
        
            [image: cover]
        


My God & Saviour

A collection of short stories based on the author’s
understanding of God’s nature as a Person

By Kenneth John Marks

Smashwords ebook edition published by Fideli
Publishing, Inc.

 


 


 



© Copyright 2011, Kenneth John Marks

No part of this eBook may be reproduced or shared by
any electronic or mechanical means, including but not limited to
printing, file sharing, and email, without prior written permission
from Fideli Publishing, Inc.

Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

ISBN: 978-1-60414-350-8

 


 


 



Contents

​Forward

Dedication and Thanks

Nabal and Joshua

Abraham and Isaac

Lazarus, Mary and Martha

A Sinful Woman

Nathanael

The Very First Evangelist

Mary and Joseph

Behold Eternal Value

No Ribbons for Tillie

Healing the Blind

The End of Intellectual
Achievement

A Wealthy Young Ruler

A Wealthy Young Ruler
(Epilogue)

A Shepherd and His Sheep

Rules, Rules, Rules

Redemption

When Doom Comes to the Ungodly

About the Author

Foot Notes

 


 


 



Forward

​ My
God & Saviour is a collection of short stories based on my
understanding of God’s nature as a Person and on the principles of
my Christian faith. Many of these stories came to me as I meditated
on God’s word and on its application to my life.

Most of them are based on Biblical events,
for example Gabriel coming to Mary to tell her that she will soon
bear the Son of God. These stories came to me as I imagined myself
watching these events unfold; as I imagined watching the characters
interact with God, usually in His incarnation as Jesus — or with His angels or with His enemies — as the characters struggled to serve the Lord. On
the other hand, some of these stories are what one might call
parables. They are fictional and they contain a single point of
instruction, generally about what it means to be a Christian and to
faithfully serve the Lord our God.

To enhance a reader’s understanding of each
story, it is introduced by one or more verses of Scripture, which
are quoted to illustrate the story’s point or to provide the source
of its inspiration. There is also a personal note from me
describing my motivation for writing it.

For the reader unfamiliar with the way
common people lived in ancient times, here are some historical
notes.

Their houses were normally small, single
story dwellings made of sun-dried brick or broken undressed stone.
They may have had two or three rooms with dirt floors; and the
people’s animals probably lived with them. If the houses had two
stories, it was not uncommon for the animals to live on the ground
floor and the family to live above them. Furniture, if there was
any at all, was poorly made. For example, beds might have been as
simple as mats laid on the ground or rude wooden-framed cots.
Unless otherwise informed by the narrative, you may infer that any
houses mentioned herein are of this humble type.

People’s clothing generally consisted of
one-piece garments that slipped over the head, along with a cloak
for warmth, both made of coarsely woven wool fiber. (The rich might
have worn similar clothing made of finely dyed linen cloth.) It is
thought that the common people sometimes slept in their robes and
cloaks. They generally wore sandals made of leather or went
barefoot.

All Biblical quotations are taken from the
New International Version (NIV) of the Bible. The NIV does not
capitalize the pronouns “he” and “him” when referring to the Lord;
therefore, when I quote this scripture, I quote it exactly as it is
punctuated and capitalized. However, in the narrative, I do
capitalize these pronouns.

Finally, though I wrote these stories for
the entertainment of the reader, it was also my hope that he or she
would find in them some spiritual instruction. My hope is that they
will make each reader who knows our Lord Jesus Christ think about
his/her faith; about what it means to be a Christian. My fervent
hope is that the messages in these stories will inspire all readers
to try to attain to a better knowledge and understanding his/her
God and His ways.

 


 


 



​
Dedication and Thanks

These stories are dedicated to the memory of
Dave and Kay Landers, two wonderful servants of God through whom
the Lord Jesus Christ introduced Himself to me. Also I want to
thank Donna Tooze and Nichole Joor who read these stories and
provided many valuable comments.

 


 


 



Nabal and Joshua

​ When we were
God's enemies he demonstrated his own love for us in this: Christ
died for us.

(Romans 5: 8 & 5:10 combined)

Author’s note: This fable
was written to illustrate what it meant for our loving God to die
on the cross for us miserable sinners, even though we were
alienated from Him, and who, by our very nature are His
enemies.

During the time when
kings reigned in Israel, there were two men who lived in a little
village in the hill country of Samaria. Their names were Nabal and
Joshua.

Nabal was the village’s wealthiest man and
most powerful citizen. He had thousands of head of oxen, donkeys
and camels, and his fields yielded so much grain that his barns and
storehouses could not hold it all. As befitting a man of Nabal’s
station, his house was a palace, made of kiln-baked brick and
polished stone, sporting many rooms and plush furnishings. He had a
beautiful wife who loved him and many sons and daughters who were
devoted to him. Yet he got little pleasure from his wealth, or from
the love of his family, or even from his position of power.

You see, Nabal feared neither man nor God,
nor had he ever felt true love for anything or anyone. Rather, his
soul was filled with hatred, rage and greed. He was miserly to the
nth degree; his temper was legend; and he was utterly
ruthless. Nabal especially hated the poor. He spat into their cups
if they dared raise them to him; and if someone got in his way, he
would not go around him but would shove him aside with a vile oath
and a curse. No one who received such treatment would dare object,
though, because Nabal could bring terrible consequences down on the
complainer’s head. When Nabal walked the streets an aura of fear
surrounded him. Children ran and hid and adults avoided him if they
could. If they could not, however, and he chanced to look them in
the face (which was not all that often), what he took from their
expression to be the deference and respect due him was nothing but
their consuming loathing of this man dressed in false clothes.

Joshua, on the other hand, was a man of
modest means, who lived in a small house on the outskirts of the
village. He had a loving wife and many devoted sons and daughters
whom he loved and to whom he was devoted heart, mind and soul.
Joshua loved and feared his God and walked in His ways. Joshua was
righteous in God’s eyes and had found favor in His sight. Therefore
the Lord had poured out many blessings on His beloved child. Joshua
and his family never wanted for anything. His house was full of
love and laughter, and they lived happy and contented lives. Joshua
had also been given great skill in working with iron, bronze, stone
and wood and was recognized as one of the foremost artisans in
Israel. Therefore the work of his hands was greatly prized and he
earned a good living by his craft. He also gave much because he had
a heart after the Lord’s own. His offerings greatly exceeded the
tithe that was required by the Law of God, and he never turned away
the poor and needy. This wonderful man was especially kind to the
children of the village. They would flock to his workshop, and none
would ever leave without an animal figurine, skillfully carved out
of stone or made of small scraps of iron or bronze, or a small
chariot made of wood with wheels that turned without making a
sound. Because Joshua was good and kind and was one of the wisest
men in all Judah, he was well loved and highly respected by the
people.

It came to pass on one beautiful sunny day
that Joshua was walking down the main street of the village,
carrying under his arm a chest made of a fine hard wood with a rich
dark grain. It had been stained and polished until it gleamed; the
sides had parts of several Psalms carved into them, all praising
God; and the top had been inlaid with gold, silver and many
precious stones in wonderful designs, all pleasing to the eye. In
Joshua’s mind, this chest was his greatest work. But it had been
very expensive to make and he had had to borrow heavily to complete
it. Nevertheless, he had risked much in the hope that his work
would find favor in the eyes of the one for whom it had been so
carefully and lovingly made. For, if it did, the profit from its
sale would allow him to feed and clothe his family for many months.
He would also be able to purchase the raw materials he needed to
earn a living for the whole next year.

It was these thoughts that gave Joshua his
dreamy look as he gave thanks to the Lord his God for His goodness,
confident that his ambitions for his family would be realized. As
Joshua walked along, many of the villagers stopped him to admire
his work, and this greatly pleased him because he was on his way to
deliver it to the wealthy merchant who had commissioned it.

The carpenter was suddenly jerked out of his
reverie by a great commotion, caused in part by the constant
snapping of a whip followed by a loud report as it struck home, and
also by shouts and curses. As he looked around to see what was
causing it, he saw only that a great crowd had gathered some
distance away on the far side of the street.

When Joshua had pushed his way through the
crowd, he saw that Nabal was standing in front of a small cart to
which a small donkey was harnessed; that the cart was loaded with
Nabal’s wife and oldest son as well as with several large sacks of
grain; that Nabal was furiously striking the pitiful creature with
a large leather whip, apparently because she had not moved along as
quickly as he would have liked (for he was an impatient man); that
in his hurry, he had forgotten to remove the hobbles that he
himself had placed upon her, which was obvious to all who were
standing silently by; that the poor little creature was jumping and
squirming and flinching horribly with each blow; that her head
bowed lower and lower; that her ears were pinned back as if in
shame; that her eyes were blinking and watering from the terrible
pain; and that she was whimpering pitifully. And, finally, that the
violent man was cursing the poor defenseless creature and
God at the top of his lungs with the vilest of oaths.

A great wave of rage broke upon Joshua’s
soul.

As Nabal prepared to strike the animal once
more, his hand suddenly stopped in midair. He felt a terrible stab
of pain travel from his wrist down through his forearm and into his
shoulder, for the outraged carpenter had grabbed Nabal’s wrist in a
terrific vise-like grip. The vile man also heard gasps of surprise
and consternation rise from the crowd. But Nabal was so overwhelmed
with shock and astonishment that anyone would presume to interfere
with him, all he could do was turn around and stare dumbly at the
trembling carpenter. Then he absentmindedly dropped the whip to the
ground, where it landed harmlessly in a cloud of dust at his
feet.

Seeing that he had got Nabal’s attention,
the carpenter released his hand, and Nabal’s arm dropped uselessly
to his side. Joshua leaned over and said quietly into Nabal’s ear
so that no one else could hear, “Can you not see that this animal’s
feet are still hobbled? Therefore stay your hand against her.”
Gritting his teeth now, he continued, straining with all his might
to keep the disgust he felt from souring his tone of voice. “And it
would be good for you to get quickly on your knees, right here,
before the Lord your God and pray that He forgive you for your
cruelty to this helpless creature, as well as for the terrible
oaths with which you have defiled yourself.”

Now this rich and powerful man was not used
to being brought to account for his actions, especially before the
entire village. To think that he should actually bow before anyone,
especially before a God whom he did not acknowledge or fear, well,
that was an outrageous affront. In his mind it would be like
casting human filth at the great monument of pride he had erected
to himself. Consumed with fiery rage, Nabal reached out with his
good arm and struck Joshua a great blow to the face.

God’s beloved son jerked backwards and lost
his grip on his precious wooden chest, and it fell to the ground.
As he staggered further backward with the force of the blow, he
stepped on the chest, shattering it into many pieces. Losing his
balance entirely, Joshua fell backward over its remains and landed
flat on his back.

Nabal shouted with laughter at the sight,
but as he looked around exultantly at the faces in the crowd, his
laughter died. The vile old man was shocked by what he saw. For as
the crowd looked back and forth from him to Joshua, who was just
now picking himself up off the remains of his work, it was clear by
their expressions that their fear of him had been replaced by one
of open hatred, anger, and repugnance, all these damning him in
their vehement accusation; whereas their looks at the carpenter
were filled with love and caring and sympathy. Nabal even imagined
that he saw reproof in the eyes of his little donkey as she first
looked back over her shoulder at him and then down at her fallen
rescuer.

Nabal cursed them all, but with exceptional
vehemence, even for him, because of the shame and humiliation he
felt from those looks of theirs. How he hated these feelings! As
the thirst for revenge filled him, he gritted his teeth and
clenched his jaw at Joshua, who was slowly coming to his feet.

On the other hand, as the carpenter surveyed
the wreckage of his livelihood and then looked around at the crowd,
then at the donkey, and then at Nabal, his thoughts were not filled
with hatred or a desire to take revenge. They were, rather, filled
with sorrow and pity for this poor foolish man who had defiled
himself and everyone on the scene. Joshua’s heart also went out to
the unfortunate little creature whose back was red with the welts
from the blows she had suffered. God’s beloved servant began to
pray that the Lord would be merciful and forgive this vile man his
terrible sin against his God and this helpless animal. He also
prayed for forgiveness for all these people who had stood silently
by and watched it all.

When the villagers saw Joshua’s expression,
they forgot Nabal for the moment. Instead, they saw the accusing
finger of the Lord Himself pointing at them. As they looked into
Joshua’s eyes, they saw their own shame, and they all blushed to
the roots of their hair. They knew that in their silent
acquiescence to Nabal’s brutal treatment of his helpless animal and
to his vile cursing of God, they bore his guilt as much as he.

But Nabal’s feelings of shame and
humiliation were abruptly pushed aside by his hatred and rage. It
was not long before he stiffened his neck, straightened his
shoulders, raised his chin and glared into their faces with
clenched jaw. Nevertheless, they did not look away from him as he
was used to. This enraged him more. To deflect their awful stares
he shouted, “What do you think you’re looking at? Get away with you
all!” Their fear of him quickly returned, and they all flinched
back and dropped their eyes to the ground. “And as for you,” he
said, pointing at Joshua and then at the shattered chest at his
feet, “you got what you deserved. Never cross my path again or you
shall rue the day you were born!” Nabal sealed this curse by
spitting at the ground near his victim’s feet.

As the crowd dispersed, Nabal cursed and
ridiculed them. He avoided Joshua’s continuing stare, however, as
he, with shaking hand, took the hobbles off his animal. How Nabal
hated that he could not stop that loathsome tremor!

Freed, finally, from her restraints, and at
the lightest touch of her cruel master, the little beast got
quickly underway, faithfully pulling the overloaded cart, despite
the many painful stripes she had borne.

Joshua did not take his eyes off Nabal until
he had turned a corner.

In the days that followed Nabal took his
vengeance on God’s servant. He went to each of the merchants in the
village and to everyone else whom he knew to be the carpenter’s
likely customers, and he warned them that they were to have nothing
to do with Joshua, nor were they to buy anything made by him, or
they would suffer the consequences. Since Nabal owned much of the
farmland around the village as well as many of the buildings in
which the people lived and worked, his threats were taken
seriously. Everyone knew that he would certainly ruin anyone who
displeased him, as he had done many times before—as he was now doing to Joshua.

Nabal’s vengeance had its desired effect.
Since Joshua was no longer able to sell his work, this wonderful
and gifted artist and faithful servant of the Lord was reduced to
shoveling animal dung to try to earn enough money to clothe and
feed his family. Also, since he had borrowed much to make the
ruined chest, he had to sell what he could of his own possessions
to satisfy the demands of his creditors. Yet after Joshua had sold
nearly everything he owned, except his tiny house, there were still
many debts, and the fear of foreclosure was great in his household.
His wife and children by their accusing and furtive glances gave
him the impression that they were wondering whether he might have
to sell them into slavery in order to pay.1

Because his family was suffering, Joshua
asked himself, did they not rightly blame his thoughtless act as
the cause? In his affliction and grief, he prayed to the Lord of
heaven:

“O Lord, have I offended thee? O God, if I have
offended thee in any way, you know that I truly repent in my heart,
and would offer any sacrifice to atone for my sin. But Lord, how
could I stand there and do nothing while that unfortunate man beat
that harmless creature and shouted his vile oaths against you?
Maybe I could have chosen a better way. I know that I was filled
with rage and it blinded me for a moment. If I have offended thee
by an act conceived in my anger, forgive your humble and devoted
servant.

“O Lord, do not let my failing cause my family to
suffer. Rise up in your mercy and compassion, O Lord, and help us
all that we may have enough food and adequate clothing to survive
the winter that is now hard upon us, and help me to earn enough
money to pay my debts.

“May the God of my fathers Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob forbid that we be forced to sell ourselves into slavery to do
so.

“I know, O Lord, that this affliction comes from
your hand. But I also know that you are my strength and my
redeemer, and that in your faithful love and righteousness, you
will come to our aid. For your love reaches to the heavens. Your
faithfulness is greater than the mighty mountains. As I stand
before you, I testify that I have forgiven Nabal for his sin
against me; therefore I know that my sins against you are also
forgiven.

“Hear the prayer of your servant, my Lord and
refuge, and come to our relief. Shower us with your loving
kindness, grace and mercy, and let your will be done.

“Amen.”

Now the Lord loved His faithful child
greatly, and He heard his prayer. He sent out His Holy Spirit to
move among the villagers, who loved and pitied Joshua but who were
afraid to show him mercy publicly for fear of what Nabal might do.
At the Lord’s prompting and despite their fear, the villagers all
secretly contributed money toward the payment of Joshua’s debts, so
that after a few weeks they were completely paid. Thus did the Lord
make His faithful servant and his family safe from the threat of
being delivered into slavery. Also, from time to time, someone
would come to Joshua’s house, but stealthily in the dark of night,
to give food, clothing and fuel. In this way, the Lord provided all
that Joshua and his family needed to survive the bitter cold of the
winter.

Still, Joshua and his family were openly
shunned by the village, and they lived in loneliness and grief.
This sad state of affairs persisted through that winter and well
into the spring.

It was on a particularly warm day, after
Joshua had left the stable where he was working and was walking
along the same street where he had had his altercation with Nabal,
that he heard something strange. Looking up, he saw that one of the
villagers’ carts had just come loose from its moorings and had
started to roll down a steeply sloped street toward Nabal. But the
man was loading his own cart and was so absorbed in his work he was
unaware of his danger. As the cart, which was rapidly gaining
speed, bore down upon Nabal, Joshua quickly ran toward him. He
arrived just in time to push Nabal out of the way before taking the
full force of the rampaging cart on himself.

At first Nabal was confused and disoriented.
Anger had flashed in him because he had been shoved rudely aside.
But when he realized what had happened and saw his enemy lying at
his feet, crushed, gasping for breath and dying, he was dumbfounded
with shock. How could this man, whom he had so cruelly and unjustly
misused, have saved his life at the cost of his own?

Immediately the Spirit of the Lord came upon
him and his heart was crushed with grief and shame. Kneeling down
beside his rescuer and cradling his head gently in his lap, the now
repentant sinner wailed with grief, not only for the evil he had
done to this fine man, but also because the memories of all the
wicked and cruel deeds he, Nabal, had done. How he loathed
himself!

The foolish old man cried to the sky, “O,
what have I done? O Lord, please take me instead.” He looked into
the face of the dying man, now obscured by Nabal’s tears, and
begged, “If you can possibly find it in your heart, forgive me for
the terrible things I have done. Ask of me anything and it will be
yours, even my worthless life in trade.”

Joshua looked up at him and smiled. “Be at
peace with God,” he replied. “He and I both forgave you long ago.
So then let your heart be filled with His faithful love. Do not
weep for me because I go now to be with my God. I hope that I will
see you there when He calls you.” He stopped to cough up some
blood, and then he gasped loudly, as if he were trying to pull back
the breath that was quickly leaving him. “You may do one thing to
ease my mind, if you would.”

“Of course, my friend, of course,” Nabal
replied eagerly, gently wiping the awful red mucous fluid from
Joshua’s cheek and chin with the hem of his cloak.

Joshua smiled at him and said, his words
growing fainter now, “Please take care of my wife and children.”
After carefully wiping a strand of hair away from Joshua’s face,
Nabal kissed his forehead with all the tenderness he could muster;
then he took his hand and kissed it too, whispering in his ear that
he must certainly do this very thing. His mind now at ease, Joshua
praised the Name of God in a surprisingly loud voice. Then he
died.

Joshua’s soul was immediately taken up into
heaven accompanied by the Archangel Michael himself, where there
was much singing and rejoicing as he fell into the waiting arms of
his loving heavenly Father. What joy there was in heaven that
day!

And Nabal, by the grace of God, repented of
his sinful ways. He and his whole house became devoted servants of
the Lord their God. Because he no longer lived the life of a fool —
for his name in the Hebrew tongue sounds like the word for “fool” —
the Lord gave him a new name, Joel, which means “the Lord
loves”.

From that day the people of the village were
amazed at the change in him. Some said it was as if the evil spirit
of Nabal had died in Joshua’s place and that Joshua’s righteous
spirit had come to dwell with them once more. While Nabal lived, no
one in the village or the surrounding countryside ever went without
food, shelter, or clothing. And he did see to Joshua’s wife and
children. He humbled himself before them, bowing low to the ground
and begging their forgiveness, tearing his clothes and throwing
dust on his head, loudly weeping and repenting. He also took them
into his home, showered them with his wealth and loved them with
the same selfless devoted love that he now showed his own wife and
children. And he served the Lord his God with love and devotion all
the rest of his days.


Abraham and Isaac

​ Some time later
God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” “Here I am,” he
replied. Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom
you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a
burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you
about.”

(Gen 22:1 — 2)

Author’s note: We’ve just
seen a person sacrifice his life for someone who hated him, much as
God sacrificed His life for us when we hated Him. But what does it
mean to give up something else that is even more precious than your
own life—the life of your only child?

Early one spring
morning, while it was still dark, Abraham awoke with great
excitement. It had been sixteen years to the day that Isaac, his
only son, the love of his soul and the light of his life, had come
to him, as the Lord had promised. Today they would celebrate the
day he was born. Abraham rose, and after kissing his wife Sarah,
who was still sleeping soundly, he left the tent quietly. He did
not want to wake her because he wanted some time to be alone with
God. As he left his tent, he looked up into the clear cold sky from
which a vast array of stars winked gaily down at him. Imagining
that they were the eyes of the host of God’s angels, he smiled back
at them. He was doubly glad that the day promised to dawn
beautifully.

Abraham took one of the glowing coals from
the firebox and lit a fire. As he sat in the quietness of the camp
and the little fire crackled into life, he began to reflect on how
the gracious Hand of the Lord his God had blessed him and prospered
him, and he considered all the good things God had done for
him.2

For when the Lord God called him out of the
land of the Chaldeans, He had promised to make him a great nation,
to bless those who blessed him, to curse those who cursed him and
to bless all the people of the earth through him. Five times before
the birth of Isaac, the Lord had appeared to him and promised to
give him and his descendents all the land he set his foot upon,
from the Nile to the Euphrates.

Abraham raised his eyes for a moment to look
around at the vastness surrounding him. He smiled when he
considered that his son Isaac had been born to him when he was a
hundred years old and his wife Sarah was ninety. How
amazing, he thought, chuckling.

Abraham’s smile faded, however, when he
recalled the hard times that had come when he had not fully trusted
God. There was that time in Egypt when he had lied, saying that
Sarah was his sister. Pharaoh had taken her into his house, but God
afflicted Pharaoh and his whole household with serious diseases.
Then there was that time just before Isaac’s birth when he lied
again about Sarah to Abimelech, king of Gerar, and put the king’s
whole country in danger. Abraham realized that every time he
doubted God, he sinned, and it got him, his family and others into
trouble. Nevertheless, the Lord God, the faithful God he knew as a
friend, delivered him.

Abraham chuckled again, raised his eyes to
heaven and gave thanks to the Lord.

Now all God’s promises to give this land to
Abraham had mentioned that his offspring would inherit
it.3 But when he and his wife Sarah entered the land, he
was seventy-five and she sixty-five, well past the age of
childbearing, and they had no children. He believed these promises,
certainly; but he wondered whether all this might come through one
of his servants who would be his heir.

Abraham then recalled how God had affirmed
the Promise by saying:

“Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your
very great reward. A servant in your household will not be your
heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir.”
4

The Father of Multitudes looked up into the
night sky as he recalled God’s words:

“Look up at the heavens and count the stars, if
indeed you can count them. So shall your offspring
be.”5

As he did on that night, the old man
marveled at the milky whiteness of the sky teaming with stars,
filled with awe. God also affirmed this promise by making a
covenant with him, sealing His promise to give him the
land.6 How wonderful that was. Abraham smiled at that
thought. How wonderful!

Yet at that time he was well over eighty and
he still had no children. Abraham blushed as he recalled how he and
Sarah had tried to make God’s promise come true by having him go to
Hagar, who was Sarah’s servant. But her pregnancy and then the
birth of Ishmael had caused no little grief for him and Sarah.
How foolish that was, he thought. And awful too! For he had
to send the thirteen-year-old Ishmael and his mother away when
Isaac was born. Awful!

Staring sullenly into the fire, Abraham
shook his head slowly and sighed heavily. He had doubted God and
tried in his own wisdom to force God’s promise to come true. As
usual, nothing but trouble had come from it. For what was probably
the ten thousandth time, he went to his knees and repented of his
lack of faith on that day and on those other days.

As he got off his knees and sat himself back
down, he looked into the sky again and then around at the land. He
thought about all the times he had trusted and obeyed the Lord God
and watched as the blessings poured down from heaven onto him and
his family. He bowed his head and gave thanks to the Lord for being
faithful, despite his occasional lack of faith, but raining down
blessings on him because of the Lord’s own faithfulness. And he
thanked his God for giving him the heir that He had promised.

Then Abraham looked back at the tent where
his son Isaac slept, and his love for him brimmed over in his heart
and then poured into his soul. What a miracle it had been that
Isaac was conceived by him when he was one hundred and Sarah was
ninety, a son, who, by the promise of God Almighty, would receive
this tremendous inheritance. Abraham again scanned the surrounding
hill country. As he thought about Isaac, little arrows of sweet
pain shot through him — from overwhelming joy, borne of the most
ardent hope, to the utmost thanksgiving, delight, and fulfillment
that can be imagined by anyone who has had the greatest desire of
his heart granted.

By this time the first rays of dawn had
begun to gleam on the horizon, and there were no clouds. Yes,
indeed, he thought, this day will be glorious. How
appropriate to the occasion.

This sent his mind back to that equally
glorious day many years ago when the Lord had come to him and said
of Sarah, “I will bless her and will surely give you a son by her.
I will bless her so that she will be the mother of nations; kings
of peoples will come from her.”7

Abraham recalled how he had fallen on his
face and laughed with this thought in his heart: Will a son be
born to a man a hundred years old? Will Sarah bear a child at the
age of ninety? The Lord heard his laughter, of course. He said
“Sarah will bear you a son and you will call him
Isaac.”8

Abraham laughed, but audibly now, when he
recalled how, in response to his laughter then, the Lord chose the
name Isaac for his son because it means “He laughs”. His laughter
grew louder because he knew that the Lord, his Friend, had laughed
with him that day.

Just as God said, one year later, He did
give him a son. His son. O joyous, joyous day!

Now Isaac’s father was laughing so loud he
was afraid of waking the camp. In his heart he still heard his
wife’s joyous cries when Isaac was born to them. He could still
hear the celebration in the camp as they feasted on the sacrifices
they had made to the Lord their God in thanksgiving for that day. A
son was born to Abraham. O hallelujah! Praise the Lord!

A bird’s song began to wake the camp.
It’s such a beautiful song, Abraham thought, like the one
that plays in my heart when I think of my beloved wife and son.
Just then Sarah came out of their tent and started to bustle about.
She waved to him, and he waved back and smiled, immediately
returning to his musings.

Abraham recalled the very first time he held
his son in his arms and saw the tiniest of fingers and toes and
heard the sweet little cry of hunger. Then there was that day when
Isaac said his very first word. Abraham was absolutely sure
he said “Abba” (Daddy). He had teased Sarah about it then, and they
both laughed at his good-natured joking.

How his heart filled with love as he watched
Sarah, the very best of women, bustle about!

Then there was the day Isaac took his very
first steps. He could still see his son’s little arms waving up and
down like the wings of a bird learning to fly, his little hands
holding onto one of his tiny toys, but with such a terrible grip,
as if his life depended on staying on his feet.

Then there were the years his son grew into
a healthy little boy and then into the young man he was today.
There was that day when young Isaac went into the fields with his
father for the first time to tend the flocks. He recalled the
glowing joy he felt when his son learned to use a sling and bested
the other boys in the competitions they had in the camp. He gave
thanks that Isaac had grown tall and straight like the great Mamre
trees under which the Promise had been made. Clearly the Lord’s
hand rested on his son, for not only had Isaac grown strong in
body, he had also grown strong in his faith and had come to love
the Lord God as his father did. Abraham especially loved how Isaac
became the darling of the camp. The old man smiled as he recalled
watching the little (and now not so little) girls follow his son
everywhere, adoring every step he took, and how Isaac was so gentle
and good with them, and how they all worshipped him.
Abraham’s son!

One of his favorite memories was of the day
Sarah was grieved because one of her favorite little ewes had been
slain by a stalking wolf. Isaac, then but a boy of thirteen, went
out and killed the offending creature and brought its fine
gray-brown pelt, completely cured, to his mother as a gift. Warmth
filled the old man as he remembered the glow in her eyes as they
beamed down first upon her son and then at the beautifully groomed
pelt. It still lay next to their bed; and Abraham treasured the
look in her eyes when she looked at it, for it was with a mother’s
love that came from a heart bursting with joy. Yes, Isaac made her
heart glow too.

The camp had fully wakened now and everyone
was scurrying about, lighting fires, preparing the morning meal,
going out to the flocks, milking the goats and the like. The old
man especially loved this time of the morning. Abraham got up and
went over to his wife and embraced and kissed her. She blushed
because there were many eyes on them, but she did not mind. Then
Isaac came out of his tent. Though he was in a hurry to get out to
the flocks, he came over to his dad first and embraced and kissed
him warmly. The old man smiled as he watched his son disappear over
the rise.

Abraham looked up and frowned. The sun had
risen fully, but a few dark clouds were creeping over the horizon
and there were more on the way. The wind suddenly kicked up, and
God’s friend became troubled. He wondered if the sudden turn in the
weather was a sign of something else untoward that might come at
them that day.

But as the day wore on and preparations for
the celebration became more feverish, everyone forgot the clouds
and the wind. As the sun began to set, Sarah and her servants and
many of the women in the camp were still busily preparing the
feast, which would be unusually large tonight because many had been
invited from the surrounding country to celebrate with them.

Meantime, Abraham had gone out to be with
Isaac, whom he had sent out to help his foreman in one of the far
pastures where some ewes were lambing. He wanted to make sure Isaac
stayed out there because he wanted the feast to be a surprise. Late
that afternoon, before the old man headed back to the camp, he
pointed to one ewe that was starting to give birth and admonished
his son, “Make sure you see that she has finished before you come
home!”

The boy nodded and waved gaily at his father
as he left him there, tending to the ewe.

Now on his way back to the camp, the Lord
called to him, saying, “Abraham.”

Abraham bowed low to the ground, bathed in
the shining light of the Lord and said, “Here I am.”

Then God said, “Take your son, your only son
Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him
there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you
about.”9

Abraham froze. He slowly rolled to a sitting
position, struck dumb with shock and despair. He sat there
motionless for a good long time, hardly able to breathe. He could
not believe what he had heard. His heart pounding now, hot grief
burning in his breast and sweat pouring down the sides of his face,
he asked himself over and over, How could this be? How could this
be?

A wave of yearning and loss poured over him.
He could still barely breathe, though he understood that the Lord
had every right to demand the life of his son. For everything was
the Lord’s, and if the Lord intended that Abraham have only these
few years with his son Isaac, then so be it. And they had been such
glorious years. (The old man began to weep.) How many men had been
so blessed by the love of the Lord as he? Yet … yet, what a hard,
hard thing this was for him to bear.

Trying to see beyond his act of obedience,
imagining his son’s body burning in the flames, his son’s future,
of which he had been dreaming, also flared up and disappeared like
a blade of dry grass thrown into that awful blaze. In desperate
hope, the trembling old man thought, Surely the Lord will not
take his life. Recalling the Command, he reasoned, Even if
God does take his life, surely He will raise him up from the ashes
of the fire, for how else could He keep his promise of making me
the Father of Multitudes?

Now, as always at times like this, Satan was
close by. Seeing Abraham struggle with all his might to find the
strength to obey the words of God and seizing this opportune
moment, he entered Abraham’s mind and said to him, “Surely you
don’t think God will really raise him from the dead if you actually
do this thing He has commanded? You know the only reason God wants
your son’s life is that He is jealous of the love and devotion you
have for him and would have you take his life so that you will not
love anyone but the Lord your God.” The old man flinched upward
suddenly and glanced at the sky. Thinking he might have struck a
chord in Abraham’s breast, Satan continued boldly, “But if you
spare the life of your son, what will the Lord do? Really? Has He
not said that He will make you a great nation through Isaac? Come
to think of it, how can a God of Love, a God who claims to be your
friend, really expect you to slaughter your own son?”

These words stabbed at the weeping man
because he had already considered them. As the temptation to give
in welled up in him, he recoiled, asking himself, how many
blessings had God blessed him with when he obeyed, and also what
bitter harvest was sown in his disobedience? Realizing that he
truly loved his Sovereign Lord more than anyone, Abraham said to
himself, “Surely the Lord has commanded this hard thing of me for a
good reason, and maybe it’s true that I have placed my devotion to
my son above that to the Lord my God. Maybe Isaac has been an idol
to me.” The old man quickly stopped and huffed out loudly, staring
at the sky, “Well, that is not true, of course.” He nodded firmly.
“Nevertheless,” he continued, “how can I disobey my God?” Because
of Abraham’s faithful spirit, the Spirit of the Lord entered him
with great power; his faith firmed up, and the Father of Many
stopped weeping and thrust his fist into the air. “Let it not be!”
he as much as shouted at the sky. “I will surely do this thing that
the Lord has commanded me. God forbid that I should offend Him in
any way.”

Defeated, Satan fled back into the darkness,
cursing God and His servant Abraham with all his heart.

Meanwhile the Lord’s faithful servant set
his face to do the thing God had commanded. He rose from the
ground, dusted the burrs and brambles off his robes, set his chin
and straightened his shoulders, and returned to the camp where the
preparations for the feast had just been completed. Heavy as his
heart was, he resolved not to let anyone know what he had been told
to do. Not even his wife Sarah. Well, until after the feast, at
least, he thought, for she must surely be told.

The sun was setting when Isaac and all the
men returned to the camp. As Isaac came over the rise, everyone
shouted a greeting, acknowledging his birthday. Isaac stared around
at them all, first in surprise and then with great joy. The Lord’s
friend went over and embraced his son before the entire camp. Then
he shouted, “Let the celebration begin!” But in his heart
oppressive despair had crushed to death any joy that he might feel.
It would take three long days and nights to get to Moriah; and
these, Abraham knew, would be the worst days of his life.

Late that night, when Isaac and the camp had
retired, the Lord’s great servant went into his tent to be with his
wife. How he hated the awful news he had for her! His resolve not
to weep but to be strong and resolute for her was quickly
dissolving in his caustic grief.

When the Mother of Kings noticed the
heaviness in her husband’s face, she said, “My husband, why are you
so sad? Did we not have a great feast in honor of our son’s
birthday?”

Abraham gently touched her cheek. “Today, my
little dove, the Lord our God commanded me to offer up our son as a
burnt offering somewhere in the region of Moriah.”

Sarah gasped with fear and sadness at this
awful news. Her heart crushed with despair, she grabbed at her
chest. She looked over at the wolf’s pelt lying next to her mat.
Seeing that her husband’s eyes had followed her and seeing his
tears, she buried her head in his shoulder and wailed her grief
through a torrent of her own tears.

“Surely you must have misheard Him?” she
said after several minutes, still sobbing, hoping, it would seem,
that she could persuade him that he had misunderstood the command
of the Lord.

“No,” he said softly, “there was no mistake.
The Lord, with a wisdom I cannot pretend to know, has required of
us the life of our son.” He sniffed loudly as he caressed her
heaving back; then he set his chin and said, “And he shall have
it!” After this, Abraham tried as best he could to comfort this
wonderful woman and devoted servant of God, the life of his soul,
as she wept bitterly on his breast.

Early the next morning, Abraham got up, but
very slowly because of the terrible weight in his heart, saddled
his donkey and gathered two of his servants and his son Isaac. They
all went into the fields to cut wood for a burnt
offering.10

When they had finished and had started on
their way, Isaac looked up at his father with loving eyes and said,
“Abba, where are we going?”

This look from his only son pierced
Abraham’s heart deeply. Without flinching he said softly, “My
beloved son, the Lord our God has demanded a burnt offering of us.
We are going to Moriah to obey Him.”

The young man had never had reason to
question the wisdom of his father. So even though they had no ram,
or ewe, or goat, or even a dove with them to offer to the Lord, he
accepted this answer without question.

As they rode, Abraham looked over at Isaac
from time to time, who inevitably caught that look and smiled an
adoring smile back at him. The old man had to look away, pretending
that he had gotten some dust in his eye. When this happened he
could not help but reflect again upon the days before his son’s
birth and upon all the blessings the Lord his God had showered on
him; nor could he stop thinking about all the hopes and dreams that
he had had for Isaac. Many times during the journey he prayed
silently, “Dear Lord and Almighty God, I do not pretend to know why
you have demanded the life of my son. I do not pretend to have the
strength to do this thing you have commanded me to do.
Nevertheless, as you have always blessed me with many great
blessings, and because you are merciful, give your servant the
strength to obey this hard command.” Then, despite his heavy heart,
the Lord’s friend would praise God for giving him his son, if only
for these few years. His only son!

On the third day Abraham looked up and saw a
raised place in the distance. Seeing that this was the place God
had commanded, they stopped and Abraham said to his servants, “Stay
here with the donkey while I and the boy go over there. We will
worship and then we will come back to you.”11

Abraham took the wood, bound it up into a
bundle, and placed it on the back of his young son while he himself
carried the burning embers in the fire pot and a knife reserved for
the slaughter of the burnt offerings.

Isaac looked up to the place were they were
going and was puzzled because they still had no lamb or other
animal to sacrifice. He turned back to his father and said,
“Abba?”

Now with each step the old man’s heart had
become heavier and heavier. Nevertheless, doing the best he could
to disguise the overwhelming sadness in his voice, he said, “Yes,
my son?”

“We have the fire and the wood, but where is
the lamb for the burnt offering?”

Abraham, barely able to control a sob, said,
“God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my
son.”12

As he said this, he and Isaac continued to
the crest of the hill the Lord had shown Abraham. When they reached
the top the old man began building an altar.

As his son Isaac watched his father, he was
becoming increasingly puzzled by the absence of a sacrifice.
Recalling what his father had said, Isaac thought that perhaps the
Lord would rain a lamb down from heaven, or that maybe one would
come bounding, unsuspectingly, through the bushes. So the boy
decided that he would look for any sign that a lamb or goat or ram
might be lurking about and went off a little way into the brush to
search. A little while later, after Isaac had been wandering
through the brush, he heard his father call to him.

Isaac ran through the bushes and into his
father’s arms. Then he said, “My father, I am sorry to have
wandered away, but I thought the Lord our God might provide a
sacrificial lamb by having an animal wander by and come to us
through the bush. I had even thought that as you completed
arranging the wood on the altar, one might run and jump right into
your arms so that we could do as the Lord our God has commanded
us.” He smiled at his childish fancy and embraced his father.

Abraham looked away. He could no longer
restrain his tears as the image of that unsuspecting lamb came to
him, who was now nestling in his father’s loving embrace.

Isaac, seeing the tears in his father’s face
and realizing that he himself had just come running through the
underbrush and into his father’s arms, felt a chill go through him.
Nevertheless, he asked his father gently and timidly, “What is it,
Daddy? Surely we will find a sacrificial lamb in the brush.”

His father replied, his voice quivering with
despair, “O, my beloved Isaac, how the laughter has ceased for me!
The Lord our God has commanded that you be that sacrificial
lamb.”

Isaac, with the Spirit of the Lord upon him,
sought to comfort his father. “So be it then. Blessed be the Name
of the Lord. For from the Lord do all things come, and all things
are the Lord’s, even my life. Do not grieve, my father, for we
serve our God, even until death.”

These encouraging words pouring out of his
young son and over Abraham’s soul eased the pain of grief in the
old man’s breast somewhat. And Isaac stood steady as a rock before
him.

Abraham took his beloved son in his arms and
placed him gently on the altar. He took out the knife and, with a
trembling hand but a steady heart, raised it to strike the life out
him. But as he went to plunge the knife into Isaac’s chest, his
hand would not move, try as he might

Then the Angel of the Lord called to him
from heaven. “Abraham! Abraham!”

Abraham felt the knife leave his grasp, as
if it had been taken forcibly from him. Staggering around, trying
to stay on his feet, he answered, “Here I am.” His legs finally
became so weak he sank down to the earth next to the altar, sweat
pouring off his brow.

“Do not lay a hand on the boy,” the Lord
said. “Do not do anything to him. Now I know that you fear God
because you have not withheld your son, your only
son.”13

Though Abraham’s heart rejoiced, his hands
and knees were shaking so badly he could barely stand and had to
struggle to his feet. He had just begun to untie Isaac, when the
young man said, “Look, my father. In the bushes.”

Abraham saw that a ram, which they had not
seen before, had become stuck in the bushes a few yards away. After
freeing Isaac, he went over, and with Isaac’s help, he took the ram
out of the bush and offered it up as a burnt offering. God’s
faithful servant named that place “The LORD will
provide”.14 To this day this mountain is known by that
name in the kingdom of heaven.

The angel of the LORD called to Abraham from
heaven a second time. “I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that
because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your
only son, I will surely bless you and make your descendants as
numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore.
Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their
enemies, and through your offspring all nations on earth will be
blessed because you have obeyed me.”15

It came to pass that about two thousand
years later the Lord our God had a Son by a virgin named Mary. He
walked the earth for about thirty-three years, teaching and
proclaiming the Good News of God’s blessing to all the nations of
the earth. Then our Lord, also known by the name the Anointed One
who saves His people, or Christ Jesus, who was also a son of
Abraham, was given to us as a holy sacrifice of atonement for our
sins by His heavenly Father.

 



Lazarus, Mary and Martha

​ Now a man named
Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her
sister Martha … And Jesus loved Martha and her sister and
Lazarus.

(John 11:1, 5)

Author’s note: The story of
Lazarus’ resurrection from the dead has been preached many times,
but always from a witness’ point of view. But I have always
wondered what it might have been like from Lazarus’ point of view.
All descriptions of Lazarus’ family and of their interactions with
Jesus in the following story are fictional except for those quoted
directly from Scripture.

My name is Lazarus.
During the time of Herod the Tetrarch and the high priest Caiaphas,
I lived in the town of Bethany, less than an hour’s walk from
Jerusalem. Also during that time the Lord our God, Jesus of
Nazareth, God’s only begotten Son and our Messiah, was a personal
friend of mine and of my sisters Mary and Martha.16

We first met Jesus when John, who was the
son of the temple priest Zechariah and who was also known as John
the Baptist, was baptizing in the waters of the Jordan River. I
will never forget that day.

All that week John had been preaching and
baptizing. My sisters and I were his disciples, and we followed him
wherever he went because we loved him. His message had been that
one would come after him “the thongs of whose sandals I am not
worthy to untie.”17 How that thrilled us! For we all
understood that John was telling us that our Messiah, the very Lord
our God Himself, would come to deliver us. It also happened that
some Pharisees had come out to question John about his ministry.
Every day they pelted him with hard questions, and I chuckle now to
think how John flicked them away with ease and disdain, as if he
were swatting away annoying flies. I laugh especially as I remember
him calling these corrupt men a “brood of vipers.”18 How
true that was!

Near the end of the week, we were sitting on
the bank of the Jordan, very near where the rabbi was baptizing,
and as he traded words with one particularly obnoxious lawyer from
the temple, a young man of about thirty came out of the trees and
walked down the path toward us.

Everyone immediately stopped talking and
turned to look at Him. I’ll never forget how quiet it got as He
walked right past my sisters and me, nor the look in His eyes when
He passed us. And He smiled down at us too! A chill runs through me
even now as I recall it.

Nor will I forget the look on John’s face as
the young man entered the water. The rabbi’s mouth dropped open,
his arms fell to his sides, and he stared into the young man’s
eyes. For John had just repeated how One would come after him when
this young man came out of the woods — right out of nowhere, it
seemed, as if He had been summoned by our teacher. Of course, we
all wondered, could this be the one? We were puzzled, however,
because the young man wasn’t particularly tall, nor was He
particularly handsome, nor was He remarkable in any outward
way.19 Except for those eyes of His. As we got to know
Him better we found that with but a look, they could either freeze
the blood in your veins or warm you to the core of your being.

Some of us stopped wondering, however, when
the rabbi shouted to us all in a loud voice, “Look! The Lamb of
God, who takes away the sin of the world! This is the one I meant
when I said, ‘A man who comes after me has surpassed me because he
was before me.’ I myself did not know him, but the reason I came
baptizing with water was that he might be revealed to
Israel.”20

Now as the young man came up to John, the
rabbi raised his hand and said, “I need to be baptized by you, and
do you come to me?”

The young man replied, “Let it be so now; it
is proper for us to do this to fulfill all
righteousness.”21

So the rabbi took hold of Him and baptized
Him.

As John was baptizing Him, Andrew, son of
Jonah the fisherman and John’s disciple, who was there with his
friends, began murmuring such things as, “Is this not Jesus, the
carpenter’s son? Does he not come from Nazareth?” They went on
asking themselves how this Jesus could really be the Christ from
God because nothing good could ever come from
Nazareth.22 The whole crowd was murmuring such things,
shaking their heads.

Until a really strange thing happened. A
dove came flying out of the sky — it seemed to come out of nowhere
— and landed on Jesus’ shoulder. All the crowd noise ceased. I’ll
never forget looking up into the sky, though as I think about it
now, I don’t know why I did. Anyway, I recall seeing the heavens
part and a voice like a clap of thunder come down from a gap in the
sky. “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well
pleased.”23 I felt chills run all up and down my body.
Then I remember looking over at my sisters, whose eyes were as wide
as the copper pans they cooked with, and who were looking back and
forth from Jesus to me, clearly astonished. As you can imagine, we
were all astonished, though no one else seemed to have seen the
heavens open but me. Well, I saw it, no matter what my sisters say.
We all heard the voice, though. Make no mistake about that!

Then what happened next was really
remarkable. After Jesus came up out of the river, He came right
over to my sisters and me. I can still remember all the eyes in the
crowd following Him. We started to rise, but He bade us remain
seated. Then the very Lord of the Universe, as we eventually came
to know Him, squatted down in front of us, looked my sisters and me
right in the eye and smiled. “Lazarus of Bethany,” He said, “I am
going into the desert shortly. But now I need a place to stay.”

I laugh now as I recall watching my sisters
jump to their feet, chattering wildly, blushing and smiling. They
immediately took the Lord by His hands and pulled Him away from
that place and to our animals.

Well, as I think about it now, it was Martha
who was doing most of the talking, really. Mary was the quiet
one.

Jesus was chuckling too as He looked over
his shoulder at me while I scrambled to keep up with them. How they
laughed and (Martha) talked His ear off as He followed them. I also
recall that I had brought an extra donkey that day, but if you had
asked me why, I would not have been able to tell you — then. Now I
know the answer, of course, but that’s an altogether different
story. Most of you who know the Lord as we knew Him probably know
the answer also.

Well, we got back to our home in Bethany
later that evening, and we all had a wonderful meal together. We
talked and talked well into the evening. I chuckle to think that
even Martha was silent long enough to let the Lord get a word in
edgewise. Which He did; long enough to tell us all about Himself,
where He came from, both of His human birth place and of His
eternal place of authority, seated at the right hand of our God,
and of His ministry. Now when He told us that stuff about eternity,
we were stunned to silence — well, for a
moment at least — until we started
wondering what all this meant for our people who had been oppressed
by occupying powers for the five hundred years since the time of
our captivity in Babylon. We were all speaking at once there for a
while — which, as you may know, is not uncommon when you have two
energetic sisters and you, yourself, also tend to some degree of
loquacity — until the Lord started talking again, and we all
listened to Him in intense silence. That was such a
wonderful evening!

In the two years or so that followed, Jesus
made it a point to stay with us here in Bethany whenever He came to
teach in Jerusalem. You see, though He was the God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob come to dwell with us and then to save us Jews from
our sins, many of the leaders were hostile to His teaching, so the
city itself was not the safest of places for Him to stay. Despite
this, we felt, maybe a little pridefully, that He would always be
safe in our home. I guess this was because I, I blush to admit, was
an elder in the town and was well respected by all the town’s
inhabitants, and we were always entertaining high-ranking
muck-a-mucks from the city.

Now shortly before the Lord our God died for
us all, two incidents occurred which astonished me, and will
probably astonish everyone who ever hears of them. It’s about these
that I want to tell.
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