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Introduction



The gossip magazines at the local grocery store have nothing on the Bible. If you want to read about people making either bad or heroic decisions, being wise or unwise in marriage, standing strong or following the crowd, being perpetrators or victims of horrible crimes, then look no further than the Bible on your shelf.

Saints & Scoundrels of the Bible focuses on the people of the Bible. In this little book, you’ll be introduced to people in the following categories:


	“Winners and Whiners” shows you some of the winners in the Bible (like Rahab, Ruth, Esther, and Daniel) along with some of the whiners (like Miriam, Aaron, Ahab, and Jonah).

	“Big Shots and Mug Shots” focuses on some of the big shots (such as Hezekiah and Nicodemus), along with some criminal types (such as Cain and Achan) who show up in the Bible.

	In the “Leaders and Laborers” section you’ll be introduced to those who led (like Abraham and Joshua) and those who labored (like Noah and Nehemiah).

	The “Prophets and Losses” section gives you a snapshot of the lives of all of the Bible’s prophets. You’ll find out what they said, did, and in some cases lost, in order to bring God’s message to his people.

	“Freaks and Greeks” looks at some unusual people in the Bible (like Goliath and Samson) and some of the Greeks who show up in the New Testament Church (like Timothy and Titius Justus).

	Finally, “Dashers and Vixens” points out some of the people caught running in Scripture (like Jacob and David) and some of the vixens who got themselves into deep trouble (like Delilah and Jezebel).



Scripture references are provided with each profile so you can read the story for yourself. In addition, we have created “Factoid” lists for key characters to give you a quick snapshot of that person’s life and where you can read about him or her.

Enjoy Saints & Scoundrels of the Bible. You may never have to buy another magazine!
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PART ONE

Winners and Whiners




Extreme Exit–Part 1



Enoch Is Taken by God

Factoids: Enoch


	
Date: Prediluvian era

	
Occupation: Prophet, walker with God

	
Family Ties: Father, Jared; son, Methuselah; great-great-great-great-great grandfather, Adam

	
Mentioned in the Bible: Genesis 5:18–19, 21–24; 1 Chronicles 1:3; Luke 3:37; Hebrews 11:5; Jude 1:14



THE LONG LISTS of names are somewhat yawn-inducing. “Adam became the father of Seth, and Seth became the father of Enosh”—yawn—“and Enosh became the father of…”

Keep reading this list of names in Genesis 5 and you find this eye-opening yawn stopper: “When Enoch was 65 years old, he became the father of Methuselah. After the birth of Methuselah, Enoch lived in close fellowship with God for another 300 years, and he had other sons and daughters. Enoch lived 365 years, walking in close fellowship with God. Then one day he disappeared, because God took him” (Genesis 5:21–24 NLT).

Talk about an extreme exit! What in the world happened? And then, even though we want to know more, the list goes on: “Methuselah became the father of Lamech…”

Now, fast-forward to the New Testament book of Hebrews. The unknown writer of Hebrews saw Enoch as more than just a name on a list, for he wrote, “It was by faith that Enoch was taken up to heaven without dying—‘he disappeared, because God took him.’ For before he was taken up, he was known as a person who pleased God” (Hebrews 11:5). Following that explanation of Enoch’s character is the Bible’s well-known definition of faith: “It is impossible to please God without faith. Anyone who wants to come to him must believe that God exists and that he rewards those who sincerely seek him” (Hebrews 11:6).

In his 365 years on this planet, Enoch carved out a reputation as a person who pleased God. The secret? Walking in close fellowship with God. Enoch was literally a walking definition of faith.

The Genesis passage tells us that Enoch had sons and daughters. He was a family man—presumably with some kind of occupation, a home, a wife and children, and probably grandchildren and great-grandchildren. He lived a life not much different from his contemporaries (and not much different from ours in some respects); yet he did it all while walking in close fellowship with God. In fact, God enjoyed it so much that he simply took Enoch to heaven. Enoch didn’t have to endure illness or death. Instead, God brought Enoch into his presence. (Only one other person had that privilege—Elijah. You can read about him in “Extreme Exit—Part 2,”)

What does it take to have that kind of enduring fellowship with God? The clue seems to be in the word walking. Walking is a step-by-step process toward a destination. Each step matters. Each step moves us forward. Each step is intentional. Each step is a choice. If we want to have close fellowship with God, we must take each “step” in our lives—each action, each choice, each decision, each thought—with the constant desire to please God. Enoch did it for 365 years. What would it take for us to do it today, tomorrow, and for the rest of our lives?

 

Enoch’s story is told in Genesis 5:21–24.
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Sibling Rivalry



Miriam and Aaron Whine About Moses’s Leadership

Factoids: Miriam


	
Domicile: Egypt; Sinai peninsula

	
Date: About 1400 B.C.


	
Occupation: Prophetess, songwriter

	
Family Ties: Brothers, Aaron and Moses

	
Mentioned in the Bible: Exodus 2; 15; Numbers 12; 20:1; Deuteronomy 24:9; 1 Chronicles 6:3; Micah 6:4



Factoids: Aaron


	
Domicile: Egypt; Desert of Sinai

	
Date: About 1400 B.C.

	
Occupation: Priest; Moses’s second-in-command

	
Family Ties: Brother, Moses; sister, Miriam; sons, Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, Ithamar

	
Mentioned in the Bible: Exodus 4:14–Deuteronomy 10:6; Hebrews 7:11



ASK CHILDREN WITH SIBLINGS what bugs them most, and they’ll undoubtedly answer, “My little brother” or “My big sister.” Sibling rivalry has been around since the dawn of mankind, when Cain got all bent out of shape because God liked Abel’s offering better (see “The First Fratricide,”). But as brothers and sisters mature, there is less competition and strife, right?

Don’t bet on it.

Well advanced in years (we’re talking into their eighties or nineties), Aaron and Miriam had issues with their younger brother’s leadership. To put it bluntly, they were jealous that God had chosen Moses—not either of them—to lead the Hebrew nation.

Rather than come right out and say that they were envious of Moses’s position of power, they decided to beat around the bush (not the burning one) by criticizing Moses’s wife. While we don’t know what was said about his wife, we do know the final comment made brought out the real issue: “Has the LORD spoken only through Moses?…Hasn’t he also spoken through us?” (Numbers 12:2 NIV).

Immediately following their whiny episode, God chose to swiftly deal with their envy and pride. In an almost “Don’t make me come down there” moment, Scripture tells us, “The LORD said to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, ‘Come out to the Tent of Meeting, all three of you.’ So the three of them came out” (12:4). God had had enough of their attitude. Cloaked in a pillar of cloud (his awesome glory would have been too much for them to behold), the Lord did what most parents would do: He called out the two naughty ones for a stern talking-to. When Miriam and Aaron stepped forward, God said to them, “Listen to my words: When a prophet of the LORD is among you, I reveal myself to him in visions, I speak to him in dreams. But this is not true of my servant Moses; he is faithful in all my house. With him I speak face to face, clearly and not in riddles; he sees the form of the LORD. Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?” (12:6–8).

To paraphrase in today’s mom-and-dad jargon, God basically said to the older siblings, “Look, you two, I may speak to you in visions and dreams, but Moses over there, I speak with him face-to-face. He’s my golden boy—humble and faithful—my chosen leader for your people. What right have you to say anything against him?” And then Scripture tells us, “The anger of the LORD burned against them” (12:9).

When the cloud lifted, Miriam was completely covered with the dreaded disease of leprosy. When Aaron saw her, he begged Moses not to hold their sin against them. Moses cried to the Lord to heal Miriam. God put her in “time-out” for seven days; then she was healed and allowed back in the camp.

Read the account of Miriam and Aaron’s jealous episode in Numbers 12.








Learning the Hard Way



The Israelites Whine About Entering the Promised Land

FOLLOWING THE CROWD can have seriously negative consequences. The Israelites were prime examples of this truth.

God’s people were on the verge of entering the Promised Land (Canaan). This was exciting stuff! They had waited eons for this moment. Moses, their leader, was directed by God to do some reconnaissance. He chose one man from each tribe and sent these men as spies into Canaan. Before they embarked on the top-secret mission, Moses asked the spies to check out some specific things: if the land was fertile; whether the cities were fortified; how many people lived there; if the people were strong or weak; and what the fruit was like.

The spies were gone forty days. They traveled to every part of Canaan before returning with souvenirs: grapes so large they had to be hoisted onto a pole and carried by two people! Ten spies gave the people of Israel some “snapshots” of their trip, saying, “We went into the land to which you sent us, and it does flow with milk and honey! Here is its fruit. But the people who live there are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large. We even saw descendants of Anak there” (Numbers 13:27–28 NIV).

Caleb and Joshua, two of the twelve spies, were all for taking the land anyway (read about that in “Only the Lonely,”). But the other ten spies insisted that the people were too strong to defeat. Giving in to their fears, the Israelites whined throughout the night. And, as was their usual pattern, they complained to Moses and Aaron. “If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this desert! Why is the LORD bringing us to this land only to let us fall by the sword? Our wives and children will be taken as plunder. Wouldn’t it be better for us to go back to Egypt?” (Numbers 14:2–3). Whine, whine, whine.

Now Caleb, and his fellow spy, Joshua, had heard enough. Wasn’t God with them? They stepped up to the plate and insisted that God would help them defeat the people of Canaan and take the land. But the people would not listen. They wanted to stone Joshua and Caleb and go back to Egypt.

God was not happy with their response and threatened to send a plague on the people. God’s anger eased when Moses pleaded for mercy. Although God forgave them, the consequences for their disbelief were severe. Because they had chosen to listen to the ten negative spies and not to Joshua and Caleb, they had to wander in the desert for forty years (one year for every day the spies were gone), until the naysayers died. Only Joshua and Caleb and the children of that generation lived to enter the Promised Land.

The people learned the hard way to trust God. But the lesson came too late.

 

To read more about the whining Israelites, check out Numbers 13–14.








Grim Results of Grumbling



Korah, Dathan, and Abiram Whine About Moses’s Leadership

WHAT WAS THIS, some sort of trend? It seemed that no one was happy with Moses’s leadership except God (see “Sibling Rivalry,”). The “children of Israel” acted like…well, like children most of the time, and Moses spent a lot of time begging God to give them another chance.

Shortly after Israel’s great rebellion against God, in which God punished them by condemning them to wander the desert for forty years, Korah decided to have his own little rebellion against Moses. It seems that he forgot that God had placed Moses in authority over him and everyone else.

Korah gathered 250 supporters to his cause and had a showdown. Korah’s complaint? “You have gone too far! Everyone in Israel has been set apart by the LORD, and he is with all of us. What right do you have to act as though you are greater than anyone else among all these people of the LORD?” (Numbers 16:3 NLT). In other words, as a child might proclaim, “You’re not the boss of me!”

Well, God had put Moses in charge, and Moses wasn’t afraid to prove it. He also explained that the very fact that the Levites had been chosen to minister before God was not an insignificant matter. As a Levite, Korah already had a special ministry; “Are you now demanding the priesthood as well?” Moses asked (16:10).

Perhaps that was indeed the case. Back when the Hebrews were still slaves in Egypt, they knew that the Egyptian priests were very wealthy and even held some political sway within the Pharaoh’s court. Korah and his fellow Levites must have thought that Moses and Aaron were as well off as those Egyptian priests, and they wanted in on the action.

Dathan and Abiram, also Levites who took their turns assisting in the daily functions of the tabernacle, had their own warped memory of life in Egypt and their own attitude of disrespect toward Moses. When summoned to come to Moses, they replied, “We refuse to come before you! Isn’t it enough that you brought us out of Egypt, a land flowing with milk and honey, to kill us here in this wilderness, and that you now treat us like your subjects?” (16:12–13). They whined that Moses hadn’t led them anywhere. “Where was the Promised Land?” they demanded. (Never mind that it was the people’s sin that caused their little diversion in the wilderness, and not Moses.) Basically they said, “You haven’t delivered the goods, Moses. And you shouldn’t be our leader. We should all be leaders. After all, we’re all chosen by God.”

What was Moses to do? He told them all—all of the malcontents and Aaron—to appear before the Lord the next day. At the Tent of Meeting, God’s glorious presence appeared in their midst. In yet another “I’m sick of dealing with these people’s whining” moment, God said to Moses and Aaron, “Get away from all these people so that I may instantly destroy them” (16:21). Moses and Aaron begged God to spare the people’s lives, but God had had enough. He told Moses and Aaron to declare that everyone must move away from the tents of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram.

No sooner had the people done so when “the ground suddenly split open beneath them. The earth opened its mouth and swallowed the men…. They went down alive into the grave, along with all their belongings. The earth closed over them, and they all vanished from among the people of Israel” (16:31–33).

The ringleader of the rebellion, Korah, had once been a leader, but his goals were replaced by greed. Dathan and Abiram are prime examples of what happens when we lose perspective. Together these men were not content serving God, and when they tried to grab more than they deserved, they lost everything.

 

To read the whole story of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram and their complaining and untimely demise, see Numbers 16.








A Wanton Woman Wins



Rahab, the Prostitute, Chooses the Hebrews’ God

Factoids: Rahab


	
Domicile: Jericho

	
Date: Around 1400 B.C.

	
Occupation: Prostitute, but gave that up

	
Family Ties: Joined the Hebrews; is mentioned as an ancestor of King David and Jesus Christ (Matthew 1:5)

	
Mentioned in the Bible: Joshua 2:1–21; 6:22–23; Matthew 1:5; Hebrews 11:31; James 2:25



OKAY, the first question is about those Hebrew spies…sent to check out the city of Jericho and they take a little side trip to a brothel? What’s that about?

Well, things are not always as they appear. The text doesn’t tell us all the details, but we can be fairly certain that these Hebrew men had far more important things on their minds than a night with a prostitute. Joshua had given them an extremely important task—one that almost got bungled right at the start, were it not for this courageous wanton woman.

Many strangers entered the city and made a stop at Rahab’s establishment. If this was the spies’ reasoning, their visit to Rahab was a strategic move because it would arouse little suspicion. In addition, her house was built into the city wall, making a quick escape possible (which, as it turned out, was just what was needed). Given the fact that the men were in the city for barely a few seconds before arousing suspicion, we can only conclude that God sent them to the home of this woman who not only would keep their secret from the king himself but also would hide them and help them escape. God knew her heart was wide open to him.

Perhaps on a day when business was slow, she had walked out on the roof of her house and thought about her life, wondering if there might be more than running a brothel. Perhaps as she listened to people talk in her establishment or around town, she heard the stories of a massive group of people on the move whose mighty God went before them and dried up seas and conquered armies. God softened her heart so that by the time the spies arrived on her doorstep, she expressed her faith in this yet unknown God, saying:

I know that the LORD has given this land to you and that a great fear of you has fallen on us, so that all who live in this country are melting in fear because of you. We have heard how the Lord dried up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to Sihon and Og, the two kings of the Amorites east of the Jordan, whom you completely destroyed. When we heard of it, our hearts melted and everyone’s courage failed because of you, for the LORD your God is God in heaven above and on the earth below. (Joshua 2:9–11 NIV)


In that moment, she made a choice to follow this God. What it entailed, she did not yet know. She knew the city would be attacked and asked the spies to protect her home and the family she would gather there.

And so it was. After the city of Jericho fell (literally) to the Hebrew people, Joshua sent the spies into the city to bring out Rahab and her family (Joshua 6:22–23). The book of Hebrews sums it up: “By faith the prostitute Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not killed with those who were disobedient” (Hebrews 11:31).

How did Rahab know? The answer can only be that she called out in some need to the true God, whom she didn’t know, and God answered her need, honored her request, and drew her to himself.

Read about Rahab’s courageous choice in Joshua 2.
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