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Dedication

Upon the completion of writing this
book I could not wait to give the first copy of my raw first-draft
to my dad. Throughout the process he always asked me about it and
was anxious to see it. He made it a point to be his kids’ biggest
fan no matter what it was we were doing or working toward
accomplishing. When I placed that copy in his hand, I did not know
just a couple of months later on September 19, 2013, he would meet
God face to face and start living his new life in eternity.

Daniel Benjamin “Bud” Alexis was without a
doubt the greatest influence in my life. He was a faithful husband,
a loving and supportive father, proud grandfather and a life-long
minister of the Gospel. He will be deeply missed by family, friends
and the many whose lives he touched. I dedicate this book to my
Dad’s memory because the things I have learned and shared in this
book are built upon the foundation he established in my life.
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Introduction

I was asked to
play bass guitar in a band assembled to lead worship for a
young-adult retreat. A young man by the name of Jason Smith spoke
at the retreat. Jason had grown up in El Dorado, Arkansas, the same
town where I lived and we both attended the same church. God called
Jason into full-time Christian ministry and at the time of the
retreat he was serving as a youth pastor at a church in Auburn,
Alabama.

On the first night of the retreat Jason used
the example of the donkey Jesus rode into Jerusalem to illustrate
some of the points in his message. Listening to Jason speak about
the relevance of the donkey, I began thinking about all the
references throughout the Bible where donkeys were present during a
significant event. “There just might be some important lessons we
could all learn by looking at these stories through the eyes of the
donkey,” I thought.

If you are a preacher or teacher you will
know what I mean when I say, some points when you hear them will
cause you to spin off on a maze of ideas and applications for a
newly planted thought. There I was sitting in the back of the room
while Jason was speaking and my mind was racing through the Bible.
I wondered, “How many other donkeys in the Bible have we overlooked
that just might be there to teach us some sort of deep lesson?”

On the night’s drive home from the retreat I
had a strong sense this idea would make a great series for the
adult Sunday school class I was teaching at the time. While it
might be a little out of the box to announce, we’re going to
study donkeys in the Bible, everyone who knows me knows I’m no
stranger to coloring outside the lines. If it is in God’s Word,
then I believe it is there for a greater reason and we need to
study in such a way to allow the Holy Spirit to speak truth into
the depths of our hearts.

It is easy to fall into the rut of studying
the same stories and scriptures just because they are familiar.
With this in mind, the opportunity to study obscure references in
the Bible and learn something from them seemed like an adventure I
couldn’t resist taking.

The first challenge I had to overcome was the
fact I did not know anything about donkeys. The only donkey I had
ever had any experience with was a three-foot-high, concrete donkey
that used to stand in my grandparents’ rock garden in De Leon,
Texas. As a small child I rode atop the donkey, holding on tightly
to its ears for all I was worth. Years later, when my daughter and
son were small children, I took great pleasure in taking them to my
grandparents’ house to ride that same donkey. I am happy to say;
today the beloved lawn ornament sits in my parents’ yard waiting
for another generation of riders to come along.

Have you ever noticed the many ways donkeys
appear in popular culture? The most famous is, of course, Donkey
from “Shrek.” One of my favorites is Eeyore from “Winnie the Pooh,”
who was named from the sound donkeys make. If you watch retro
cartoons you may recognize this one as well, Baba Looey, Quick Draw
McGraw’s donkey sidekick. If you remember “Grizzly Adams,” Number 7
was Mad Jack’s donkey. The long running variety show “Hee Haw” had
a donkey mascot and in the old folk tale, “Town Musicians of
Bremen,” there was a donkey as the main character. In children’s
party games, there is only one animal to pin a tail on. As you can
clearly see, there is no shortage of love for the donkey.

The very next morning my quest to research
donkeys began. First, I found there were plenty of donkeys in the
Bible for possible candidates. Since I had never before even
touched a donkey, I thought it might be useful going forward to
learn as much as I could about donkeys, especially if I planned to
teach about them. I found donkeys were amazing creatures and there
was a lot we could all learn from them.

Donkeys vary in height from around three to
five feet at the withers, the highest point of the back which is
usually at the base of the neck. The average life span of a donkey
is thirty to forty years, with some living to over fifty years of
age. A donkey is comparatively much stronger than a horse pound for
pound. Their two main means of defense is their famous kick and a
ferocious bite. Their loud bray can be heard for up to two miles
away. Donkeys have a reputation for being stubborn animals, but the
fact is they are intelligent, independent thinkers with a
heightened sense of preservation.

Donkeys actually make decisions based on
safety. Rather than just blindly obeying its master, the donkey
will think about whether something is a good idea before it does
it. A good donkey owner can train his donkey to obey him by gaining
the trust of the animal. Once a donkey is convinced you will never
do anything to hurt it, you are more likely to gain cooperation
from your donkey.

It is my hope as you read through each
chapter the scriptures will come alive in a new and fresh way. I
know donkeys can’t talk and therefore, some of what is written in
the following pages are lessons revealed to me by the Holy Spirit
as I studied the passages from a different perspective. It is my
prayer God will use the tales from the mouth of a donkey to speak
to your heart and bring encouragement to your spirit.

The time has come to place your blanket on
the burro, jump on top and ride into the pages of a life-changing
journey. Thanks for joining me; it’s going to be one exciting
ride.







 Prologue

“Let there
be…Donkeys?”

Actually, God never said, “Let there
be donkeys.” However, on the sixth day of the creation story found
in the first chapter of Genesis God did say, “Let
the earth bring forth the living creature according to its kind:
cattle and creeping thing and beast of the earth,
each according to
its kind; and it was so.”1 Donkeys definitely fall into this category and
did serve a special purpose during Biblical days as you will see in
the following chapters.

Several Sundays passed before I announced the
next series of lessons I planned to teach were about donkeys in the
Bible. As you can probably guess, a few of my witty friends (a.k.a.
“wise guys”) asked, “Are you going to use the original word for
donkey in the lessons?” I knew what they were talking about, but I
thought it would be more fun to really use the original word for
donkey found in the Hebrew text. If they
want to say, original, then we can’t quote from the King James
Version, now can we?

There are actually two Hebrew words for
donkey: Chămôr, which refers to a he-donkey and 'âthôn which refers to a she-donkey. Today, the
difference is marked affectionately as a jack for male donkeys, and
a jenny for female donkeys.

The first domestication of donkeys was
recorded in about 3,000 B.C. in or around Egypt. This proves man
and donkey have a long-standing history together. Their use spread
to the Middle East in about 1,800 B.C. Donkeys were in no way
considered low class, rather they were a preferred method of
travel. Many wealthy people rode on donkeys. Several people
mentioned in the Bible as riding on donkeys also owned horses.
Wealth was often marked by how many donkeys one owned. Donkeys in
Biblical times were extensively used in trade as pack animals.

There are over 140 references to donkeys in
the Bible. It is common to study great men and women in God’s Word
and learn the truths hidden in their stories. In the same way, I
believe if donkeys were important enough to appear a large number
of times in the Bible, there must be something we can all learn
from them.

Comparing human behavior with animals is
quite common. You can be busy as a bee, or sly as a
fox. If you are a snake you are deceptive, but if you
are an owl you are wise. We have puppy love and
bear hugs from mother hens who tell you to stop
monkeying around. You can be silly as a goose, but
should try to avoid being as big as a whale. When someone is
as hungry as a bear they may wolf down their food or
even pig out. Lawyers are called vultures. Other
characteristics include: quick as a rabbit, slow as a
turtle, clumsy as a bull in a china closet, strong as
an ox, happy as a lark, slow as a turtle, and
quiet as a mouse. This said, for some reason most people do
not take it complimentary when called a donkey.

Take a moment to read Genesis chapter 49.
Jacob was giving a final word to all his sons. He says to his son,
Issachar, He is a “strong donkey, lying down between two
burdens.”2 Now if my dad said, “Keith, you’re a strong
donkey lying down between two burdens,” my first thought would be,
“Huh?” Then I would try to get to the bottom of exactly what such
an odd statement meant so I could decide whether to be upset or
not.

Did this scripture mean Issachar was lazy
and would lie down instead of work? Donkeys are known to sit or lie
down if their burden is too heavy. Let’s look at Issachar’s story
to get a clearer idea of what kind of person he was.

Issachar, the Strong Donkey

It all started when Jacob met Rachel. He
loved her very much and arranged to marry her. The story goes, when
Jacob asked Rachel’s Dad, Laban, for her hand in marriage, Laban
made Jacob promise to work on his land for seven years in order to
gain his blessing. Then, Laban would give his permission for Jacob
to marry Rachel. However, before this wedding could come about,
Jacob was tricked into first marrying Leah, Rachel’s older sister.
Jacob had to work for Laban an additional seven years for
Rachel.

Leah had four sons by Jacob with the hope
that bearing a quartet of strapping boys would make him love her.
Still, Jacob loved Rachel. Eventually four more sons were born to
Jacob by the maids of both Rachel and Leah; apparently there was a
competition going on.

One day Rueben, Leah’s oldest son, came in
from the field with some mandrakes and he gave them to his mother.
When Rachel sees the mandrakes she asks Leah if she can have some
of them. Leah responds, “You already have my husband, and now you
want my mandrakes, too?” From this we can assume Jacob had very
little to do with Leah.

Rachel comes up with a clever deal for Leah.
If Leah will give Rachel the mandrakes, in exchange, Rachel will
give Jacob to Leah for the night. When Jacob came home from the
field that evening, Leah informed him of the deal she had made with
Rachel. Jacob was Leah’s for the night.

“Now what is the big deal about mandrakes?”
you may ask. A mandrake is a small yellow fruit planted in the
ground and grown like a potato. It was believed to have medicinal
and magical powers. The literal Hebrew interpretation for the word
“mandrake” was “love plant” and believed to ensure fertility. Ah
ha! Rachel, still barren, was desperate to have those mandrakes in
hopes they would help her become more fertile and better able to
give Jacob a son, the one thing to this point, she had been unable
to do. By the looks of things the mandrakes were apparently working
well for Leah.

Issachar was conceived on the night Jacob was
exchanged for the mandrakes and Leah declared, “God has given me my
wages.” The name Issachar means “he will bring reward,” and from
the day he was born moving forward he carried with him the stigma
of being for hire.3

Moses declared a joint prophesy to Zebulun
and Issachar in his final blessing given to the tribes of Israel.
“Rejoice, Zebulun, in your going out and Issachar in your
tents.”4 After settling in Canaan, where the land of
these two tribes abutted one another, Zebulun became a trader of
commerce and Issachar became a keeper of the Torah studying the
principles of the law.

Issachar had famous study tents in which they
spent hours together studying the law. It seemed Issachar had found
rest and satisfaction in the place they had carved for themselves.
Even though they were often seen as lazy and choosing to take the
easy way out, Issachar showed unusual insight and strength.

The tribe of Issachar was one of the first
tribes to side with David over Saul. They were sensitive to the
fact God had anointed another. When the kingdom was divided, they
were in the Northern Kingdom, yet its members attended Hezekiah of
Judah’s Passover feast.5 They were true worshippers and
seekers of God despite their circumstances and status. Just like
Issachar had a heart to seek God, God calls each one of us to be a
“strong donkey” eager to study His Word and be true worshippers who
pursue Him.

The intent of this study is not just to learn
about some donkeys in the Bible. It is to learn about the stories
and situations surrounding the mention of the donkey. Some of these
stories you will recognize, yet others you may have never known
were even in the Bible. I hope you will have fun on this journey as
you gain new insights into God’s Word and find fresh truths to help
you walk a little closer to your Savior.







Chapter 1

The Donkey Who Carried Jesus

 In 1982 I
attended my first Christian rock concert. Petra was performing in
Shreveport, Louisiana, on their “More Power to Ya” tour. The lights
dimmed and the thickest smoke I had ever seen to date filled the
arena. The stage lights danced and the thunderous music powered
forth like a mighty army storming a castle. The bass rattled my
insides. As the fog started to disperse, I could faintly see
figures dressed in camouflage-themed outfits appear on the stage.
Gripping their respective instruments with authority, the band
began to play and the crowd went wild. “Now THAT’S a triumphal
entrance!”

For nine years I toured as a part of the
Christian band Tinman Jones. We too had a flare for the
dramatic as our goal was for visual appeal to accompany our music.
At the onset of each show an intro track would start to play,
laying a high energy foundation to build anticipation. At one point
we had samples from our namesake, “The Wizard of Oz,” layered in
the track. As we took our places and donned our respective
instruments, the Tin Woodsman would say, “Oh! It ticks...” This was
the cue for the drummer to click his sticks together to give the
rest of us the cadence for the first song.

There are many ways to make an entrance on a
grandiose scale. Our sports heroes often ride through the streets
amidst a rain of ticker tape and fanfare. I’ve seen people
parachute into stadiums dressed like Elvis. Often, a flowery
introduction is made by a prominent figure.

What did Jesus do? He rode in on a donkey!
Here, at the greatest single act on the stage of mankind, we find
Jesus making His grand entrance atop a little, short, stubby and
smelly donkey. From a mere human perspective, one might think Jesus
could have really benefited from a better P.R. (Public Relations)
Person.

The prophet Zechariah, years before, had
declared the messiah’s method of transport. We read his words in
Zechariah 9:9, “Behold, your King is coming to you; He is
just and having salvation, Lowly and riding on a donkey, A colt,
the foal of a donkey.” Jesus was obligated to fulfill all prophesy
so the donkey was a required participant in the story.

To set the stage, take a little time and read
Matthew 21:1–9, Mark 11:1–10 and Luke 19:28–38. We see in these
verses, Jesus was about to come to Jerusalem. On the journey they
stopped at a place called Bethphage, close to the Mount of Olives,
where Jesus sent two of His disciples to a village opposite them.
He told them, once they arrived at the village they would
immediately see a donkey tied up. They were to loose the donkey and
bring it to him, because this was the donkey he would ride into
Jerusalem.

Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem was an
important day leading one to ask the question, why a donkey? There
is definitely some good scrub (donkey food) in this story to be
harvested.

The Donkey Was Young

In all three accounts of Matthew, Mark and
Luke, the donkey is referred to as a colt. In Matthew’s version, it
seems the donkey’s mother was even present. Just how young was this
donkey Jesus sent for? Well, a donkey’s joints and bones are not
mature enough for work until it is about three years old. It will
reach full size at about four or five, and does not mature
behaviorally until around six years old. For estimation purposes
let’s say the donkey was at least four years old.

Do you agree that young is a relative
term? When you are a child, there are many things that you are too
young to do. Amusement parks display signs marking the height one
must be in order to get on the ride. You must prove you are big
enough. Do you remember sitting at the kids’ table and wishing
you were old enough to sit with the big people at special dinners?
Teenagers often think they are old enough to do just about
anything, yet they can still be too young to drive, too young to
vote or too young to be hired for certain jobs. I remember well
when my son, Jamin, was applying for a summer job between college
semesters. Over and over he would hear, “You must be 21 get the
job.” He felt this qualification was unfair as he believed he was
plenty qualified at a younger age to perform the available
positions well.

Dan Quayle was ridiculed relentlessly for
being too young to hold the office of Vice President. Does anyone
remember the endless late night spoofs of Quayle in the knickers
and beanie cap? Yet, he was 41 years old with a long string of
qualifications. There will always be things we desire to do for
which we are considered too young. For most of us, 65 years old
will be too young to retire.

Besides not meeting age requirements, there
are other situations in life for which we may be considered too
young. Have you ever moved to a new town where everything feels new
and foreign? You don’t know anyone, and fitting in seems to be a
struggle. Maybe you started attending a new church and everyone
already had their friendships established. Or it could be the
things you participated in at your previous church don’t exist in
your new family of worship.

Growing up, my family moved around many
times. As a matter of fact we were homeless for three years during
my childhood. We were not destitute but we did not have a place to
call home - basically, because we didn’t need one. My dad was a
preacher, and for those three years he was a traveling evangelist.
In those days revivals took place from Sunday morning through
Friday night. Each week for fifty weeks out of the year my family
lived in a different town. Saturdays were devoted to traveling from
one destination to the next. With my Dad preaching on the
evangelistic field, as well as assuming several pastorate roles, I
became really good at being the “new guy.” I can honestly say I
would not trade these years for anything, even though they did give
me a fair share of challenges.

Whether you are too young to enjoy certain
things in life or you don’t have the qualifications to meet certain
opportunities, the truth is, every one faces challenges in life.
People new to a faith in Christ also qualify as being young. When
Paul said, “Behold, all things have become new…”6 he
wasn’t kidding. There is a reason why “new” Believers are also
referred to as “baby Christians.” With one decision comes many
changes, not bad changes but changes all the same. All of a sudden,
one moves from looking at life from a human perspective to viewing
life from a heavenly perspective. Some things just look and feel
different. It seems there is so much to learn including a new
language full of terms that may sound strange compared to a
strictly secular vocabulary.

Have you ever felt like you were too young or
too lacking in maturity to be useful to God? If we are honest, we
have all experienced times when we felt inadequate, lacking in
knowledge, awkward or inferior when comparing ourselves to everyone
else. We shy away from getting involved because we feel someone
else may be more qualified. It’s easy to think God might rather use
older people to fulfill His purposes. And all the while we
feel stuck sitting at the kids’ table longing for a chance to hang
out with the grown-ups.

Perhaps you are young in years or young in
faith. You may be new to a church or new to a city. Whatever way
you may face the challenge of being young, I am certain you relate
to our donkey in this story.

Tied Up

Jesus told two of his disciples the donkey
they were looking for would be tied. Being tied up is a
phrase most of us can relate to. A common response when you ask
someone to do something for you or with you is often, “I can’t…I’m
tied up right now.”

We are often strapped to the hitching post by
so many things in our lives. You may feel tied to a demanding job
that totally consumes your time and leaves you feeling stuck with
little opportunity of escape. Maybe you feel bound by some sticky
circumstance and can’t seem to find a way out. Debt is another
obstacle holding many in bondage as every day more people are
finding themselves in over their heads and drowning in a sea of
never ending financial obligations. Sometimes we feel as if we are
suffocating under our many daily commitments, feeling totally
overwhelmed and unable to breathe.

The disciples find the donkey tied up to a
post along a road at the entrance to a city and unable to move very
far. We’ve all experienced times like this in our own lives haven’t
we? I know I’ve had times in my life when I can totally relate to
the spot the donkey is in.

How does the view look when you are tied up?
The view always looks the same, doesn’t it? Whatever you are seeing
is all you are ever going to see as long as you are fixed to the
same spot. The routine of our daily lives can resemble being tied
up. We wake up at the same time every morning and go through the
same routine. Flip through the same channels and see the same
television programs. We leave for work at the same time every day,
take the same path and see the same people at the same red light.
Once we get to work we have the same conversations. Occasionally,
we may stop and wonder, “Is there anything else?” This donkey may
have felt the same way as he stood there tied to this post.

It is possible to simply appear as if you are
tied. Have you ever watched a good, old western movie? It always
interests me to see the cowboy ride up to the hitching post,
dismount his steed and throw the reigns over the post, not even
tying it, just laying the straps over the post. Yet the horse does
not run away. Why? Because the horse thinks it is tied up. However,
given the right circumstances, if spooked or the horse senses the
presence of impending danger, the pseudo-tied horse will bolt and
run away. As long as it thinks it is tied up, the horse will
continue to stand unmoved and in place.

I have a younger sister named LaDonna. We
have always gotten along great. One day I felt the need to torture
her, as older brothers are obligated to do from time to time. I
took her to her room and tied her to the bedpost using my best
Royal Ranger knots. Royal Rangers were similar to Boy Scouts and
existed within my church affiliation. I amassed a chest full of
badges to prove I was no slacker at knot tying. After I finished
securing LaDonna to the bedpost I put a song on her stereo from our
parents’ old time Southern Gospel collection. I cranked it up as
loud as it would go and ran. You may love Southern Gospel singing,
but as kids it was far from our favorite music to listen to. This
may sound far-fetched, but I kid you not, before I could get back
to the doorway of my room, LaDonna untied herself, caught up to me
and preceded to give me a pounding.

To this day I do not know how she released
herself from my expert bindings. The point is, with the right
motivation you can break any chains tying you down or holding you
in bondage. Whether real or perceived, too many people find
themselves in a state of bondage, choosing to remain “tied down”
just like the donkey. Often times we expend all of our energy
waiting and hoping to someday be released, rather than using our
energy as LaDonna did to find a way out and overcome our
circumstances.

Never Been Ridden

Can’t you just imagine the poor donkey
standing there tied to a pole and unable to go anywhere? Every day
the donkey watched a parade of other donkeys go by carrying riders,
hauling merchandise and doing all sorts of the great things donkeys
are born to do.

There are many areas where donkeys really do
come in handy. The obvious is transportation. Donkeys were the
number one means of transportation in those times and most families
had at least one. We also know donkeys were used to carry goods to
market. A lesser known use includes placement within herds of sheep
and goats for protection. Donkeys are possessive creatures and will
attack wolves and even lions with their dangerous kick and bite to
keep the flock safe. Donkeys are still used to this day as
stablemates for race horses. Horses are more high spirited and when
a trainer needs to calm a horse down he can stable it with a donkey
and the calm demeanor of the donkey will have a quieting effect on
the horse.

Have you ever wanted to do something for the
Lord so badly, but you didn’t know what to do? You look around and
see others teaching, singing, serving, operating cameras and
helping with many other ministries, and you pray, “God, You seem to
have something to do for everyone but nothing for me. Here I am
tied to this post with nothing to do.”

As a boy I was not blessed with much
substance on my skeleton. I was a scrawny kid to say the least.
Unfortunately, I seem to have currently over-compensated for my
previous deficiencies, but that’s a different story. On top of my
wiry frame, I wasn’t an incredibly gifted athlete either. I
remember standing against the wall in the gym during Physical
Education Class while the team captains picked their players. I
always seemed to be the last one picked. “You can have Keith,” one
would say. To which the other replied, “I don’t want him, you take
him.”

If they were to ask me, I really did have a
preference. To mark differences in the teams we played “shirts and
skins,” meaning one team would play shirtless and the other would
wear shirts. I was a modest kid and hated showing my rib cage to
the world, so I would pray, “God, let the shirt guy be the
unlucky one today.” Do you find it interesting you rarely hear
stories from the first ones who were picked? Somehow it just seems
every one of us in the world were always the last ones picked.

The point is at some time or another most of
us have experienced what it is like to be the last one standing
while feeling unwanted and devalued. There stood the donkey, having
never been ridden and branded unimportant. Maybe some of its donkey
friends would come by and bray, “Look what I get to do.” The
donkey, reflecting on its own young life, may have wondered if it
will ever get to do anything of importance. “Surely someone will
come along and pick me for a job.” We all want to feel like we
serve a purpose. We want our existence to matter.

Standing in His Own Mess

Please allow me to embellish the story a
little here. This point isn’t recorded in scripture, but it’s worth
some attention because it is significant to the plight of our
donkey. The owner of the donkey was said to be nearby. Therefore,
we can assume someone was taking care of this donkey. The donkey
had to be fed to survive, and if the donkey eats, he must
also…well, you know. Just where do you think the donkey made his
mess? You guessed it; right where he was standing. Not only was
this young donkey tied up and unable to do much of anything; it was
watching all the other donkeys around it fulfill a purpose while it
was standing smack dab in the middle of its own mess.
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