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Foreword

			 

			We do not know who wrote the Epistle to the Hebrews but whoever it was knew the Old Testament well and was familiar with the characters whose experiences are a feature of the letter. As a result, the Holy Spirit could draw on this knowledge to ensure that the great truths God intended us to learn were fully covered. Abraham, Moses, Aaron, Joshua and Melchisedec are names found early in the book. Then one comes to chapter 11 and the list there is impressive and could have been longer and more detailed, “but” the author exclaims “time would fail me to tell”. Some of these characters are given much space in Scripture and accordingly have much to teach us, but even those who make only a brief appearance are to be noted and valued. Hebrews was written by someone who, as the human instrument, had a mind saturated with the Word of God. 

			In any series of character studies men such as Moses, Joseph, Jacob, and David, each afford material for a complete volume (or a series of ministry addresses).  The list of major characters in Scripture is long and includes those who provide warnings as well as positive features. The Ritchie Character Study Series currently has only around 10 titles out of the many (to which the author of this book, Dr Higgins, has contributed). No doubt others will follow. 

			However, it is also true that we have heard or read highly profitable ministry that refers to characters about whom we know a limited amount. As noted above, Hebrews 11 reminds us of their value. Several make significant but relatively short cameo appearances in the text of Hebrews. Abel, Enoch, Rahab, and Barak are among them. Beyond Hebrews one can add individuals such as Anna, Elisabeth, and Dorcas. I have noted these women, without knowledge of whom we would have been spiritually the poorer, to emphasise that God has used both men and women to help us learn from their experience. In this volume you will find these women among others taken from both Old and New Testaments, and men who similarly make short but important contributions to the Word of God, such as Barzillai, Enoch, Nathan, and Mephibosheth.

			The great doctrines of Scripture, Justification, Redemption, Sanctification among others demand careful study and are often illuminated by reference to appropriate characters. It is also true that teaching on how we ought to behave is likewise illustrated by individuals in Scripture.

			It is good advice, therefore, to encourage one another in the study of Bible characters. Those characters covered here will repay time spent in meditating on their stories. We are indebted once again to Dr Higgins for his customary diligence and care. He avoids flights of fancy in the applications he makes but gives ample healthy spiritual food to instruct and enjoy. If it stimulates the reader to meditate on and develop these particular studies and also to search the Scriptures for other examples from which to learn, then this book will have proved its value. 

			  

		

	
		

		
			Introduction 


			 

			There are men and women who grace the pages of Scriptures who have become virtual household names to all believers, names such as Peter, Paul, James, Abraham, David, and Samuel. Their lives are portrayed over many chapters of Scripture. Some we can trace from birth through to old age. Others are presented at varied segments of their lives as they move on to the stage of Sacred history to perform their God-given function in His great story of redemption. 

			But there are also individuals who make cameo appearances and others whose biographies are given in a few short glimpses. Yet these are not less important in the divine story as it unfolds through the ages. Though Scripture may use an economy of words to tell of their lives, the results of their actions have been eternally inscribed in the Word of God which shall “never pass away.” Cameo appearances have, at times, had copious consequences. Thus, their contributions will live on eternally for all to appreciate and from which we can all profit in the present time. Names such as Hushai, Dorcas, Barzillai, Jonathan, Simeon, and Anna reveal lives which were useful and honouring to God, even though summarised in a few verses of Holy writ.

			All of this should also serve, not only as instruction for us, but also as encouragement. None of us is a David or Peter, few of us, if any, will ever know the experiences of the great heroes of the faith. None of this is a reason to feel that the contribution that you make to the work of God is insignificant. We are all minor players in the great drama of redemption. But we can thank God that we are part of His great work in this age. And, just as these seemingly lesser lights contributed in their day to the work of God, so we can as well in the day in which God has placed us. 

			We are Sunday School teachers, personal workers, shepherds, and servants. Some of you are among the caring who bring a dinner to a shut-in, bake a cake for a neighbour recently bereaved, or open your home to someone needing a shoulder upon which to cry, or an ear open to allow someone to unburden herself. None of this makes the magazines as news; no public commendation or recognition hails your act of kindness. But nothing is unnoticed by the eye that sees the falling sparrow that no other eye tracks.

			Think of the loss to David if there had been no Hushai; of what we would be deprived of if we did not have the songs of Elisabeth, Zacharias, and Simeon. Who can measure the comfort that Onesiphorus was to Paul or the impact of the “fervent prayer” of Epaphroditus for the believers in Colosse? 

			As you read these brief notes on the lives of these believers, may you be encouraged in your own devotion and service to the Lord.  Yes, we are all minor players, but what a drama in which we are privileged to participate! “Your labour is not in vain in the Lord” (1 Cor 15:58).

		

	
		

		
			
Amram and Jochebed 


			“There is eternal influence and power in motherhood.”

			
Reading: Exodus 2:1-10; Hebrews 11:23


			Their Family

			Amram and Jochebed, on the surface, would not rate as very prominent figures in Scripture. Amram’s name is mentioned 14 times; Jochebed, his wife, gets even fewer. Yet think of the family they raised: Aaron, Miriam, and Moses. Hands down, this is the most famous, and possibly the most important family in the Old Testament, maybe in all of history. We have several families in the New Testament which would compete for the top slot – Mary, Martha, and Lazarus; or perhaps Salome and Zebedee along with their two sons, James and John would qualify. What a privilege to be an Amram and Jochebed!

			Imagine giving to the world Aaron, Miriam, and Moses! Think of the consequences of their lives upon the nation of Israel, the western world, and even eternity. Until very recently, all of Western society took its bearing and rested its foundation on the Mosaic Law. True, it did not come from Moses, but he was its vessel chosen by God to bring it to us. Wherever it was followed, stability and security followed.

			The Aaronic priesthood and all it secured for the nation of Israel began with Aaron. He was allowed to represent the people before God and to oversee the sacrificial system. Miriam is one of only five women in Scripture referred to as a prophetess (Ex 15:20). She led the women in song at the Red Sea and caused worship to ascend to the throne of God. The blot on her life in Numbers 12 should not obscure the greatness of this woman and her contribution, whether we find her by the Nile watching over the babe in the ark, or by the Red Sea leading the women in song. 

			

			If nothing more were recorded of this eminent couple other than the family they raised, their contribution to the work of God on earth would still be significant. But once again the day defined the deed as they raised their family in very dark and difficult days. As such, they serve as an encouragement for present 21st century families. Each generation probably has said the same as I am about to say. There has never been a more difficult day in which to raise a family. And what each generation has said is true as conditions worsen for each succeeding family. There was the bondage of Egypt, the Nile and its crocodiles that demanded every newborn male, the taskmasters whip, and the deferment of the long-expected fulfilment of divine promises. The days were dark and tinged by a sense of hopelessness for many in Israel – but not for Amram and Jochebed. 

			In our age, our society, like the Nile, is demanding our children for indoctrination. The silence of heaven amidst the injustice and iniquity in our society is a “trial of faith” (1 Pet 1:7) for everyone. Egypt attempted to thwart the birth of newborn sons (Ex 1:15, 16). If unsuccessful there, then terminate their growth (1:22). If that did not prove successful, then so trouble their lives with bondage and bricks, that they would not be able to be anything for God (1:14). The strategy of the enemy is eerily similar today. What resources did Amram and Jochebed have in their day? What do we have available to us today?

			 

			Their Faith

			They began their married life well. He was of the tribe of Levi and married a woman from the tribe of Levi. He married within the nation and within the tribe. Their marriage had all the earmarks of devotion to God, and we would expect smooth sailing. Yet, God gave them a son at the darkest moment of Israel’s history in her bondage in Egypt. Faith was going to be tried. As the days and weeks passed, their faith was being tested and was growing. 

			We read in Exodus 2:2 that when Jochebed saw that he was a goodly child, she hid him three months. Every newborn child, and especially every newborn soul, represents potential for God. When Ruth bore her son Obed, the women of the city saw great potential in his life (Ruth 4:15). Similarly, we need eyes to see that every soul has potential for God to use to accomplish great things. Those small children who run around the Hall making noise between the meetings represent the future. May God give us eyes to see.

			Scripture is always balanced and insightful. Notice that Exodus 2 credits Jochebed with preserving Moses’ life. In Acts 7, in Stephen’s great discourse, he tells us that Moses, the infant, was hidden in his father’s house (Acts 7:20) because he was exceedingly “fair to God.” We come next to Hebrews 11 and find that “By faith, Moses when he was born was hid three months of his parents because they saw he was a comely child” (v 23). 

			Now notice carefully: Exodus says that his mother hid him. Acts says that it was his father’s house. Hebrews says that his parents hid him. Exodus tells us of a mother’s hand that protected; Acts stress the headship of the home in Amram. Hebrews tells us that they were in harmony as to the action. Communication was essential for this couple.

			Focus on the Hebrew passage for a moment. In that chapter which emphasises the importance of faith, and the covenant promises of God, it is again stressed that Moses’ parents acted by faith. But faith requires a word from God upon which to base its action. Faith is never a leap in the dark or an “I hope so” attitude. What revelation did Moses’ parents grasp and act on? It may be the covenant God made with Abram and the promise that after 400 years they would be delivered (Gen 15); or it might have been the prophetic-promise of Joseph in Genesis 50:24, 25, recounting that God would visit them and bring them up out of Egypt. Is it possible that as they looked at the newborn babe, they thought that here might be the deliverer who would lead the people of God out of Egypt? Or did they simply see a child that had potential for God and refused to allow Egypt to have him? Whichever scenario was operative, they obviously knew the Word of God that was handed down orally from generation to generation. 

			Add to this that his mother made an ark to save him in the Nile, likely taking her cue from Noah and his ark that saved his family from the flood waters, and we see a family that was steeped in the knowledge of God’s ways. There was no written Scripture to which they could turn, but there was the oral tradition of divine promises and dealings to which they could resort for their faith. We who have the completed canon have so much more upon which to build our lives and shape our decisions, yet we come so far short of what some of these O. T. believers displayed. 

			 

			Their Fearlessness

			“They were not afraid of the king’s commandment” (11:23). They did not fear man, but they did move in the fear of God, that longing desire to please Him alone. As we trace their follow-through and strategy, we see their wisdom based on the experience of previous believers, their care for detail, and their confidence in God. 

			Had the Lord given them another daughter instead of a son, life would have been much easier. But the Lord had other purposes. He was working, not only to produce a Moses, but to increase the faith and joy of Amram and Jochebed. So, He gave them a son and put their faith to the test. 

			The main “hands-on” of raising children is entrusted to a mother.  True to form, Jochebed seems to occupy the spotlight in all that follows with Moses. The king’s command demanded he be thrown into the Nile. The potential of the child for God demanded a different course to Jochebed. Initially, she protected and hid him from the eyes of everyone. For three months she somehow kept him secreted from the Egyptian Gestapo. In a similar manner, Christian mothers will “hide” their children and shield them from the secular world and its standards for as long as possible. But a time came when Moses could no longer be hid. She had protected him as long as possible and now she must see him preserved in the Nile. As mentioned, she duplicated Noah’s ark on a smaller scale, pitching it with pitch to keep the Nile out. When she could no longer hide him she could hedge him about to preserve him. Although he had to be in the Nile, she could do what was needed to keep the Nile from being in his ark.

			

			The events that ensued are well known and declare eloquently the sovereignty of God. He uses the tear from the babe, a whimper, combined with the sympathy of a woman’s heart. And the result is that the conqueror of Egypt is brought into the house of Pharaoh to be raised as Pharaoh’s son. God oversaw the perfect timing of everything: the ark in the right place, Pharaoh’s daughter arriving on the scene at the proper moment, Miriam’s arrival, the agreement to have a Hebrew “nurse” care for the child. The results include the irony of a mother being paid to care for her own child! The years spent back at home with Jochebed would be years that would be put to good use. It was during that time that his mother would have instructed him in the promises and purposes of God. What she instilled into his heart is what enabled him to make the right choice later in life. She had protected him from Egypt as long as she could. Then she preserved him with the ark. But now she prepared him for the service God had in mind for him.

			Early years of development are crucial for the preparation of our children should God in mercy save them. Increasingly, a secular society is demanding that we hand our children over to their educational system and allow it to shape their minds, values, and vision. It wants to “drown” them, immerse them in its river of secularism and humanistic thinking. Parents have the responsibility to prepare a child for God and His service. This can only be accomplished by giving the Word of God its place in the family. With the intrusion of all of our “devices,” this has become increasingly difficult.

			We are told in Hebrews that Amram and Jochebed had to wait until Moses came to years to see the ultimate choice he would make. Putting Scriptures together, we find that it was at the age of 40 that Moses made the choice to cast his lot in with the children of Israel. Godly parents who raised their son for God had to wait forty years to be sure he would make the right decision in life and link himself with the future Messiah. The same patience is needed for many parents today. You may have raised your child with the desire to see him or her useful for God. Years have passed and you still pray, sometimes with tears, that God will work in that life. Take heart and remember these parents and their patient waiting on God. And think of the result – a Moses!

		

	
		

		
			
Ananias

			He knew “how to speak a word in season to him that is weary” 

			Isaiah 50:4

			
Reading: Acts 9:10-19; 22:12-16


			 

			Ananias is introduced to us in Acts 9:10-18, and is again referred to by Paul in his defense before the rioting crowd in Acts 22:12-16. Ananias makes a brief appearance in the sacred history and then fades into the background, the remainder of his life known only to God. We should not assume that there was nothing else of significance in his life. But there may not have been anything so significant as the brief visit he paid to “brother Saul” on that memorable day.

			We are again reminded that God may use obscure saints to accomplish crucial tasks that have major consequences for the work of the kingdom of God. Ananias was privy to the fact that God had great things in store for the new convert, Saul, and with no sense of jealousy or resentment, he carried out his responsibility to him. It should be an encouragement to all of us that the Lord may direct us to some seemingly small task. But in the doing of it, we are setting in motion events that may well have monumental consequences. Ours is the responsibility of listening and obeying when He directs.

			Gathering up the fourteen verses which tell us of him, there are some insightful lessons to be gleaned for our profit. 

			 

			His Testimony

			When Paul gave his defence before the chief captain, the soldiers, and the temple mob, he alluded to Ananias, characterising him as a “a devout man according to the law, having a good report of all the Jews which dwelt there (Damascus)” (22:12). For obvious reasons, Paul would introduce the fact that it was a devout man with a good testimony among the Jews in the city who had identified with him after his Damascus Road experience. But the value of his testimony should not be lost on us. 

			God was looking for a man to bring his message to the new convert, Saul of Tarsus. He had just such a man positioned right there in Damascus. Here was the kind of man that God could employ.

			Psalm 24 attests to the truth that those moving in fellowship with God are men and women who have clean hands, a pure heart, humble souls, and truthful lips. God can use a Balaam and a Caiaphas when He so chooses. But they are the exceptions worked by His sovereignty. He normally delights to use believers who are walking in fellowship with Him. Ananias was such a man.

			Is my life and testimony such that the Lord can use me? If I need to make changes in my life if God should call, then I am not a clean vessel “meet for the Master’s use.”

			 

			His Availability

			He is introduced in Acts 9:10 as “a certain disciple,” a designation only used three times in the book of Acts. His words, “Behold I am here Lord,” show us a man who was in touch with heaven. The call did not “interrupt” his life or come as a huge surprise. It seems as though it was almost natural for him to be in communication with heaven.

			God had to call but once and Ananias could say, “Behold, I am here Lord” (Acts 9:10). Others responded in a similar manner and were useful for the Lord. Isaiah’s, “Here am I. Send me” (Isa 6:8), and Samuel’s thrice delayed, “speak for Thy servant heareth” (1 Sam 3:10) have become the standard for all believers. 

			Instructions were given to Ananias concerning a new convert. He would be found praying. God had revealed a similar balancing truth to Saul. He had prepared Saul and now was preparing Ananias. But Ananias at first had some reservations. He had a deep concern for the believers in Damascus. He had heard of Saul’s persecution of the believers in Jerusalem and knew of his authority to carry out the same in Damascus. Concerned for the well-being of the saints, he had his fears. God’s assurance, however, enabled him to overcome and obey.

			Ananias had natural fears, national concerns, and spiritual reasons for hesitating. But the reassurance from the Lord caused him to obey. At that point in time, his obedience was immediate. His task was to bring assurance and focus to a new convert. One of the first things he would do would be to teach Saul the need for baptism. 

			 

			His Spirit of Forgiveness

			Ananias not only obeyed the Lord and went to Saul, but his first words to him were, “Brother Saul.” Ananias was speaking to a man who was responsible for harming many believers and hounding many to death. Here he was facing an enemy of God’s people, the one-man Gestapo from the Israeli “anti-Christian police.” How was he going to act? What would he say? As soon as he enters the room, his first words must have fallen with incredible sweetness on Saul’s ears: “Brother Saul.” With two words, Ananias conveyed the forgiveness of his heart and a welcome to the community of believers. 

			The revelation of the mystery of the “One Body” was revealed to Paul at a later date. It characterised Paul’s ministry throughout his service for the Lord. But those initial words, suggesting a oneness together in the family of God, were a precious introduction to that truth.

			Forbearing and forgiving are commanded of us all (Col 3:13). Forgiveness is a nice concept. The problem is when you really have something to forgive, we all make excuses, covered over with spiritual veneer to soothe our consciences. But we are slow to forgive. Ananias did it immediately. Nothing less is expected of us.

			 

			His Sensitivity

			Ananias was a man who knew how to speak a word in season. What he said and how he said it are important. It is a reminder to us all that words are important. They are important for their meaning, but also for the time when they are said, and the manner in which they are said. Many things that Job’s friends said were statements of truth. The problem was that they were not relevant to Job. Their diatribes on retribution theology were totally “out of season” for Job.

			Sensitivity for the burdens and cares of other believers is a skill which many of us sadly lack. So often our comments are cold and cutting. There are the single believers among us who are made to feel “incomplete” by our innuendos. There are the grieving parents who long for the salvation of their children, and instead of encouragement from us, they feel judged by us, as though their failure has led to the rebellion of their children. There are heavy hearts, lonely hearts, and sorrowing hearts that are longing for someone to reach out and communicate something of the tenderness and sympathy of God. Sadly, we disappoint them by our inability. The Perfect Servant, though no less than God incarnate, chose to begin His day in communion with God. Flowing out from those times of nearness sprang the ability, as a Servant, to know how to speak a word in season to the weary. More time spent in the presence of God might enable us also to have words that would be seasonable for the people of God. 

			 

			His Encouragement

			In Acts 22, Paul affords us additional details about that initial visit from Ananias. Along with teaching the need for baptism, the words of Ananias as recorded in Acts 22, tell us of how wisely Ananias dealt with Saul. The experience on the Damascus road was life-changing and overwhelming. No doubt, the new convert was filled with questions and uncertainties. Ananias linked his new found faith all the way back to “The God of our fathers” confirming that the Messiah long looked for was the Christ he had seen on the road. Importantly, Ananias gave Saul a sense of direction and purpose for his Christian life. He was going to be a witness unto all men. The Lord had told him prior to going to Saul’s side, that Saul was a chosen vessel to bear His name before the Gentiles, kings, and the children of Israel. Ananias wisely gave Paul a sense of purpose for his life for God.

			Shepherds and parents alike can be a great blessing to young believers by teaching baptism and also the fact that all are saved for a purpose, for some work to do for the Lord. The young believer needs wise shepherd care, a care that includes encouragement and the instilling of a vision for usefulness in the assembly and beyond. 

		

	
		

		
			
Andrew

			“All God’s giants have been weak men who did great things for God because they reckoned on God being with them.” 

			J Hudson Taylor

			
Reading: Mark 1:16-18; John 1:35-42; John 6:1-13


			 

			A Little Man and a Big Move

			Andrew does not occupy the same prominence in the gospel records as do Peter and John, or even James for that matter. Someone has likened him to Benaiah in the O. T., one of David’s mighty men who did not make it into the “top three” (2 Sam 3:23). He is mentioned on perhaps four occasions outside of the times when his name is listed as one of the disciples. In the estimation of men, he would be considered a “lesser” disciple, one who did not occupy the limelight to any degree. He preached no memorable sermons, encountered no great crisis, and has not left us any writings from which we can learn. There are, however, lessons from his life from which we can all profit. 

			At some point in time, Andrew made his way from Bethsaida to the Jordan to link himself with the Baptist through baptism. He made a move away from the nation and submitted to the baptism of repentance. He became known as one of John’s disciples (John 1:35, 40). 

			But there came a day when he stood by as John pointed out “the Lamb of God”. Andrew and John left the Baptist and began following this “Lamb.” When the Lord asked the memorable question, “What seekest thou?” they were quick to respond, “Master, where dwellest Thou?” Andrew now made another significant move as he followed the Messiah, the Christ. The remainder of that day and night were spent with the Lord, learning of Him.

			

			Sometime later, by the Sea of Galilee, Andrew was working on the fishing nets with his brother Peter and his father (Mark 1:16, 17), when a call came. It was a call from the Lord Jesus, a call to discipleship. “Come ye after Me and I will make you to become fishers of men” (Mark 1:17). His response was immediate. All was left and another move was made, a very big one, this time leaving all behind to follow the Lord Jesus.
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