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Introduction



To some people, the Bible is just too weird. They don’t read it because they’re afraid they won’t understand the many puzzlements and predicaments presented in its pages. The Bible is a puzzling book. It records some pretty weird events, no doubt about it. Puzzlements & Predicaments of the Bible is here to help.

Some of the puzzles are created by cultural issues or by people making odd choices or simply by the way God decides to work in certain situations. One good thing about the Bible: it can withstand any kind of scrutiny. That’s why Puzzlements & Predicaments of the Bible can jump headlong into the weird, wacky, and wondrous world of the Bible.


	Come along on some “Dangerous Detours,” and find out what happens as people follow their own path instead of God’s will—like Adam and Eve, Saul, and even Jonah.

	Sit back and shake your head over some of the Baffling Behaviors” performed by the likes of Noah, Esau, Ruth, Jeremiah, and Nebuchadnezzar—common people and kings do the strangest things.

	Wring your hands over “Sinister Schemes” put in place by such scary people as Delilah, Haman, and Judas.

	Cheer for the “Exceptional Escapes” made by such God-fearing people as Noah, Moses, David, and Daniel—and even the baby Jesus himself!

	Wonder about why some “Curious Crimes” were considered criminal—like offering the wrong kind of fire or picking wheat on the Sabbath.

	Watch in amazement the “Momentous Miracles” performed by God through Moses, Joshua, Elijah, Elisha, and, of course, Jesus.



Scripture references are provided at the end of each story so you can read the story for yourself. And we encourage you to do so. The Bible might be puzzling, but it needn’t be fear inducing. Paul wrote, “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16 NKJV), so even these weird and wacky stories are profitable and can teach us.

So don’t be afraid! Dive right in to the puzzlements and predicaments of the Bible!








PART ONE

Dangerous Detours








A Major Mistake

Adam and Eve Detour from God’s Explicit Instructions




DO YOU REMEMBER riding in your parents’ car on a trip when they got lost, really lost, and didn’t know where they were? It’s a bad feeling to trust people and then realize they don’t know where they are or how to get where they need to go. That’s kind of what happened to our original parents, Adam and Eve. They took a pretty big detour, and without God’s merciful intervention, humankind would have been forever lost.

It started out as a normal day but one that would end in catastrophe. Eve was caring for the garden when she became intrigued by a beautiful serpent that presented theological twists and turns in a type of conversation she had never experienced before.

The serpent began by asking, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden?’” (Genesis 3:1 NIV). It was a gross exaggeration, of course, but a crafty one. It subtly introduced a note of doubt: could God possibly be such a crank, such a mean and greedy person, not to want to share his bounty? “You can’t eat from any tree?”

“Of course that’s not what God said,” the lady giggled. How silly! She knew that God had given them everything they needed to eat and drink in that beautiful garden. She and Adam could eat from any tree they liked. Well,…all but one. “God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die’” (Genesis 3:3).

Oddly enough, God had never told Adam that he couldn’t touch the tree, just that he couldn’t eat from it (see Genesis 2:17). Eve had gotten the “you will die” part right, but the serpent brushed off the idea like cake crumbs from a sleeve. “You won’t die,” he asserted confidently. “God just doesn’t want you to have the same discerning powers that he has—which you will, if you eat from that tree. He’s just trying to keep it all for himself. If you eat from that tree, you will be wise like he is.”

The woman had never really thought about it before—one tree. Why that one tree? And why put it there if they weren’t supposed to eat from it? She looked at the tree more closely. The fruit looked delicious. What was God trying to do anyway? Why would he refuse them something so wonderful? And if eating the fruit from that tree led to knowledge…wouldn’t that be a good thing?

She reached out her hand and plucked a piece of fruit from the tree.

The serpent grinned.

And humankind started down a detour from which only God could save them.

To read more about this detour of our original parents, see Genesis 3:1–7.









A Forty-Year Detour

God’s People Take a Forty-Year Walk to Remember




ARE WE THERE YET?”

Some journeys beg for an ending. The Israelites’ journey from Egypt to Canaan was that kind of journey. Footsore and tired of the nomadic life, Israel had earned a rest in the land God promised to give them. So here they were on the last leg of the journey—poised to enter. All that was left to do was spy out the land.

At God’s command, Moses chose twelve spies—one from each tribe—to look over the land and bring back some of its fruit. Above all, they were to examine the cities and the people who lived in them.

Off they went to explore, returning after forty days with a humongous cluster of grapes as well as some figs and pomegranates. Fruit was the sign of a lush land. After the spies’ report, all the people moved into the land and lived happily ever after…except the story doesn’t really end that way.

Instead, after talking about the wonderful characteristics of the land, ten of the spies gave a fear-factor assessment of the land’s inhabitants and declared, “We are not able to go up against the people, for they are stronger than we are” (Numbers 13:31 ESV). Those people were giants! How could puny Israel hope to defeat people who made them feel like grasshoppers?

Two of the spies—Joshua and Caleb—disagreed with that assessment, knowing that the God of Israel could make even giants seem like grasshoppers. But the people refused to listen to the positive comments of two in the face of the negative comments of ten. Instead, they had a few comments of their own for Moses and Aaron, who often were the brunt of their complaints.

“Why did we leave Egypt?” they whined. “We should go back there.” To add insult to injury, they thought about stoning Joshua and Caleb.

God had heard enough. As with the golden calf, the people of Israel provoked God to possibly destroy them. But Moses pleaded their case, saying that it would make their enemies think that God was too weak to bring his people into the land.

Once again, God offered forgiveness…and consequences. Of all the adults, only Joshua and Caleb would enter the Promised Land. In the meantime, everybody else would wander in the desert for forty years.

Well, the people of Israel couldn’t accept no for an answer and decided to try to enter the land anyway. But they were beaten by the Amalekites and other Canaanites and had to retreat in defeat. Perhaps they should have looked to their giant problem-solving God instead of at the giants.

To read more about the Israelites’ wanderings, read Numbers 13–14.

THE STARTS AND STOPS OF THE EXODUS

Life as nomads after the exodus was often punctuated by grumblings and groanings from the people of Israel. But along the way, they learned vital lessons from God. Below are some of their journey segments and stopping points. For a fuller list, see Numbers 33:3–49.
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A Bad Headache

Sisera Takes a Dangerous Detour into Jael’s Tent




THE TIME OF THE JUDGES was a time of peaks and valleys for Israel. Whenever Israel would do “what was evil in the sight of the LORD” (Judges 2:11 ESV), God would allow them to be harassed by enemy nations. Then God would have pity on his people and allow a judge—a deliverer—to lead them against their enemies.

Jabin, a Canaanite king, harassed Israel for twenty years. His hired “muscle” was Sisera—the commander of his army and a formidable foe. His nine hundred chariots were quite a fearsome sight. But in Israel’s camp, the handpicked judge was not a man with a bunch of chariots at his disposal, but a woman: Deborah, who also was a prophet.

Deborah had a word from the Lord for Barak, a man chosen to lead Israel’s army. He was to assemble ten thousand warriors from two tribes. God would lure Sisera into a trap and give Barak the victory over the enemy.

Despite that promise of victory, Barak vowed that he wouldn’t go to war unless Deborah went with him. So Deborah told him, “I will surely go with you. Nevertheless, the road on which you are going will not lead to your glory, for the LORD will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman” (Judges 4:9).

Barak assembled the army as the Lord commanded. And as Deborah prophesied, the battle went overwhelmingly in favor of the Israelites. Sisera made a run for the border, but not in search of Taco Bell. He headed for a tent he could hide in. After a frantic search, the tent of an ally loomed near. This was the tent of Jael.

Jael’s husband, Heber, was an ally of Jabin. Jael invited Sisera in and even gave him a drink of milk to quench his thirst.

What more could a man on the run ask for?

Then while Sisera slept, Jael performed a decidedly non-ally action: she grabbed a tent stake and drove it through Sisera’s head, killing him instantly.

When Barak came looking for Sisera, Jael showed Barak where Sisera was. Deborah’s prophecy had come to pass. Victory was literally at the hands of a woman. Even Barak couldn’t help singing about it.

To read more about Sisera, Barak, Deborah, and Jael, see Judges 4–5.









Detour to the Dark Side

Saul Consults a Witch to Call Up the Spirit of Samuel




MANY PEOPLE enjoy the chills they experience from ghost stories. You can probably name a few classic ghost stories, including “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” by Washington Irving or the movie Ghostbusters. But perhaps the last place you might expect to find a ghost story is in the Bible.

Saul was the first king of Israel. Although God had already anointed his successor (see 1 Samuel 16), Saul was still the king and was facing a battle with the Philistines—the long-term enemies of the Israelites. He wanted some advice as to how to proceed against this strong enemy. But Samuel, the prophet and adviser to the king, had died. And the Lord did not answer Saul’s inquiries.

With no adviser on the horizon, Saul decided to consult a medium—someone who claimed to speak to the dead—to find some answers. But Saul’s turn to the wild side didn’t start there. It began much earlier, when he disobeyed direct orders from God (see 1 Samuel 13–15). He was about to continue that behavior.

One of Israel’s laws spoke against mediums: “Do not turn to mediums or consult spiritists, or you will be defiled by them; I am the LORD your God” (Leviticus 19:31 HCSB). Knowing the law, Saul had previously exiled or executed those who claimed to speak to the dead or practiced witchcraft. But in terror and dread of his enemies, he ignored the law this time and went to find the medium who lived in Endor. There, he asked her to call up the ghost of Samuel.

Now the woman was savvy enough to know that his request could be a trap that would lead to her doom. But after Saul assured her that she had nothing to fear, she called up the spirit of Samuel. At that moment she realized the identity of the man before her—King Saul.

Was this really the ghost of Samuel? Whether or not it was, God used this incident to send a message to Saul: Israel would lose the battle against the Philistines. Worse yet, because of Saul’s past sins, the kingship would pass to David.

Saul’s detour to the dark side led to disaster. First Samuel 31 details Saul’s sad end. It just goes to show you that some true ghost stories are really more frightening than those you find in fiction.

This ghost story is recorded in 1 Samuel 28:1–20.

SUICIDES IN THE BIBLE




[image: image]


[image: image]










A Senseless Census

David’s Desire to Count the Fighting Men Angers God




USUALLY, taking a census is not cause for alarm, but in David’s case it was.

While David was a godly man and a great king, there were moments in his life that were less than shining. This was one of those moments. It all began when David decided to take a census of the males of fighting age in Israel and Judah.

His chief adviser and commander of the army, Joab, questioned such a step. Why would David need to do such a thing? Here’s why: “Satan stood up against Israel and moved David to number Israel” (1 Chronicles 21:1 NASB). David could not be dissuaded from taking the census.

Joab and his men set out on the task of enrolling the fighting men, taking quite a while to accomplish it. “So when they had gone about through the whole land, they came to Jerusalem at the end of nine months and twenty days. And Joab gave the number of the registration of the people to the king; and there were in Israel eight hundred thousand valiant men who drew the sword, and the men of Judah were five hundred thousand men” (2 Samuel 24:8–9 NASB). What a staggering number. This would be quite an impressive army if all were conscripted.

At that point David realized he had sinned by having the men counted. That was one of David’s strengths—he could readily admit wrong. As was usually the case when a king sinned, God sent a prophet to talk the matter over with the king. Gad was God’s spokesman, who provided David with a chilling choice of punishments:


	three years of famine,

	three months of running from an enemy, or

	three days of plague.



What a choice! Since David didn’t seem to favor options 1 and 2, God went with option 3. While three days of plague might not have sounded so bad, David knew what God could do in three days.

When the dust settled after three days of plague, seventy thousand people were dead. But in his compassion, God stopped the angel from destroying more lives when he came to the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite.

God sent Gad to David once again with a command: “Go up and build an altar to the LORD on the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite” (2 Samuel 24:18 NIV). So David went as God commanded. Araunah offered to give the king his threshing floor, but David refused to take the gift, saying, “I will surely buy it from you for a price, for I will not offer burnt offerings to the LORD my God which cost me nothing” (2 Samuel 24:24 NASB).

When the altar was built and David’s sacrifices were offered, God stopped the plague. As usual, David’s humility counted with God.

To read more about the census, read 2 Samuel 24 and 1 Chronicles 21.









Jonah Jumps Ship

Jonah Tries to Detour from God and Finds a Fish Instead




MAN OVERBOARD!” The usual warning cry alerting the crew was not yelled out in Jonah’s case. The prophet-turned-fugitive bobbed in the water for a good reason—the crew had thrown him in.

But Jonah jumped ship, metaphorically speaking, even before that. He received the call from the Lord to preach a word of destruction to the city of Nineveh. The Assyrians of this formidable capital city were enemies of the Israelites and were known for their cruelty. The thought of preaching to Nineveh proved so daunting to Jonah that he decided to take a fast ship in the opposite direction—toward Tarshish.

During the trip, a sudden squall battered the ship to the point where it was about to sink. This storm was no coincidence. It was God’s way of getting the attention of his disobedient prophet.

While the sailors on the ship panicked, Jonah slept—a feat which amazed the crew. Why wasn’t Jonah doing something constructive, such as inquiring of his God the same as everyone else, instead of sleeping?

Per human nature, the crew looked for someone to blame for the fix they were in. They cast lots to determine on whom the blame rested. Lots were dicelike objects used to determine a particular choice. In this case, the lots determined that Jonah was to blame.

Jonah knew the storm was his fault. So at his suggestion, he was hurled into the sea. And what do you know? The storm ceased. But Jonah didn’t flounder in the sea for long. A big fish came and swallowed him whole…out of the frying pan and into the fire, so to speak.

Jonah remained in the fish three days and three nights. (Centuries later, Jesus would use this story as a sign that he would remain in the grave three days. See Matthew 12:40.) Jonah had some time on his hands. And he used the time to pray and make things right with God. After he repented, God gave his wayward prophet a second chance.

When the fish deposited Jonah on dry land, God repeated his marching orders: “Go to Nineveh.” Jonah wasted no time. He went through the city crying destruction, “Yet forty days and Nineveh will be overthrown” (Jonah 3:4 NASB).

To his amazement, the people chose to repent! They fasted and did the whole nine yards of grieving over their sin. So God decided not to destroy the city.

The fourth chapter of Jonah provides Jonah’s angry reaction to God’s mercy. But God is always the God of second chances. Just ask Jonah.

For more about Jonah’s fish adventure, read Jonah 1–3.









Dead Wrong

Ananias and Sapphira Detour from the Truth




MANY PEOPLE have told lies that resulted in the death of a friendship, a reputation, or an ideal. But most folks don’t die on the spot after telling a lie. Yet Ananias and Sapphira did.

After the arrival of the Holy Spirit on the scene at Pentecost (see Acts 2), the early church in Jerusalem began to grow. Many believers banded together and shared everything they had. This was love in action—a marked contrast to the persecution the believers would soon face. Sometimes, they would sell property and offer the money to the apostles for the use of the church. Barnabas, a Levite convert, sold a field and donated the money.

Inspired by the generosity of Barnabas and other believers, Ananias and his wife, Sapphira, decided to sell their property. In addition, they concocted a plan to keep some of the money and give the rest to the apostles. Not giving all the money would have been fine. No one said they had to give all the money. But they wanted to appear to be more generous than they really were. It was a pride thing. So off went Ananias with his money sack to find Peter.

Peter wasn’t fooled by the offering, discerning the culprit at the root of this false show of generosity: Satan. As he told Ananias,

Why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back for yourself part of the proceeds of the land? While it remained unsold, did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, was it not at your disposal? Why is it that you have contrived this deed in your heart? You have not lied to men but to God. (Acts 5:3–4 ESV)


While Ananias was perfectly within his rights to keep part of the money, the fact that he and his wife lied about the amount was a sin the Holy Spirit did not tolerate. So Ananias died on the spot.

Sapphira soon arrived. When Peter asked her whether or not the money given was the full price of the land, Sapphira agreed with her husband, little knowing that he was dead. Peter gave this stern pronouncement: “How is it that you have agreed together to test the Spirit of the Lord? Behold, the feet of those who have buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out” (Acts 5:9). Instantly, Sapphira died too!
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