  Gene R. Smillie
 Chicago campus of University of Phoenix,
 recent publications    page  18   

The following sketches  were published near their appropriate texts in the Men’s Devotional Bible  by Zondervan Publishing, 2006.    
Zealous Leader of Fickle People
Joshua
“But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living.  But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” 
Joshua 24:15 

“We’ve been through all this before,” Joshua reminded himself, “and they always say the same thing.  ‘Yes, we surely will follow the Lord, and him alone.’  But when things get tough—or too easy—they drift away and go chasing after the neighbors’ wives, and their gods.”


Less than a breath later, he indeed heard the clamor of the assembled nation standing before him.  Hundreds of thousands of voices swelled together, affirming with fervor their devotion to the God of Israel who had given them all this rich territory.

The aging leader scanned the vast crowd before him, seeing face after face of comrades-in-arms with whom he’d gone into combat.   What glorious days those had been!   Just as God had promised, he had gone before them as they charged into battle.  Though attacked by grim forces many times their size and number, Joshua and his fellow warriors had mowed them down like harvesting wheat.  He remembered the deafening tumult of screaming voices and clanging iron;  then, afterwards, the sobering silence of the corpse-covered battlefield. 

But now things were easy.  Most of the land had been subdued and occupied.  People were enjoying the fruit from their vineyards and watching their children grow up. 


Joshua, who served forty years as Moses’ assistant before rising to Field Commander, knew how fickle these people were.  At the slightest difficulty—a temporary lack of water, rumors of an approaching army, boredom with their daily rations—they would rebel and forsake all order and discipline.  He had watched Moses get old, tired, and exasperated.  He himself had known frustration as the long military campaigns eventually sapped his troops’ enthusiasm and he had to keep exhorting them to stay with the task and finish taking the land.


Now, years later, much of the territory still had not been conquered.  Israelite forces had gradually adapted a conciliatory strategy towards the Canaanites.  Rather than clear them out entirely, the Israelites would half-heartedly wage war, then settle in with the pagans, sharing the land, their wives, their customs . . . and their religious preferences.

“You won’t be able to do it!” Joshua shouted to the crowd.  “Yes, we will!” they shouted back.   The aged leader looked out over the crowd, ambivalent.  A lifetime in leadership had drained his earlier optimism, but still: he would love to believe them.
Back to the Future
· How do you think a leader like Joshua “stayed in the saddle” when his people let him down?
· Have your experiences led you to an optimistic or a pessimistic view of the people with whom you interact?

· How does your “following God” make you more effective at “leading others”?
Joshua’s Background
To see some formative moments in Joshua’s life, read Exodus 17:8-14, 33:7-11;  Numbers 14:1-14;  Deuteronomy 3:21-28,  31:7-8;  and Joshua 1:1-9, all of chapter 10, and 18:1-6.
Farmer, Warrior, Lover, Judge

Gideon

 
The Lord turned to him and said, “Go in the strength you have and save Israel out of Midian’s hand.  Am I not sending you?” 

Judges 6:14
You grew up in a small tribe, thinking of yourself as the least in your own family.  What changed you into the fierce warrior and implacable judge?


When the Spirit of God came upon me, I felt strength and courage I had never known before.  At the first encounter with the Almighty I thought I would die, because we’d been talking face to face!  But after that, he encouraged me to become familiar with him.  He gave instructions, but he also answered my questions, and even allowed for my doubts and misgivings.  By the time we went into battle, I knew I could trust him.  That’s what gives a man courage and assurance.

     So—literally overnight—you went from anonymous skulking farmer to the nation’s hero, and its governor.  What was that like?


To my great surprise, I discovered that I actually was ready for it.  I found that doing what God assigned me to do uncovered an entirely different me that I hadn’t even known existed before.  Leadership, I found, came naturally to me, once I accepted it.

     Many males who become famous heroes or powerful political figures discover that women find them irresistible.  Was that your experience?


As a matter of fact, yes, I did find that I was soon surrounded by willing women.  I engendered seventy sons . . . I’m not sure I’d recommend that . . . it can lead to a lot of trouble.
     Did you find that after God gave you those great military victories your personal faith and devotion were strengthened and you were a more “religious” person?


Umm, hmm;  I guess it’s just the opposite, though I’m embarrassed to say it.  Two parts of my story that most people are familiar with are that night when three hundred of us sent the whole innumerable Midianite-Amalekite host into a panic just by blowing trumpets and waving torches, and that time when I requested and got assurance from God by way of a fleece that he was going to give us the victory.  But long before either of those things happened, I cut down the idolatrous Asherah pole in our hometown, tore down the Baal altar next to it, and offered sacrifice to the Lord.  Those radical acts almost cost my life, but galvanized my commitment—and that of my countrymen.


Actually it was after all the great victories that our spiritual life as a people began to cool off again.  I don’t know, maybe it was my fault, for erecting that monument with the gold we plundered from the enemies.  It got to be annoying, then really scary, that people would come from all over the nation to worship that thing, as if it and not God were what had saved us from the Midianites. 
Back to the Future:

What is one great thing you have accomplished that you know would not have been achieved apart from God’s direction and help?
Have any accomplishments become more than memories or “monuments” in your life, and perhaps risk becoming idolatrous, like Gideon’s ephod?

Read Gideon’s Story:

Judges chapters 6-8
………………………………………………………………………………………………………

The Precarious Life of a Sole Survivor

Mephibosheth
“The king spared Mephibosheth son of Jonathan, the son of Saul, because of the oath before the Lord between David and Jonathan son of Saul.” 
2 Samuel 21:7 

Some people think I’m sycophantic.  I eat at the king’s table and enjoy privileges around the palace because my dad was David’s best friend.  Well, what can they expect?  Ever since both my legs were ruined, the same day that my grandfather King Saul and my father, his lieutenant, were killed by the Philistines, I’ve had to depend on others.

Life is precarious.  It’s dangerous to be a relative of Saul around here.  My uncle Ishbosheth, the ostensive heir to Saul’s throne, had his head cut off while he was peacefully taking his noon siesta.  Seven of my cousins were handed over to the Gibeonites by King David and they hung those boys high on a mountain to dangle in the open air for weeks.  That time David remembered his oath to my father, but next time—who knows?
I lived in quiet obscurity until one day my grandfather’s servant Ziba reluctantly told the King about me.  With 15 sons and 20 servants of his own, he had been treating Saul’s estate as if it were his own.  Ziba wasn’t happy that David took notice of me after all those years and directed him to go back to being a hired hand for me.

When the threat of Absalom caused David to leave Jerusalem, Ziba said he was going to saddle up a donkey for me, so I could accompany the King into exile along with the others who remained loyal to him.  But that treacherous rascal took off and left me without a mount.  Instead he piled up my donkey with delicacies for the king to enjoy and lied about me to David, claiming I stayed behind because I thought that all Israel would rally around me and make me king.

Incensed, David declared Ziba could keep for himself the ranch that he had been farming for me.  As if to underline in David’s mind the treachery of the house of Saul, that idiot, my relative Shimei, picked that moment to start cursing David and throwing stones at him as he fled from Absalom.

David found the thought of rebellion from his own son too painful to acknowledge, but he readily allowed himself to believe that the house of Saul was against him.  So, though I was unwashed and uncombed on his return, a clear indication that I had been mourning since his departure, he looked at me warily.  “Mephibosheth, why didn’t you go with me?” he asked curtly.  I told him about Ziba’s deception, but David waved off my explanations.  “Never mind,” he cut me off, “you and Ziba just split the land.” “Let him take it all!”, I replied, “I’m just glad you’re back safely.”
Of course I’m obsequious!  How else can a crippled sole heir of a former dynasty survive?

 Back to the Future
· How do you react when someone lies about you to others?

· Does your “standing” in whatever society you move in feel secure and stable, or precarious?  How does knowing God fit into that equation?


Mephibosheth’s story

2 Samuel 4:4;  9:1-13;  16:1-8;  19:24-30;  21:1-14
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Jaded Wise Man 
Solomon

God gave Solomon wisdom and very great insight and breadth of understanding as measureless as the sand on the seashore.

I Kings 4: 29

You ascended the throne at a very young age, and several of your brothers were actually older than you.  Were you ever afraid that you might not be able to hold on to power?

My father’s withdrawal from public affairs in his waning years created a maelstrom of competing factions that, yes, could have been very dangerous for me.  But he let me know before he died whom I could trust and whom I should get rid of.  I followed his advice and acted quickly and deliberately when crowned King.  Once certain people were no longer factors in the equation, things settled down rather quickly.
You’re speaking of Joab, Shimei, Adonijah—people like that?

Right.  Some might object to the way we dispensed with those individuals, but if you investigate their character and their known actions most objective observers would agree that the kingdom was better off without them.

So your legendary wisdom got its first real exercise in the opening days when you were shifting around the power players in your administration? 

No, I wouldn’t say that.  All right, yes, I inherited a certain amount of pragmatic sense from my father David that enabled me to elevate worthy counselors and eliminate troublemakers.  But the divine wisdom that Yahweh later imparted to me when I asked for it—oh my, there is no way to describe how different the world looked after that.

The world looked different . . . how?

It was as if sometimes I could see everything at once.   I understood the water cycle, for example, whereas everyone around me just saw rain, rivers, the sea, and clouds.  They didn’t see the way it operates.  I did.  The same was true of other aspects of the created world, including human behavior.  People behave according to certain patterns.  Most of them can’t see that, though. 

So, did this ability to “understand” so much more than most people do give you that illusive gift everyone is looking for, happiness?

No, it didn’t.  Lord knows, I sought happiness in every nook and cranny within my purview—and let me tell you, that’s a lot of territory, both geographic and intellectual!  But I never was satisfied.  Something eluded me, though I had riches, love, power, and respect, the things everyone believes would give them ultimate satisfaction if only they possessed them.

What do you think was missing?
I don’t know quite how to put it, but if somehow a man could keep the sweetness of his first love for God fresh throughout a lifetime, instead of trading that in for sex, success, and other ephemeral prizes we go after, that original happiness we knew before might be extended.

But is that possible? 

I don’t know.  I went another direction, so I can’t say.  But if we can conceive of it, it might be.
Back to the Future:

What temporary pleasure or satisfaction are you trading right now for the love of God?

If God were to give you whatever you might ask for today, as he did once for Solomon, what would you ask for?

Read Solomon’s Story, and Some of His Musings:

1 Kings 1-11;  Ecclesiastes 1-3, 9, 11-12;  Proverbs 18-20

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

The Power of a Religious “Routine”

Daniel
“Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been published, he went home to his upstairs room where the windows opened toward Jerusalem.  Three times a day he got down on his knees and prayed, giving thanks to his God, just as he had done before.” 

Daniel 6:10 


The old man shifted his weight slightly as the cold stony floor bit into his bare kneecaps, flattened from the daily routine of resting on them while he prayed.   He grinned wryly to himself, noticing the creeping effect of age on his lean, taut, and disciplined body.   No matter how carefully he had managed his diet over the decades, and practiced all the wholesome regimented ordinances of the Torah way of life, there is no holding back the hands of time.


“Won’t be much for the lions except gristle,” he chuckled.  “There are certain advantages to old age, though.  Once you’ve gotten righteous habits well-established over the years, it’s no big deal to just keep carrying them out.  When it’s time to pray, you pray.  You don’t have to think about whether you’re going to do it or not, spending a lot of energy ‘making a decision’;  it’s time to pray, so you do.”


“Even when you’re threatened by hostile and envious rivals who have forbidden you to do so?” someone could have asked him, for at that moment he was indeed in violation of the recently proclaimed interdiction against praying to anyone other than the king of the Medes and Persians.  But for the old man on his knees looking out the window in the direction of Jerusalem, a city he had not seen since his youth 68 years ago, the laws and decrees of men—indeed, their kingdoms and influence—ebbed and flowed like the tides in the Gulf downstream from Babylon.  The current emperor was the fourth regime under whom he had served, and God had repeatedly shown him that there would be many more empires before the ages were complete.


How often had he seen some potentate or another boastfully proclaim his transcendental sovereignty over all the earth and all its citizens’ religions?   How often had he seen them humbled, one collapsing to the floor in a puddle of abject fear as a disembodied hand wrote his fate on the palace wall, another braying like an ass, down on all fours chewing grass like any beast of the field?  Daniel wasn’t worried about threats and warnings that he had better obey the king and not pray.


Nor did he feel a need to call attention to himself or to his religious commitments, either.  He simply did what he always did, what he had always done.  He obeyed God, kept praying to God, and let God take care of the particulars of the results.  And God always did.
Back to the Future
· By what or by whom do you feel threatened in recent days?

· Can you freely exercise your religious beliefs in the workplace or are you constrained?

· Is your intimacy with God such that you express difficulties to him freely, or do you feel sheepish because you “only come to him when you’re in trouble”?

The Background to Daniel’s Life and the Lion’s Den Incident


Daniel chapters 1-6

Sword and Trowel
Nehemiah

    Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared.  This day is sacred to our Lord.  Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.” 

Nehemiah 8:10

That must have been a special day, after all you’d been through.  Or was feasting more common for those of you in charge of the great restoration projects in Judah?

Yes, it was a very special day for all of us.  And no, those of us charged with the responsibility of directing this affair did not feast the rest of the time.  On the contrary, I foreswore my governor’s allotment of food from the public treasury, and other privileges as well, and devoted myself to the work. 

So, it couldn’t be said of you that you took advantage of this opportunity afforded you as the favored butler of King Artaxerxes, for your own benefit? 

Well, I wish it couldn’t be said of me, but unfortunately it was.  Not true, of course;  but my enemies spread all kinds of stories about me.  If I’d have stopped working to refute every libelous accusation thrown up in the wind, we’d have never gotten the wall done—which was obviously their intention.  When the pagans tried to get me to come “dialogue” with them about the accusations, I just told them I was too busy to stop and talk.  It’s not worth the waste of breath to argue with such people.
How did you get the community of Judaens to trust you, then, if you didn’t refute the libels point by point?

I rolled up my sleeves and worked alongside them. I didn’t sit on a platform in the shade and direct the activities from afar.  For fifty two days that we raised the wall, I didn’t even change my clothes.  None of us did.   We worked with a sword in one hand and a trowel in the other, ready to defend ourselves if it came to that.

Wow! Fifty two days!  How did you and your company finish the project so quickly?

When I looked the situation over the first week I arrived, it was pretty dismal.  The whole wall lay in piles of charred ruins and dusty rubble.  The people didn’t know where to start.  But when I told them how God had moved the king to be generous and favorable to me, and of our plan to restore the city, they perked up.  Each one started working right in front of his own place.  They really put their hearts in it.

So you didn’t assign particular people to do particular tasks?

It wasn’t necessary for me to micro-manage.  Each person worked diligently on what he could see from his own front yard, and the pieces of the puzzle went up together simultaneously.  By the time the wall was half-completed, our enemies started to panic and threaten us.  That’s when I had to step in several times and give more specific direction again.

So you functioned as both architect and building supervisor, governor and military leader?

Yes, there was such a variety of obstacles raised along the way that to bring this project to completion I had to keep my hand on it, just as God’s hand was upon me.
Back to the Future:

Do some projects feel like you’ll never finish them?  . . . that no sooner do you solve one problem but another raises its menacing head?  What sustains you in those times?

Have you seen God bring a project to completion that looked impossible all along the way?  What was your part in completing the matter?

Read Nehemiah’s Story:


Nehemiah 1-6, 8, 13

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Glory,  then Tragedy

John the Baptist
When John heard in prison what Christ was doing, he sent his disciples to ask him, “Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?” 
Matthew 11:2-3


The prisoner shuffled over to the crack in the wall where some light filtered through into the gloom of his cold cell.  “Not that different from our caves over by the Dead Sea,” he consoled himself, “but at least there one could come out into the blazing light and be warmed.  Not here.  I wonder if I will ever come out again?”


“For anyone a prison cell is terrible, I suppose, but all my life I’ve lived outdoors.  I’m afraid I’m losing my mind in this dark closed-in place.  What did I just send those disciples to ask him?  . . . whether he really is the one we’re waiting for, or should we look for someone else?  Did I really say that?  I, his herald?  I, who have spent my entire life telling everyone else to get ready for his arrival?  I must be losing it.  Of course he’s the Coming One.  I saw the Spirit descend upon him, I heard the Father proclaim him.”


He paced back and forth in the small confinement, trying to get his circulation going, and perhaps with it more clarity of thought.  “My mother used to tell me that I recognized him while we were both still in our respective maternal wombs!” he smiled grimly.  “When he came to me to be baptized just like everybody else, I was overwhelmed.  I knew our roles should be reversed, but he assured me that this was the right thing for that moment.”


A wave of images fluttered through the Baptist’s mind as he recalled the halcyon days of his ministry by the Jordan, when everyone from religious leaders to Roman soldiers sought his counsel and humbled themselves in response to his calls for repentance.  “Then, after Jesus went public, the crowds started to dwindle,” he remembered, “or rather, to follow him instead of me—as well they should!  Still, our little band did feel smaller and less significant as the crowds shifted allegiance.


“And then the arrest.  Of course it was to be expected.  I’ve always spoken the truth about righteousness to the lowly and to the great.  Herod respected that, but his wife couldn’t stand it.  She still can’t bear it that he calls me in to talk with him so often.  I see her smoldering there in the corner and I know she bears me no good will.


“But Messiah is coming, isn’t he?  He will right all wrongs, make the rough places smooth, correct those in error, and bring universal justice.  He’ll get me out of here.


“Won’t he?”

Back to the Future
· Does it astonish you to find yourself doubting God’s goodness after he has already proven himself to you in the past?   How do you build your faith back up after some disappointment?

· Would you rather have difficulties first and glory later, or have the good times first, to be sure there are some, before the hard times come?  How do you think John handled the descending proportions of happiness and glory in his life and ministry as they both went downhill?

· Are you as forthright as John in denouncing evil?  Probably not (hardly any of us are).  So, how do you respond to open corruption and injustice in government figures?

John’s Background
Read Matthew 3;1-17;  11:1-19;  14:1-12;  Luke 1:39-45, 57-80;  John 1:19-37;  3:22-30 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Recovered Failure

John Mark
“Only Luke is with me.  Pick up Mark and bring him with you, for he is useful to me for service.”

2 Timothy 4:11


I brought the small fragment of parchment up to my face and read it again, hardly daring to believe the words my eyes reported:  “. . . for he is useful to me for service.”  Paul actually put that down in black and white, for anyone to read!  Tears of relief and joy suddenly filled my eyes and I could read no further.  After all these years, Paul was calling for me to come and serve with him again, and described me as “useful.”


It was the culmination of a long struggle, a difficult process for both of us.  For him it was a matter of gradually relenting in his judgment that I was a loser, who did not merit further investment of apostolic time and energy.  For me it was the need to change, to grow up, to develop the character necessary for rigorous apostolic duty in a demanding and frequently hostile environment. 


I handed the letter back to Timothy, who’d sought me out and was grinning like the bearer of good news that he was.   “Do you think he really means it?” I asked breathlessly.  Timothy shrugged.  “Have you ever known Paul to pretend?” he asked pointedly.


I laughed bitterly.  “No, you’re right.  Paul always says what he means.”  Subtlety was never his forté.   I blushed as I remembered his frank descriptions of me as he argued loudly with my cousin Barnabas, who wanted to take me with them again on their second missionary journey.  Though Barnabas argued that I should be given a second chance, after I’d quit the first excursion and gone home, Paul vehemently insisted there was no way he was going to be burdened with a mama’s boy who wouldn’t follow through on his commitments.  The issue became so heated that that famous team split up, and went two different directions, all over disagreement about me.  I never felt so humiliated in my life.


But that marked a turning point.  I did learn steadfastness.  Besides Barnabas, I also worked alongside Simon Peter for awhile, and wrote down his memoirs.  Paul eventually acknowledged my recovery, mildly recommending that the Colossians welcome me if I should pass through there, and listing me along with Demas and Luke as fellow workers, in his letter to Philemon.


But now Paul was actually calling for me to come with Timothy so I could be with him and Luke, just the few of us, for what appeared might be his last weeks on earth.  I scanned the letter a third time, and there was no mistaking the resolute tone of the missive.  Paul expected to die soon.  But he wanted me to come and be “useful to him for service” again before he did!  Praise God!


“When do we leave?” I asked Timothy. “I’m ready for this.  Let’s go!”

Back to the Future
· Do you think those who quit a ministry should be given a second chance, or is it too risky?

· Have you ever been embarrassed by a failure in ministry that was due to character issues on your part?  Was there anyone like Barnabas to take your part and help you to recover?
· Is there someone who would describe you as “useful to me for service,” if asked?

John Mark’s Background

Read Acts 12:6-17, 25; 13:2-14; 15:35-16:3; Colossians 4:10 (some think: Mark 14:51-2)

…………………………………………………………………………………………….

“Son of Encouragement”
Barnabas

    He was a good man, and full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. And considerable numbers were brought to the Lord. 

Acts 11:24

Barnabas—may I call you Barnabas?—I know your real name is Joseph . . . 

Fine, fine, everybody calls me that, ever since the early days in Jerusalem. It’s a great nickname, don’t you think?  “Son of Encouragement”!

To be sure!  Ahh, the early days in Jerusalem;  I wanted to ask you about that.  So, were you one of Jesus’ original band of 120 or so disciples?

No, I came to faith early but not that early.  But I do remember those halcyon days when our whole community shared everything in common;  nobody suffered neglect, it was beautiful.  

People seemed to trust you with responsibility really quickly.  When the Antioch church started growing it was you the Jerusalem church sent to investigate.

That’s true.  And when we heard about the famine in Jerusalem, it was I—and Saul—whom they sent with the contribution for the relief efforts, and they sent the two of us there again to hash out the question of whether Gentile converts needed to be circumcised like Jews to follow Jesus.

“You and Saul.”   That became a famous team, didn’t it?  

Do you think so?  Well, I suppose we were pretty well known for awhile—in some far-flung places!

Later it became “Saul and Barnabas” or “Paul and Barnabas,” rather than “Barnabas and Saul.”  Did that bother you, to trade places on the marquee, so to speak, with the man you’d pretty much introduced to the community of brethren? 

It didn’t bother me at all!  The message wasn’t about us, it was about the Messiah Jesus!   Paul was a gifted apologist, a bold and creative evangelist who was quick to seize an advantageous situation and use it for a platform.  I saw those qualities in him right from the beginning.  He grabbed every opportunity that came our way to proclaim Christ, and I wouldn’t slow him down for the world. 

So you and Paul always got along well, never had disagreements? 

Hey, I didn’t say that !  Sure we had disagreements, a couple of them pretty fierce.  Some people think of me as a big teddy bear, all smiles and no backbone, but the Lycaonians thought I was Zeus and that Paul was just my spokesman.  Sometimes Paul and I did not see eye to eye, and we’d have to pound out a resolution, hammer and tongs.  If we couldn’t agree, we just went our separate ways.   

You mean, like in the controversy over John Mark?  

For example.  But you know, the sad thing about that one was, Paul himself had to be “sponsored” by me to get a fair hearing from the brethren.  I never understood why he couldn’t be more understanding of others, since he himself was so frequently misunderstood.  But, then, we all have our gifts;  mine seems to be encouraging others to exercise their gifts.  I love doing that!
Back to the Future:

Who has been a “Barnabas” in your life, encouraging you to use your spiritual gifts and speaking a good word in your behalf to others?

Have you been able to serve as a “Barnabas” for anyone else?

Do you believe all conflicts between fellow-workers in the Kingdom have to be resolved, or can two people who honestly disagree go their separate ways, while still respecting one another?
Read Barnabas’ Story:

Acts 4:34-37;  9:22-30;  11:19-30;  12:25—15:12,  22—16:1;  Galatians 2:11-21 

