impossible, too bizarre and ironic to be questioned.    There could be no “understanding,” no bargaining like he had done in behalf of his nephew Lot, living in Sodom.

This was a test of pure obedience, and pure obedience was the only right answer for the test.

So they continued climbing until they reached the top, and once there set immediately to work building an altar from the stones lying around.  Methodically, almost mechanically, Abraham stacked the wood on the altar, then tied up his son Isaac and carefully leaned him back into a supine position, stretched out on top of the wood.  Then he leaned over, picked up the knife, and raised it over his head to bring it crashing down on his beloved son.   

“That’s enough!” called out the angel of God.  “Put down the knife, and untie the boy.  I don’t need to see anymore.   You haven’t withheld your most precious possession, your son, from me.  That’s what I wanted to see.” 

And those of us who live at 3000 years’ remove from that scene can also see a deeper meaning in it all, for Mount Moriah is exactly the same place that was later called Golgotha when Jesus of Nazareth was crucified on that hill.  So maybe part of what was happening that day was that God let Abram taste just a little of the bittersweet pain and love that he, the Father, would experience when the day came to offer his son in sacrifice, on that very hilltop.

To read more about Abraham and Isaac, see Genesis 21 and 22.

Sticky Stubbornness  {or maybe,  Thick as a Brick}
Exodus 6—12—Even after all the plagues, Pharaoh refuses to give in
What a hard case!  You’ve heard of people who say things like, “I know that God doesn’t exist, and even if he were to show himself to me, I wouldn’t believe it.”  You have to wonder how they ever got their tail tied up so tightly that they would refuse to admit even the irrefutable evidence of their own eyes.  The Pharaoh to whom God sent Moses was one of those types.

From the day Moses walked into his court for the first time, asking Pharaoh to let the Israelites go so they could worship their God, ‘til the day he walked out of it for the last time, Pharaoh watched sign after sign after sign of God’s power and majesty fall on his kingdom.  Literally, “fall on his kingdom,” as sinks and cisterns filled up with blood where there had been fresh water before, millions of frogs first leapt about uncontrollably throughout the living spaces of Egyptian householders, then died all at once and accumulated in stinking piles in the courtyards, in the kitchens, in the bedrooms, then gnats whirled around by the millions in people’s faces.

Pharaoh’s own court magicians told him, “You know, this whole thing has the fingerprint of God on it.  Maybe you should listen to this guy Moses.”    But Pharaoh made his heart more stubborn yet. 

  
Soon thick swarms of flies encrusted their heads, and that of their animals, until all you could see throughout Egypt were black crawling masses of flies where a person’s face should be, and swarms of dull buzzing flies filling the air between people – except in the land where the sons of Israel lived.  There, the plagues had no effect whatsoever, just as God had predicted through Moses’ word to Pharaoh.  
After the flies, a deadly disease fell on the land, killing all the Egyptians’ livestock.  The king was not softened, however, by this further evidence of God’s sovereignty, so he and his court, and everyone else in Egypt, had to endure yet another plague: soot from a kiln thrown into the air by Moses caused great painful boils to break out on the skin of everyone in the land.  Pharaoh’s servants, covered with festering boils, looked at him in awe, in misery, in disbelief as he stubbornly persisted in refusing to acknowledge God .  “All right, then,” intoned Moses, “if you still won’t believe, God says he will send hail and lightning, destruction like you’ve never seen before, and no one will ever see again.”

And sure enough it was so.  The next morning thunder, hail, and fire came crashing down out of heaven, smashing every green living plant and tree to splinters of broken fiber,.  And as if that weren’t enough, God now promised to send, and then sent, a sky-darkening cloud of locusts that finished off every last bite of whatever there might have been left to eat in Egypt.

Pharaoh’s officials looked at him in disgust and horror.  “What in the world is the matter with you?” they hissed, not even bothering to pretend to be polite. “Don’t you understand that Egypt is ruined?   You’ve rejected God over and over, and each time you do he sends more devastating evidence that he is in total control of the situation.  Can’t you see any of this?  It is obvious to everyone but you, apparently.”

And it was obvious to everyone but Pharaoh.  He, in contrast, endured yet two more plagues in his sticky stubbornness—and then he was vanquished. He wearily waved Moses and his people out of the land, and sat back to count his losses.   But he suddenly got buyer’s cold feet and, deciding to try to recoup those losses, pursued them to the edge of the Red Sea.   What a hard case !
To read more about Pharaoh and Moses’ encounters, read Exodus 6 through 16
Gideon’s Fleece
 Gideon sets out a fleece as a sign of whether or not he is to be the deliverer God promised

How in the world am I to know exactly what God wants me to do?  Is there any question asked more often than this one, in the circles of those who follow God?  Though the Bible shows many varying and diverse examples of divine direction, the one story that is probably the most famous is this one about Gideon and his fleece.


The ironic thing is, though, that this fleece business is not about determining what God wants to do in Gideon’s life or what Gideon is supposed to do.  All that had already been announced, earlier and with authority, by the angel of the Lord speaking directly to Gideon.  The issue for Gideon, from the first time the angel appears to him, and each time he speaks with the Lord after that, is whether this really is the Word of God or not.  “Is this really You?”  The Lord’s presence, his palpable authority and power to realize what he proposes, is what Gideon wants to be sure of.  

Thus, when the angel first finds him hiding from the almighty Midianites, surreptitiously gleaning a few stalks of wheat under cover of a wine press, the angel greets him with the words, “The Lord is with you, Mighty Warrior!”, an expression which strikes Gideon as ludicrous incongruity.  He stops skulking around for a moment and addresses the appropriately ironic—even  sarcastic—response to his interlocutor:  “If the Lord is with us, why then has all this happened to us? And where are all his wonderful deeds that our ancestors recounted to us?” 

You’re not going to slide a fast one past this young farmer;  he knows what to expect from God.  He’s heard all the tales of his supernatural help to their forefathers–a help that has been conspicuously absent of late.  “Don’t tell me ‘the Lord is with you’” he counters, “unless you’re ready to make your actions suit your words.”

Interestingly enough, God is not put off by Gideon’s challenges that he “prove himself.”  Repeatedly when Gideon, though willing to act, seeks reassurance that this really is GOD who is spurring him on to action, God gives him the signs he asks for.  Including the famous fleece: moist with dew one night while the ground all around is dry, then the following night the opposite scenario, a ground covered with dew, while the fleece lying in the middle of all this condensation is perfectly dry.   The answer is clear:  you can trust this Word, it is from the Lord.

When you’ve got that reassurance in your back pocket, you can take on all odds—like, in this case, 135,000 to 300.
To read more about Gideon, see Judges 6:1 – 8:35
Sleepless in Bethlehem
Ruth sleeps at Boaz’s feet while on the threshing floor.

What a great, an uplifting, an exciting, love story !  The Bible is full of tales of romances and betrothals, of twisted courtships, and arranged matches that turned out amazingly well;  it portrays the first stirrings of young love and the patient perseverance of life-long partnerships.  It does not shrink from revealing flings and flirtations, seedy secret gropings, and even the vile reality of rape.  But once in a while a biblical writer will pause to focus on a love story simply, it seems, because it is so sweet.  Ruth appears to be one of those stories.

Oh, sure, it’s included in canon because Ruth ends up being the great-grandmother of King David, and thus a progenitor of the Messiah, and because there are all these Kinsman Redeemer motifs saturating the story and elevating our theological imaginations.  Yes, yes, we know all that.  But let’s be frank:  this is a wonderful story, just the way it is told.  And the scene where Ruth, at the advice of her wise old mother-in-law, slips under the covers of aging-but-still-virile  Boaz is stirring and provocative, though by no means salacious.  We can’t avert our eyes and ears from what will follow when he awakes in the dark and feels her warmth at his feet, and realizes what she offers even while she asks.

The wholesomeness of the customs alluded to in this story are underlined by Naomi’s careful instructions to Ruth:  “Wash and anoint yourself, and put on your best clothes and go down to the threshing floor.  Tonight, when the man has eaten well and drunk to his satisfaction, he will lie down there in a very good mood.   That’s your chance: do not make yourself known to the man until he has finished eating and drinking.  But when he lies down, observe the place where he lies; then, go and uncover his feet and lie down; and he will tell you what to do.”

  Wise old lady !  “Get yourself nice and clean, put on some good smelling ointment, some nice clothes, and then discreetly, without calling attention to yourself, just place yourself humbly at his feet.  He’ll take it from there.”  She’s right;  he did.

The earlier chapters of the book had already alerted us to Boaz’s noticing Ruth’s qualities: her loyalty to her mother-in-law, her humility, her care of the older lady, and her apparent lack of interest in “fooling around” with younger fellows out in the fields, as was wont to happen in harvest time.  So when he awakes, astonished that someone of the female gender has placed herself under his blanket and is asking for his protection, he is delighted, and apparently honored, to discover that she has chosen him, rather than a younger man, to replace her dead husband.   He immediately assents to the “responsibilities” of mating with her to reproduce children who will bear her dead husband’s name and of taking subsequent care of her and her household.    He pours out a generous helping of the barley harvest as a gift showing his good will and intentions, and sends her home before dawn, insisting on discretion about their passing the night together, until he can arrange for things to be done in a kosher manner.

And as Naomi the old matriarch assures her upon her return, “Wait, my daughter, until you learn how all this turns out, for the man will not rest, but will settle the matter today.”  She was right.  He didn’t wait an hour.  He went right to the heart of the local legal system, deftly pushed aside a possible rival for the hand of Ruth, and concluded the binding legalities that made him one with Ruth, man and wife.  Not long after, a man child was born to them who gave joy to everyone involved in the story.  And it appears, as we say at the conclusion of western romances, that “they lived happily ever after.”
To read more about Ruth, read her book of 4 chapters, just before 1 Samuel 
Duel on Mt. Carmel

Elijah soaks the sacrifice to prove that God is the real God.
How does one prove that God is at work?  Try this one:   Elijah wanted to show the difference between the God of Israel and the no god of the Canaanite remnant in the land.  So he challenged the priests of Baal to a direct contest in front of the assembled masses of the nation.

“Let’s get up on top of a high mountain where nobody can go duckin’ and dodgin,’  he called out.   “We’ll see whose is the real god.  Each of us place a sacrifice on our respective altars, and then we’ll call on the god we believe in to answer with fire, and whoever drops fire down out of heaven on the sacrifice and consumes it, we’ll know THAT is the true God.”

The tribes of Israel were immediately enchanted by the simplicity and directness of the challenge, and answered, “Yes !  That’s a great idea.  Let’s do it.”

On the Baal side most nodded their heads, though some of them looked sideways at each other as if to say “Uh-oh, can we do this?”  Elijah graciously gave the Baalists first shot.  Go ahead, fellas, he said, you first.  Give it everything you’ve got.

They did, too.  They danced and they howled, and when there was no response, they howled some more, and they began to cut themselves with knives and make blood run down, trying to get the attention of their god, who, it seemed, was indifferent or deaf or on a coffee break or something.  Elijah made the most of their embarrassment, calling out ironically “Maybe he’s asleep, or relieving himself.  I guess you’ll have to yell louder.”  They did, to no avail, all day.  Really.  All . . . day.  By late afternoon they were exhausted, to say nothing of vitiated and anemic from extreme blood loss, and to put it bluntly:  humiliated. There had been no answer from Baal.

Then Elijah quietly said, “Okay, it’s my turn.  Israel, gather ‘round me here.”  The people assembled on the mountain drew close to watch Elijah.  He re-constructed a torn-down altar of 12 stones, one for each tribe of Israel, piled wood on it, then cut up a bull and arranged it on top of the wood . . . and then did the strangest thing that anyone had ever seen in conjunction with burnt sacrifices.  He called for 4 barrels of water to be brought up and poured over the sacrifice, the wood, the stones.  Then he repeated the order a second time.  “Do that again.”  Then again a third time: “Do that again.”  Twelve barrels of water drenched the sacrifice, soaked the wood, ran down through the rocks forming the altar, and filled to the brim a deep trench dug around the altar.

Would anyone like to suggest that if a fire followed it would have been done surreptitiously, by a magnifying glass, or a secret sparking from underneath the wood, or some similar devious device?  Elijah forestalls any such speculation by inundating the entire site with so much water that the whole altar is virtually swimming in the filled trench that surrounds it.
Then he prays a simple prayer, “Lord God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.   Show that you are the true God of Israel, that I am your servant, and that I did all this because you told me to.”

And the fire fell.   A mighty, heavenly fire, not just a bolt of lightning, for it consumed the meat offering, it consumed the soaking wet wood on which the bull was resting, it consumed the very stones of the altar, and the dirt with which they’d made a trench, and the water lapping around in the trench. The whole site just went up in a white roaring blaze of smoke and hissing steam, and when it was over it was all gone.  There wasn’t a thing left, just a white God-scorched oval on the rocky hilltop where the altar and sacrifice had been.

The next instant the Israelites, naturally, cried out with a single voice, “The Lord, he is GOD.  The Lord, he is God.”    Elijah, obviously, never doubted it.   I mean, who soaks down with lots of water something that you’re going to try to start on fire . . . . 

To read more about Elijah, this story may be found in 1 Kings 18:16–46, while more stories about him both precede and follow this text

 Just a Stone’s Throw Away

As per God’s orders, Jeremiah throws his scroll into the river as an object lesson.

Droll role for a scroll.  Most writers would like to see their words go far, and be read in far away places.  Jeremiah was no exception.  He wrote out an elaborate series of prophetic poems about Babylon, and then entrusted them into the hands of a fellow Israelite who happened to be going, in that moment, to distant Babylon.  It seemed an opportune occasion.

But the bearer of the scroll with Jeremiah’s written work on it was no doubt puzzled by the accompanying instructions.  It wasn’t the usual authorial patter about being careful not to lose any of the manuscript, and not to get it wet, and not to let it roll into a campfire, etc.  

  “When you get to Babylon,” Jeremiah told him in no uncertain terms, “read this aloud.  It contains all the evil that will some day come upon Babylon.  Then after you read the conclusion (‘The Lord says he will utterly cut off this city, nothing or no one will ever live in it again’), roll up the scroll, tie a rock to it securely, and throw it way out into the middle of the river Euphrates.   In the shocked silence that follows, pronounce clearly: ‘This is how Babylon will sink, never to recover, because of all the evil that I am bringing on her.’ ”

To read more about this incident, see Jeremiah 51:59-64
A Scroll with Honey and a Side Order of Sleep

Ezekiel eats a scroll; lays on his left side and on his right side

God tells Ezekiel to do some pretty bizarre things.  If behavior were any warrant for truth, you’d have to wonder about this guy.  The things Ezekiel did in public were so wacky, so completely unexpected, that people today would confidently assume he was completely off his rocker.

Among the many strange symbolic acts he was commanded to perform are these two odd pieces:  take a scroll covered with words on both sides, and then, rather than read it out loud—eat it!  Next, take a mud brick and lay down next to it. On the brick trace the outline of a city, for the brick is to represent Jerusalem under siege by its enemies. Now, lie on your left side facing the brick for exactly 390 days;  that represents 390 years of punishment for the northern kingdom of Israel.

When that time is up, get up, turn over, and lie back down again, this time on your right side.  Roll up your sleeve, bare your arm, and denounce the brick (the city of Jerusalem) in a loud voice, prophesying.  Do this for 40 days, symbolic of the 40 years of Judah’s punishment.

People walking by on the street must have found it puzzling, amusing, strange beyond comprehension to see this eccentric man lying on one side, yelling at a brick and threatening it with menacing prophecies, for over a year.     To be sure, the prophet was communicating something of great significance, but what did it mean?

To add to the atmosphere, God had Ezekiel tied up tight with cords so that he could not move during the two long periods of lying on one side, even if he had wanted to.    And don’t ask what he ate during that whole period of time, or on what kind of fuel he cooked each day’s small meal.  You wouldn’t want to know.   (Oh, okay;  if you insist on the details, it’s all there in Ezekiel 4:9-16.)   So there you go;  didn’t I tell you you wouldn’t want to know?
Why did God prescribe such radical bizarre behavior to communicate his Word?  We’re not told why, but apparently unusual times of stubborn apostasy require unusual means of reproof.

To read more,  see Ezekiel 3:1–3; 4:4–6 and the many other examples of strange prophetic activities throughout his long book.

A Wife Unmourned
Ezekiel does not mourn the death of his wife as an object lesson for the Jews

Every once in a while some committee of psychologists or stress managers will put together a scale on which they place various sources of stress and anxiety in relation to one another.  Losing your job always places high on the list, along with divorce, moving from one city to another far away, the death of a child, death of a parent, and as many as a dozen other known causes of stress. 

But far and away the most stressful and painful experience for human beings, in every test or survey or poll ever done, is the loss of one’s mate.  No competition.    When you lose the one person in whom you’ve invested your all, your whole self, with whom you’ve become, as the Bible expresses it, “one flesh,” there are no words for the loss one feels.   The stress is literally “over the top” on any scale or measurement known to mankind.

The grief of losing one’s mate is so intense that most of us feel completely at a loss to know what to say to someone in that condition.  So we develop all sorts of traditional mourning behaviors.  Every culture has accepted means by which the bereaved, and their close friends, can (and are expected to) express their deep pain and loss.  Ezekiel’s generation did as well.  Yet God tells him, openly, today I am going to take away the delight of your heart, your beloved wife, but you are not to mourn her.  Don’t do any of the outward signs of your grief, just be silent and keep a stiff upper lip.

The unthinkable tragedy indeed occurs.  Several hours later Ezekiel’s wife dies, and he complies with the Lord’s admonition to be silent about it and show no outward signs of mourning, not even tears.  His neighbors are evidently nonplussed.  “What are you doing, Ezekiel?  What does this mean that your wife has been taken from you and you appear indifferent?”

God prepared him with an answer, a prophetic speaking-for-God in which the Lord shows that he, too, has had to deal with the loss of his beloved, of the sanctuary at Jerusalem.  God reveals that he grimly permitted the sacking of the city, the destruction of his temple, the slaughter of his beloved children who lived there.  Before it ever happened, God knew—and determined—that it would.  He steeled himself against feeling pity for his beloved, as he knew she had to go through this purgation.  What he tells Ezekiel to do is simply model what the Lord’s own feelings, and controlled expression of them, are.

To read more about this incident, see Ezekiel 24:15–24

Daniel and the Lions

The king’s envious advisers--themselves like ravenous lions--scheme  to get Daniel thrown in a den of lions


The thought of being eaten by another creature is one of the most horrific images that can come to our minds.  Hollywood plays it up in movies like the Star Wars series, where Jabba the Hut drops Luke Skywalker as living food into his pet monster’s cave, like someone drops a mouse into a snake’s terrarium.  Several times in the Jurassic Park series human beings are mangled and chewed by various hungry dinosaurs.  As children we used to drop mosquitoes and moths into our family aquarium and watch as the fish below suddenly noticed something struggling on the surface and would zoom up there to gobble it up.  We’d giggle a little uncertainly—and recall the image the following summer when we ourselves were floating on the top of the ocean . . . . 

What kind of sinister minds plan to have one of their own number fed to lions? Daniel 6 relates a story of professional jealousy gone wild.   The king of the Medes and Persians established a council of several dozen regional governors from the vast territories his alliance had recently conquered.  For efficiency’s sake he had them report to three presidents.   One of those three principal officials, Daniel, so distinguished himself above the others in his service that King Darius wanted to make him the prime minister, as it were;  the man in charge of the whole kit and caboodle.    The others meanwhile, his two peers and the hundred or so other bureaucrats who reported to them, were struck with jealousy and tried to wreck his nomination.

But they could find nothing in his record, no corruption, no mishandling of funds, nothing that would implicate him in some typical political scandal and slow the process of appointment.

“You know, there is one thing he’s rather obsessive about,” someone ventured.  “Have you noticed that this guy never stops praying to his hometown god back in Jerusalem?   I mean, it’s kinda silly – he was dragged away from there 60 years ago by the Babylonians when he was just a lad, and he’s lived here in Babylon ever since, but he’s never given up the habit of praying to their national god.  You can see him there in his window every afternoon, facing Jerusalem, and praying to him.”

A current of electricity circulated throughout the assembly as one by one they recognized the truth of this assessment.  “We’ve got him!” they told each other confidently. And sure enough, it didn’t take much persuasion to butter up the old king and get him to see the “wisdom” in declaring an official proclamation that for one month no one should address any petition to anyone else but him, Darius the King.  Yes sir, to no one – no other king, no other god, nobody.  Anybody found in violation of the edict would be thrown into the den of lions, a sort of zoo near the palace.   “This will make it plain to all throughout the empire that there is only one authority, and it’s you, o king.”  Flattered, the king signed the proclamation.

Jubilant, the conspirators went to wait outside Daniel’s window to see if he would comply with the interdiction against petitioning other gods, or would he rather continue his life-long habit of praying to JHWH, the God of Israel?   They didn’t have to wait long, and they weren’t disappointed.  When he appeared in the window facing Jerusalem as he always did, they knew they had him.  They raced back to the palace with the accusation, and demanded that Daniel be thrown into the lion’s pit, as the decree called for.  The king tried every which way he could to absolve Daniel of the penalty, but the bureaucrats kept pressing and pressing upon him their claim that his proclamation could not possibly be annulled:  Daniel must be thrown to the lions.

Reluctantly, the king eventually submitted to his underlings.  With great glee they watched as Daniel was thrown into the pit.  As they closed the door over Daniel, the king called out a last word of encouragement – “May your God save you, Daniel !”

The king couldn’t eat or sleep the whole night through, so sick was he from the injustice and the senselessness of this petty vengeance on the part of his selected administrators.  As soon as it started to get light he ran to the lions’ pit and called out plaintively to Daniel, hoping he might somehow have survived.  Daniel answered cheerfully, “We’re fine, King Darius.  Nobody here but us lion-food, and the angels shut their mouths so they couldn’t touch me. You know, come to think of it, they do look extra-hungry and extra-frustrated though.  You better not come too close to the entrance . . . . “

“That’s all right,” said the King, “I’ve got a fine breakfast for them.   Bring those men who accused Daniel and throw them in this pit.  While you’re at it, bring the rest of their families too.  These beasts do indeed look like they’re hungry.”

They were, apparently.  The Bible says that when all the ‘bad guys’ were thrown into the pit, the lions tore them to pieces before their feet even reached the ground.  Whew!     
To read more about this story, see Daniel 6.

 Herod on the Hunt
Herod schemes to use the Magi to get to baby Jesus

One of the most cold-blooded killers in all history carried the self-appointed title “King of the Jews.”  For Herod, son of Antipater the Idumean (or Edomite), the turbulent times in which Julius Caesar rose to power in the Roman Empire fifty years before Christ were also an opportunity for adventurers like himself to rise in power and influence, in the land we call Israel or Palestine.  He ingratiated himself to three Roman emperors in succession, Julius, then Anthony, then Anthony’s rival Octavian, who later became known as Caesar Augustus.  

But enjoying Roman sanction of his quest to be “King of the Jews” did not put the rule in his back pocket.  Far from it.  Back in the land itself the Hasmonean dynasty, a dwindling faction left-over from the heady days of the Maccabees a century before, despised his Edomite blood.  And the priesthood at Jerusalem were aghast at his willingness to accommodate Roman emperors’ claims of deity, and to build pagan temples, theaters, and sports arena throughout the land.   Many times Herod cut short frustrating negotiations by having those who opposed him murdered.

He also suffered from paranoia.  The slightest rumor of betrayal or disloyalty would set him off on a bloody purge of the feared conspirators.  Once he killed an uncle, another time his father-in-law;  he even killed his own wife, whom he loved very much, when she was accused of disloyalty.  A Roman emperor joked about Herod, “I’d rather be Herod’s pig than be his son,” an allusion to the Jews’ not eating pork, and to Herod’s having two of his sons killed whom he thought to be conspiring for his throne.

By the time he reached a disease-ridden old age, his crimes weighed heavily on his conscience but he would not give up his evil machinations.  He knew that his imminent death would be the cause of rejoicing in the streets of Jerusalem, and he hated that thought.  So to prevent that, he gave orders to execute a long list of his political enemies among the Jewish families when he died, so that the only sound one would hear after his death was that of mourning.  What an incredibly evil man !

Thus, his sole appearance in the Bible (which takes place in those last months of his long life) perfectly accords with the historical figure we know as Herod the Great.  At first the horrible story of the massacre of the infants around Bethlehem sounds like a dark fairy tale, an ogre story made up by some perturbed imagination.  Unfortunately, however, it resonates in perfect pitch with what we know of Herod from well-documented secular history.

After a lifetime of scrapping for power, having invested millions in the Jerusalem Temple to placate that wing of his luke-warm supporters, and killed dozens of rivals and suspected conspirators, Herod is livid at the news circulating in the streets of Jerusalem that some Chaldean astrologers have come “looking for the newly-born ‘King of the Jews’.”  He calls them, and Jewish scholars, in separately and interviews each of them in isolation from the other, trying to get as much objectivity as he can out of the interrogations.  When he’s pretty much narrowed down the location of the infant the magi are seeking, he asks them to come back and inform him of the child’s whereabouts once they’ve found him.  “Er, umm . . . so that I too may come and worship him!” he adds, with a sickly pious smile, and sends them on their way.  Makes you shudder, doesn’t it?

When an angelic warning to the magi thwarts the old king’s plot, and he realizes they’ve gone home without reporting to him, his rage overflows.  He sends soldiers to kill every male infant in the vicinity who might be even close to the age of the newborn king.  Christian art from most cultures to which the gospel has gone portrays this part of the Christmas story more often than you would expect.  There’s something about the tone of the story—an evil murderous tyrant, innocent women and children as victims, narrowly escaped danger for the protagonist of the story,  and the faint glimmer of hope that even in a world where nasty ogres rule, a sovereign God rules providence above them and can save and protect his own.

To read more about Herod and the magi, read Matthew 2  

 The Vow

A group of Jews scheme to kill Paul

Paul had a way of bringing people to a point of decision.  He wasn’t the kind of orator that made people stroke their beards thoughtfully and say, “Hmmmm.”  With Paul, you either bought what he said full strength, and it turned your life upside down forever after, or else, if you rejected his message, you did it with clenched, grinding teeth and a ferocious snarl.

On his last visit to Jerusalem Paul stirred up the animosity of the latter kind of people, Jews who had argued with him for years, had lost the debates over and over, and were tired of it.  They remained unconvinced of Paul’s claims for Jesus’ messiahship and divinity, and decided enough was enough.   


Forty bitter, determined men took a solemn vow that they would neither eat nor drink until they had killed Paul.  Their proposal to the Sanhedrin that they co-operate together in getting rid of this trouble-maker was met with enthusiasm.  Here’s how it will go down, they agreed:  the Jewish council would ask the Roman centurion guarding Paul to bring him down to their meeting room so they could question him further.  When the soldiers brought Paul out of his protective custody in the Roman military quarters and led him towards the Jewish enclave, the assassins would fall upon him and stab him to death.  Their force of forty should be sufficient to overcome the handful of soldiers that would be accompanying Paul.  A few bloody strokes and he’d be through, and they’d be done with him.


It probably would have worked.  Except, the plot was overheard by, of all people, Paul’s own nephew, who was somewhere nearby listening.  That young man ran to the Roman garrison, and reported the plot to the tribune in charge of the whole company of Roman soldiers.  The tribune, now, saw an opportunity to recover his loss of face suffered the day before.  He had come within a whisker of publicly scourging Paul, whom he did not know to be a Roman citizen.  When he learned his error, he was most conciliatory and sought a way to ingratiate himself.  This was the looked-for opportunity.   


The tribune ordered 70 horsemen to saddle up, as well as 200 soldiers and 200 more spearmen.  It was a formidable force, which he sent, along with Paul, to Caesarea, the Roman capital down the highway to the sea.  He also sent along a self-promoting letter to the Roman governor that put a favorable spin on his own intervention in the conflict between Paul and the Jews, making it appear that he had originally “rescued” Paul from the hands of the Jews because he was a Roman citizen.  Now he was completing the rescue, he wrote, sending Paul away from the rising danger, to where he’d be safe from the conspiracy.


You have to wonder what happened to all those hungry would-be killers the next morning, when they learned the object of their vows had absconded in the night, surrounded by a nearly impregnable cover of scores of Roman spears and swords.   Did they renounce their vows in a loud lament of grief and anger?  Or did they only eventually give up on the plan, one by one, and slip away, something like those who would have stoned the woman caught in adultery until Jesus gave them a specific batting order to execute the stoning?
Less than a decade after this confrontation averted, the Jews of Jerusalem would be in open, direct battle with the Roman legions.  Bitter disappointments like the one recounted here no doubt contributed to their rising bile.  But for the moment the fear of Roman iron apparently outweighed the fear of leaving a religious vow unfulfilled.

To read more about this incident, read Acts 23: 1-35 

Flood Insurance

Noah and his family travel in an ark to escape the Flood


When we think of the Noah story, we inevitably break into a grin.  All those animals coming to him, paired off like attendants coming up the aisle at a wedding, docile as farm creatures, quacking and hooting and snuffling and trumpeting, roaring and squeaking and chirping, a cacophony of grateful passengers obedient to some divine urge within them that tells them to do whatever these particular humans direct them to do.

It’s too much like a day at the zoo, it seems to be a story about recreation and fun.  Though it’s scary to be locked up inside a wooden building when rain and thunder and lightning are crashing all around outside, it’s also very comforting, knowing we are safe and dry inside there.  So most of us think of the ark story as kind of an extended snow day home from school, a forced but welcome halt to more pressing activities.  When life slows down to merely taking care of and giving attention to the household pets, it’s really not such a bad deal.

But we miss, I think, the real point of the story when we sentimentalize it this way.   Every time the Lord Jesus referred back to this story it was as a warning about the implacable swiftness of the judgment of God.  Jesus warned his listeners over and over that the coming to the earth of the Son of Man in judgment would be an unwelcome, a terrifying, surprise for many unprepared people, “just as in the days of Noah,” he would say by way of illustration.

Indeed when Genesis pulls back the curtain on God’s thoughts just before he called out to Noah, it is a terrifying scenario:  “God saw that everything that mankind did, every thought of his heart, his every intention, was nothing but evil, evil, evil continually. God was sorry that he had ever made human beings;  he was sick to his stomach by what he saw, his heart was filled with bitter grief.”  He proclaimed, “I will wipe them out.  I’ll cleanse the earth of these people – for that matter, of every living thing—I’m sorry I ever made them.”

That is the context—unmitigated fury poured out to scour and remove the human race from the face of the earth--in which this short caveat appears: “But Noah found favor in the sight of the Lord.”  Whew !  That was a close one.

It actually looked for awhile, as you’re reading along in your Bible, that God was going to actually destroy all of Creation, that he was going to undo everything he had already done.  And he does come close to doing that.  No one should read this story too glibly.  It shows what Jesus (and some of his disciples, later) would persistently warn about: that at the end of days, just as in the days of Noah, there is coming a great overturning of all the earth, that God will reach the end of his patience towards mankind’s persistent rebellion against him and will bring the rocks down upon their heads, as he melts the earth in fiery judgment.

That God provided a means of escape for Noah and his family and a mated pair of every species of creature on earth is a great blessing.  It demonstrates God’s great mercy;  he did save enough human beings to start the project over again.  To grasp just how great the miracle of that salvation is we have to first stop and recognize how great is the destruction from which they were saved.  The image of that ark floating for 10 months on the surface of a deluged and silent planet should mark our too-quickly restless imaginations and sober us to recognize what it means that God would deign to save some, when all were guilty and deserved to be obliterated

To read more about Noah’s story, read Genesis 5:28-9:29

River Rescue 

While the Hebrew boys are killed on the Nile, Moses escapes death and is rescued from the river.


The lush green delta of Goshen, where the Nile River slows almost to a halt, spreads out over the land, and gently drops the rich silt it has picked up for a thousand miles along the way from upstream, was temporary home to all of Joseph’s relatives.  Jacob and his wagon train of 70 progeny spread out in this benign, fertile territory and merrily became thousands, then thousands of thousands, until the native Egyptians, their hosts, became alarmed.

“We’ve got to stop these accursed Hebrews from continuing to procreate so prolifically,” proclaimed the Pharaoh.  “Tell the midwives to kill male babies the moment they come out of the womb, before the mother even knows what’s happened!  She’ll think the child was born dead.”  But that didn’t work.  The Hebrew midwives feared God more than they did Pharaoh so they made up stories to cover the fact that they let Hebrew boy babies live.  God blessed the midwives for their piety – by giving them families of their own too !  The Hebrews continued to multiply like rabbits.
Frustrated, the Egyptian king made a more drastic declaration:  if a child is born, and he’s Hebrew, and male, throw him in the Nile river !”  

One Hebrew mother was so taken with the handsome features of her newborn son that she just could not bear to throw him in the river, so she kept him hidden out of sight.  It was easy enough to do, for awhile.  He mostly slept.  But after three months, the boy’s voice had developed and he could cry full throttle and be heard at a distance.  There was nothing to do but give him up.   Yet she couldn’t bear to just chuck him in the water.  The Israelites had long lived in the swampy delta country of Goshen, and the mother was familiar with the reedy plants that grew everywhere: papyrus.   She took some and wove it into a basket, covered it with tar and pitch to waterproof it, and then tucked her baby carefully into this floating cradle.

  With her daughter promising to stay and watch, the woman placed the little raft upon the shallow waters among the reeds that crowded together along the banks of the Nile, and quickly left.  She thus fulfilled the letter of the law;  in case anyone saw her and asked, she had put her son in the Nile River !  The sister of the baby in the papyrus basket stood just far enough away to be disassociated with the basket in the eyes of anyone who happened along, but close enough to come running if, for example, a great crocodile should come threshing through the reeds disturbing the peace.

Then the story takes an enormous twist, becomes one of the greatest ironies or reversals of all the tales that are told by men.  Who should appear next on the scene but the daughter of Pharaoh, the very man who is trying to kill all these male Hebrew babies!  But when she opens the basket and sees the face of the dear child, she is totally overwhelmed with pity.  “The poor sweet thing!  He’s hungry.  What can we can give this baby to eat?”  

The boy’s sister picks this moment as her cue to intervene. “Your Majesty, would you like me to try to find someone from among the Hebrew women who live nearby, someone who could nurse the child for you?”

“Oh, that would be perfect!  Will you, please?” the Egyptian princess readily assents to the practical wisdom of that suggestion.  So the girl runs off to get . . . her own mother, naturally, and that of the baby—who will now be paid to nurse her own child until he is old enough to walk off up and live in the king’s palace as his adopted grandson.

Now the story is like one of those Uncle Remus animal tales told by another people in slavery thousands of years later.   The rich and powerful are duped into actually taking care of and providing for the very (poor and helpless) people whom they had persecuted in the beginning of the story!  Eventually the boy enters the king’s palace and grows up there in privileged conditions.  Those who know the rest of the story understand, when they hear the name the Princess gives him, Moses, that he will grow up to be the very one who comes back and to challenge and defeat Pharaoh and deliver all Israel out of his hand.  What delicious irony!
To read more about this story in its context, read Exodus 1:1- 2:10 

 Between a Rock and a Hard Place
The Hebrews are caught between the Red Sea and Pharaoh’s pursuing army, but escape when God holds back the water

Most of us have seen the movie.  You know, the famous scene in “The Ten Commandments” where Charlton Heston, whoops, we mean “Moses,” holds out his hand over the sea and the water spectacularly divides, standing up as two walls on either side of a dry path, and permits the Israelites to flee across this perilous stretch of temporarily dry soil.  The image is as familiar to some of us as our grandmother standing in her kitchen, or our old dog patiently waiting by the door.

 But it’s well worthwhile to go back and read the original story.  Those poor slaves had never been more than a mile from home, and now they’d covered a lot of strange territory in one day, leaving the familiar haunts of Egypt farther and farther behind.  There must have been some Israelites on whom their freedom dawned earlier than others, who began to celebrate and kick up their heels.  All of them, though, were brought back to sober reality from their daydreams of freedom and grandeur, when a rumor spread rapidly forward from the farthest back ranks of those departing Egypt:  “We hear a clanking of iron and see a cloud of dust . . . the Egyptians are coming after us !  Pharaoh sent his army out after we left, and they’re roaring towards us and will overtake us in about an hour!”

Then an even worse piece of news bounced back down through the ranks from the front:  “Well, we’ve reached the banks of a vast body of water, a veritable sea.  There’s no way across and it’s too wide to go around.”  Stuck between the Sea and Pharaoh’s army !  By sunset, Pharoah’s army had indeed caught up with the vast hoard of Israelites and other refugees from Egypt who were all milling around on the banks of the Red Sea, wondering what in the world they were going to do next.

The strange thing that happened next, however, was none of their doing.  It was God.  Like a man’s hand picks up a lantern and carries it, God brought his bright cloud around from in front of Israel, where he had been leading them forward, and placed it directly between the camp of Israel and the camp of the Egyptians.  Thus, as darkness settled over the desert, the cloud stood brightly burning as a sort of curtain between the two huge groups of adversaries.   God made the cloud absorb and extinguish all light on the Egyptian side of this curtain, so that it was pitch black in the Egyptian army camp all night long—they couldn’t see a thing, while he reflected so much light out onto the Israelite camp that they, in turn, moved around almost as in daylight.    

At dawn God said “Move out!” and they did, crossing over “right through the middle of the sea.”  When they’d all safely arrived on the other side, they looked back to see the Egyptians, who in broad daylight could now follow them again, try to do so.   Bad mistake.  Suddenly, half way across the eerie water-walled canyon their chariot wheels started veering left and right, chaos broke out, and the walls collapsed.  Two halves of a sea collided back together with a thunderous splashy clap, and not an Egyptian was to be seen again, except as the roiling waters occasionally rolled a body up from the depths.

And that was that. 
To read more about this event, see Exodus 13 and 14.
Hezekiah’s High and Low Points
Hezekiah destroys the high places and later escapes Sennacherib’s threatened invasion. 

Most of the kings who sat on David’s throne after him were measured and found wanting.  In the long, grim list of failures, king after king appears of whom it is repetitively reported, “but he did not do right in the eyes of the Lord as his father King David had done.”  If it is wearisome to the reader to come across this little refrain every few chapters, think how dreary and tiring it must be for God, to watch one scion of David after another squander his moments on the stage in petty graft and idolatry and sycophantic pandering after foreign influences.

So when a name like Hezekiah sounds out in the roll call of the books of Kings or Chronicles, everyone’s head snaps to attention.  We know a different story is coming, now.   Here’s a man who, from the moment he took the throne at age 25, “tore down the high places where people used to worship, smashed the sacred pillars, cut down the devoted worship poles,  even broke up the bronze serpent that Moses had made, for it had gradually become an object of worship to the Israelites” (2 Kings 18:4).  Hezekiah’s spiritual housecleaning of Judah—and the northern territories of Israel, after that nation had collapsed—was so thorough and so radical that even the invading Assyrian Emperor Sennacherib had heard of it, though he misunderstood what Hezekiah was doing.

We learn of Sennacherib’s error through a speech he made, or rather his mouthpiece, one Rabshakeh, made while Sennacherib himself was a few miles away tearing down the walls of another Judean city.  Rabshakeh, who somehow had become fluent in Judean, yelled the Assyrians’ challenge to the walled city of Jerusalem, raising his voice to a booming pitch so that it could be heard not only by the emissaries sent out of the city to him by King Hezekiah but also by the crowd watching that scene from the walls of the city.   He menaced Jerusalem with vivid images of total destruction, like that which the Assyrians had already visited upon nine other state capitols.  He then tried to pre-empt Hezekiah’s hope that Israel’s God would save her, by reminding the Judean king “You’ve already burned those bridges, haven’t you?  Remember, you cut down all those altars and worship places all over this land, the places where people could worship the god that protects this land.  Now your goose is cooked, because no god has been able to withstand me yet, and yours won’t be able to either!”
Whoops!  That’s where he went too far.  The poor guy, he was doing pretty good there for awhile.  But then he got a little confused, and in the process unwittingly insulted and belittled and cast doubt on the ability to save  . . . of Israel’s God, YHWH.   Too bad.  He shouldn’t have done that.   For Hezekiah, King of Judah, was a staunch fan of the God of Israel.   And because he was, YHWH, Israel’s God, was a great fan of Hezekiah too.

   So when Hezekiah brought the threats and menaces of Sennacherib before God in Jerusalem’s Temple, and spread out the written message from the emperor, in which he scorned the ability of Israel’s God to save her, he soon heard back from God.

 “These so-called threats?  I laugh at them,” God assured him. “Don’t worry about this.  I’ll take care of it.”     

And he did, too!  The army of the Assyrians, 185,000 strong, was camped in a circle surrounding the city of Jerusalem.  During the night the Lord sent an angle into that camp, and as an older translation of the Bible says, “Behold, when they woke up in the morning, they were all dead!”     Sennacherib slunk back to Assyria without the conquering army he’d set out with.  And a defenseless emperor is soon a dead emperor, as turned out to be his lot as well.  

Hezekiah apparently knew the exhilaration of a life that had some extreme high points and some extreme low points.  What helped him keep his head and heart screwed on tight on that roller-coaster ride of a life he led was that he consistently and enthusiastically served his God.

To read more about Hezekiah’s high and low points, read 2 Kings 18 and 19, or parallel parts of 2 Chronicles. 
A King Crucified
Jesus is crucified for calling himself a king
One of the great ironies of the gospel accounts is that Jesus the Messiah seems to go out of his way to avoid being detected, most of his life, but then when he does finally admit out loud that he is the promised one, the heir to David’s throne that every one says they’ve been waiting for, he is rejected.

  People desperately wanted him to be the Messiah; they sometimes “tried to forcibly make him king,” as the gospels will sometimes express it.  In the stories that have Galilee as their backdrop, it often looks like a game of Hide and Go Seek as Jesus criss-crosses the lake in various boats, and the crowds shuffle along around the edge of the lake trying to keep up with him or guess his next port of call, hoping to catch another free bite to eat or see some really interesting supernatural phenomena.  Perhaps it was precisely because he knew their fickle hearts that Jesus evaded the title “king” as long as he could.  We see what happened once the truth was out; very likely he foresaw it.

But the last week of his earthly life and ministry Jesus comes into Jerusalem accompanied by unavoidable clamor—flowers, palm branches, and clothes strewn in the path before him, children shouting out “Hosanna!”, his wide circle of provisionally-committed disciples shouting “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord – the King of Israel!”, (ironically, the same crowd who will call out “Crucify him!  Crucify him!” only a few days later).

The secret’s out; the next few days Jesus must act as one who is now “known” to be considered a candidate for Messiahship.  His relationships with religious authorities immediately become very frosty, at least on their part.  For his part, Jesus must demonstrate that he indeed has the authority to rule, if he is to sustain the claim of his followers that he is the rightful king.

The synoptic gospels Matthew, Mark, and Luke focus more on Jesus’ interrogations by the high priests and Jewish authorities, in which his claims to messiahship are directly challenged, and ultimately rejected by that body.

John, on the other hand, gives us a much longer look at Pilate’s deliberations as he ponders Jesus’ replies to his questions about whether he is a king or not.  John shows us Pilate’s increasingly troubled frame of mind as he realizes that so much more is going on with Jesus’ claim to be King of the Jews than his rationalistic Roman soul had ever considered before.  Pilate tries to free Jesus, and keeps asking the Jews, “Shall I crucify your King?”  They want nothing to do with Jesus’ claims and eventually come out with a categorical statement: “We have no king.  Only Caesar.”  There it is.

So Jesus the Rejected One is soon hanging, dripping out his life blood, under a sign that reads, “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews” in each of the three languages known and employed by most people of that day.  The finagling back and forth between Pilate, who would have like to have avoided the open confrontation, and the Jewish authorities, who also would have preferred not to give Jesus–or any other messianic candidate—so much publicity, actually results in defeating both purposes.  But not God’s.  “According to the foreknown purposes and plan of God,” the apostle Peter said a few weeks later to the Sanhedrin, “you handed him over to be killed by the hands of godless men.”

Jesus was crucified for claiming to be King.  Before he went to that death, he said to Pilate, “You [rightly] say that I am a king.  That’s what I was born for, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice and follows me.”   What was true that day is still true today.
To read more about Jesus’ claims to Kingship, face to face with Pilate, read John 18:29 through to 19:22
  Since When Is Healing a Felony?
 Peter and John are arrested for healing a man

The apostles were on a roll.  A lot of things had been going their way for several weeks now.  Thousands of believers had been added to the newly-gathered band of the followers of Jesus.  They lived in harmony with one another, sharing meals, prayer needs, every sort of joy and sorrow.  Best of all, the apparent motive of all this was a genuine love, both for the Messiah Jesus and for their fellow believers.

The tensions they had experienced between Jesus and the Temple cultus, the priestly hierarchy who had never quite sanctioned Jesus’ ministries, were now mostly a repressed memory—or so they thought.  After Jesus’ departure heavenward the disciples were, as the closing verse of Luke’s gospel describes it, “in the Temple all the time, rejoicing and giving God praise.”  As the place where God’s name and presence was most visibly represented on earth, the Temple at Jerusalem seemed the right place for the new messianic movement to have its center.

So one day Peter and John were going up as usual to enter the Temple for the 3 p.m. prayers, and in crossing the threshold of the Gate Beautiful they saw a man lying there begging for alms.  He’d been brought there to that place, at that time, nearly all his life, as he’d been crippled ever since birth.  Had Peter seen him before?  Most certainly;  perhaps every day.

But something felt different today.  Peter and John were, as we already said, on a roll.  Each day they kept seeing greater and greater signs of the power of Jesus working through them, and this day Peter felt the Spirit inspiring him to do something extraordinary.  He called the man’s attention, and something about his deliberateness indeed brought the man to focus upon him and upon John.

   “Now, I don’t have any money to give you,” Peter began, which must have given the poor guy pause.

  “What? Well, what are you going to do, then?  Give me one of those little rolled-up ‘tracts’ to read later?  Pray some long and sanctimonious prayer over me, embarrassing me all the more as you call attention to my hopeless condition?”

But before the man even knew what had happened Peter was reaching down, grabbing hold of his arm, pulling him upright to a standing position, at the same time that he was saying, as someone convinced of the truth of it, “What I do have, that’s what I give you:  in the name of Messiah Jesus of Nazareth, get up and walk!”. . . and to his everlasting astonishment he did.

He found himself standing on two strong legs, legs that had never practiced walking a single step in his entire life, but which now of their own accord took him running down the stone porchway, wheeling around, racing back, and then leaping high into the air, where he whooped and hollered and from his lofty position two feet above the heads of everyone else in the temple he yelled, “I’m walking!  I’m running!  I’m leaping into the air!  Praise be to God Almighty!”

He kept yelling and praising God and making such a clamor that everyone ran to see what had happened.  Peter, of course, took the opportunity to preach:  to once more call attention to Jesus and to what he offers those who will trust and obey him.  A most persuasive example trembled and bobbed beside him, and intermittently leapt into the air like a jackrabbit, yahooing and praising the Lord Jesus Christ who had made him whole, after more than 40 years of miserable and useless days lying helpless and dependent on others.

But just as the party was getting merry, the Joy Police showed up (the high priests and Sadduccees and temple guard) and in great annoyance, arrested the apostles and hustled them off the scene to a back room somewhere, and left them to cool overnight. Who ever heard of healing a lame man being cause for a felony?  No matter which way you tried to turn this one over, it didn’t make sense.  So the next day when the haughty temple leaders called forth the Gang of Three to interrogate them further, the absurdity of trying to “press charges” on Peter and John for healing a man crippled for 40 years, or on the man himself for leaping and praising God in the temple districts, became obvious.  They realized they really couldn’t make any kind of charges stick, so they just warned them, “Don’t do anything like this again!”, whatever that was supposed to mean.  

To read more about this joyous though ironic event , see Acts 3 and 4

The Exorcist   {or maybe:  Not For Profit Prophet}
Paul is arrested for healing a demon-possessed girl

Demons apparently can’t keep their mouths shut.  Throughout Jesus’ earthly ministry when unclean spirits came into his presence they immediately knew who he really was, and would start yelling.  “Here he is!  This is the Holy One!  Look out!  He’s the one who will cast us into utter darkness forever!” They’d shriek, and torment the body of whoever they were occupying at the time, throwing him or her around like a rag doll, flinging saliva and cursings in every direction, until Jesus would firmly and authoritatively silence them.  The ominous quiet that ensued filled everyone with awe, and made as much of an impression as the loud noises the demon interlopers had been making seconds before.

Apparently the same thing happened sometimes to the apostles.  Filled with the Holy Spirit of God they would go about their business in far-flung corners of the Roman empire, often where the gospel had not yet reached.  In such places demonic spirits “ruled” whole swaths of human territory unchallenged.  When Spirit-filled men like Paul or Peter would appear, the demons immediately sensed their own days were numbered.  But they could never keep quiet.  They had to blab out loud what they knew, that the people around them did not yet know:  “These men are bondservants of the Living God, the Most High God.  The message they speak to you is the way of salvation,” as one demon kept shouting, a spirit who inhabited the body of a little girl who followed Paul and Silas around in the streets of Philippi.

Now, at first glimpse of these stories, we might think “Hey, it’s free publicity.  What’s the problem?  Let the demons talk.”  But we read that Paul finally became very annoyed and vexed by the constant yelling of this spirit, a demon who possessed a slave girl and through her gave accurate predictions about the future.  Such an ability is sought after in the marketplaces of the world, so her owners were turning a tidy profit by the “prophecies” of this diviner/soothsayer slave girl.

Paul, though, got tired of the constant sing-song mocking tone of the demonic voice that kept crying out, in the voice of a carnival huckster, to bring attention to Paul and his companions.  One day he suddenly whirled around to face the girl who followed them and he simply said, “Okay, that’s it.  We’re done here.  In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, I command you to come out of her.”  And indeed, the spirit was gone, instantly.

Now the girl’s owners could no longer make money from her divination.  They were not happy about that.  In fact, they got so angry that they grabbed Paul and Silas and dragged them down to the city marketplace, and accused them before the city authorities.  A riot nearly broke out, but the officials focused the rancor on the apostles themselves, had them stripped and beaten with rods, and thrown roughly into the city jail.

That night instead of groaning and complaining of their unfair treatment, Paul and Silas sat singing praise songs and praying, much to the awe of their fellow prisoners, who listened respectfully and with wonder.  Yes, you know this story:  it’s the one where around midnight an earthquake shook the building, throwing open all the locked doors and breaking apart the chains that held all the prisoners.

The jailor came dashing down the steps into the dungeon, took one look around, and assumed all the prisoners had escaped.  He knew what the punishment would be for himself, as the one responsible to keep them all in, so with few alternatives in view, he pulled out his sword and was about to kill himself so that at least it would be done quickly and not some long drawn-out process as might be the case if some other official were given the duty to perform.  But before he could strike, Paul’s voice stopped him. “Do yourself no harm.  We’re all here.”

He looked around in each cell and confirmed what Paul had just assured him, and giddy with relief, put away his sword and called for wash water and towels so he could clean up these prisoners, whom he now considered honored guests.  They preached the gospel to him, and he believed it and was baptized, “he and all his household” (Acts 16:33).  They spent the rest of the night eating, sharing, comforting one another, and basically establishing the core group for the First Apostolic Church of Philippi.

The spirit in the slave girl had prophesied truly.  What these men, Paul and Silas, were proclaiming in the homes and streets and prison of Philippi was indeed the way of salvation.  Those who believed that message were saved, and given a new life.
To read more about this event, read Acts 16:16 -40 

A Major Mistake 

Adam and Eve detour from God’s explicit instructions
Do you remember riding in your parents’ car on a trip and a time when they got lost, really lost, and didn’t know where they were or where they were going?  It’s a bad feeling, isn’t it, to trust someone and realize he or she doesn’t know himself where they are going!  That is what happened to our Original Parents, Adam and Eve, on this Dangerous Detour.

It started out as a normal day;  Eve was caring for the garden, having quiet conversations with the animals put in their charge, and became intrigued by the theological twists and turns of the serpent as he presented some new ideas to her.

He began subtly by asking whether God had said, “You shall not eat from any tree in the garden?”  It was a gross exaggeration, of course, but a crafty one:  it subtly introduced a note of doubt: could God possibly be a crank, a mean and greedy person who didn’t want to share his bounty?  Of course not, the lady giggled.  How silly!  He has given us all the trees and their fruit to eat.  Well, all but one.  There is one from which we may not eat.  “Nor touch it,” she added piously, to cover up her growing uneasiness about the existence of one thing in her world that God had withheld from them.  “If you do,” God had said, “you’ll die.”

The serpent brushed off the idea like cake crumbs from a sleeve.  “You won’t die,” he asserted confidently.  “God just doesn’t want you to have the same discerning powers that he has—which you will, if you eat from that tree.  He’s just trying to keep it all for himself.  If you eat from that tree, you will be wise like he is.”

She listened, and she looked at the fruit of the tree with different eyes;  it did indeed look good.  And if eating it led to knowledge . . . wouldn’t that be a good thing?  She did what the serpent suggested.  She ate the forbidden fruit, and gave some to her husband, and he ate, and immediately “their eyes were opened.”  And we’ve been lost on a detour ever since.
To read more about this detour of our original parents, see Genesis 3:1-7

Quest for Fire 

Nadab and Abihu die after offering unauthorized fire to God

It must have been spectacular, the scene that Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu saw up close.  With Moses’ close supervision, Aaron went through his paces, offering for the very first time the required sacrifices that God had precisely enumerated.  His sons Nadab and Abihu were close at hand, and they participated in the secondary functions, bringing the blood of the freshly slaughtered sacred animals to their father so that he might sprinkle that blood on all the holy instruments.  Throughout the day they watched as he took the blood from their hands and dashed it on the altar, and took the large pieces of cut up animals and laid them on the altar.  Finally, when all had been completed according to the divine instructions, Moses and their father Aaron withdrew into the Holy Tent of Meeting itself.

After they had been in there awhile, they appeared at the doorway to the tent again, and this time the Glory of God was upon them.  Moses and Aaron raised their hands together and blessed all the people, and the Glory of God blazed forth from their persons.  Then holy fire from God suddenly poured forth and utterly consumed the sacrifices that were laid upon the altar, the fat sizzling up in a loud crackling roar like a thousand Chinese firecrackers going off at once.  The scene was so precious and holy that the whole nation shouted out with admiration and awe.

Nadab and Abihu were besides themselves with emotion, being so close to everything that was happening.  Almost without thinking they decided to add to the festivities, to participate more intimately in it and bring their own contribution to the holy ceremony.  Each took his censer, placed fiery coals from the altar in it, and sprinkled incense over it to offer up in fragrant sacrifice.  But rather than be pleased by this additional grace note, God boiled over in holy wrath at the impudence of humans thinking they could add to his already perfect prescribed ritual.  Rather than accept the self-appointed offering, God rejected it as an arrogant aberration.  Fire leapt out from his presence and consumed the two young priests right where they stood.

Then, as if to underline the priorities that must remain in place on such a holy occasion, their father Aaron was instructed to keep a straight face, not mourn his loss, and continue with the procedure as it had been prescribed by the Lord.  Some relatives of the Aaron family were called upon to drag off the smoldering burnt corpses of the presumptuous young priests, and the ceremony continued.  It’s hard to imagine, because we have become so glib about spiritual matters.  But God would have no one mistake him:  “You do this [atone for sin] my way.”  There is no other way.
To read more about this incident, see chapters 9-10 of Leviticus
The Rock that Refreshes 
God causes water to come from a rock

They’d only been out of Egypt a month or so and it was no picnic.  First the Israelites were pursued by their old slave-owners the Egyptians and got caught between them and the Red Sea.  God intervened and saved them, bringing a blanket of water back over the pursuing Egyptians that stopped them cold.  Then they discovered that they had no food.  God supplied that need too: manna was there to be gathered, day by day.  He took care of that problem.

Now after marching several days across brittle dry desert, they found themselves camping at an oasis that had no water.  “What did you bring us out here for, Moses?” they cried bitterly.  “To die?  We could have stayed in Egypt and at least had water to drink.  We never lacked that when we were in Egypt . . . .”
Moses was at his wit’s end;  he’d done everything he could to care for his people, but there was always something else that they clamored for.  Now, to be perfectly clear, there is nothing quite so desperate as thirst.  In what is perhaps the world’s driest, thirstiest spot, the Sinai peninsula, these hundreds of thousands of people with their children and cattle were indeed in a world of trouble without water!  We can hardly blame them for wanting water, and for expecting that someone who led them out into the wilderness must know where to find it.  But Moses was at a loss.  He had them keep moving, a few at a time, towards the next oasis, but he had no real idea of whether there might be enough water there for the thousands.  As he often did over the next 40 years, Moses poured out his miseries before God. “You know,” he concluded, “if you don’t do something I think they’re getting ready to kill me.”

“I’ll take care of it,” was the comforting reply.  The Lord told Moses to lead the people right up to a certain rock “on which I myself will be standing,” and to strike it, and water would flow out measureless, bountiful, sweet, refreshing, for all the people and all the animals to drink.  He did, and it did, and they did, to their hearts’ contentment.

We can only speculate about what the Apostle Paul meant, years later, when he wrote in 1 Corinthians 10:4 “. . . they all drank from the same spiritual rock that followed them, and the rock was Christ.”  But he also said, in the same context, “These things happened as examples for us” (1 Cor 10:6), “to keep us from becoming slaves of our desires, like they were.”

To read more about this story, see Exodus 17 

Wade on the Water 

Jesus walks on water
This has to be one of the best publicized of Jesus’ miraculous acts.  Walking on water has become a universal representation of the impossible, the miraculous, the supernatural.  Even today, among biblically-illiterate people, you’ll often hear expressions like “Yeah, he can do everything but walk on water,” spoken of a very popular sports figure or a political candidate who has an enthusiastic following.  The ability to walk on water appears to be some sort of tacitly understood borderline between the miraculous and the merely astonishing.  Chinese and French acrobats perform astounding physical feats, tiny Asian children perform extraordinary mathematical prodigies, old wrinkled African story-tellers and archive keepers recite ancient records and genealogies flawlessly for hours at a time.  But nobody, no one, walks on water.

So that dark stormy night when the twelve disciples in a light boat struggling against a head-on frontal wind saw a figure walking across the choppy waves, they were scared shitless  [No, I guess we can’t say that in this kind of a book, can we?] Ahem:…they were frightened out of their wits.  

“It’s a ghost,” someone yelled, and they all instantly agreed that it was indeed, and the fear they already felt in the mounting waves and stormy weather clicked up a notch, to panic.  Hey, wouldn’t we react the same way, to see a human figure walking above the water in the middle of the night?  Their reaction is completely natural.  But Jesus quickly spoke, and told them it was he, and that they should not fear.  

Matthew adds the strange but completely in-character response of Peter:  “If it is really you, Lord, command me to come out to you on the water.”  Only Peter would say such a thing, and only Peter would actually do it.   And he did !

Jesus said, “Come on, then,” and Peter’s as good as his (impulsive) word. He actually climbed out of the boat, stepped on top of the water, and started making his way toward Jesus on the top of the waves.  It only lasted a few seconds but it was enough to get him within a few feet of Jesus. He got that far before he looked around at the howling wind and the waves surging up beside him, and suddenly realized “I don’t belong out here!” and began to slide down into the water.
As soon as he called out to Jesus, the latter reached out and grabbed him, and pulled him into the boat with him, saying, “Why’d you doubt?  You were doing great there for awhile.”

Jesus’ arrival in the boat signaled the end of the black storm, too.  As he and Peter settled into the boat, the sea became calm and the sky cleared, so the disciples could see that only a few stars were left still burning, and light was coming up in the east.


What a wild and crazy 24 hours they’d just been through – when Jesus received the news that John had been decapitated, he sailed to the other side of the lake to seek peace and quiet.  But the crowds would not leave him alone, so he spent the whole day ministering to their many, many needs.  Just before dark they’d seen Jesus feed 5000 men, plus women and children, and they’d participated in handing it out, seeing the bread and fish in their own hands perpetually renewed and available to keep handing out and spreading around.  They’d fought a wild storm half the night, only to be met by a ghost, who turned out to be Jesus, walking by them on the water as if he didn’t even notice them.  Then they’d heard the roaring in their ears from the silence that suddenly fell over the sea when Jesus got into their boat, and felt their own hearts’ rapid beating when they found themselves suddenly at shore.

But now the crowds were gathering again, eager for free food, for free medical care, for attention and comfort and whatever else Jesus might offer.  After seeing him feed 10,000 people or more, and walk on top of water, the disciples, more than anyone else, knew that the possibilities were limitless.

To read more about this amazing story, see Matthew 14:22-33; Mark 6:45-52; John 6:16-21
Fish Finances
Coin in fish’s mouth
What a combination of genres:  whopper fish story, get-the-best-of-the-taxman anecdote, and demonstration of Jesus’ divine sovereignty over the created world, all rolled into one!  Moreover, in this story Jesus’ whimsical or humorous side appears, a welcome window on an aspect of his personality that is not often featured in the books and movies about his life.  Here’s how it plays out:

Peter is put between a rock and hard place by the temple tax collectors, who ask him menacingly, “Your teacher doesn’t pay the temple tax, does he?”

Peter, intimidated, blurts out, “Yes he does!” and then, not surprisingly, has second thoughts as he scurries away, turning the matter over in his own mind.  “I wonder . . . maybe he doesn’t.  I hadn’t thought about that until now.  But now I’ve opened my big mouth and said that he does pay it.  What if it’s a matter of principle for him not to pay it?”  He arrives back at his house in a state of uncertainty and doubt, and there’s Jesus himself sitting there looking at him bemusedly.

Jesus, knowing what had transpired before Peter even brings it up, has a little fun with Peter first, before solving the problem.  “So Peter, what do you think?  Just hypothetically speaking, of course.  Do kings of the earth charge taxes to their children or to others?”

Peter:  “To others.”

Jesus: “So, that means that the children are free, right?  We who are the children of God should not have to pay taxes on our Father’s house, then, would we?  Eh, Peter?”

Peter is squirming and turning red in the face, and wondering how he’s going to explain to Jesus that he has already committed him to paying the tax, when Jesus breaks out in a huge laugh and says, “Okay, here’s what we’ll do.  Peter, you go fishing.  You’re good at it.  But we don’t need a whole net full this time.  Just take your pole and line, throw the hook in and the first fish you catch is all we need.  When you open his mouth you’ll find a coin in it, which is worth exactly twice the temple tax.  Take that coin back to the folks who stopped you on the street, and give them the coin.  Tell them it’s for you and for me.”

Peter rushed out of the room to do his master’s bidding, and Jesus must have chuckled for several minutes afterwards. It was such an innocent joke, and so simply executed.  It would be nice if all tax transactions were that uncomplicated.
To read more about this story, see Matthew 17:24-27

One Strike and It’s Out!
Jesus heals a demon-possessed man on the Sabbath
Jesus had little patience with demons.  With fallen, redeemable people, yes;  that was a different story.  But fallen angels were on a one way trip to condemnation, they’d rebelled against God and his purposes for their being in existence, and there’d be no turning back for them.

Though they could not help but speak the truth with regard to Jesus, screaming that he was the Holy One of God, Jesus did not welcome their testimony.  When he entered the synagogue at Capernaum one Sabbath day, one of them started yelling and taunting him, “I know who you really are, ‘Jesus of Nazareth.’  What are you going to do, O Holy One?  Destroy us?  Throw us into the abyss?  It’s not time yet, you know.”

Jesus did not allow them to draw him into a dialogue, a crazy discourse between sanity and insanity, purity and impurity, holiness and abject horror.  He just said, with incontestable authority, “Be silent.  Get out!”  That’s it, just: shut up and depart.  The people were amazed to see that the demon did just that.  And Jesus proceeded with his ministry in the synagogue unhampered.

Those who witnessed the confrontation paid far more attention to this teacher than they normally accorded whoever stood up to comment on the Scriptures.  Makes sense, doesn’t it?  If you saw a wild, unleashed demon rebuked, silenced, and reduced to helplessness, wouldn’t you listen to the one who restrained him?  

To read more about this story, see Mark 1:23-27; Luke 4:33-36
Holy Healings 

Jesus heals Peter’s mother-in-law and many others on the Sabbath
Dinner at home after the big worship service of the week!  Perhaps only a sentimental memory for many today, but once upon a time it was a big deal going home from church, all gussied up, to what would certainly be the most complete and balanced and fancy meal on the table all week.  And if you brought the Preacher home with you, all the more so.

You get the impression it was the same in first century Israel in Jesus’ day.  The crowd of disciples, all proud of their connection with the newly-recognized local teacher, followed Peter home for Sabbath day dinner at his house, and they must have been a joyful lot.  Jesus had just hit two homeruns in the morning synagogue service, and they were the inner circle whom he’d chosen as his posse. But no sooner did they enter the house than someone whispered, “Peter’s mother-in-law is sick.”  Word soon spread around, and when it made its way to Jesus it was accompanied by the implication that maybe he could “take a look” at her, see if there might be anything he could do.

When Jesus saw the woman afflicted by a high fever he took her by the hand, murmured a brief word of rebuke to whatever was causing the fever, and lifted her up.  Instantly she was well.  Accomplished and habitual hostess that she was, she immediately began to serve her guests!  The rhythm of the household returned, and it was a glorious Sabbath afternoon. 

As the shadows lengthened out in front of the house and the day drew to a close, a strange phenomenon was observed to occur.  One by one, every sick person in town quietly assembled in the front yard, waiting for the Sabbath to be officially over at sunset.  Word had gotten out on the street of Jesus’ healing Peter’s mother-in-law, so everyone afflicted with a fever, a withered limb, pounding headaches, demonic oppression, epilepsy—you name it—they came and waited for Jesus.  Since he had also cast out a demon at the synagogue in the morning, that power of his was known too.  The yard was soon full of noise and motion, a veritable circus of writhing, whimpering, shrieking, drooling crazies.  But Jesus went around touching each one, speaking quietly, firmly, commanding the demons to leave without a word of protest.  As his authority settled over the group assembled there—what amounted to the entire city of Capernaum!—it became quiet and peaceful.  By bedtime, all were well, all were grateful, all were satisfied..

To read more about this event see Matthew 8:14-17; Mark 1:29-34; Luke 4:38-41 

Willing and Able 

Jesus heals a man with leprosy
The story of a leper who came and threw himself before Jesus, asking that he heal him of his dreaded skin disease, is told three times in the gospels.  Though details vary slightly from writer to writer, what each of them records that is identical in all three is this: the man said clearly and unequivocally, “If you are willing, you can heal me.”  And Jesus responded, “I am willing.  Be clean.”

So simple, so fresh, such tightly packed character development and drama!  In only a smattering of words, each gospel writer has shown us so much of the faith walk.  The needy comes to understand the power of God that flows through Jesus, a power that is limited only by whether he wills to use it or not.  He understands the sovereignty of God—there is no point in wheedling and begging, trying to manipulate Jesus.  He has the authority to do this deed;  it is, once again, simply a question of whether he wants to use it for this purpose or not.  The leper states the obvious, then simply, humbly, waits to see what will happen next.

Jesus’ answer is equally brief, and equally eloquent.  “I am indeed willing.  Yes, this is something I want to do.  I want to see you whole . . . so: BE whole!”

How many of us doubt either one or the other side of the leper’s proposition?  Either we hope that he’d like to see us live better, more fruitful, and healthier lives, but are not sure that he’s really that involved in this world, that he really carries that much clout down here . . . or, we agree theologically that he is Lord of all the universe, but secretly doubt that he wants us to be whole and healthy.  It would surprise some of us to hear him say of some besetting weakness or another that has plagued us for years, “I am willing to get rid of that for you.  Let me take it.  I want you to be whole.”  Instead we plod along half-convinced Jesus could heal us if he wanted to, but only half convinced, of each half, of that proposition !

In the leper’s case, Jesus strongly urged him to make the act public: go show yourself to the priests, he said, and make sure this whole thing is clear and above board and free of nagging questions about its validity.  There’s some sort of lesson there for us, too, though not as obvious or as dramatic as the healing itself.  But we can’t miss the other, earlier message: “I do want to make you clean;  be clean!”
To read more about this event, see Matthew 8:1-4; Mark 1:40-45; Luke 5:12-16 

Rise Up and Walk 

Jesus heals a paralyzed man
You couldn’t get in.  The crowds thronging around Jesus in the house were, literally, prohibitive.     Four close friends had decided in behalf of another friend, a paralyzed man, that they were going to bring that stricken man to Jesus.  They determined they weren’t going to leave until he was delivered from his affliction.  

Yet now when they arrived at the house where Jesus was teaching, there wasn’t room for a person to turn around in, let alone for four men to carry a pallet through the midst, with a man stretched out on it.  People were packed in as tight as the little house could possibly accommodate them.   A major portion of the crowd, in the front row seats, were big shot religious teachers who had come from all over the nation, even as far away as Jerusalem, just to listen to Jesus’ teaching.  It wasn’t an auspicious occasion to bring someone for healing who couldn’t do a thing to help his own cause.

But the four friends weren’t about to just drop their project.  What happens when an irresistible force meets an unmovable object?  It goes around.   They simply changed their procedure.   This is an original example of that now-overused expression “thinking outside the box.”   They climbed up on the roof of the house, and began taking up the sticks and dirt piled on top of the roof tiles, then removed the roofing materials themselves until a hole appeared, right in front of where Jesus was sitting.

It must have been distracting, then funny, to be sitting in that room, as dirt and chalk and clay began to crumble and drop from the ceiling in bits and pieces while Jesus tried to go on teaching.   One can’t help but imagine that the Lord himself soon had a wry grin on his face as he stopped to watch, along with everyone else, the final efforts of the four entrepreneurs.  Soon a long pallet tipped and swayed and balanced into sight down out of the hole in the ceiling, and the man it bore looked around sheepishly at the room full of people staring at him, while Jesus’ eyes were directed upwards, taking in the looks of determination and hope and faith on the faces of the four friends above on the roof., who looked back down at him completely sure that he was going to heal their friend.  He smiled;  this was the kind of faith he always dreamed of, but hardly ever encountered, in his days on earth.

“Take heart, son!” he called out to the paralytic, “your sins are forgiven you!”  If you think about it, this was the most natural thing for Jesus to say: he understood what most of us don’t, that our greatest problem is what to do with sin.  We struggle all our lives with the results, the ramifications, the consequences, of sin, and we get so caught up in trying to untangle ourselves from all that, that we seldom concentrate on the heart of the problem, the source of all our woes, sin itself.  But Jesus was so caught up in the joy of the moment, buoyed by the four men’s faith that he was going to make their friend whole, that he exuberantly and extravagantly granted the man the greatest boon anyone could ever wish for, if they thought about it carefully enough.  

But the religious elite sitting there observing were aghast.  “What do you mean, ‘your sins are forgiven you’?  No one can forgive sins, no one except God!”  They were highly offended and Jesus realized he had to clarify.

“Look,” he said, “which is easier to perform: to grant forgiveness of sins, or to tell a paralyzed man to rise up and walk?  So, in order that you know that the son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins . . .”—he  glanced down at the man and said to him, “Rise up and walk!”

And of course he did.   Got right up off his pallet, picked it up and carried it out through the crowd.  Everyone, the scripture says, “everyone” glorified God that day!   You can’t argue with that kind of evidence!

I’ve always wondered what kind of sin a paralyzed man was guilty of?  I mean, he couldn’t have been stealing hubcaps off of Roman chariots . . . or sneaking in a window at night for a tryst with his neighbor’s wife . . . maybe it was gluttony.  I mean, it did take four men to carry him around . . . . 

To read more about this, see Matthew 9:1-8; Mark 2:1-12; Luke 5:17-26 

A Handful of Hope 

Jesus heals a man’s shriveled hand on the Sabbath
It was obviously a set up. The scribes and Pharisees were already there, waiting and watching.  So was a man with a conspicuously withered hand, sitting near the front, where he could not be overlooked.  The only person missing was the Teacher.  They noted his arrival with cruel and malicious impatience.

They wanted this confrontation.  While Mark and Luke comment that Jesus “knew their thoughts,” Matthew goes so far as to report that they actually took the initiative on the matter, and provoked him.  With the man sitting there as prominent as a pimple, “they asked Jesus, ‘Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?’ so that they might accuse him” (Matthew 12:10).

Jesus came right back at them with irrefutable logic based on their own experience: “Is it lawful to do good on the Sabbath, you ask?  Well, every one of you will reach down and pull your sheep out of a ditch on the Sabbath if she’s fallen into it, won’t you?  So you tell me, is it lawful to do good, or to do harm, on the Sabbath, to save life or to destroy it?  What do you say?”

But they refused to answer, maintaining a bitter and stony silence that resonated in the synagogue for several moments as Jesus waited, angry and grieving that men should have such hard, hard hearts (Mark 3:5).  Finally the impasse was broken, as Jesus said to the man, “Stretch out your hand,” and he did, and of course his hand was restored to fullness and health just like his other hand. 

But this story concludes in a minor key, with the bitterness of Jesus’ enemies unabated.  Rather than report, as the gospel writers often do, the happy response of the onlooking crowd at Jesus’ wonder-working, all three gospels, with a certain gloominess, report instead that the Pharisees went out and took counsel (“with the Herodians” [!] Mark 3:6) to try to figure out how they could destroy Jesus.  They’d set him a trap, he’d walked right into it, gave health to a son of Abraham, and walked right back out again.  They couldn’t stand it.  “He’s got to go!” they concluded unanimously.

To read more about this, see Matthew 12:9-14; Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11
Reach Out and Touch Someone 

 Jesus heals all who touch him
One of the things about Jesus’ healing ministry that stands out from the pages of Scripture is that he seemed to be so indiscriminate about it all.  To twenty-first century would-be patients accustomed to filling out endless medical papers and fulfilling requirements of PPOs and HPOs, it is astonishing to see Jesus reach out and heal, and heal, and heal, without asking questions of the afflicted, or posing them pre-requisite conditions.

In these stories, which moreover often take place in Gentile territory, everybody who has any and all kinds of medical conditions is eligible for service from Jesus.  No sooner does Jesus get out of the boat than “immediately the people recognized him, and ran about the whole neighborhood and began to bring sick people on their pallets to any place where they heard he was.  And wherever he came, in villages, cities, or country, they laid the sick in the market places, and besought him that they might touch even the fringe of his garment; and as many as touched it were made well” (Mark 6:54-56).  Notice how many all-inclusive terms Mark uses in the space of this short report:  “any place where they heard he was,” “wherever he came,” “as many as touched it.”  

The gospel writers seem to be really struck by the sheer immensity of Jesus’ plenary powers to heal and his willingness to do so, unsparingly.  Matthew pauses to enumerate and differentiate the various kinds of diseases and afflictions, so that the reader might not miss what a glorious potpourri of healings Jesus has poured out – deaf hear, blind see, the lame walk . . . you name it, Jesus cured it !

The gospel writers step back and look at these scenes from a slight distance, varying their narrative style from the individual focus of other healing stories to the wide-lens panoramic perspective of these accounts.  That is, while some of the gospel stories bring us right down into intimate contact with Jesus and the one person on whom he was focusing at a given moment, in other places—like those we’re looking at here—the writer wants us to see the great crowd thronging around Jesus, a crowd of deranged, maimed, afflicted, needy people.

 There in the middle of the great eddy of whirling bodies the small figure of Jesus bent over first this one and then that one, administering healing and restoration to disfigured bodies, and proffering peace and calm to troubled spirits.  As he moved through the crowd, touching one after another of the hundreds of needy, trembling bodies, a great calm and quiet rippled from the center where he was, out towards the edges where some still waited to be healed. As he passed by, those on the sides of the path along which he passed reached out and touched his garment in faith as he swept by, and they, too, were healed!  By the time he finished the day, everyone had received what he or she needed.  It was an amazing 100 for 100 performance, the like of which no one had ever seen.

Little wonder that when Jesus got in a boat to go across the lake to do ministry elsewhere, a huge crowd naturally followed him, walking rapidly around the perimeter of the lake to meet him on the other side, wherever he got out of the boat. 

To read more about this, see Matthew 14:34-36; 15:29-31; Mark 6:53-56

Say What? 

Jesus heals the deaf man with a speech impediment
This healing story is considerably different from many others in the gospels.  It takes place in Gentile territory, yet it is plainly Aramaic that Jesus speaks to the person with whom he is dealing (Mark translates it).  Rather than approach Jesus on his own as so many did of whom the gospels write, the man is brought to Jesus by an un-named crowd of people, to whom Jesus gives his attention before and after the miracle, addressing “them,” not the man made whole, with the word of warning not to publish the miracle abroad.

Perhaps the most remarkable difference in this parable story is how much Jesus “gets into it.”  He takes the man aside, apart from the crowd, and then proceeds to practically crawl inside the man’s skin, in the process of seeking his restoration to full health.   But let’s back up and take it step by step.  

When Jesus returned from the Gentile territory of Tyre and Sidon, he made his way around the lake to another Gentile territory, the Ten Greek Cities east of the Sea of Galilee.  There a crowd met him, bringing him a deaf man whose tongue was somewhat paralyzed so that not only was he deaf, but he could not speak clearly either, a common and understandable combination that most of us have encountered at some point in life.  They asked Jesus to lay hands on him—an interesting request;  we wonder what they sought, exactly, for they were eventually astonished by the results, which evidently exceeded their expectations.  Jesus complied with their request, taking the man into his own hands and leading him away from the crowd.

When they’d established what Jesus apparently considered a discrete distance between themselves and the onlookers, Jesus began to earnestly relate to the man.  He put one hand on either side of his head and thrust his fingers into the man’s ears.  Then he let fall a gob of his own saliva onto the man’s tongue.  Strange, strange way to administer a healing, from one who sometimes merely spoke a word and people miles away were healed by his authority!

While we can only speculate on why Jesus behaved this particular way on this particular occasion, what seems clear is that Jesus got deeply, personally, involved in the man’s predicament.  This was no mere perfunctory dismissal of some ailment or affliction, performed almost unconsciously while Jesus directed his primary attention to some other agenda.  Mark shows us Jesus getting “down and dirty,” focusing all his energies on the man in front of him.  He was right up close, face to face, doing literal “hands-on” adjustments to the man’s dysfunction.  The intensity culminated in Jesus, when he’d done everything he could outwardly, with his bodily members, looking up to heaven and letting out a deep sigh.  It was an audible manifestation of the intense personal engagement Jesus had with the act of releasing the man from his suffering.

“Be opened!” he said, and immediately both the man’s ears and his tongue were released and he began to speak plainly.  Not a trace of the former impediment could be heard, and those who’d brought him to Jesus were flabbergasted, astonished, overwhelmed by the sound of the man’s clear elocution.  Perhaps they recalled the clear allusion to such a miracle in Isaiah’s prophecy of the Messiah to come, when they said “Look, this man does everything well.  He makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak!”

And though Jesus sternly warned them not to tell it around, the more he admonished them to keep quiet the more they told the story!

To read more about this, see Mark 7:31-37 
Finally, Freedom 

On the Sabbath Jesus heals a woman crippled by an evil spirit

Eighteen years is a long time to be bent over, never able to stand up straight.  After awhile maybe one gets used to it, seeing the whole world from that weirdly distorted perspective, looking up sideways at everyone from that painful folded posture.   But you know this woman would have given anything to stand up straight like every one else, look people in the eye, lay her head back and laugh upright at the sky, like when she was a little girl.


Jesus was in the middle of teaching, in the synagogue, on the Sabbath, when he noticed her there.  Most people would have made a mental note of her condition and perhaps resolved to say a prayer for her later.  But no one would have stopped the whole synagogue proceedings to call attention to her and to her affliction.

Jesus did.  He called out to her and then approached her.  In the gender-separated synagogue, this would have meant either his passing into the women’s court, a balcony with wooden curtains from behind which the women could follow the proceedings down on the floor where the males were gathered, or else (what the grammar seems more likely to indicate) that he called her to come into the synagogue proper so that he could put his hands on her and literally straighten her out.  When he did so, he said with authority, “Woman, you are freed from your affliction.”  She found herself standing perfectly straight and tall, for the first time in eighteen years.  Naturally she began to praise God in a loud voice.

Between her enthusiastic blessings and praises, and the shocked buzz of those in attendance, the room suddenly became very noisy and very disorderly.  The guy in charge rushed to the center of the room and called for a little decorum, and though he did not dare address either Jesus or the woman directly, he stated to the onlookers in a general way, “Look, any of you who want to be healed, there are six working days in the week.  Come here then to be healed if you want to be healed, but not on the Sabbath.”  It was as close to a direct rebuke as he could bring himself to utter.

But Jesus was having none of it.  “You’ve got to be kidding, you hypocrite!” he said.  “Why, doesn’t each and every one of you untie his donkey or his ox on the Sabbath and let them go get a drink?  So why shouldn’t this daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has had bound up for eighteen long years be untied from her bonds and set free on a Sabbath?  What a ridiculous and petty view you have of God’s laws!  If you have mercy on your thirsty donkey, won’t God have mercy on this suffering woman?”

As usually followed in such confrontations, Jesus’ adversaries burnt with shame and inwardly resolved all the more to get vengeance on the one who made them feel that way, and all the rest of the observers, the common people, rejoiced in seeing Jesus put the hypocrites in their proper place, and do wonderful things for suffering people.

To read more about this, see Luke 13:10-17 

 An Earache Erased 

Jesus heals the soldier’s ear
Malchus, servant of high priest Caiaphas, must have wondered what he’d gotten himself into, as he led the raggedy retinue of house servants, Temple guards, and volunteer vigilantes out into the dark Judean countryside.  Jesus was reported by one of his disciples to be in the Garden of Gethsemane, and it was towards that rendez-vous point that this renegade disciple, Judas Iscariot, led them now.  Malchus was nervous;  his list of duties in the High Priest’s household did not normally include Rounding Up Suspected Heretics and Bringing Them in for Trial.  He didn’t know quite what to expect would happen when his posse met up with Jesus’ followers in the olive tree park called Gethsemane, so he and his men were armed with spears and clubs.

Suddenly Jesus himself appeared in the torchlight, striding directly towards them, apparently unperturbed by their menacing swords, clubs, and other makeshift weapons.  He even seemed to have been expecting them.  He coolly received the traitor Judas’s kiss of identification, which was the signal for the band of guards and household servants to grab Jesus and haul him away.  

But when that first act of violence exploded, so did Jesus’ friend and disciple Peter. He whipped out his sword and quickly swung it high over Malchus’s head, then brought it crashing down.  He intended, no doubt, to split Malchus’s head in two!  But whether because the dark obscured his aim or simply for lack of practice and skill, he missed his mark by about 3 inches and the sword came whistling down the side of the servant’s face, neatly slicing his ear off on the way past.

It was the first blood of battle, what usually triggered the instincts of warriors on both sides of a conflict into fierce attack.  But Jesus’ voice rang out in the dark very authoritatively, “Enough of this!”  His disciples automatically stopped and listened to him for their next move.

“Put your sword back in its sheath,” he said to Peter, and now even his enemies were stopped cold and stunned by the sheer authority of his commanding voice.  They saw him reach out and touch the wounded man’s ear and to their astonishment he healed it whole.  The man was like new.  Now Jesus turned his attention to them, the small army of would-be bounty hunters.


“What are you doing out here in the middle of the night carrying sticks and spears and coming after me like you were trying to capture a mad dog?  I’ve been in the Temple teaching every day.  Why didn’t you come and get me then?  It would have easier than all this melodrama,” his arm swept the scene including Malchus, who was still fingering his new ear in wonder and awe, “. . . treating me as if I were a fugitive criminal . . . .”  He shook his head in disgust.  Malchus and the others were embarrassed, chagrined, rebuked in their spirits.  But they had a job to do, and Jesus did not resist them.  In fact, he acceded to their task – “But this is your hour,” he said wryly, “do your worst.”


So they buckled up their courage and hauled Jesus away to the High Priest’s house, where that official and his cronies were waiting.  It was going to be a long night, but throughout Malchus kept fingering his brand new ear, and wondering, and asking himself questions.

To read more about this, see Matthew 26:47-57, Mark 14:46 -56, Luke 22:49-51, John 18:10-12 

Lazarus Lives! 

Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead
When the messenger returned to the home of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, he found Martha standing out front waiting for him, her arms spread akimbo in a gesture of fierce disapproval.

“Where’s Jesus?” she snapped.

“Coming later,” the messenger replied warily, instinctively ducking his head from the torrent of reproving words he knew was coming from the doughty head of household.  He wasn’t wrong;  she lit into him like he had stolen funds from the family savings account.

“What? Later?!  What good is that going to do us?  Lazarus could die tonight.  Didn’t you tell him what I told you to tell him?  ‘Lazarus, your friend, whom you love, is sick.’  Those were my very words.  I told you to tell him that. Did you?”  

“Yes’m. I did.   He heard me too.  He looked at me close for a moment, then turned and said to his disciples, “This will not end in death, but rather it is an occasion for the Son of God to be glorified.  We’re going to stay here for a couple more days.” 

“A couple more days!” gasped Martha.  She slunk back into the house to deliver the solemn news to Mary and Lazarus, but had difficulty finding the right words.  How do you tell someone that the person on whom you’ve built all your hopes, a person whom you’ve entertained so often in your home that he’s come to consider it not as a guest lodging but home away from home, how do you tell your own brother and sister that all hope is gone, now?   He’s not coming.  Not in time anyway.  Lazarus will be dead before he gets here.   

In a matter of hours Lazarus did, in fact, die.  In keeping with local custom he was placed in a rocky tomb right away; no embalming fluid would stop the putrefaction process.  In a couple of days his mortal tissue would begin to decompose, to rot, to stink, in the hot Judean climate.

  But even before that, Martha’s reputation in the community began to sag, as friends and neighbors muttered to one another, “I thought they were such close friends of the healer, Jesus of Nazareth.  Surely he could have saved Lazarus if he had come on time.  Apparently he had other business he considered more important.  Maybe they’re not such good friends as they claim they are.” 

And the days went by even after Lazarus’s death, until finally, four days after the deceased had been placed in his stony grave, news reached the home that Jesus and his itinerary were making their way towards Bethany and would be there soon.  Martha could not contain herself but went charging out to meet him on the road into town.  When she saw him the first words that tumbled from her mouth were what she’d been thinking for a week.

“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died!”  She tried, but could not, withhold the tone of reproach that grated on the edge of her words.  Then, softening, as ever she did in his actual presence, she breathed wistfully, “But even now, I know God will give you anything you ask of him.”  And Jesus responded directly to the deepest desire of her heart.

“Your brother will rise again.”

Somewhat irked by this apparently pious platitude, the kind of thing insensitive people always say to those who have lost a loved one, Martha rebuffed him.  “I know he will rise again in the great resurrection on the last day.” What, Jesus, don’t you think I know my theology?  I may be a woman, but I’m not ignorant.  I know there’s a great consolation coming some day, bye and bye, pie in the sky.   Don’t tell me that right now;  I’m mourning the loss of my brother !

But Jesus held her gaze and said, “I’m not talking eventualities and metaphysical eschatologies.  I myself am the resurrection—and the life.  If you believe that, you will never die.  Do you believe, Martha?”

Suddenly she felt her heart burning as the truth bore through her, and she formed the necessary words:  “Yes!  I believe!” and quickly sent for her sister, knowing something extraordinary was imminent.   Mary came running from the house when she heard that Jesus was out there, and a crowd of mourners followed her, thinking she was headed for the tomb to wail.

They were partly right, for Jesus asked that they show him where Lazarus was entombed, and when they came to the desolate scene, in all its banal, dry, dusty reality, Jesus could not pretend to be unmoved.  He broke down weeping along with all these broken souls who’d suffered inconsolable loss.  The muttering voices in the background continued to voice disappointment in Jesus’ late and apparently now useless appearance on the scene, but that did not deter him.  He gathered his composure and commanded that the stone be rolled away from in front of Lazarus’ tomb.  Martha tried to dissuade him, knowing that the horrible stench of death would come rolling out of that dark hole in the ground the moment the stone was lifted, but Jesus reminded her, “I told you that if you believe you will see the glory of God.”

He briefly addressed his father in heaven aloud so that those around could hear his words, thanking him for hearing him and for answering his prayer.  Then he lifted his voice to a loud command and called the dead man by name, “Lazarus, come out of there.”

And he did!  Still wrapped in his burial strips and bandages, the man Lazarus rose from death and returned to life.  They rapidly unwrapped him, and he lived among his family and neighbors for some time afterwards, living proof of the glory and power of God focused through Jesus.

To read more about this see John 11:1-44
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