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Women from the Bible

Genesis 2 and 3

  

Men are important! They are the people who have to make all the decisions, and women have to fall in with whatever they say. This is the message we repeatedly read between the lines in the Bible. Even today, it is still the case, and often the female generation has to fight an uphill battle to get somewhere in life.

However, if we look closely, we will notice how important a role the woman really played in the Bible. The Bible is full of gripping stories that revolve around women. Take, for example, Ruth, Esther, Mary, Deborah and Rahab. Sometimes it was precisely women who changed the course of history, and not the mighty men.

There were also often not only just nice things written about the women. There were certainly the negatives, such as the wicked Jezebel and the evil Herodias, the one who had John the Baptist beheaded and displayed his bloody head on a tray to her guests. Horrible! But then we must at least add very quickly, that there were many men who did even more horrible things!

But in general the woman plays a very positive role in the Bible, and sometimes it was even a woman who was responsible for saving the whole nation of God from total destruction, as in Esther's case.

In this series on Bible women we want to try to see what role the woman really played in the Bible, and at the same time also look at the role of the woman today. Even today, men are considered much more important than women, but Jesus came to teach us that no distinction should be made. All people are equal, whether you are a slave or a king, and whether you are a man or a woman.

The very first woman we read about is, of course, Eve. God does not create a brand new person out of dust, like He created Adam, to be a partner to Adam. Rather, he decides that this new creature will be the equal of Adam. The only way to make it happen is for her to be part of him. So God takes a rib from Adam's own body and shapes the woman from it. Now there can be no doubt about the status of the woman.

The creation of woman is unique. Here we see God as the Potter who artistically forms the woman from raw material that He took from Adam's body. He treats Adam very gently throughout this whole process. We know how petty men can be! First he is placed under anesthesia (a deep sleep) so that it will not be painful. And after He has removed the bone, the wound is artistically filled and healed so that there isn’t even a mark.

This confirms a few very important things. First of all, the woman is not a different being, although many men do think that they are alien! She was made of exactly the same fabric as the man, actually part of himself. On top of that, she is not inferior, the two of them are equal. She is indeed an image of the man. In today's terms you can almost say that she is a clone of Adam.

When God is finished with her, He brings her to the man. Adam is in ecstasy when he sees her. So much so that he sings a song for her, a wedding song. "At last, here is one of my own kind — Bone taken from my bone, and flesh from my flesh. ‘Woman’ is her name because she was taken out of man." 

Then the author of the book of Genesis adds a footnote: "That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united with his wife, and they become one." That leaves absolutely no doubt about the original relationship between man and woman. It is a relationship with equal status, although they still have different roles within this relationship. 

Unfortunately, this story does not have a happy ending. There was a tree and a fruit and a snake. And there was Eve's desire!

What exactly happened there? The serpent is very cunning when he asks Eve: "Did God really tell you not to eat fruit from any tree in the garden?" He planted doubt in Eve's mind. When she initially responds very positively, she still intends to honor her relationship with God. Then the serpent blatantly lies when he assures her that God only wants to stop them from becoming like Him, and that they certainly would not die if they transgressed. 

And then the desire for power is born in Eve. She also wants that power that God has. She also wants God's kind of knowledge. When you really want something, you get a very good reason that will reassure your conscience.

Eve's deed, to eat the forbidden fruit, was but the symptom of the true transgression. Her real sin was actually to rebel against God. It was a long process she went through and not something that happened all of a sudden one day.

However, when she comes to Adam, it is a different story altogether. When she gave him some of the fruit, he ate it without even inquiring. Adam very clearly heard God's command. However, when Eve comes to him, he puts her word above that of God.

And so the very first woman played a decisive role in changing history!

Prayer:

Lord, I thank You for the woman You have given me in my life, and for the wonderful positive role she plays in my life.

.

 

 

 


Eve

Genesis 3: 8-13

  

Did the earth shake? Did the stars fall from the sky? Were the two people who rebelled against God struck by lightning and killed?

No!

God simply wandered as always in the garden at the usual time, in the cool of the early evening. Now, however, everything has totally changed for Adam and Eve. They hid in horror when they became aware of Him. But God called them. Not furious, but friendly: "Where are you?" Everything was still exactly the same. From God's side, absolutely nothing had changed.

But for Adam and his wife Eve, it was a completely different matter. They were afraid of God because they felt very guilty about their abominable betrayal. So they went into hiding, hoping that God would not notice them. However, when they began to realize that it did not help, Adam came up with an avalanche of words to try to excuse himself: “I heard You walking in the garden and I was afraid, for I am naked. And then I hid! ”

If only Adam had confessed his guilt: “Lord, I have sinned against You. Please forgive me!” But now he is trying to defend himself in a feeble attempt with all sorts of trivial things.

When you have something to hide, the presence of God becomes an embarrassment to you. Then you try to come up with all sorts of excuses.

Still, the Lord tries to get Adam to confess that he is guilty. “How did you realize you were naked? Have you not eaten of the forbidden fruit? ” Again, Adam has the full opportunity to ask for forgiveness and confess that he was wrong, but he does not. He immediately blames "the woman You gave me." By this he actually means that it is indirectly God's fault that he has transgressed. "That woman" seduced him into eating.

When the Lord asks Eve, "What have you done now?" her answer is apologetic: "The snake deceived me." In her words we read that she feels that she is actually totally innocent. She's not really sorry about what she did, but she feels sorry for not getting what she expected.

Ah, we would rather put the blame for our actions on our circumstances, the serpent, "that woman," the temptation in which God caused me to end up. Actually, everything is just wrong choices we make.

Adam and Eve made the wrong choices. Thereby their relationship with God was soured. They even tried to hide from Him, did not want to talk to Him anymore, did not want to see Him anymore! He had so many beautiful dreams for them. They were then the crown of His creation! He then did so much for them, specially decorating the most beautiful garden in the universe for them. He even descended from heaven every night to visit them. He even breathed His own breath into them to give them life. How could they have messed it up so quickly? They hurt Him bitterly. Will He ever be able to forgive them for this? Wouldn't it be better to destroy them and start over?

Did God forgive the two people? Yes, I definitely believe so. However, their act caused a breach of trust between them and God.

First, there are the consequences for the snake. He is humiliated. From now on, he will slide on his belly and eat, as it were, because he has exalted himself against God. On top of that, there will also be enmity between him and the woman. The serpent will bite the offspring of the woman in the heel but her offspring will bruise his head. The so-called "mother promise". In short, it means that the evil apparently fatally wounded Jesus, Eve's descendant with the crucifixion, but that in spite of this He achieved the victory over the evil one. Evil is bound so that it no longer holds terror for the believer.

The woman's fate is that she will experience painful pregnancies and births. Yet we see God's grace in this. She can still experience her life fulfillment as a mother, even though it will be accompanied by pain.

Her relationship with her husband is also clouded. Yes, she will still have the yearning for him but it will be a broken relationship where he will rule over her.

And the man, Adam? His beautiful relationship with God was badly damaged. Henceforth the food will not fall from heaven for him as in the Garden of Eden. They are banished from paradise and he will have to work hard to earn a living in a harsh world of weeds and pests that engulf his crops.

Thus, even in God's punishment, we also see His great mercy. He did not wipe them out, but gave them a second chance. What would they do with it?

What do you and I do with the second chances God gives us? Are we using it to His glory?

Prayer:

Thank you for giving me a second chance too, Lord! Please help me to use this opportunity to Your glory.

.

 

 

 


Sarah

Genesis 11 to 25

  

Thousands of years pass before a woman reappears in the pages of the Bible. The ancient history first had to play out completely with Noah and the Tower of Babel. Meanwhile, a lot of water ran into the sea, literally.

And then this beautiful woman emerges, her name - Sarai. Ninety years later, God changed her name to Sarah.

It is true that Sarah walked in the shadow of the tough old hero of faith, Abraham. But between the lines we still get a glimpse into the life of this formidable woman who at 90 became a mother.

At a young age, this beautiful girl knocks Abraham's feet clean out from under him and they hook up and get married in the land of Ur, present-day Iraq. Shortly after their wedding, father-in-law Terah gets the wanderlust and Abraham and Sarah have to pull out their roots and go with him to Haran, somewhere between Turkey and Syria.

But there was a problem. After many attempts, there was no sign of offspring for Abraham and Sarah. Sara was infertile! This was a huge problem, because posterity was non-negotiable for the people of that time.

Many years passed in Haran and the couple became rich from the fertile earth. Abaham was already 75 years old and Sarah 65. And then, one day, Abraham gets a strange sensation. It was as if someone was talking to him in an inaudible voice. Abraham was restless. Somewhere inside him, the voice tells him to move. MOVE!!! Where to? Away, out of this paradise? Never! He, Abraham will surely have to be mad to move away from this garden of Eden! Over the years he has forgotten about Ur. Haran has now become his country. He even shouts for the local rugby team!

But the voice did not go away, no matter how hard Abraham tried to ignore it. "Get out of your land," said the voice, "away from your people and your family to the land that I will appoint you."

Gradually, Abraham began to realize that this voice was none other than that of God. I'm sure Abraham initially protested. This is not an easy task. “Lord, do You even realize that Sarah and I will have to give up everything to carry out this commission? I may take my possessions with me, Lord, and my slaves and my beautiful Sarah. But what about all my friends? And my family? Dad Tera? He's too old to survive another trek. At least he's already getting close to the two hundred mark!”

Having to move away from your family today may be a great relief to many of us. Family ties are no longer strong. In Abraham and Sarah's time, family ties were absolutely unbreakable. It was probably the most important part of your life. You simply did not move away from your family, it was taboo. And now Abraham receives this commission from the God he loves and respects so much. It was probably the hardest assignment he had ever received in his life.

With a heavy heart, Abraham makes the decision: "I will do what You ask, Lord." With tears streaming down his cheeks, he shares the bitter news with Dad Tera. No, he did not even have the faintest idea where he was going, but the Lord will soon explain to him.

And then Abraham again gets that strange sensation, that someone is talking to him, Someone much bigger than him: "Abraham," says the voice within him, "I will make you a great nation, I will bless you and make you a man of great significance.” The Voice also said many other things about blessing and of all the peoples of the earth that would be blessed in him, Abraham, but he no longer listened because his mind was too full. Abraham ran to Sarah and told her what the Voice had said in him. What would that mean? Would there finally be a descendant for them after all the years of trying and trying again?

"Come on, we have to get going!" he says to his beautiful sweetheart. "We must do as God says, even if we do not understand it at all."

In Sarah's head, Abraham's words echo: "Come, we must pack up!" At first she wanted to be happy, because she thought they might be visiting the family in Ur, but then she saw the look in her husband's eyes, and she knew: this "pack up" means that everything - EVERYTHING - had to be packed , and that they were going to move away permanently.

I know exactly how Sara must have felt, because a few years ago I also went through the trauma of "packing up". Forty years of stuff I had accumulated suddenly had to disappear because there was no place to take it with me. There must have been a black cloud hanging over Sara's head. What would have suddenly gone wrong in her husband's head? Did he not perhaps get the same whim that took hold of Father-in-law Tera that day in Ur when he decided to move? No, she'll just have to talk Abraham out of this thing. She cannot even stay behind, because a woman's place is with her husband, so she has no option!

Tomorrow we will talk further about this exciting drama in which Sara suddenly finds herself.

Prayer:

Lord, You often give us instructions that seem so incomprehensible and illogical to us. Please teach me to accept Your instructions unconditionally.

.

 


A New Country

Genesis 12: 4-20

  

A new country has new challenges, so Sara soon realized.

Abraham and Sarah became rich in fertile Haran. When the Lord's command came that they should move, they had already amassed many possessions, and they could buy numerous slaves to take care of the household and the large flocks of cattle. It was therefore a great trek that went from Haran to the land of Canaan, for all the slaves had to go with and of course all their possessions, because there was no return. Then nephew Lot decided he wanted to join in, and Abraham reluctantly agreed.

For Sara, this must have been a very difficult time, because it was months of trekking through a desert. And when they arrived in the new country, it was not much better. Before deciding where to stay, they first had to travel all over the country. And when they finally pitched their tent in the mountainous surroundings of Bethel, the great drought struck them.

Abraham was forced to move to Egypt for the time being until the drought was over, because there was enough grazing for the cattle. And just there one of the greatest challenges in Abraham and Sarah's life met them.

I mentioned yesterday that Sara was a beautiful girl. Now, she was already 60 years old, but her breathtaking beauty was still there. On the way to Egypt, a concern began to take root Abraham's heart. He had already seen the men of Canaan ogling Sarah. He doesn’t trust those Egyptians with his beautiful wife. Then he tells Sara that he sees great trouble looming here. "They're going to kill me just to get you, Sara!"

“What are we going to do, my Husband? This Pharaoh always gets what he wants!” 

Abraham's thoughts turn this way and that, he is confused. Then suddenly he gets a bright idea: "You tell him that you are my sister, then we are safe!"

Sarah agrees this is the only way out. "I will make sure that I escape his filthy claws if he flirts with me!"

It was also just as Abraham had predicted, and the Egyptians eyed Sarah with lust. The news of the beautiful woman reaches Pharaoh's ears, and before Sarah knows it, she is commanded to appear before the Egyptian king. He is immediately on his feet before the beauty, and he overloads Sara's "brother" with gifts to win their favour.

Then the Lord intervenes before the situation gets completely out of hand. He brings all kinds of plagues upon Pharaoh's house, so that the mighty man asks Sarah afterwards if it is she who brings the calamity upon him. Then she confesses that Abraham is not her brother but her husband! The Pharaoh calls Abraham and reprimands him over his lie. “Here is your wife! Take her and disappear!” And so they were driven out of Egypt.

Abraham and Sarah learned an expensive lesson, that they had to trust the Lord. He gave them the new land, and He would carry them through the drought. It would never be necessary to look for green pastures elsewhere. Unfortunately, they did not learn the lesson well enough, because many years later they repeat this same lie again, this time against the king of Gerar, Abimelech. When Abraham's life was threatened because of his beautiful wife, Sarah lied to Abimelech with a straight face and told him that Abraham was her brother. When this drama takes place, Sarah is almost 90 years old, and still as beautiful as the day Abraham flirted with her! The king was about to marry her, when the Lord intervened again and warned Abimelech in a dream about their cunning region. I then the truth came out, and we must hear that Abraham and Sarah decided to tell this lie in every place they came.

Sara's beauty paralyzed all the men, but she carried another large cross, the fact that she was still childless after all these years. And this after the Lord solemnly promised her and Abraham that they would have plenty of offspring. Was the Lord wrong? Did He make a mistake? Sarah began to lose her trust in the Lord. Maybe she should have intervened herself and helped the Lord to fulfill His promise!

Then Sara makes a decision that would have dire consequences. It would totally change the course of history and thousands of years later cause great headaches for the descendants of her and Abraham.

Prayer:

Lord, I realize once again today how important it is that I place my full trust in You alone. Forgive me where I have so often wanted to do things on Your behalf to assist in Your plan of counsel.

.

 


Sara Makes a Plan

Genesis 16

  

It has been ten years already that Abraham and Sarah carried the promise of the Lord in their hearts - the promise of a great posterity. Abraham is 85 and Sarah 75. Abraham has just received confirmation from the Lord that the promise is still standing. But Sara? Did the Lord perhaps forget about her? The frustration of waiting and waiting, and nothing happening builds up to a breaking point in the old woman. It is just that society judges a woman according to the number of children she brings into the world. And what can she show to this judgmental society? Nothing! A round zero! God has definitely forgotten her! She can no longer endure the terrible shame of childlessness. Maybe they misunderstood God about this offspring promise. Her old husband's ears of faith may not hear so good anymore. 

Slowly, a plan began to take shape in Sara's head. What about surrogacy? After all, it was common practice in the East for a childless woman to give her slave girl to her husband in order to conceive children on her behalf. That child is then adopted as the woman's own. Wouldn't that be a good consideration? Everyone does it!

"Old Man," she shook Abraham awake. "Are you sleeping?" Of course Abraham was sleeping, but now he was wide awake, and he listens: "I have a plan!" Sara explains. I'm sure the old gray hair wanted to fight back at first, but if a woman is so excited about a plan like Sara's, then a man does not argue back! To keep the peace, Abraham agrees with her clever plan. And so Hagar is then used as a surrogate mother for Abraham and Sarah's baby, and on top of that raises her status to "wife."

And that's just where the trouble starts, because Hagar was barely pregnant, or the intrigues were sticking their heads out. Hagar thinks she is better than her boss, Sara and she despises her. An unbearable situation has now become totally intolerable, because now there was not only the devil of childlessness, but also the demon of rejection and contempt. What is she doing? Of course, this is all Abraham's fault! All poor Abraham could do, was to throw his hands up in the air in desperation. It reminds one quite a bit of the tragedy that took place in the Garden of Eden, right? Yes, it was Eve who picked the fruit, and she was the one who gave it to Adam, but still Adam could have said no. Did he not know better? Was it not he who spoke to God personally?

And Abraham? Trapped between two harsh women, Abraham does exactly what Sarah tells him to do. He succumbs to his wife's tongue, and degrades Hagar to ordinary slave again. With her new position as a "woman" gone with it, she decides to run away.

Hagar now becomes the third woman from the Bible that we write about. And once again, this remarkable woman has a huge impact on world history. This may seem like a trivial event, but the consequences were astronomical, for this single incident caused tension between the descendants of Hagar and Abraham for centuries thereafter. Bloody wars were fought, and even today, 4,000 years later, tensions continue to run high between the two descendants of Abraham.

So think very carefully about the consequences when you start something reckless!

Hagar set course for Egypt, her native land. A lonely, discouraged pregnant woman travelling alone through the arid wilderness. Why did Abraham ever allow her to embark on this murderous journey of self-destruction? Would Hagar ever survive this terrible journey? Would the Lord have mercy on her too? After all, she was not part of the bloodline of the people of God? We will talk about this in the next day's devotional.

But first the important lesson we learn from today's story: It often happens that the Lord gives us promises, and then we become impatient when the promises take a little too long to our liking. We so easily just want to take matters into our own hands - just to help God a little. The consequences can be catastrophic.

Let's take a simple example: The Lord tells me that He will take care of me while I do missionary work. There is no income, and I am totally dependent on people who the Lord send on my way for my maintenance. Then it happens one day that no one shows up, and I'm in big trouble. I decide that I will help the Lord a little by seeing if I can make the R100 I still have left, grow at the casino. I pray hard that the Lord will let me win (very noble!) Someone I am ministering to on the mission field sees me there, and thinks it's an approval to gamble. Now it is no longer just myself who is influenced by my decision, but other people as well. The consequences are legion!

Let us place our full trust in God today, and be patient as He does things in His own time.

Prayer:

Lord, I have so many times wanted to follow my own head and help You with Your promises. Please forgive, Lord.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 

 


Hagar

Genesis 16: 7-16

  

Abraham's decision to allow a second wife into his life cost him dearly. The mere fact that it was originally Sarah's proposal did not in any way improve the case. The sad result was that the situation became unbearable for Hagar, and that she, the slave / woman number 2, left in tears for the arid desert. Her destination: Sur. Tackling the cruel desert on your own is no joke. And on top of that, she's pregnant. This is nothing less than suicide!

The road to Sur runs past a fountain, and this is where Hagar goes for the much-needed refreshment. But she's not the only one at the fountain. She meets a very strange person there. The Bible describes Him as "The Angel of the Lord". This is not just an ordinary cherub or seraphim, but the Messenger or Agent of God. It can also be translated as the Son of God, in other words: Jesus! Is Hagar the slave girl so important in God's eyes that He personally descends from heaven to have a conversation with her?

Do you know: You and I are just as important before God's eyes, because every time we pray, He is personally there to participate in the conversation. With Hagar, it only happened once in her life. It happens to me and you every day! For us, prayer may have become so commonplace that we forget about the great miracle that happens every time we close our eyes in prayer. So Hagar was no more important than us!

But what the Angel of the Lord says to Hagar is of utmost importance. He confronts her with two questions: "From where?" and "Where to?" The first question is easy. The second - does she ever know where she's going? But this stranger knows much more about her than it would seem. And then she realizes that she is not dealing with an ordinary person here. He is indeed the Angel of God!

He has two orders for her: First, she must turn around and go back to Sarah, her mistress. It's already a bitter pill to swallow. But the second command is even more difficult: she has to submit to Sarah, the woman who caused her so much pain. Indeed, the Lord is going to save her life, but He is not going to save her from the consequences of her actions. She must go and fix where she has sinned, and she must go and humble herself before the woman who treated her so badly. The child she carries in her - and therefore her own future - is connected to Abraham's house, no matter how difficult it may be.

Indeed, you and I are often in the same boat as Hagar. The Lord often also asks us to go and fix where we have failed. Did I perhaps say something hurtful about someone after the person stepped on my toes? Then it's my duty to apologize. It might mean I have to be willing to be the least. It could even mean that I stand a chance of being humiliated!

When the "Angel" speaks to Hagar again, we see His true authority: "I will make your descendants so many that they will be too many to count," He tells her. Only God can make such a promise! So it is none other than Jesus who stands before her! And He gives her many other promises as well. He knows she's pregnant, even though it may not be visible through her loose clothing. And He knows that the child she is carrying is a boy. "You must name him Ishmael," she was instructed by the Lord. What a beautiful name! It means, "God Hears."

When things happen to you out of your control, and you may be plunged into misery, then God hears when you call. He heard Hagar's cry. He intervenes and He strengthens her with a promise.

Yes, the promise to Abraham of a great offspring will now also apply to her. After all, Ishmael is also a child of Abraham! But the promised land will not belong to him. God will create space for him in the wilderness in another way.

God does not work with recipes! Every human being is unique to Him! Nor can we explain God. All He asks of us is that we trust Him. For me personally, God has created a unique space, one that fits my personality perfectly and one in which I can fully live myself. Today I can only rejoice in great gratitude for the opportunities He gives me. Have you discovered all the space that the Lord has planned for you?

How does Hagar react? She spoke to the Lord in worship, calling him "a God who sees me." Yes, she's just a slave girl, a fugitive, away from her mistress' bad treatment. And yet God sees her! It is not only the Abrahams whom God sees, but also the simple Hagars. He sees every human being, including you and me. It is precisely in our sorrow and distress that He comes and comforts us where others may push us away. He understands even when we often do foolish things like fleeing into the desert.

By the way, what is the name of the fountain where Hagar meets the Lord? Lagai-Roï. The name means: "Fountain of the Living One who sees me". Have you ever been to that fountain?

Prayer:

Lord, thank you that You are a living God who sees me, simple man, and cares for me.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 

 


O Happy Day!

Genesis 21: 1-21

  

There is unprecedented joy in the Abraham-household. In front of the enclosed tent, Abraham impatiently paces up and down, "How much longer?" But all he gets is a meaningless answer from within. He heard his gray-headed wife moan in pain, but his hands were cut off. Will she ever survive the birth at her advanced age?

And then he hears the most beautiful sound he has ever heard in his life: a baby yelling his first scream. The hundred-year-old Abraham gives a wild jump for joy: “Was it a boy then? Is it a boy? ”

"Abraham, you are the father of a healthy son!" The news from the tent makes the hundred-year-old man dance around out of sheer exuberance. "And by the way, Sarah is also doing very well, thank you!"

Abraham dances a reel in front of the tent, kicking up clouds of dust. "Isaac, my son," he sings. "I have a son, and his name is Isaac, Isaac, Isaac!" He performs a few antics like a prancing young male!

That evening the bonfires burn very high, and there is celebration until dawn. Barely eight days later, there is another big makiti when little Isaac is circumcised. Now he bears the mark of God's covenant, and now Abraham knows that God always keeps His promises.

Isaac's birth was surely the greatest event ever in the lives of Abraham and Sarah. The initial promise God made to them has now become a reality. However, it was thanks to Abraham or Sarah that brought it about. On the contrary, they both often doubted whether the promise could ever come true. They even went so far as to try to help God make the promise come true. The message from this to you and me, is that we should not lose heart, but keep believing, no matter how impossible circumstances may seem.

With this, the emphasis falls less and less on us as doubting people, and more and more on the credibility of God. This story therefore wants to tell us that it introduces God as the One who is faithful to His Word. It introduces us to the One who knows our human weaknesses, and who even in spite of our doubts achieves His holy purpose. But He is also the One who knows our needs and our heart’s desires through and through and often uses them to achieve something much greater.

God wants us to see something of ourselves in Abraham and Sarah. This is precisely why He does not use meaningless statements to convey thoughts, but live stories that touch your heart. He uses stories full of passion and sadness, doubt and joy. He uses stories that make your heart beat excitedly.

When we read the story of Abraham and Sarah, we can not help but realize that this event is a great miracle that is far above man, because it is quite impossible for a hundred-year-old man and a ninety-year-old woman to produce children!

Three years later there was another great feast: Sarah weaned little Isaac, and that was reason enough to hold a great makiti. But not everything was kosher in Abraham’s household, because Ishmael mocked little Isaac. He laughed at Isaac! Sarah just didn't like it at all. Then an ugly side of Sarah shows, and she demands that Abraham chase Hagar and her son Ishmael away. After all, they are slaves, and who knows, maybe Ishmael wants to claim another part of the inheritance for himself! After all, he is Abraham's child!

This is a sad picture that is painted for us: Abraham's conscience bothered him about the biting things Sarah said, but he had no choice but to send them into the desert. With enough food and water to keep them alive for a week or so, Hagar and Ishmael departed for the Beersheba desert.

However, water doesn't last forever, and a few days later it is a discouraged, oppressed Hagar who leaves her son under a thorn tree to die of thirst. Some distance away she sat down and cried. This child was after all not her fault! It was Sarah herself who insisted that she bring Abraham a child into the world. Why does she have to pay the price now?

But once again God intervenes. He hears the cry of the child, and then the "Angel of the Lord" (Jesus) speaks to Hagar from heaven. "Do not be afraid," he told her. And then the Lord assures her that He would make Ishmael a great nation.

Then suddenly, Hagar's eyes open and she sees the well. She can fill the water bag and give her thirsty son water to drink. Ishmael would become the father of a multitude of desert dwellers, hardy people wandering in the Paran Desert.

Once again we see how God fulfills His promises. Do you trust Him too?

Prayer:

Lord, thank you that we can only learn from this story of Your faithfulness once again.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 

 


The Girl at the Well

Genesis 24: 9-27

  

Thirty years have passed since that little boy was born in Abraham and Sarah's tent. Years that were certainly not without drama, because in this time Abraham had to carry out God's "impossible" command to go and sacrifice Isaac. But Isaac even survived it, and now he is of marriageable age. And there is no girl in this land who is good enough for Abraham and Sarah's special son! Then a bright thought strikes the two old people.

The slave is given the impossible command: "Go and find a wife for my son!" The poor man must have felt sorry for himself all the way on his long journey to Mesopotamia where Nahor lived. With his caravan of ten camels, he takes to the long road, while Abraham, Sarah and Isaac see him off excitedly. Isaac jumps up and down in excitement. In fact, he wanted to go along and pick out his own wife himself. “What if the slave makes a wrong choice? What if he came here with a real old dragon?” But then he shifts the thought out of his head: “That man knows what he’s doing! He is going to bring me the most beautiful little thing imaginable, one with fine gold rings in her nose and such long pitch black eyelashes that peek shyly out from above her veil.” Isaac's heart misses a few beats when he paints for himself the picture of what this bride is actually going to look like.

Two months later, the slave dropped anchor at a fountain just outside Mesopotamia. Then he prayed, "Lord, God of Abraham, whose slave I am, let something happen to me today." He asks the Lord to show him the right girl. The girl who comes to the fountain and offers to draw water for him, a wild stranger, and also to take care of his camels, it will be she who belongs to Isaac.

When he opens his eyes, he sees her standing there, the most beautiful young girl he has ever seen. His heart makes a few wild leaps: “It's her! This is definitely Isaac's wife! ” With great interest and beating heart he watches her climb down into the fountain. A while later she climbs the steps with a heavy jug on her shoulder. "Can I have some water, please?" he dares to ask.

“Please drink! I will draw water for your camels too.” And then he knew: the Lord was faithful! He has provided once again just as He has provided for His Master each time over the past 130 years. While she was still fetching water for his camels, he hurried to one of the animals. From a saddlebag he takes a carved little box. When he opens it, the pure gold shines in the bright sunlight. Two gold bracelets and a gold nose ring are carefully removed. The girl is stunned when he puts on the precious jewels for her. 

"Whose daughter are you?" he wants to know. She explains that her father's name is Bethuel, the son of Nahor.

That was the confirmation! God truly provided! Did not Abraham say that he wished one of his brother Nahor's granddaughters to be a wife to Isaac? What are the chances that a man travels 1300km, and that the exact girl he asked for will be the first to meet him outside a city at a fountain? On top of that she would say exactly the right things! This is a total impossibility! But with God nothing is impossible. Only then does he fall down in worship before the Lord, and thank Him for His guidance.

The slave went with Rebeccah to her parents' house, and then began lengthy negotiations, not only with her father, Bethuel, but also with her brother Laban, who immediately saw how he would be able to cash in on the transaction!

The slave finally looks Bethuel in the eye: "If you want to fulfill your responsibility as a family to my master, then tell me." He forces an answer. "And if you refuse, tell me so I can turn around and go back."

Old Bethuel just shook his head: “This thing is from the Lord! How can anyone still argue against that?” Laban still wanted to argue, and Rebeccah's mother wanted to keep her daughter at home for another week or two to say goodbye, but the last word belonged to Rebeccah. What would she decide? She was so excited that she immediately agreed to go with: “Yes! Yes! A thousand times yes!” That night, dinner was enjoyed very, very late!

That whole night Rebeccah certainly did not sleep a wink! “What does this Isaac look like? Is he at least an attractive man?” She tries to form a picture in her head of Isaac. "If his father, Abraham, is as rich as the slave says, then Isaac must be a prince!" And so Rebeccah and her whole retinue departed early the next morning on the long road back to Canaan. She takes her foster mother with her as well as a whole string of slave girls, a "princess" must be well taken care of! Rebecca cannot keep her laughter from excitement. "My prince!"  her heart beats wildly. "Oh, to be able to sit at your feet ...."

Prayer:

Lord, I am excited when I think of the wonderful day when I can see Jesus. Maranatha! Come Lord Jesus, come soon!

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 

 


On the Way to True Happiness

Genesis 24: 59-67

  

When Rebeccah ascends the camel, two contrasting thoughts force through her mind: Excitement on the one hand, about the great adventure that awaits her, and of course her prince who is standing there waiting for her with open arms. But on the other hand, there is a degree of fear that grips her heart with the uncertainty of what lies ahead. There is the gruelling journey to the land of Canaan, a journey that will take two months and take her through inhospitable areas. And then the thought: what if her prince is not the man she expects? What if the slave just spun stories, and that the man over there is an old, ugly man? After all, his father is already 135 years old!

There is a commotion around Rebeccah, and she is dragged back to reality. "The Lord bless you, Rebeccah!" she hears her friends exclaim. They are all there. The news spread like wildfire through Mesopotamia, and it felt as if the whole city was standing around her. Rebeccah's head turns. "Our sister, may your offspring become tens of thousands!" the girls sing. "May they conquer the cities of their enemies!" the men sing, they all still hopeful that she might belong to one of them.

Laban stands contentedly to one side, smiling from ear to ear: His beautiful sister made sure he gets bags full of presents. That distant relative of his is going to make him even richer! He just needs to pull the right strings .......

Rebecca makes herself comfortable on the desert ship. A heavy veil covers her face so that only her two dark eyes show. Under the veil the tears are running, but fortunately no one sees it. Will she ever see her mother again? Will she ever see the laughing, joking people of Mesopotamia again? She's going to miss the gods they worship! And their merry feasts. The slave told her that there were no idols with Abraham. He worships a God no one can see. How do you do that? She has heard Grandpa Nahor and Dad Betuel talking about this God. But she and brother Laban do not really care about the old people's talk!

Amid great cheers, the caravan starts moving. "Our sister," sang the girls, "may your offspring ....", but the song is engulfed by the shrill voices of the women as they dance around her "Ululululu" with trembling tongues. The sound is deafening. Swaying, she leaves the crowd behind, and soon the city of Mesopotamia disappears behind the horizon.

Now it is quiet, and all that is audible is the rhythmic sound of camel hooves in the sand. "What did I let myself in for?" she wondered. "Shall I now also worship this invisible God of Isaac?" Hour after hour the camels sway on through the murderous desert and it’s sun scorching everything. But eventually the sun goes down, and it's time to relax. A tent is pitched for Rebeccah, but the rest sleep under the stars.

When the day breaks, the caravan continues to rock on it’s long journey to Canaan, day in, day out. The days become weeks, long, boring weeks of riding and riding and riding again. "This Isaac better be better worth it, because I am sacrificing a lot for him!" Rebecca steams.

That night around the campfire, Rebeccah seeks out Abraham's slave's company. "Tell me about Isaac's God," she urges him. His face brightens up immediately. "Oh, He is wonderful!" Suddenly he is very talkative. He tells of the promises God made to Abraham, and of the incredible day when Isaac was born. “Sara was already ninety years old! It was a great miracle!” he chatters. Rebeccah cannot help but listen in amazement to all that this God has done. She hears how Abraham won an entire war with only a handful of slaves; she hears of the horrible devastation of the wicked city of Sodom. Night after night Rebeccah sits open-mouthed and listens to the stories of God - how He created the heavens and the earth out of nothing, of Noah, the great flood and the tower of Babel.

It lasted two months, and then finally the slave excitedly told Rebeccah: “We are here! We are home! Just a few more hours, then we are home!”

As the sun hangs low over the horizon, Rebeccah sees the tents - Isaac's tents. A man comes running, and she can see that he is very excited. "Who is that?" But she can already guess. "It's my owner!" The slave is proud. Rebeccah jumps off the camel, and she pulls her veil over her face. "My groom!" Excited, she exclaimed: "My prince!"

Are you and I as excited about Jesus as Rebeccah was about Isaac? Are we also as eager to learn about the Lord as Rebeccah was? Maybe the Bible does not say it in so many words, but I'm sure Rebeccah wanted to know everything about Isaac and God. To truly love the Lord, you must learn as much about Him as humanly possible. I want to challenge you today to become curious about Him.

Prayer:

Lord, thank you for this wonderful love story. It also wants to teach me something about Your great love for me, and how I should love You. I want to learn more and more about You, Lord!

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 


Rebecca's Favourite Child

Genesis 29: 1-12

  

Rebeccah got her prince, and she and Isaac were happily married. But not everything was moonshine and roses all the way. It all started when Rebeccah became pregnant. When the big day of her first-born’s birth came, it was not one baby, but two, both boys! At first little Esau appears, but then the first trouble starts, because tightly clasped around his heel is the hand of his brother Jacob. Heel Grabber! From day one, Rebeccah could not keep house with the two boys because there was constant strife!

Esau was Isaac's favourite child, but Rebeccah again preferred Jacob. He constantly clung to her skirts and helped her in the house. She favoured him so badly that she finally helped him cheat on Isaac to steal Esau's birthright. It was just after the lentil soup episode.

Consequently, Rebeccah had to see how her favourite son had to flee for his life.

During his flight, Jacob met the Lord for the first time at Bethel. And then it is, in fact, the beginning of Jacob's life’s journey, a journey that begins with a three-month journey, all alone through the arid desert. At night Jacob lies and dreams of a beautiful girl waiting for him in Haran. There Grandpa Abraham found his wife, and they say that she was beautiful and desirable, even when she was very old. Hard to believe! Yes, and Father Isaac also got his wife in Haran, mother Rebeccah. And she too was a beautiful woman, she still is today! What will the woman who is waiting for him, Jacob, in Haran look like? It looks like all the girls there are gorgeous! Of course, his will be as beautiful as Dad and Grandpa's!

And then, suddenly, when Jacob crosses a sand dune, there is a greenness here right in front of him. He comes across a large herd of sheep and goats. And there is a well! Jacob is overwhelmed with joy. You do not come across a well every day here in the desert world. But strange though, it's only early afternoon, so why would the herdsmen be sitting at a well with their small stock waiting all this time of day?

And then he noticed it: On the mouth of the well lay a large flat stone that sealed it. The guards explain: "We wait until all the cattle from the area are here, then we open the well and let them drink."

"Simple bunch!" Jacob thinks to himself. “Why do they not let the cattle graze until it is time to open the well? They are neglecting their sheep!”

"Where are you from?" Jacob wants to know, and then his heart leaps when they signal that they are from Haran. "Haran!" it rejoices within Jacob, “Haran! I finally made it to Haran!”

"Perhaps you know Laban?" Jacob asked. "He is a grandson of Nahor ....."

"Oh yes, everyone around here knows him all too well," they laugh. "It is now his youngest daughter, Rachel, who is arriving down there with his cattle." One of the men points to a herd of sheep kicking dust in the plain. "A beautiful girl," sighs one old man. "Would not mind if she was mine ...."

Jacob could not believe his eyes when he saw the beauty of this shepherd, Rachel. It's love at first sight. "Where I come from, there are no such beautiful things," he thinks. Three months of survival in the desert made Jacob's soft kitchen hands hard and tough. With brutal force he rolls the stone off the mouth of Rachel's well so that her cattle can drink.

"You are Rachel, Laban's daughter?" Jakob stutters. She smiles and nods her head in agreement, and her eyes sparkle enchantingly like stars. To her surprise, this stranger grabs her, and even before she can come to her senses, he kisses her. And then Jacob can no longer control his emotions, and he bursts into tears. "Finally I have you," he sobbs leaving Rachel standing embarrassed, not knowing what to do.

And then, when Jacob gets his voice back, he starts explaining to her. He comes from very, very far away, and he is eagerly looking for his family. And here he has found them. "Your father and my mother are brother and sister," he begins laying out family. "Sixty years ago, my grandfather Abraham sent someone here to Haran to fetch a wife for my father. That woman is your father, Laban's sister.”

Rachel gaspes at the man. She cannot believe that anyone would put so much effort into family. She jumps up, leaves her sheep right there at the well and runs as fast as she can to tell her father the news. Jacob has come to the end of his journey!

It is extremely dangerous to single one child out as favourite, otherwise it may even end in disaster, as happened to Isaac and Rebeccah. Thank goodness God intervened in this story too! Despite Rebeccah and Jacob's corruption, the Lord put an end to the story. Yes, the Lord can also give your story a beautiful ending despite your past. All He asks is that you believe in Jesus!

Prayer:

Lord, thank You for being with me on this life-journey. Please make every day a brand new start for me.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 

 


Jacob gets some of his own medicine

Genesis 29: 12-30

  

When Jacob meets Rachel, she quickly runs back to tell Daddy Laban about the encounter. Jacob was still standing and wondering about this seductive shepherdess, when an old man came running straight towards him. "Laban," the shepherds told him.

The last time someone came out of Uncle Abraham's world, he brought bags full of gold. But the guy he sees here at the well this afternoon seems pretty neglected. And where are all his camels and luggage then?

“Who are you actually? And who are your father and your grandfather and your great-grandfather? How does the family fit together?” Laban wants to know. Jacob has to explain in detail before Laban is satisfied: "Come home with me, there is room for you to sleep." 

Jacob's outing stretches to longer than a month, and Laban is becoming uneasy. "How long will the man still stay?" But meanwhile, Jacob has only one thing on his mind: that lovely daughter of Uncle Laban, Rachel. Her older sister, Lea, has the most beautiful soft eyes, like deep pools of water. But she's not exactly what you would call an oil painting. Her eyes do not match the rest at all. Jacob has already decided: "I want Rachel as my wife!"

Laban realizes that Jacob does not have a penny in his name. He is rather disappointed. But he soon sees that there is nothing wrong with the man's two hands, hard working chap! He can be very helpful around here. "Do you not want to come and work for me?" Jacob seems pleased with the idea. "What do I have to pay you?"

Laban falls right into the snare, and Jacob cannot believe his good fortune. "Your daughter," Jacob seizes the opportunity with both hands. "Your youngest, Rachel!"

Laban almost falls off his chair. How is he going to get out of this predicament? Leah is the eldest, and she must get married first! She's already sitting on the shelf because no one wants her. Then he thinks of a brilliant plan: If he tells Jacob that he has to work for Rachel for seven years, Jacob will definitely think twice about the offer. But Laban did not consider the stars in Jacob's eyes. “I accept it! Thank you Uncle Laban!”

Seven years is a long time to work for your bride. But for Jacob, it flew by like a thought before he could blink! But then Laban faces a huge dilemma. Lea still does not have a husband, and she is long past the sell-by date. Now he has to make a plan. But what? Jacob has already worked for Rachel for seven years, he cannot go back on his word now! But tradition dictates that the eldest daughter should marry first, and past that he cannot get!

But Laban has a cunning plan.

The wedding is arranged and Jacob is in seventh heaven. "Eventually!" his heart jumps wildly. Guests come from far and wide and it is a great festivity. There is dancing, drinking, eating, singing and making music until late at night. And then comes the wedding night, the night Jacob has been waiting for all his life. According to tradition, Jacob is escorted to his tent with great applause to wait for his bride. As he sits there in the semi-darkness with a heart beating in his throat, the sly Laban does an ugly thing. Rachel is told to wait elsewhere, and he grabs Leah and drags her into Jacob's tent. "Tonight you are Rachel!" he hissed in her ear. "Or you're dead!" In the dark, Jacob's passion for his bride is so great, that he never even realizes that it is the wrong bride. The next morning he gets the biggest shock of his life. He is deceived! Furious, he storms out of the tent in search of father-in-law Laban. "What did you do? You deceived me!”

Laban just shrugs his shoulders: “Tradition! But I will meet you halfway. You can also get Rachel in a week if you work for me for another seven years.” Jacob wants to kill the man, but he does not really have a choice, and Laban laughs inwardly: Jacob is a very good worker! He has already made Laban rich! Now he can keep him for another seven years. And on top of that, Leah got married!

We have found that Jacob is not one who maintains traditions. He stole his older brother's birthright and blessing. Against all tradition, he married the youngest daughter, and, and. Sometimes traditions are necessary, but other times it bothers you. Breaking traditions can be liberating. But you have to think very carefully in what way you are going to do it, because it can often hurt people a lot.

When Jacob wants to break a tradition again, he gets some of his own medicine back. All these years he was the heel grabber, the deceiver. Now he has become the victim. But this is by no means the end of the drama - it's just the beginning!

And behind all Jacob's problems there are three women, his mother Rebeccah who preferred him, the beautiful Rachel who knocked his feet out from under him, and the ugly old maid Leah who had to get married!

Prayer:

Lord, thank you that I can look up to you for guidance on how to deal with traditions.

 

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 

 


Two Wives - Trouble!

Genesis 29:31 - 30:24

  

Rachel eventually became Jacob's wife, but at what a price!

Jacob's fraud against his brother and his father had serious consequences. It tore the family apart. This caused Esau to want to kill him and for Jacob to flee for his life. His deception caused bitter sorrow.

But now it was Jacob's turn to recover from the same bitter medicine. Laban deceives him by palming Ugly Leah off on him, and again this deception has serious consequences, this time for Jacob's married life. Admittedly, Jacob does get his sweetheart, Rachel. But he gets two wives equal in the deal, and right from day one there are problems when the two sisters suddenly become competitors for Jacob's love. Jacob simply cannot identify himself with the thought that he has been deceived by Leah, consequently he cannot love her at all. Lea longs for love, but it eludes her all the time. No matter how hard she tries, Jacob does not love his wife.

Is polygamy wrong? We read that most of the great men of the Old Testament had more than one wife. The great psalmist David had a string of wives, and the love singer Solomon had no less than a thousand wives! It totally goes beyond my mind how he could keep house with them. Did he ever know all his wives? The fact is, however, that these types of marriages are not banned anywhere. However, what we read very clearly in the Bible about these marriages is the conflict that it brings time and time again. To name a few examples: Lamech, Abraham, Elkanah, David. Solomon's many wives finally meant his total destruction!

Jacob's double marriage is not rejected by God as such, but his handling of the marriage becomes a problem. Jacob was put in a situation over which he did not have much control. It was his responsibility to handle this situation in a loving way. However, he abuses the opportunity and turns it into an embarrassment.

The question we need to ask ourselves is how do we handle situations that are not very favorable? I am put in a work situation where the boss is mean to me. How do I handle it? Often such bad situations come our way to give us the opportunity to show God's love to the world by turning embarrassment into a witness opportunity. For example, by living out Christ-love for your disgusting boss, you may just be the tool that can totally change the situation, not only for yourself but also for your fellow employees.

However, Jacob totally failed the test. God noticed Jacob's lovelessness toward Leah, and He reversed the roles. Because only Rachel gets love and Leah nothing, only Leah gets children and Rachel nothing. One sister longs for love and the other for motherhood. This makes Jacob, Leah and Rachel discouraged and later desperate.

We must be careful not to see it as a punishment on Rachel, but as a means to force Jacob to think. However, Jacob is trapped in the conflict between the two women, and he will remain trapped there because he allows himself to remain part of the problem, and until he solves the core, he will never solve the problem.

"Give me sons!" is Rachel's cry of despair to Jacob one day, and he slams back with, "Can I take over God's work?" Then Rachel decides that surrogacy is the only way out. (Remember, Sarah did exactly the same thing!) Her slave girl, Bilhah, is used to giving her a child out of sheer desperation. However, it still does not give her the satisfaction of true motherhood. Leah responds by also using her slave girl, Silpa to give Jacob even more children! Maybe she wins his love in that way. Later, Rachel even uses an old "home remedy", the stimulant love apples, which she exchanges with Lea for a night with Jacob. However, this does not change the situation, and the misery only gets worse and worse.

Finally, there is a change in Rachel's misery, when God intervenes and gives her a son. Despite Jacob's stubborn clinging to his sin, God brings a turning point, and he gives Rachel hope with the birth of her firstborn, Joseph. God would later use this boy to save the brand new nation of Israel from a certain famine. But first there would still be a lot of water running into the sea.

Today the Lord wants to plead with you and me not to be like Jacob, but to live His love in all areas of life, towards all people, despite circumstances in which we may end up.

Prayer:

Lord, I confess that I, too, like Jacob, am often angry about my circumstances, and then want to take it out on innocent people. Please help me to rise above my circumstances and live Your love.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░


Rahab the Prostitute

Joshua 2: 1-24

  

500 years pass before we meet the next woman.

In the camp of Israel, everything is in turmoil: "We are moving!" are the words on everyone's lips. The Jordan River beckons them to cross to take in the promised land. Joshua decides to send on two spies to find out what is waiting for them there.

And so the two spies cross the border. The city gates of Jericho are open and they slip in unnoticed. But they are strangers in a small town where everyone knows each other. With great dismay they see how the people look at them with distrust. "We will have to make a plan!" the two say to each other. And then they see it: on a sign near one of the houses in the city wall is the invitation: "Visit Rahab for a good time."

Desperate to get away from the prying eyes, they slip in there. And then, to their great dismay, they have to find out that they find themselves in a prostitute's brothel. "What now?" they wondered aloud.

I do not know which of them got the biggest fright, Rahab the prostitute or the two spies. "What are you doing here?" She immediately recognizes them as Israelites. You can recognize them a mile away! And the things which she heard of the children of Israel were they being a dangerous people. Their reputation preceded them. The miracle when they pulled through the Reed Sea and when all the Egyptians drowned is still on everyone's lips forty years later. And just look at how they totally wiped out from the other great hostile peoples so that there was not a living soul left. But then these two do not look so cruel at all! They are ordinary men. "Are you spying on us?" she wants to know. "Are you also going to wipe out Jericho?"

The two men immediately realized that their cover had been blown. "Please, do not give us away!" they plead.

Her heart immediately softens for the two defenceless men. In addition, she heard about this God they worship and about the great miracles He performed. She wanted to know more about Him, because she had already realized that the stone gods they worship were a myth. "You can just hide here. Rest assured, I will not say anything! ”

Then there's a knock on her door. "Quick! Run up to the roof!” she commands them. "Hide under the heap of flax!"

It sounds like the men want to break down her door. With a face overflowing with kindness, she opens the door for her "customers".

"Where are they?" roared the soldier. "Immediately deliver those two men who are here with you!"

"Oh, those two?" she asked innocently, and it seemed as if butter could not melt in her mouth. "They have just left here. Is there a problem? ”

"Where have they gone?" he wants to know furiously. "They are spies and they want to come and explore our country!"

Surprised, she tells them that she never realized who they were, but that the two men were out here just before the city gates closed. If they hurry, they might catch up with the other two! When the soldiers are gone, she locks the door and runs up to the roof where the two spies are still hiding under the flax.

"I know the Lord gives you the land; everyone is afraid of you. Every inhabitant of Canaan trembles for fear of you!” Rahab is very upset. "Please, I treated you very well. I plead with you that you will promise with an oath before your God that you will also treat my family well when you storm the city!” She begs, because she just knows what the consequences will be. The men solemnly promise her that nothing will happen to her. She just needs to make sure her family is in the house with her and that she will have a red cloth hanging out of her window. In turn, Rahab promises that she will do nothing.

When everything calmed down, she lowered the two men with a rope through her window outside the city wall with the instruction that they should first hide in the mountains for three days to make sure that they were not pursued.

When the two spies are safe across the Jordan again and arrive at Joshua, their words to him are: “The Lord is handing over the whole land to our power. All the inhabitants of the land tremble for fear of us." How different from the previous expedition where the spies stood so terribly negative against the invasion.

We know the story of the walls of Jericho that crumbled and collapsed as Joshua and his men walked around the city. As everything collapses, Joshua looks up and sees that one single piece of wall miraculously remains intact in the midst of everything collapsing around it. Very conspicuous in the only piece wall still standing, is a large bright red cloth hanging from a window, that of the prostitute, Rahab! She was saved, and she became part of God's people.

Prayer:

Lord, thank you for the example of Joshua that you fully trusted. And thank you for a woman like Rahab who gave her heart to you from the heathen, and thus also became part of the genealogy of Jesus.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 


Deborah

Judges 4: 1-14

  

Samson was not the only Judge in the time before the kings - there were quite a few of them. Their main purpose was to give guidance to the various tribes, who at that time lived scattered over a large area. The tribes also functioned separately, and only when there was a major threat did some tribes stand together to oppose the enemy.

From the history of Israel over the centuries, we have also learned that it was only the men who counted. They made all the decisions and they made war. The women had to sit meekly at home and do the housework while the men handled the important things. Tough men, they were at that time - in Judges 3:31 we read how Judge Samgar beat six hundred Philistines to death with a whip. Good whips they had those years ......? Almost a ridiculous situation, where an unknown individual defeats the professional army of the Philistines without weapons - only a whip. But really, the focus is on the Lord's miraculous salvation.

But then there was Deborah. For the first time, a woman is playing a leading role in Israel. She was a prophetess, and Judge of Israel. From far and wide the Israelites came to her where she had to give judgment in the mountains of Ephraim, Deborah was a real pillar of support for the community.

But not everything was so good in Israel. Judges 4 begins with the familiar words, "The Israelites did evil again in the sight of the Lord." They just could not stay out of trouble, and constantly grieved the Lord. And then the Lord let the Canaanite King Jabin of Hazor attack Israel. At the head of his army is the formidable Sisera with nine hundred iron chariots. It must have been a frightening sight to encounter this cruel army. For a full twenty years, Sisera terrorizes the terrified Israelites. If they only wanted to listen to the Lord, they would have been spared all this sorrow.

And then the Lord spoke to Deborah: she must send Barak to defeat Sisera's army at the brook Kishon. He must take ten thousand men and march up against Sisera - the Lord will surrender Sisera's army into his power.

To Barak, this seems like an insurmountable task. What match will their old ragged army be against Sisera? Just think of all those scary chariots - enough to give a big army nightmares! No, he is not so sure about this. And then he plays his trump card - if this woman is willing to go with them, then he can surely trust her word. "If you go with me, I will go and fight, but if you do not go with me, I will stay right here." A woman will not fight with them, no matter who she is! He's safe!

But then Deborah knocks his feet clean out from under him: "All right, I'll go along." But Deborah is not happy with Barak's lame attitude. She makes it very clear to him that they will win the battle, but he who is Barak will not get the credit for the victory. This is going to be a woman who will conquer the mighty Sisera!

And so it came to pass that Barak gathered ten thousand able-bodied men out of the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali. When he had gathered his army, Deborah kept her promise, and she fell in with the men, and they went up from Bethel to the brook Kishon.

Sisera surely laughed at this patched-up army coming up against him. He will wipe them out in no time. And then he hears the hilarious reports that a woman has to hold the leader's hand. Where have you ever heard such a joke? He gives the order that they bring his nine hundred chariots. Maybe there is not even a battle, because when the Israelites see this mighty weapon, they will only show heels and run!

It is a fearsome army that is taking up position across the brook Kishon to await the oncoming Israelites. "Pull up!" Deborah said to Barak, "Today the Lord is giving Sisera into your power."

How many times have the Israelites not faced an impossible situation in fear? And then the Lord comes in a surprising way and saves them. How many times have I personally not been terrified of an impossible situation, and then the Lord gives salvation from a totally unexpected source. The Lord only asks that we trust Him. Barak did not need Deborah to be with her - the Lord would provide, even without her. Let's trust the Lord fully - He is in full control!

Prayer:

Lord, You were in control in Deborah's time, and You are still in control today. Please give us as believers full confidence in You, even if the picture sometimes seems very dark to us.

.


Deborah on the Battlefield

Judges 4: 14-17

  

Sisera stood confidently, smugly on his chariot. His horse tripped around excitedly, hungry for action. Behind Sisera stood nine hundred chariots, the men armed from head to toe and armed to the teeth - a terrifying sight. Today they are craving this fight - they have done it so many times. And this one is against a ridiculous army of shepherds and farmers who know absolutely nothing about war. Within half an hour the battle will be over!

"The first ones are coming now!" shouted one of the officers. Sisera burst out laughing when he saw the leaders at the head of the army of Israel, for there, on a donkey, the figure of Deborah with Barak were seated.

"Look, they did not have enough men, and now they are using the women to fight!" he mocked, and it rumbled as the men laughed.

But then something started to creep up on Sisera - when he turned his head, he saw Israelites everywhere. There seemed to be no end to them. It looked completely like ants crawling. "Where do they all come from?" he wondered aloud. Behind him he heard the men grumbling - something was terribly wrong here. And on top of that, there was the ominous feeling that hung in the air around them, as if they were not alone. Sisera has already heard of that God of Israel, and that He sometimes did things that were impossible. They say that he made a highway for the Israelites right through the middle of the sea, and then drowned the mighty army of the Egyptians in the same sea with chariots and all!

One of the generals came walking over to Sisera: “The men are afraid. They say they can fight any army, but they cannot fight the Forces in the air! ”

Sisera freezes. But he does not dare get cold feet now - what will that look like? “The men are just plain silly! Tell them we're fighting! There is no Power that will stop me, Sisera!”

And with that, he gave the order to attack. The attack was very half-hearted, and the men did not fight with all their hearts as always. It felt as if they were not fighting against the Israelites, but against a much greater Power. And on top of that, things just did not want to go right - the chariots ...... they just did not want to work well together.

Meanwhile, in the camp of the Israelites, Barak silences the men. The prophetess, Deborah, had something to say. When she got up, a deadly silence descended over the camp. “Men, the Lord, the Almighty God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob spoke to me. He assured me that today He will give this battle into our hands. The army of Sisera looks terrible, but our God is far greater than their army - with Him nothing is impossible. Think of the Reed Sea, and think back to Jericho, how the walls fell by themselves! God has given us this land - we dare not let Sisera take it away from us! Today the Canaanites will see that our God is omnipotent. But today you will also see that there is only one God. Decide today whether you want to serve Him! Forget the useless idols of the other nations and do what our God asks of us. ”

It was an enthusiastic group of Israelites who stormed the nervous army of Sisera with primitive weapons and with primitive cries. Sisera and his men were so confused and their chariots were milling around in circles. The wheels got hooked together and everything was just chaos. The end result was that the men jumed off the wagons and ran for their lives. The Israelites were like a swarm of ants on them and chased them. One by one the Canaanites were killed until at last there was not one left. Well, there was one left - Sisera. But he deserted his chariot early in the battle. In these mountains, the chariot meant absolutely nothing! But the question was, could he run away from God?

The Israelites suffered because they forgot God and followed other idols. But God is merciful, and He tries to win Israel back for Him - they are still His people in spite of their sin. We need to understand that God does not punish believers. But when we stray from Him, it is sometimes necessary for Him to take drastic steps to turn us back to Him - when we sometimes find it difficult in life.

But then we must also thoroughly realize how great God's grace and His love are, and that He will hold us through the greatest suffering and carry us through it. And we must also know that no problem is too big for God. Even though things sometimes seem totally impossible to us, it is still possible for God. I have personally experienced this numerous times.

Prayer:

Lord, often situations seem impossible to me, but this morning I have to rejoice that You are great, and that I have seen how You can accomplish the impossible!


Jael, the Kenite

Judges 4: 15-5: 31

  

Sisera is terrified for the first time in his life. His chariot became too slow for him. No, it is not the Israelites he is fleeing from - it feels to him as if he is being threatened from all sides - even from somewhere in the air. Then he jumps off his iron chariot and starts running, where to he himself does not know - just away from this frightening chaos. After what felt like an eternity to him, he stood, gasping for breath. He looks back, and then to his astonishment he sees how his entire formidable army is being destroyed by a bunch of half-armed cattle farmers. He feels nauseous when he sees his brave men fleeing for their lives. But this is needless, because they are being defeated by the Israelites.

"I must get away from here!" he gasps, and starts running again. And then he suddenly remembers: “Heber the Kenite! Yes, Heber is a friend of King Jabin! He will provide shelter for me against these barbarians. If I go and hide there, no one will find me.”

He changes direction and runs as hard as he can straight to his king's old friend, Heber. When he arrives at Heber's tents, he is greeted by Heber's beautiful wife, Jael. She immediately sees that this man is in great distress. He is out of breath and his lips are bursting with thirst. Running through a desert landscape for hours on end is not child's play. "Come in!" she hurriedly invited him - she suspects he was being chased. The shepherds came to tell of the terrible battle, and that the Canaanites had come off second best!

"You look tired." It is a senseless remark - the man is dead tired!

"Please, can I hide here," he pleads, "they are after my blood. Please do not tell them I am here!”

"Donn’t worry" she advised him, "Come and lie down behind the curtain - no one will find you here."

"And water, please can I have a mug of water."

"Wait, I have something much better." Jael disappears and then returns with a mug of delicious fresh milk.

Sisera had barely drunk the milk when the tiredness overwhelms him and he sleeps like a baby. This is the moment the sly Jael has been waiting for. She sneeks into the tent. In her hand is a thick, sharp tent peg and a large wooden hammer. Behind the curtain, she can vaguely make out the silhouette of Sisera. Jael trembles with anxiety - say now something goes wrong? Suppose then he wakes up. What if her aim is crooked? There are so many things that can go wrong. She feels nauseous. Carefully she presses the curtain over Sisera's head. With trembling hands she aims the tip of the tent peg to where his temple would be. She lifts the heavy hammer high above her head, and then she brings it down onto the tent peg with all her might. She strikes so hard that she strikes the pen through Sisera's head so that it nails to the ground.

The nausea overwhelms Jael and she bursts into a torrent of tears.

Hardly had the act been committed, when Barak shows up at Heber's camp. “Did you notice Sisera? I saw him flee in this direction. "

Then Jael steps forward: "I have something to show you, sir." She takes him to her tent, and there in a pool of blood the invincible Sisera lies dead on the floor with a tent peg through his temple. Barak won the battle as predicted by Deborah. But he was not the hero in the story, nor was Deborah, but the Kenite woman, Jael. Her praise was sung by all Israel. It was a sensitive blow for King Jabin of Canaan, for not only did he lose his chariots and a large number of soldiers, but a great general. This was the beginning of his end - finally Israel totally destroyed him.

After these events, Deborah writes a song. This is one of the very first fragments of the Bible as we know it today that was ever put in writing: the Victory Song of Deborah. In this song of praise she sings the praises of God, because it is He who gave Israel this victory. This beautiful song is recorded for us today in Judges 5.

The song of Deborah describes all the events of this battle. It pays homage to the tribes that took part, and it warns the tribes of Israel who did not want to take part in the battle. And it tells how the Lord took away the glory of the victory from Barak and gave it to a simple woman. Deborah sings about how the Lord miraculously and with terrifying occurrences, actually overcame the Canaanites himself. We actually sympathize with poor Sisera when we read the beautiful song of praise. And we can identify ourselves with that, because we want to sing this song with Deborah to the glory of our almighty God.

Prayer:

Lord, we want to sing of You, for You are great and wonderful and omnipotent, and You preserve us, Your children.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 

 


Naomi

Ruth 1: 1-5

  

Our next story is about three women. The first was old and discouraged, the second turned around and the third persevered and ventured into the unknown.

First up is Naomi. Her story begins with great hardship. Judah was in the grip of an exhausting drought. The fields did not yield crops, all scorched by the merciless sun. Her husband, Elimelek, tried to cultivate a piece of land, but without harvesting a single grain of wheat. Later there was no more food in the house. Elimelech and Naomi were two very worried people, because the land of milk and honey to which Moses had led them at that time no longer gave them those breathtaking bunches of grapes that Joshua and Caleb had brought there. The world has turned into an arid desert! This family is now literally facing death, and they no longer know which way to go.

Then Elimelech makes a very drastic decision. After sitting for days debating the matter, he calls his family together, and tells them exactly what Abraham said to Sarah in Haran at that time: "We are moving!"

"And where to?" Naomi wants to know. The talk of the women made her understand that this drought is nationwide, throughout all of Judah. What will it help to swap one drought for another?

Then Elimelech detonated the bomb: “Moab! I have heard that the land of the Moabites is doing better.”

Naomi's heart almost stopped. She slaps her hands in front of her mouth. "No! No Elimelech, we cannot! The Moabites are our enemies. They made war against us!”

But her husband has already decided, they will emigrate to a heathen land on the other side of the Dead Sea.

Maglon and Kiljon, their two sons are excited. It is a brand new adventure waiting for them, away from the everyday old hassle of Judah. And away from the plain and pale Jewish girls. All the young men are talking about the beautiful girls of Moab! "When are we moving, Dad?"

And so Elimelech packed up all his possessions in Bethlehem and took Naomi and the two sons off to the unknown. They cross the dry bed of the Jordan River and leave the Promised Land, the land that God had given them, to find a refuge where there is food.

Naomi has a tight feeling in her heart all the time. She feels guilty about leaving her country and her family behind, and now she has to live among a bunch of heathens. And her sons? What will become of them? But once Elimelech had an idea in his head…. She sighs heavily.

Things are not starting nicely for Naomi in the new country. She struggles to communicate with the other women. Not only is everyone aloof from her because she is a stranger, but the language is a huge obstacle. But her big concern is actually her husband. Ever since they arrived here, he has not been well. She sees him deteriorate day by day, literally withering away. Later, he can no longer work at all. He just sits and stares in front of him all day. Fortunately, the two boys immediately enlisted, and it was not long before they were drafted into the Moabite army. With their wages, they could at least keep the pot boiling.

One day a great disaster befell the family. Father Elimelech's health takes a drastic turn, and he dies. He leaves Naomi with her two sons behind, alone in the strange country. A grieving Naomi does not even have her friends or family to comfort her. But there is another, much larger sword hanging over her head - her sons. Maglon's name means "the sickly one" and Kiljon means "exhausted". Are these two boys not going to follow the same path as their father? And where are they going to get wives? She does not hope they fall in love with these beautiful pagan girls!

Often life takes us on a journey that is bitterly difficult for us. Naomi has definitely reached a low point in her life.

Paul and Habakkuk taught us that you can still experience bubbling joy even in the darkest pit. The great secret is to seek your joy in the Lord!

Will Naomi ever be able to find her joy again? Let's follow this story and find out.

Prayer:

Lord, so often I also end up in the pit of anxiety and desperation. Please give me a bubbling joy in You through all my circumstances.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░


Wedding Bells

Ruth 1: 1-5

  

One night, the two boys arrive at Naomi very excited. “Mom, I have great news! I met the girl of my dreams! Her name is Orpah, and I want to take her as my wife, Mom!”

Naomi does not know if she should cry or be happy with her son. It's a pagan girl then! Naomi is shocked. How can Maglon do this to her? She then tried to teach him so well. Are there not enough girls in Judah? And what about her faith? These girls worship other gods! Throughout the night, Naomi cries. All night long she struggles with God, without getting an answer.

The next day, she tries to make sense of her son's head, but she soon realizes that her pleas are falling on deaf ears. All it does is alienate her from her son, and she certainly cannot afford it. She will simply have to try to accept it and live with it.

A few days later, Maglon brings Orpah home. Immediately Naomi sees why her son is so infatuated with this girl. The two women find each other very quickly, and a close bond of friendship develops between them. Not long after comes the joyous day when Maglon and Orpah hook up and get married. Orpah may be a pagan girl, but she soon creeps deep into Naomi's heart.

It was not long either, before Kiljon arrived home beaming one afternoon. And right away Naomi knew that her second son had met his dream wife. He was very much in love. This time, it was easier for Naomi, because she had already learned that people who are different from her are not necessarily bad news. The girl's name is Ruth, she is told by a blushing Kiljon. And of course she is beautiful, the most beautiful girl in all of Moab!

This time, Naomi is excited to meet the new love in her son's life, and she's definitely not disappointed. Ruth has a warm, engaging personality, and from the first moment, the two are close friends.

Today, you and I can learn from this story that we can still accept each other despite great differences. In fact, Jesus taught us not to look down on anyone! He did the unthinkable by having a conversation with a Samaritan woman. He even had a party with the hated tax collectors and their bad friends. Am I better than He?

I grew up in the “Old South Africa” where my friends and I were taught not to mix with people who are different from us. And it went much further than just that I, as a white Afrikaner, had to look down on the Black people. Other nations were also taboo. Portuguese were strangers you barely spoke to. Not to mention Chinese, and worse, Indians! An Englishman! They were the great enemy! As a kid, I used to hate it a lot, and I had a Polish friend. In the afternoons after school, my Black Swazi friends and I swam naked together in the farm pond, when the adults could not see us. We played together, hung out, roasted locusts, picked all sorts of veldt fruits and we were great friends.

Unfortunately, pressure from years of politics and even the church changed everything later.

Kiljon also does not let grass grow under his feet, and before long the two stand in front of the pulpit and promise eternal fidelity to each other. Well, those years it may not have worked out that way at all, in a manner of speaking!

Despite the fact that the two women were pagans, it was a happy family together, and life began to make sense to Naomi again.

But this "happiness" could not last forever. And soon Naomi finds out that something is wrong with her eldest son. A heavy pressure gripped her heart, because Maglon looked "down". Like his father at the time, he does not look well. Why did she give him this terrible name at the time of his birth? He was fretful from day one and he cried incessantly, then she called him "the sickly one". Did she put a curse on him?

Ten years after she left their beloved Israel, the second great disaster befell Naomi. Her beloved son Maglon, the sick man lives up to his name. He died after an exhausting illness. This strange land has so far only meant sorrow to Naomi. Heartbreaking, Naomi and Orpah cry on each other's shoulders over this terrible loss. Maglon and Orpah have not even started a family. Barely had their wedding boat begun to sail, or it was wrecked by a terrible storm.

But the situation would get much worse! Monday we read further ……….

Prayer:

Lord, I confess that in my life I have looked down on others who are “inferior”. I try so hard today, but sometimes I'm still arrogant. Please forgive me for that, and give me humility in my heart.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 


Orpah and Ruth

Ruth 1: 5-19

  

Grief became part of Naomi's life. With great sorrow she had to exchange her homeland, Judah, for the heathen Moab. Then the anchor died alive, her husband Elimelech, and soon after her son, Maglon. There was war, and because Kiljon was not a Moabite, he had to fight in the front line. He was fatally wounded. And for the second time in a very short time, Naomi and her dear daughters-in-law are crying heartbreakingly on each other's shoulders.

With a shock, Naomi realizes that she is now facing a huge crisis. Suddenly three widows are together in one house - a great disaster! Suddenly there is no prospect of any income or survival. Moreover, her husband, Elimelech, now has no offspring, and she is a stranger in a heathen land. The two girls might get married again, but she… ..?

But luckily this is not where the story of Ruth ends, it is actually where the real story first begins. If Naomi's crisis is also your crisis, feel free to read on, because as the story unfolds, we see that Naomi's crisis turns into an opportunity that goes far, far beyond just the single main character in the story. Where God is involved in your life, a situation that seems like a disaster to you can often be an opportunity for God to start something completely new in your life. I can personally testify to that!

Only when things are at their worst does Naomi get a piece of good news, that the Lord has given a solution in her homeland, Judah. It rained well and there was a good harvest. It rekindles a glimmer of hope in her. Immediately she decides to return to her homeland.

But one thing Naomi did not keep in mind, her two daughters-in-law, Ruth and Orpah. They were immersed with her in this misery, and they were both still loyal to their mother-in-law. However, Naomi realizes that both are still bloody young girls. Even though they are widows, they are still in the prime of their lives and both are beautiful and extremely married. They have to stay behind, they will both be picked up very quickly.

But it's not that simple, because they both decide to move in! Naomi realizes all too well that her two daughters-in-law are loyal to her, and that they want to take care of her. But she cannot do it to them, to drag them with her to a strange land with a very strange culture and a strange God. She tries with all sorts of arguments to make Ruth and Orpah abandon their plan to move in with her, but the harder she tries, the sadder they cry. Afterwards it was a valley of tears as they moaned: "Mom, we want to go to Mom's people together!"

Then Naomi plays her trump card. She begins to describe herself to them as an unlucky bird, as someone who always pulls at the short end. "The Lord turned against me ....." she declares.

And then Orpah finally makes a logical choice: she will turn around. As a Moabite girl, she would never be accepted by the Israelites. It's a big valley of tears when they say goodbye, and then Orpah (her name means "rebellious") turns her back on Naomi and the possibility that she might become part of the People of God. She goes back to her people… .. and her gods!

But Ruth (her name means "girlfriend") insists: "Wherever you go, I will go; where you live, I will stay; your people are my people; your God is my God. ”

Nice words! But these are not just hollow promises. Ruth means every word she says. She realizes very well what the possible consequences could be, that she faces rejection from the often ruthless Israelites who cannot tolerate foreigners and will definitely exclude her from their close circle of friends. She realizes very clearly that there is a great deal of suffering ahead of her. And on top of that, she realizes that she will have to give up her religion that she grew up with and adopt a whole new religion, which is very strange to her.

She declares herself willing to all these things, and she swears an oath to prove how serious she feels about it.

And so begins the remarkable story of Ruth. Her statement: “Wherever you go, I will go… ..” echoes through the centuries as surely the most famous saying ever by any woman!

Do you consider yourself a "nobody"? Like Ruth? Rest assured that you are very, very important to God. He placed you on earth for a very special purpose, and He wants to use each of us. But just like the case of Ruth, you must be willing to put yourself at His disposal!

Prayer:

Lord, I am willing to go where You send me. I am willing to do what You want. Please use me, Lord!

 


Ruth is Rejected

Ruth 2: 1-4

  

Naomi and her daughter-in-law Ruth embarked on the long journey back to Judea. When they were still a long way off, one of the women pointed in her direction, "Is that not Naomi walking up?"

"Unmistakably! Naomi is back! Naomi is back! ”

"But who is the strange girl there with her? And where is Elimelech then?”

The joy was very great to have their friend and family member back with them after so many years away. They were laughing and crying, kissing, hugging and chatting. And for now, Ruth was totally ignored. Then someone asked the question: “And who is this with you? Are you not introducing us?”

"It's Ruth, my daughter-in-law. She is a Moabite girl. "

An uncomfortable silence descended on the group of women. No one really knew how to handle this situation. She was after all a Moabite! The enemy!

Naomi realized very well that there was still a very difficult road ahead for her and Ruth. "Do not call me Naomi anymore. Call me Mara - Bitterness,”she told her friends.

Later, when they moved into their house, Naomi told Ruth about the law of Moses, that a widow may pick up wheat or barley grain where the men dropped it during the harvest. So early one morning Ruth left, with joy in her step and a song in her heart, hopeful for Bethlehem's fields. There she found the workers, busy with their sickles, cutting off the sheaves of grain. She noticed that the men were not bending over to pick up the lost grain, it was just being left lying around.

Eagerly she stepped closer, but then the antagonism of the Jews struck her. The men made all sorts of awkward remarks about her, and the women who ran after the cutters to pick up veins were very hostile to her. "What are you looking for here?" they wanted to know. "There is no place for Gentiles here!"

Ruth still wanted to try to explain that she also now worships the God of Israel, but they do not even want to listen. It is written life-size over her: "This is a Moabite!" Ruth is in tears when she arrives at Naomi's house late afternoon, without a single grain seed to show for her day's work!

What does our hospitality look like? "But of course I'm hospitable!" However, our hospitality usually extends as far as our family and friends, or perhaps even a stranger, as long as he does not differ too much from me. However, if someone is different from me, then I get very uncomfortable!

Jesus did not reject anyone, not even the hated Samaritans and tax collectors. He expects the same from you and me. True hospitality is one of the hardest ways to live true love.

Naomi tried to encourage Ruth and told her to go to her relative Boaz's wheat field the next day. When Ruth arrived at Boaz's grain fields the next morning, her heart beat in her throat. She did not quite know what to expect. Her mind told her to turn around now and run away while there was still time. But her heart says, "Hang in there!" She stepped closer, shaking.

One side stood a man who appeared to be in charge of the workers. Her knees felt paralyzed as she walked towards him: "Sir, may I pick up veins?"

The man smiled kindly at her: “Of course! Choose for yourself a place where there are no other widows picking up yet.”

Reluctantly, Ruth chose to head for an open spot where no one picked up veins. She made sure she stayed far away from the other women, and that her headscarf hung low over her eyes, just in case someone might recognize her. She was amazed at how recklessly the cutters dropped veins. There was more than enough for her to gather.

Late that afternoon, after the cutters had packed their sickles for the day, a tired Ruth ran as fast as her legs could carry her back to her mother-in-law. In a bag she had enough grain to provide bread for the two of them for at least a week. She did not even hear the sarcastic remark when she ran past other women. She was bubbling happy, because in the end she was also accepted by someone as a human being. She could not help wondering why the people who worked for Boaz were so different from the other Israelites. They just seemed happy in their work, and all the time you heard the men singing merrily while they harvested. Maybe it had something to do with their boss?

If you are an employer, what does the state of mind of the people who work for you look like? Are they really happy, and do they enjoy working for you? Are you the "boss" or are you one of them? Remember, the love command Jesus gave does not end with my family and friends. It goes much further, also to my employees and even strangers.

On top of that, love and humility go hand in hand. Being humble means, among other things, that I will not even exalt myself above my employees. Remember, Jesus even washed His disciples' dirty feet!

Prayer:

Lord, help me to radiate Your love, also in my workplace, so that all who work with me will experience Your love.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 


Ruth Finds Love

Ruth 2: 1-4

  

After Ruth's rejection by the Jewish women, she finally sets out to Boaz's fields, where she was able to gather enough grain to keep her and Naomi alive.

A few days later, Ruth returns to Boaz's grain field, and she gets to work picking up grain. Boaz stands deep in thought and watches as the young Moabite girl eagerly bends to pick up grain. He's anxious to strike up a conversation with her, but he's worried about what his men are going to think. After all, she is a Moabite, a heathen, and he is a respected and of course decent Jewish man!

Then Boaz decides that the girl's well-being is more important than his reputation. At that very moment, Ruth decides to take a break. This is the sign for Boaz, and with that he walks over to Ruth, where she lies down under a tree to rest. He definitely wants to meet this brave girl. He wants to find out what made her make this radical decision to sacrifice everything in her country to come to Judea with her mother-in-law.

Boaz realizes all too well that he does not dare pay too much attention to her, because it is not appropriate for a Jewish man, especially not a respected landowner like him, to have conversations with a pagan girl. He better keep this first meeting very matter-of-factly, and talk as little as possible.

"I understand you are Naomi's daughter-in-law, I am Boaz."

Ruth could not believe that such a prominent Jew as Boaz would be interested in her. Why is he bothering to talk to her? Quickly she jumps up and she bows her head humbly as she was taught to do for prominent people.

“Listen Ruth, life around here is hard! You must have noticed that the Jews do not accept you easily. I want to give you good advice: do not go to others' fields, because there you will get into trouble. Just stay here in my grain field. I know Naomi very well, so you are very welcome to pick up grain for yourself here every day.” 

Ruth is very grateful because now it is not only the foreman who gives permission, but the owner who personally gives his permission that she can pick barley here. "Thank you very much!" she mumbels humbly, without raising her eyes.

When Boaz walks away, Ruth's heart leaps with pure joy. “Why is everyone so good to me? What did I do to earn it? I'm just a Moabite girl in a foreign land, and the people not only accept me, but they care about me, they are good to me!”

Ruth's story does not end here either. Eventually, she and Boaz got married. But only after she had quietly crawled on the threshing floor at Boaz's feet one night!

It's a beautiful love story, and there's a boy born out of wedlock, his name - Obed. Years later, little Obed becomes the father of Jesse, and his son, David, becomes the greatest king Israel has ever had. But more importantly: 1200 years later, in the same town where little Obed was born, Bethlehem, a baby is born again. He is from the descendants of David - Jesus the Messiah! A Moabite girl from a heathen land, who is not part of God's people, and who was once rejected by the inhabitants, is included in the lineage of Jesus. So Ruth's story is truly the Marriage from Heaven!

Today, the miracle is that you and I can also be part of Jesus' family. Everything, everything is grace!

A wonderful story, that of Ruth. But this is also my story and maybe yours too. Like Ruth, I have so often wondered why the Lord is so good to me? I definitely do not deserve it! When I think back on my life, I see streaks of ugly things that were part of my life. My sins are written in several thick volumes. But of course I know that it's all already forgiven. The Lord assures me in the many promises in His Word that He forgives me for everything I did.

But what about my current life? Is my life really good enough to please Him? When I look at some other people who have a life that is so wonderfully close to God, I get embarrassed. And my knowledge of Him and His Word is so bitterly meager! Will He ever be interested in me, insignificant man? Sometimes I want to shrink away into the earth!

But then I hear what Jesus' heart looks like. He talks intimately and with great patience and compassion to a woman at the well, someone who is hated by the Jews and despised by her own people. He holds a feast with the foam of the earth, and He is intensely interested in these harsh men. He gives eternal life to a murderer who is dying on a cross.

Of course, I am also important to Him. He also cares about me just like that. After all, I am His child, and He loves me very much!

The full story of Ruth is available as an e-book. You can download it for free from our archive of daily pieces.

Prayer:

Lord, I can only say every day, "Thank you, thank you, thank you!" Your grace to me is incomprehensible. I did nothing to ever deserve it.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 


Hannah

1 Samuel 1

  

Our next woman's name is Hannah. She was not a great figure in history. She did not have any high status. She was, in fact, a very ordinary woman, and on top of that she had a very big problem. But now I'm jumping ahead of my story. Let's take a quick look at the background against which Hannah's story unfolds.

Her story takes place around the year 1000 BC near the end of the Judges period. This was of course before Israel had a king, and the nation consisted of twelve tribes that functioned independently of each other. The tribes were led by judges who had to give them guidance in the spiritual realm but especially also when the other nations attacked them.

There are the many other hostile peoples who lived around them and even among them, such as the Midianites. On the west side of the coastal plain, the Philistines gave Israel a hard time! On the east side, across from the Jordan, it was again the Ammonites and Moabites who made life miserable for them.

Several judges tried to get the people on the right track. Some of them were very successful, such as Gideon and Deborah. Others again, like Samson failed miserably! Samson's big problem with pretty girls finally meant his downfall!

The people often strayed from the Lord. Time and again we read the refrain: “The people have done again what was evil in the sight of the Lord. The judges also struggled to keep them on track. This rebellious people were desperate for a strong spiritual judge to lead them on the path of God.

And then Samuel happened!

Samuel's father, Elkanah, had a big problem. He had two wives, Hannah and Peninnah. Peninnah had children, but poor Hannah was, to her great shame, childless. And Peninnah mocked her, and humiliated her. Actually, was very ironic, because Hannah's name meant "Grace" but it seems as if she had received absolutely no grace from God.

It was Elkanah's custom every year to take his family to Shiloh, where they worshipped the Lord and offered sacrifices to Him. This was a joyous occasion. But for Hannah it was a sad time, because there she experienced her childlessness very intensely. Every year it ended in a valley of tears where Hannah cried bitterly instead of being happy like everyone else.

On one such occasion, things became just too much for Hannah. There at the building where the Ark of the Covenant and the Tent of Worship are housed, she experienced God's presence very intensely. As tears streamed down her cheeks, she poured out her heart before the Lord. She could no longer continue to live like this without children, and she begged the Lord to please give her a way out. Possibly out of fear that someone else might hear of her embarrassment, she did not pray out loud. Only her lips moved. Then she made a vow to the Lord: If he gives her a son, she will return him to the Lord so that he can serve the Lord.

The elderly old priest Eli sat nearby on his chair and watched her. Of course, he could not hear what she was saying, so he made the wrong conclusion: “No, it cannot go on like this! You're drunk! Go home and get sober before you come to worship!”

Then Hannah tells him about her terrible dilemma, and how she begged the Lord for a child. "Rest assured and go now. The God of Israel will give you what you have begged of Him,” he reassures her.

Then the great miracle happens in Hannah's life. Not long after this drama in the Tent of the Covenant, Hannah becomes pregnant. Bubbling with joy, she knows that she is carrying little Samuel in her belly!

Often we pray very earnestly for something in our lives, but the Lord does not seem to heed our pleas, it feels like they hit the ceiling! However, God is omnipotent and He hears every prayer and we must remember that He knows much better than I do. He may know that the time is not yet ripe. Or maybe He is planning something much bigger for me than what I am asking for. He has a purpose for every thing that happens in your life, and His timing is perfect.

In her wildest dreams, Hannah did not think that this boy in her would have such a powerful influence on the history of the people of Israel. From an early age, little Samuel would change things!

Prayer:

Thank You, Lord, for someone like Hannah who set the example for me to keep praying and to trust in You. Thank you for listening to my prayer as well.

.


Hannah's Little Boy

1 Samuel 1: 19-28

  

Nine long but exciting months passed after Hannah found out she was pregnant. Everyone in Rama knew that the impossible was happening to her, and of course Hannah radiated!

When the big day finally arrived, all the women in the town around Hannah's house were gathered. And when the first cry of the baby sounded from the room, everyone heard Hannah's voice with it: "His name is Samuel!" From the moment she became pregnant, she knew it would be a boy. The Lord promised it to her!

It was time again for the annual festival in Shiloh, and Elkanah got ready to take his family there to worship. But for the first time in many years, Hannah decided that she would not go along this time and also the next two years. "Little Samuel must first be weaned," she explained.

Now we are beginning to wonder if she would ever keep her vow to the Lord? Isn't she perhaps worming her way out of this? The tension in the story runs high!

It was customary in those years for a woman to breastfeed her child until he was three or even four years old. I think Hannah may have tried to stretch it as long as possible because she knew what was waiting for her. On the one hand, she was excited because she was able to keep her vow to God. But on the other hand, it put a big, uncomfortable lump on her stomach, because it would mean she would have to give up her only beloved boy!

Eventually little Samuel was weaned. And then Hannah started making plans. And poor Elkanah just has to jump submissively!

"I need a bull, Elkanah!"

"What for?"

"A sacrifice to the Lord, of course!" Elkana does not dare to argue, because he simply sees that wife Hannah will not accept "no" for an answer!

"And I need a jug of wine and sixteen kilograms of flour!"

"Now what do you want to do with it my wife?"

“To take with to Silo! Of course it is for the Lord!” 

“Oh… ...” 

The annual exodus to Shiloh was imminent, and in Hannah's house everything was in turmoil to get thousands of things ready and poor Elkanah had to suffer. Hannah got hold of a beautiful piece of material and sat for hours on end, transforming it into a fine work of art. Finally she's done.

"Elkanah, what do you think?" She holds up the finely embroidered piece of fabric for him to see.

"What is it?"

"Can't you see? It's a cloak for little Samuel!”

“Oh? And for what? A child doesn’t wear such grand robes? Only priests wear such robes!” 

"And?" Hannah was upset that Elkanah could not see reason. 

"Remember, I promised to give him to the Lord, and the time has now come!"

"But he is still barely four… .." Elkana still wants to protest, but Hannah has already decided. She will take the boy to Shiloh, and that's it!

It was a big and difficult journey to Shiloh that year! Elkanah tried to stay out of the way as far as possible, because with Hannah he could not keep house. Her emotions were as confused as a chamelion on a Smartie box. One moment she was still in tears and the next she was running and jumping with sheer exuberance. The task ahead of her was both terribly heavy and sad. She would leave her only son there. At the same time, it was a day of rejoicing, for she was able to keep her vow to the Lord.

The three-year-old bull was looked after like gold on the way and was prevented from scraping a hoof against a stone! And on arrival at Shiloh, Elkanah was tasked to kill the beast, and sacrifice it to God.

For the first time since that sad day, Hannah sees the old gray Eli again. With little Samuel in hand, with of course his cloak on, she walks over to the old priest.

"Excuse me, sir, you will not believe me, but sir, I am the woman who stood here with you to pray to the Lord. I prayed for this boy, and the Lord gave me what I begged of Him. Yes, I have begged this child of the Lord, and now he will be someone who is begged of the Lord all his life.”

Eli cannot believe his eyes! “And that beautiful cloak? Shame, he looks like a little priest!”

"But sir, it's because from now on he will come to work for you here in the service of the Lord!"

Eli got the fright of his life: "No, no Ma'am, you cannot do this to me!" Eli protests. What is he going to do all day with a four-year-old boy here in the sanctuary? This woman is off her trolley!

But Hannah has already made up her mind, and the discouraged Eli has to accept it. You do not argue with a determined woman!

Hannah's sacrifice was very great, but it was all worth it, because Samuel's impact on history was astronomical. The Lord sometimes asks for our great sacrifices, and then we dare not refuse them. A small sacrifice may just make a huge difference!

Prayer:

Lord, thank you for the example of Hannah to do what she promised You. Please also give me the willingness to make sacrifices and do what You ask of me.

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 


Esther

Esther 1: 1-8

  

In a world where the mighty men swung the sceptre, it was sometimes a woman who changed the course of history. One such woman was Esther. Many years have passed since Hannah gave little Samuel to the Lord. Samuel appointed two kings over Israel, and since then there have been numerous kings who ruled, most of them wicked kings. Then the exile happens.

This is the year 484 BC. On the throne of the mighty Persian Empire sits the flamboyant Ahasuerus, also known as Xerxes 1. This is now his third year on the throne. Since the dynamic king Cyrus ascended the throne of Persia some 70 years earlier, the empire expanded at an alarming rate until it eventually became a world empire stretching from Egypt and Greece in the west to the border of India in the east.

In the first scene of our story, we see Ahasuerus in all his splendour. For a full six months, the city is adorned with a wonderland of colour and richness. Off-white and blood-red linen cloths are draped on marble pillars, decorated and fastened with purple linen ropes to silver rings. Silver and gold couches adorn the artistically laid paving, carved out of various kinds of precious stone.

The highlight of the festivities is a week-long reception where no cost and effort is spared. An abundance of wine, just good enough for a king, is served in golden goblets, specially designed for the occasion. All the high officials from the empire from around the world are there. And of course, it's not just the men who are spoiled - elsewhere Queen Vasti is entertaining all the influential women of the Persian Empire.

Genial, cheerful, generous and jovial, Ahasuerus may appear, but do not rate this man by his appearance. He is a very dangerous man! Don’t get onto his wrong side because you are definitely going to get second best out of it! On top of that, he very easily lends his ears to other influential and cunning men who sometimes manipulate him!

And then there's Esther. A beautiful young girl somewhere in Israel, an impoverished country that is suffering under Ahasuerus' tyranny. Esther  has to learn the hard way to take responsibility for other people and take control of her situation. As a woman who has no say, she takes her position in a world dominated by the power structures of men. Like a Moses of old, she eventually leads her oppressed people out of the tribulation. Through her gentle words she changes the course of history. Then it is actually this fragile, gentle woman who is in fact swinging the sceptre in the kingdom of this dangerous king Ahasuerus.

But now I'm far ahead of my story ......

We realize all too well that the rulers who hold the reins have power over other people. In our daily lives we deal with it. The power-hungry traffic cop who makes life very difficult for you, especially if he has a corrupt streak in him and may blackmail you into doing the wrong thing. Great leaders in Africa have tremendous power over their subjects. Even if they do not agree with his policy at all, they will still follow him to the death!

Our whole life is governed by laws and regulations, some of which we do not even agree with at all. Laws are often made that run counter to us as believers. The question is, how are we going to handle these laws. Good laws are for the benefit of all, but what about laws that are not to the glory of God, or that are detrimental to many people?

Jesus taught us that there are certain things that you do not meddle with, even though they may seem bitterly unfair to you. If the bombastic soldier with the power in his hand tells you to carry his pack for a mile, then you do it with a smile - even offer to carry it for two miles! And if the emperor says that you have to pay taxes, then you pay without making a fuss, even though he is a heathen who worships idols.

Through protests, petitions and strikes, you are just antagonising the authorities. Even drastic steps such as a hunger strike only give them reason to mock and laugh at you.

Esther was sitting with a big problem! Let's see how she approached a critical issue in this thrilling story. The lives of thousands of people were at stake, but she had a plan ........

Prayer:

Lord, thank you for the beautiful story of Esther, and that I can learn from it, but that I can also apply it to my own life and how I approach things.

 


Spotted Coincidentally?

Esther 1: 9-2: 7

  

Sometimes it feels like you are overwhelmed because you belong to a minority group. The fate of many women is that they are simply considered property.

In the kingdom of Persia, however, there is a woman holding her head high. Queen Vashti planned her own feast when Ahasuerus entertained all the important men. Since all the women are excluded in the feast of the men, she arranges something special for the women of the kingdom.

It is said that Vasti was a beautiful woman. But exceptional beauty sometimes has disadvantages, and often it is precisely that beauty that causes you to be paraded like a show animal.

King Ahasuerus is very merry from all the wine, and he also wants to brag a little about his beautiful wife. He sends seven palace officers to fetch Vasti to show her beauty to the men. In fact, it meant that with only the crown on her head, she had to show all the drunken men how beautiful Ahasuerus' wife was. His wife was merely part of his display of splendour!

When Vasti gets this message, she is the elegant hostess at her own reception. Numerous prominent women sit there at her glamorous festive occasion. What a humiliation to be told in front of everyone that she must be paraded like a cheap street woman in front of the hungry eyes of a bunch of drunk men! Vasti challenges Ahasuerus' abuse of power, and she refuses to comply with his request. Ahasuerus is furious! "What should I do?" he asks his advisers.

Their advice? It's a huge crisis! The authority of the king is challenged by his own wife. After all his power display, his wife refuses to listen to him. It makes him ridiculous in front of his subjects! That is, his great power is really just an empty shell! She should be fired as queen and replaced by someone else who might behave better.

The question is, who actually has the power? The king? Or perhaps rather his officials? But behind it all we see that things are "accidentally" falling into place for the people of God. This is not a "coincidence", because God uses these people's obsession with power to work out His plan of counsel.

Four years pass after Queen Vasti was shown the door. In the courtrooms of the king's palace the officials are very worried. For months the king just sat there pitying himself. "If we do not do something very quickly, our kingdom will be destroyed!" the men whispered to each other, "what are we going to do to get the old cheerfulness on his face again?"

"We must urgently bring a new young woman into the king's life. But how do we get someone he would like? ”

Then someone comes up with a brilliant idea: "A beauty pageant!"

And so a giant “Miss World” competition was launched throughout the mighty Persian empire.

Our scene now shifts to the other extreme, to Mordecai, a Jew taken into exile from his beloved homeland, and now in a foreign country amongst strange people and under a strange king, without a house and without a country. His one great joy in his life is the beautiful young girl in his house that he cares for, Hadassah or Esther, an orphan. Mordecai was given the task of raising her after the death of her parents.

When it becomes known about the great beauty pageant, then it also reaches Mordecai's ears. Would his beautiful young girl stand a chance to participate in this competition? But then he realizes that they are Jews, and a Jew has no status in this foreign land. It is therefore a big surprise for Mordecai when the official who launches the competition in his region notices Esther. Esther is immediately very excited, but what is Dad Mordecai going to say about this?

When she tells Mordecai that she has been summoned to Susan for the competition, he cannot contain his excitement. But then he becomes serious: “Esther my child, you must always remember where your roots are. Remember: you are part of the people of God. But you must not tell anyone that you are an Israelite, because that will definitely put you at a disadvantage."

And so Esther left for the glorious city of Susan. What will be waiting for her there?

The Lord sometimes works in surprising ways. He had a big task for Esther that she could only perform in the Persian king's palace. He achieves this through a whole series of events. It begins with people's obsession with power that He uses against themselves. He even uses a beauty pageant! And so a completely unknown orphan from an insignificant country, hidden in a despised old man's house is "accidentally" spotted and brought to King Ahasuerus' palace. Breathtaking! We serve an almighty God who makes the utterly impossible possible!

Prayer:

Lord, You had a wonderful plan for Esther's life. I also know that You have a wonderful plan for my life. Please always keep me aware of this.

 

.

░░░░░░░░░░░

 

 


From Orphan to Queen

Esther 2: 8-10

  

Esther's mouth hangs open as she walks into the city of Susan. Everywhere she looks there are groups of young girls, all her age. And each one wants to be more beautiful than the other! An official accompanies her to a large building of artistic stonework, decorated with marble and gold, and everywhere there are the most beautiful sculptures. When the giant heavy doors swing open on their artful copper hinges, the true beauty of the building overwhelms her. She gasps for breath. Silver chandeliers with oil lamps illuminate the colossal room with it’s marble floors and rows of sculptures. Her mouth hangs open shamelessly!

They walk through endless corridors until they come to a heavy door with two guards guarding the entrance. In a luxurious room, a man is sitting behind his desk, busy. "This is Hadassah," the official announces.

The man behind the desk looks at Esther disturbed, and then a smile of appreciation appears on his face. "I am Hegai. All the king's wives are under my care.” Hegai looks at Esther from all angles, feels here, presses there, until later she feels like a sheep on the market being inspected by it’s buyers. "Hmm, nothing that a little oil and herbs can’t fix. Take her to the women's quarters, she is a very good candidate!”

Ester is taken to a large hall with a bunch of beautiful girls, all candidates for the competition. Early the next morning, Esther is awakened: "The matron is looking for you!" When she enters the room, no less than seven palace attendants are waiting for her to take care of her. She is being moved to new luxury quarters. But Esther barely has time to marvel at all the beauty because she has to start her first beauty treatment right away. She is massaged from head to toe with myrrh oil. Never in her life did Esther feel so special. The scent of the oil fills the whole room - a scent almost like moss. She can actually feel the oil making her supple skin even firmer.

Mordecai, a simple Jew, true to his Jewish traditions life was marked by numerous crises. When a close relative and his wife suddenly died, he was given the task of raising their daughter, little Esther. He fell in love with this child. And now he is once again plunged into a crisis, when the royal official comes to fetch her for the beauty pageant. For Mordecai it is one too much, and he decides to go after her, he wants to see that they treat his girl well!

And so Mordecai walks up and down in front of the palace doors day after day, hoping to hear only something of his child.

What Mordecai does not realize however, is that his child was torn away from him with a purpose. God has a huge task ahead for her. But Mordecai, the ordinary Jew, was also sent to the palace after her for an important reason, even though he may not have experienced it that way. He was there to overhear conversations and live out his loyalty to the heathen king, because only in this way could his people be saved.

Indeed, the Lord uses ordinary people to carry out His holy council plan, not kings, professors and heads of state, but ordinary people. Esther was not only an abominable Jew, but also an orphan. Mordecai was a prisoner of war in a foreign land, without any rights. What about you and me?

Meanwhile, in the luxurious women's quarters of the palace, the task force is working hard to prepare Esther for the big day of the competition. She and the other girls are treated for a full year with myrrh oil, all kinds of cosmetics and fragrance oils. In addition, all the girls are on a strict diet to make them supple and make their skin glow. And all the time, old Mordecai was dutifully at his post at the gate of the king's palace.

Then the big day finally dawns. The girls could choose for themselves how they wanted to impress the king. The hairdresser, Saäsgas' advice to Esther, however: is: "Forget all the fancy moves, just be yourself, you are beautiful enough!"

When Esther's turn comes, she follows Saäsgas' advice. The butterflies are fluttering wildly in her stomach, but she keeps her head high and does everything she was taught. Like a light breeze she floats into the throne room. Everyone gasps for breath when they see the beautiful girl enter so confidently and gracefully. The most important thing happens, however: she knocks King Ahasuerus' feet out from under him! This is love at first sight!

The marriage is consummated and Esther is crowned Queen over the mighty Persian Empire!

God places people where they are needed. He put Esther and Mordecai in the right place. He also puts you and me in exactly the right place. Be ready for the day when the Lord wants to use you for a special task. And when the day comes - tackle your task with grace and confidence like Esther.

Prayer:

Lord, thank you for having a task for me too. Please give me the zeal to perform it with grace.

.

░░░░░░░░░░

.░

 


Bow before Haman!

Esther 2: 20-3: 6

  

Esther is now the queen of the mighty Persian Empire. She pinches herself to make sure that it is not all just a dream. From a home where she was immersed in poverty, she suddenly ended up in excessive wealth and luxury. She has everything a woman's heart could desire, and she often wonders what she did to deserve it all. But just when she wants to indulge in all the luxuries, she remembers Father Mordecai's words: "You must never forget where your roots lie!" In fact, she is not at all part of this pagan world with all it’s idols and pagan festivals. But she may not share the secret with anyone, not even her friends.

Meanwhile, Father Mordecai has now semi-permanently taken up residence in the gate of the royal palace. He is there almost every day, and he enjoys everything that goes on there. One day Mordecai notices how two of the gatekeepers converse deeply with each other. Mordecai smells a rat!

Unnoticibly, he stands within earshot of the two. What he hears makes him turn ice cold. These two men are planning an assassination on King Ahasuerus!

Mordecai feels the life draining out of him. He was shaking with shock. "I must go and warn the king!" But then he rethinks about it, because the king will not listen to an ordinary old man sitting around in the gate day after day!

Then suddenly a light dawns on for him: “Esther! She can go and warn the king!” As one of the maids walks by, Mordecai beckons to her: “Please give Queen Esther a message. Say it is vital that she sees me very urgently.”

Esther feels her knees go lame when Dad Mordecai tells her the news. "How am I going to convey this to the king?" She is well aware of all the protocol and red tape in the palace, and that it is actually the officials who control the king's life.

When Esther wants to convey the news, she has to explain very nicely to the important men that it is a matter of life and death. If she does not speak to the king now, it may mean his end.

With fear and trembling, Esther tells King Ahasuerus about the plot to kill him. A huge burden falls from her shoulders when he responds by ordering his officials to investigate the matter. The culprits are apprehended and then Mordecai's allegations are found to be true. The assassins are executed.

Mordecai's loyalty to the pagan king who was partly responsible for his exile makes us ashamed. It does not matter who is being wronged, it is still wrong. So often we want to look the other way when an injustice is committed against someone we have no love for. Maybe he deserves it!

Jesus made it very clear that we should not only love our friends, but even our enemies. Yes, he is also my neighbour, no matter who he is.

But then the big crisis happens. It all starts when Ahasuerus decides to give one of the top officials, Haman, a big promotion to be head over all his officials. Ahasuerus commands all to kneel before Haman and show him honour when he passes by.

Mordecai is shocked to the core: it is idolatry! "Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them (gods), nor serve them!"

And then the inevitable happens. With a great shout Haman walks out of the palace and everyone kneels before him. Mordecai gets a huge lump on his stomach: “What should I do? They will kill me if I do not bend!” But then he remembers the words of the Law of Moses again. He stays standing up straight. The gatekeepers try to signal to him to bend. But Mordecai looks the other way, as if he does not even notice Haman.

When Haman finds out about this later, he is furious! "Who is this man?"

"Mordecai - he is a Jew."

"I should've known!" Haman grumbled, "It can only be a Jew who does such abominable things!" He is white with rage. The age-old hatred for the Jewish people is bubbling over his lips: "I am going to make sure that every Jew on earth is uprooted!"

How far are you and I willing to go to stand up for God? We all remember Daniel and his friends who ended up in the fire because they refused to bow before another god. And Daniel ended up among a bunch of starving lions. Am I willing to do the same? The problem is that most of us do not even have the courage to respond when God's holy Name is abused! Many believers are still preoccupied with the things of the devil, such as stargazing, calling up the dead, playing obscure games, and so on. It is nothing but bowing before other gods. Let's be like Mordecai and make that decision to stand firm, come what may!

Prayer:

Lord, You are the only God! I will only bow before You and serve You. Please give me the strength to do so with full devotion.

.

░░░░░░░░░░

.░

 


Esther must Decide

Esther 3 and 4

  

Haman is furious when he hears that Mordecai is refusing to bow down before him: "I am going to exterminate all the Jews!" One single person's refusal to pay tribute to him is inflated into a huge state crisis. He is going to report to Ahasuerus that a whole nation refuses to obey the king's commands! It is in the interest of the state that they all be exterminated! Haman completely ripped the matter out of context. Moreover, he does not even mention the name of this "terrible" people before the king, and tragically, the king does not even ask who they are. If he had asked, he would probably have laughed at Haman: “The Jews? Oh no Haman! They are pathetic! How can they be a threat to society?”

Haman wants to make sure that Ahasuerus listens carefully to what he tells him, so he offers to pay 352 tons of silver into the country's treasury. No, not 352 kilograms, but TONS! This is a breathtaking sum of money! This is almost as much as the annual revenue of the state. Ahasuerus does not even listen further, for all that now fills his mind is the jingling of mountains of money. 

Years earlier, Pharaoh had given Joseph his seal ring to do what he thought best. Now King Ahasuerus also gives his seal ring to Haman to do what he thinks best. With his seal ring (and wisdom), Joseph saved an entire nation from famine. Haman plans to wipe out an entire nation with his seal ring (and hatred).

And so a nation is sold for a lot of money to be slaughtered like sheep.

So ironically, the King of all kings, Jesus the Christ, Saviour of the world, God Almighty, is sold a few hundred years later for only a few pieces of silver - to be slaughtered like a lamb!

Haman's command is sent to all corners of the Persian Empire. An entire nation must be completely exterminated. This terrible slaughter had to be done on one particular day. On that same day, every Jew, man, woman and child around the world had to be killed.

And all this happens while the king and Haman sit and drink a glass of wine together, as if nothing were happening. And yet the king is not even aware of the fact that it is the Jewish people who are threatened with extermination. And that his wife, Esther, is one of them either!

The whole city is in turmoil when they hear of the horrific legislation. And Mordecai also hears of the terrible fate that would befall him and his people, and his beloved daughter Esther, the queen of Persia! He tears his clothes, throws ashes on his head and walks through the city lamenting. With mourning clothes on, Mordecai goes down to the door of the king's palace. And there he sits!

Queen Esther hears of Mordecai sitting in the gate in mourning clothes. She sends a palace official to find out what is wrong with Mordecai. When the official comes to tell her what happened, she feels the blood draining from her head. She feels sick. "How can one be so unscrupulous!"

"Mordecai has asked you to go to the king and beg him for mercy, Your Majesty."

Esther feels powerless. Yes, she's the queen of Persia, but she's still a woman. This world is dominated by men! The king has all the power, and even with her high position she is still powerless. No one may appear before the king unless he has summoned the person, not even she, the queen, his own wife! For the past month, he has not had her called. If she goes to him uninvited now, she can be killed right then and there.

"Go tell Mordecai, I cannot do this - I will lose my life!"

When he returns, he is very embarrassed: "Majesty, that man says that you should not think that you will be set free just because you live in the king's palace, because you are also a Jew. He says that if you do not do something, and there is salvation for the Jews from elsewhere, then you and your family will be exterminated. He says that this is precisely the reason why you have just become queen.”

Esther trembles with shock when she hears the harsh words, but she knows he is right. She informs Mordecai: “Go and gather together all the Jews who are in Susan. Everyone should fast for three days. Then I will go to the king and speak to him. If I have to die, I have to die.”

For what reason are you where you are? It is no coincidence that you are in the position where you are now. The Lord has a purpose for your life. He may have told you a long time ago what he expects of you, but like Esther, you are too scared to carry out the task. Do not wait until it is too late to begin carrying out God's command. If you do not do this, He will eventually get someone else to do it - as Mordecai made Esther understand. Do not later have to plead for forgiveness when it is too late!

Prayer:

Lord, You placed me here with a purpose, and You instructed me to carry it out. Please give me the zeal to do so with full devotion.

.
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On the Red Carpet

Esther 5 and 6

  

Esther also isolates herself, and with fasting and prayer she prepares herself for the most important appointment of her life. So far, her life as queen of the mighty Persian Empire has been one big celebration. Everyone is crazy about her, and all that attention is flattering. But suddenly she realizes that the honeymoon is over. The Lord God has placed her here with a purpose, and it is not necessarily for her to have a royal life. With a shock she realizes that the task the Lord has given her is far too great for herself to handle. "Lord, God of Israel, how can I, simple girl, save an entire nation from extinction? The king can kill me if I come to him uninvited!”

Esther cries for three nights. But then she gets the answer. When she gets up very early on the third day, she knows exactly what she has to do. She called her room staff together: “Come, we have to get to work right away. You must make me more beautiful than you have ever done before. And get my royal clothes ready, I have to go see the king today.”

“You cannot do that Majesty! You were not invited. The law says very clearly .......” 

“But the Lord my God will protect me. He is the One who sends me to Ahasuerus.” 

The preparation for her visit to Ahasuerus feels like an eternity to Esther. Everything has to be perfect when she goes to stand in front of him.

Esther prays very fervently as she walks down the passage to the king's reception hall. She glides from the courtyard into the hall, and Esther looks breathtaking. All heads turn to her. Her knees want to buckle under her and she would rather turn around and run away. But then a wonderful calm comes over her when she stands before the king, proud and upright and with her chin high and confident.

When Ahasuerus angrily raises his eyes to see who is bothering him now so unsolicited, his knees become paralyzed, but not from fear - from pure fascination. He had already forgotten how beautiful Esther is. He holds out his sceptre to her to invite her inside. “What can I do for you Queen Esther? Just ask what you want, even if it's half my kingdom - I'll give it to you!”

A few years earlier, Queen Vasti had challenged the king's authority when she was summoned and refused to come. She had to pay a high price for it. Now Esther also challenges the king's authority by going to him uninvited. This showdown, however, wins Esther with her beauty and charm.

Like Esther, we sometimes find ourselves in a situation where something wonderful is happening to us. Then we shrug our shoulders: "Happiness was on my side!" However, Esther had to realize that she was placed in the position of queen for a very specific purpose for the sake of other people, and that she had to use her position and be of service. So the Lord also expects you and me to use what He gives us for the purpose for which He gave it to us.

With the first round in her pocket, Esther now drives the game to the next level. The king's legs have become jelly - he is like clay in her hands! But now she must first tame Haman before she can play her trump card. Esther invites the king and Haman to dinner. Now Esther is in complete control of the situation, and the two men are literally eating out of her hand. Her charm overwhelms them. The wine flows and the king becomes more generous. For the second time, he tells Esther that she can ask whatever she wants. And then she's ready to strike the final blow. She once again invites the king and Haman for a next meal that she will prepare especially for them the next day. She bides her time patiently.

The invitation for a second meal to Ahasuerus and Haman totally flatters Haman. He is in the clouds, because only good things can come out of this. Excited and cheerful, he walks out of the palace to his house. But then he sees Mordecai again sitting in the gate. Suddenly Haman is bitterly upset, because once again Mordecai refuses to honour him. He will have to do something with Mordecai!

With a black cloud hanging over his head, Haman enters the house. But then he remembers Esther and the king and the dinner appointment again the next day. "Something very big is planned for me here!"

That night he was having a party with his friends. Full of himself, he brags about everything he achieves in life. "And that's not all, Queen Esther invited me and the king for a special meal. He will honour me even further!”

But then the black cloud descends again over Haman's head. "What's wrong old man?" wife Seres wants to know.

"It's Mordecai!" he grumbles, "that Jew is ruining my life!"

"But it's easy," laughed his friends, "get rid of him!"

"A gallows," Haman decided, "a twenty-three meter high gallows! Then the whole city can see him hanging high in the air! First thing tomorrow morning we are going to build Mordecai his gallows and hang him. Then I can enjoy my meal with Esther! ”

Prayer:

Lord, teach me to truly live Your love and carry no hateful thoughts in me.
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You will reap what you sow

Esther 6 and 7

  

King Ahasuerus is tossing and turning on his bed - something is bothering him, but he just cannot put his finger on it. Then suddenly he sits up straight. He knows exactly what it is! He roars down the aisle that he should immediately see one of his officials. White with fright and half asleep one of the men shows up. "Who is it that saved my life when those two lousy guys wanted to kill me?"

No, the man does not know, but he will quickly fetch the annals so they can look. Minutes later he returned: "It was a man named Mordecai."

“How was he rewarded? What honour did he receive? Did he ever get recognition for his bravery?” No, he never received any reward. 

Ahasuerus was still sitting in his throne room early in the morning when Haman arrived to arrange for Mordecai to be hanged. "Haman, my friend, come in!" Ahasuerus kindly invites him closer. "Tell me, what does one do with someone who really deserves great honour? What would you say would be an appropriate way to honour him?”

Haman smiles from ear to ear. Who else can the king now be speaking of than him, the wonderful Haman? "A royal robe - of course one that the king himself wore." Haman hovers properly, “And a horse - the king's personal one, with his emblem on it of course. And people walking before him and singing his praises!”

“I like your proposal - you are brilliant! Haman, go get that old man in the city gate, Mordecai, and then we'll do exactly the same with him as you suggested. He deserves such treatment!” 

Haman wants to sink into the earth! What a humiliation! And on top of that, he must honour Mordecai himself! He feels he can scream in frustration, but he dares not reveal anything. He must not even resist, because he must stay in the king's good books!

But the greatest humiliation of all still lies ahead of him. Haman steams out of the palace straight to Mordecai. Mordecai got the fright of his life as Haman aimed straight at him. "My last day has arrived!" But then, to his greatest surprise, Haman arrives and places a royal robe on Mordecai's shoulders - none other than King Ahasuerus' own personal robe!

"Climb up!" Haman orders grumpily, and only then does Mordecai see the horse standing next to him, adorned with a beautiful draping. He had never seen anything so beautiful in his life. The horse trips proudly as Mordecai climbs up. He feels bitterly uncomfortable on this beautiful royal showpiece - Ahasuerus' own horse!

"Lord, what did I do to deserve it?" Mordecai cries gratefully as he is escorted through the streets of Susan with great fanfare, “Lord God, I do not understand! First Haman wants to kill me, and now he's the forerunner singing to me in front of the whole city. I do not understand at all Lord!”

Haman steams into his house later that day, trembling with rage. "What's wrong old Man?" Seres still wants to try to appease him, but Haman is beyond himself.

"I have never been humiliated like this in my life!" he roars - his eyes two pools of fire.

But Haman does not get much time to reflect on his tragedy, for at that moment the palace officials arrive to fetch him for the grand reception that Queen Esther has arranged.

King Ahasuerus is in a great mood again today. Together with Haman, they enter Esther's quarters. She made a very special effort to make everything perfect, and her breathtaking beauty once again knocked Ahasuerus' feet clean under him. “What can I do for you my beautiful bride? Just say what you want, and you will get it, even if it's half my kingdom!” By this time Ahasuerus had given away his kingdom numerous times!

"All I ask is that I and my people be allowed to stay alive. That is my wish and my request.” A shocked silence descends over the banquet hall. King Ahasuerus' mouth hangs open when he hears this shocking request. Now, who would want to kill his beautiful bride?

"I ask this because we, my people and I, have been sold to be exterminated. Had we only been sold as slaves, I would still have remained silent, because then the disaster would not have caused so much damage to the king's interests.”

"Who is planning such a terrible thing?" Ahasuerus is shocked!

Haman turns white with shock when Esther looks him straight in the eye and points her finger at him.

You will reap what you sow! Haman sowed hatred, and suddenly it all turned against him - he is in dire need! However, Jesus taught us to sow love. And no, it's not just a law, it's a way of life. Not only do you live according to God's will, but you make a song for yourself out of life - it works wonders for your state of mind. On top of that, people experience and accept you totally differently - the reward of living love is great!

Prayer:

Lord, I want to be bubbling with love and joy. Thank you for making it all possible for me.
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Rescued!

  

When Esther dropped the bomb that someone was planning to exterminate her and all her people, King Ahasuerus was shocked: "Who would want to do such a terrible thing?" he gasped. And then Esther points the finger at Haman - he is the one!

Ahasuerus was so upset that he ran out to the palace garden to first recover first. When he had cooled down, he entered the room again, just in time to see Haman fall down on the couch next to Esther. In fact, it was innocent, because all Haman wanted to do was beg Esther for mercy. To Ahasuerus, however, it looked like something completely different.

"Do you also want to come and assault the queen? And this here in my own palace! Guards! Guards”

Within seconds a garrison of armed guards descended on Haman and dragged him blindfolded out of the room.

The end of the matter was that Haman was executed for his heinous act. He was hanged on his own 23m high gallows that he had built for Mordecai!

After everything was over, Ahasueros ordered one of his officials: “Bring Queen Esther to me, I have something to discuss with her. And old Mordecai too.”

"Esther, my lovely bride," Ahasuerus coo’ed when they arrived, "come and sit next to me. I have a present for you. From now on, all of Haman's wealth will belong to you.”

Then Ahasuerus beckoned to Mordecai: “Here, take this, my friend - this is my seal. It gives you the power to manage all the property that belonged to Haman on behalf of Queen Esther. ”

That night Mordecai was too excited to sleep. But suddenly he sat up: "My people!" he whispered, "My people are still in danger of being exterminated, because the king has not withdrawn the command!"

Mordecai summoned Esther, and he explained to her the extent of this decree. "There is only a few months left, and we will have to act fast if we want to stop this assignment. But first you have to go to the king and explain to him what our dilemma is, and ask him to stop the decree.”

Early the next morning Esther went to King Ahasuerus. She knelt before him. Now tears flowed down her cheeks as she begged him for mercy for her people. "Please, my dear King, undo Haman's evil plan. Please write letters to stop the foolish slaughter of my people. How could I watch my people be affected by such a disaster?”

King Ahasuerus felt very sorry for Esther. But there was a problem - what was written was written! The law of the Medes and Persians stipulated that when the king issues a decree, it is irrevocable, no matter how absurd, and not even the mighty King Ahasuerus himself could change it.

Then he thinks of a solution: “Esther, I gave Mordecai my seal. I give you permission today to write a letter to the Jews in my name. Write what you want and seal it with my ring, and it will be seen as an unchangeable proclamation of the king that cannot be revoked."

Esther immediately realizes that this is a huge task. The Persian Empire consists of one hundred and twenty-seven provinces, stretching over an area of nearly seven thousand kilometers from one point to another.

The king's decree stated that any person could kill any Jew if he encountered him. Mordecai's letter empowered any Jew to defend himself with everything at his disposal, and he could kill anyone who wanted to harm, and then he could also seize that person's possessions. This letter had been translated into every conceivable language, and distributed to every corner of the kingdom. The king made his thoroughbred racehorses available to the messengers so that the message could reach every destination in time, all the way to Greece, Ethiopia and the borders of India.

Mordecai's good work did not go unnoticed, and he was soon appointed second in command in the kingdom. He wore a royal robe of blue and white linen with a large golden crown, and a purple robe to show that he was a very worthy man.

There was fear in the eyes of all when they saw a Jew - as if the Jews were completely invincible. However, it was not because they are Jews, but it was about the God they worship, far greater than any of the pagan idols, and it instilled fear in the people.

And then an inexplicable thing began to happen: one by one the gentiles began to convert to Judaism. "If we want to stay alive, then we must become Jews!"

We want to shrink back when we read the last chapters in the book of Esther, because in this we see how the Jews were told to kill their enemies up front. However, we need to read it in context to get the overall picture.

It is not about the victory they achieved, but about God who changed everything.

Prayer:

Lord, thank you for the wonderful story of Esther, and all I could learn from it. Thank you for making that old, old story fresh and new again so that we can today still get spiritual food out of it.

 

 


Mary

Luke 1: 26-56

  

Nearly 500 years have passed since Esther.

The scene now moves to a young girl named Mary. As was the custom in those years, she was barely fourteen years old, and engaged to Joseph the carpenter. Luke emphasizes the fact that Mary is still a virgin.

It was of utmost importance at that time that a girl would never have intercourse until the day of her marriage. She could have been stoned if she ignored it!

A woman also did not play an important role in society. On top of that, if she was still a young girl like Mary, she was hardly considered more than one of her father's meager possessions. So when the angel greets Mary with “Greetings, pardoned woman! The Lord is with you!” she was almost scared to death. What did she, the simple, unimportant girl, do to deserve such big words? She's stunned, what can that mean? Very quickly the angel reassures the poor bewildered girl, and he tells her the disturbing news that she is going to become pregnant. Mary's knees suddenly become paralyzed, how is that possible? The angel proceeds calmly and describes in detail all sorts of things that her mind does not want to understand at all. "He will be called the Son of the Most High," she hears the angel say.

"But it's impossible!" her mind shouts, "I am dreaming!" The angel goes on calmly and tells her that her Son Jesus (so she must name Him) will sit on the throne of His ancestor David, and that He will reign forever as King.

Mary's head spins: “How is this possible? I have never had intercourse with a man! ”

The angel explains of the Holy Spirit who will awaken life in her and that her Son will be the Son of God. Mary's mind tells her that this is totally impossible! But then the angel tells her about her elderly aunt Elizabeth who is six months pregnant. Absolutely anything is possible for God!

And so Mary accepts it: “I am the servant of the Lord. May it happen to me according to your word.”

Shortly after her encounter with the angel, Mary realizes that she is pregnant. She wants to shout it to the world. But she may not, because she's not married yet. The community will crucify her! She wants to share it with someone who also feels like her. "Aunt Elizabeth, she also has a miracle pregnancy just like me, the angel told me! She will understand ......”

The elderly Elizabeth sits impatiently, counting down the days to the birth of her wonder baby. Then she hears a woman's voice at the door: "Shalom, Aunt Elizabeth!" At that moment, the baby kicks and moves in her womb, as if he has heard the voice and is excited about the visitor. When she sees that it is her cousin Mary, there is a wonderful feeling in Elizabeth, and suddenly it is as if the presence of the Lord is so overwhelming, that she cannot help but burst into a song of praise. Full of the Holy Spirit, she exclaims: "Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb!" Mary's mouth hangs open: "How did she know what has happened to me?"

"To what do I owe this visit from my Lord's mother?" Elizabeth wants to know excitedly, and she chats on and tells Mary about her child who moved with pure joy in her just when he heard Mary's voice.

Mary was so carried away by this praise, that she herself burst into a song of praise that spontaneously came deep from her heart: "I sing of the greatness of the Lord, I rejoice in God my Saviour, because He cared for my humility."

For three months Mary visited her aunt, and of course there was a lot of wondering and guessing about the two babies that were coming. But nothing on earth could prepare them for what would really await these two unborn boys. John became a fervent prophet. Eventually, he was beheaded by Herod for one of his cruel wife's horror whims. And Jesus? We know the road He had to walk ......

Just as at that time the expectation was very high for the coming of the Messiah, so today there is a very high expectation for the return of Jesus. All the signs are already there. Is there such a bubbling excitement in you too? Yes, with pregnancy there is often a lot of suffering, back pain, nausea, complications, birth pains, and finally the unbearable pain when she gives birth. In the same way, there is still a lot of suffering waiting for us, and the closer it gets to the end time, the worse it gets. Sometimes it feels like we want to give up. But just as with pregnancy the clinging to a miracle of God culminates, so after all the suffering the wonderful brand new life in glory with Jesus awaits us. Maranatha! Come, Lord Jesus, come soon!

Prayer:

Thank you for this wonderful inspiring story, Lord. Please also cultivate in me the bubbling excitement about the return of my Lord.

 


Rejected!

Luke 2: 1-7

  

Mary's emotions are running haywire - one moment she wants to jump and sing with excitement, and the next she cries with frustration and anxiety. She is excited because she carries the Messiah within her, but the anger she experiences when she thinks of the nightmare that lies ahead! And that just to satisfy the whims of that disgusting Roman Emperor. She has tackled the journey numerous times, but now it is different. Her special Baby can be born within the next few weeks! Mary feels so sorry for her dear husband, Joseph. She can see how this is affecting him, how seriously he takes his responsibility. She is so thankful that he accepted her pregnancy! 

Mary shakes off the dark thoughts. I'm a tough girl! I visited my Aunt Elizabeth in Judea alone a few months ago. I'll make it! Maybe I should just tell Joseph to put his pride in his pocket and take the easier route through Samaria. It will definitely be a lot less tiring. And there are far fewer robbers. The road between Jericho and Jerusalem is notorious for its crooks who await and overwhelm tired tourists! But Joseph will not! The mere thought that we might come into contact with those abominable Samaritans in Samaria makes him cringe! No, Joseph has to follow his own head and embark on the long journey through the Jordan Valley with the large group! 

It's still pitch dark when Joseph helps Mary onto the donkey that morning. There is a cheerful mood among their fellow-travellers, almost as if they are on their way to a festival. For a moment, they forget what the real purpose of their journey is. The adventure of a five-day journey away from the boring old Nazareth is enough to excite everyone. And so they depart, singing down the valley in the direction of the Jordan Valley. On the east bank of the Jordan, they walk to the lowest city on earth, Jericho. 

Involuntarily, Mary thinks of the story her father told them as children so many times about Jericho, about the day God caused the walls of Jericho to fall. To this day, those impenetrable walls have never been rebuilt. Joshua said at the time that anyone who dared to rebuild Jericho's walls would be cursed! But then Mary notices the fear on Joseph's face as he looks at the terrifying mountains that tower beyond Jericho. Those mountains they must cross the next day to reach Bethlehem! 

The next morning it is still pitch dark when the group tackles the last stage. At first light, they are already struggling up the foothills. The road is very bad and every now and then the donkey stumbles. Mary's heart is pounding in her throat. If the donkey has to fall with her now ...... she does not even want to think about the consequences! 

Hour after hour the group continues, up, up, up, from the lowest city on earth to Jerusalem which is located on top of the mountains. Bethlehem is not far from the big city.

The road is dangerous, and it's boiling hot. There is nowhere even a hint of a shadow or any greenery, only stones and dust. On top of that, it is precisely here that the bush robbers sit behind the rocks and wait for the traveller who is not on his guard! 

"Tonight we are sleeping in a soft bed somewhere in a cozy inn," Joseph comforts her as Mary grits her teeth over the discomfort. The journey is almost over! 

Finally, the walls of Bethlehem looms before them. But then Mary's heart sinks in her shoes as she sees how this sleeping village is flooding with thousands of people. "Where do they all live?" she wonders worriedly. 

And her worries are unfounded not for one moment, because when they start looking for a place to stay, they are turned away at every inn and guesthouse. "Sorry my friend, everything is full. You are not going to find a place anywhere, every gap has already been filled.” And it doesn’t help iether when they see Mary on the donkey, because here comes great trouble. Who wants a young girl in your house if she's going to give birth tonight? 

Finally, there is someone who takes pity on Mary. Her husband was still showing the two away when she sticks her head out the door. She gives only one look at Mary who is already starting to show all the signs that her baby is on her way, and then her heart crumbles. "I'm so sorry my dear, but our house is already full to the brim, but if you do not care about the smell ... there is room in the stable. Nobody else wants to sleep there!” 

Thankfully, Joseph accepts the invitation. He hurriedly takes Mary down to the dirty, smelly stable. He makes a comfortable place for her to lie in a heap of clean hay, and then he unpacks the donkey. 

An hour or two later, Mary knows that the night has come in which her special Baby will be born. Her labour pains have already begun, and she is very afraid of what was to come. "Thank you Lord," she just mutters in the midst of all the terrible pain. "You brought us here in time!" 

God's timing is perfect! His planning is perfect!

Prayer:

Lord, today I just realize once again that we worship a God who planned everything perfectly, so also my life.

 


Exuberant Joy

Luke 2: 8-20

  

Mary lies in her bed of hey with a blissful smile on her face, her Baby on her chest, while Joseph does a reel in the dusty stable from pure excitement. Their joy knows no end! Their very special Baby was born without complications. Mary is happy but totally exhausted and she just wants to sleep. Joseph made a crib for their Baby, lined with hay and a soft blanket to make it a little more comfortable. 

But they are not destined for a quiet night, because Joseph is barely getting ready for bed, when they hear a lot of very excited voices upstairs in the house. And these men are on their way down to their stable! Joseph still wants to greet them when the crowd of shepherds push through the opening, but they do not even look in his direction, their focus straight down on the Baby. His heart is pounding in his throat. He still wants to try to stop them, but then the men fall in amazement in front of the manger. 

"What is going on here?"

But with chattering and chucklling, the men are very excited. 

Finally, one of the men turns to Joseph and Mary, who open-mouthed whatched the affair. And he started talking. Earlier in the evening, they were sitting quietly by their fire with their sheep near Bethlehem, when suddenly something breathtaking happened to them. "The next thing we saw, an angel stood before us. He scared the living daylight out of us!” tells the man, his eyes as big as saucers. 

Mary almost bursts out laughing as all the men now try to tell their story simultaniously. 

"As we stood trembling with shock, the angel told us about the Saviour who was born, Christ the Lord, and that we will find Him in Bethlehem where He is wrapped in swaddling clothes in a manger. We could not believe what we saw and heard. But that was only the beginning: Suddenly it is as if the whole sky was torn open all around us, and a great multitude of angels was standing around us. Heavenly music of the mighty angelic choir sang the most beautiful song that has probably ever been heard! We just stood there listening to the greatest and most moving choral performance of all time while a Divine splendour shone around us. And then suddenly everything was over! We immediately left our sheep just like that and ran straight here!” 

"And then we find everything here in the stable exactly as the angel said!" one of the men concludes the story. 

Still chattering, the group of shepherds left later that evening, and Maria lay smiling contentedly when she heard them still chattering way down the dusty street. "Yes, now the whole of Bethlehem knows!" muttered Joseph as he fell exhausted onto the hay. 

The next few days Joseph has to scurry around. There is the registration for the Roman census, and he must go and look for a priest who can handle little Jesus' circumcision when he is seven days old. "Is this the Baby the shepherds told me about?" the priest wants to know. 

A few days after Jesus' circumcision, there is great excitement in Bethlehem when a whole caravan of camels arrives with a group of very important Orientals. "We are looking for the Baby King!" signify the well-dressed men. Someone gesture them in the direction of the stable - after all, that's what the shepherds told them. "Isn't there perhaps truth in their incredible story?" 

Joseph and Mary get the fright of their lives when the group of strange men enter the stable. Joseph reels back uncomfortably from these gentiles. But then, to his great surprise, the men go to kneel at the manger and worship their Baby. Then the men turn to Joseph and Mary and begin to tell their story. "We are a group of magicians," they explain, "and we are particularly interested in the stars." Then they tell how over the last few years they have witnessed a miracle in the sky, and that the planets have begun to line up one by one. "It could only mean that a very powerful King would be born," they explain. The final stamp on the prophecy was, when this extremely strange moving star made its way across the sky from east to west. “We simply had to follow the star! That was our sign, and it led us straight here.” 

Then the men brought out bags full of gifts, expensive gold objects and precious spices such as incense and myrrh. Mary's mouth hung shamelessly open in amazement. 

In her heart Mary kept all these things. She did not understand what was happening, but full of amazement she relented. But all was not well, and another great shock awaited her.

Today, too, we can only listen to this wonderful story full of wonder over and over again. We like to get stuck at the crib, but there is also the cross waiting on the horizon. Like the wise men, we too can only fall down in worship before our God who has planned everything so wonderfully.

Prayer:

Lord, we worship You with everything in us. In amazement we hear the breathtaking story of the shepherds, the angels, the wise men and the events at the manger. Thank You for coming down to us, simple people!


Fleeing to Egypt

Luke 2: 8-20

  

Mary's heart and mind are still full of all the wonderful and inexplicable things that have happened to them in recent weeks. First the nightmare journey, then that scary afternoon when no one could or wanted to house them. She felt so rejected! And then the stable! At first she was happy, then scared again, because it might mean that her precious Baby had to be born in that dirty stable!

Then the exuberant joy when her Baby saw the first light of life. Oh, to be able to hold that bundle of joy in her arms! And the baby was barely born when they were flooded by the shepherds. It was a very funny face on the one hand, but at the same time it put a warm glow around her heart.

And then those strange Oriental men. She struggled to process their visit. As a Jew she wanted to shy away from them, but they brought a divine message. Her mind still did not want to process it properly!

The next day the Oriental men were there again but Mary immediately saw the concern on their faces. They told that on their way to Bethlehem they were first in Jerusalem and that they spoke to the king, Herod, and told him about the royal baby. "I think it was a mistake!" mumbled one of the men. Herod asked them to let him know when they found this Baby so that he could also pay homage to Him. Although he put on a very friendly front, his eyes told something of antagonism!

"Last night the strangest thing happened to us," they continued. "We had a dream in which we were warned not to go back to him. We do not trust that king! We are going to take a detour around Jerusalem!” Very worried, the wise men left, warning Joseph, "Be very careful!"

In the middle of the night Mary woke up suddenly when Joseph shook her, upset. “We must pack up immediately Mary! I had a disturbing dream! I dreamed that an angel warned me to flee to Egypt immediately. The angel said that Herod wanted to kill our Baby!”

Mary got the fright of her life. Immediately she thought of the wise men's warning. With trembling hands she gathered their meager possessions. The precious gifts from the wise men were carefully wrapped in straw so as not to damage them. An hour later they were on their way to Egypt in the dark of night. Mary's heart was pounding in her throat!

A few days later, they happened to hear a conversation between two extremely upset travellers about the disgusting child massacre. The cruel Herod had all the children under the age of two killed in the vicinity of Bethlehem. Mary burst into tears. She felt nauseous. How awful! Had they not fled, it would have been their fate too!

Mary's heart shrunk that they should go and stay in Egypt now. That she must leave her beloved homeland, the land that God had given them, to go and live in the foreign land. And how ironic it is that they had to go to Egypt, the land where her ancestors were slaves, the land from which God saved them!

But she realized that she had no choice. They must get out of the cruel clutches of the power-hungry Herod the Great!

A year passed in Egypt, and every day Mary wished herself back in the rural town where she grew up. Then, one day, the news reached her ears: Herod was dead! Excited, she told Joseph what she heard. Did that mean they could just go home now? But Joseph was sceptical. Have things really changed in Israel? Mary's courage sank into her shoes!

That night Joseph had a dream, as clear as if it were happening right before his eyes. With a beating heart he woke up. Then he shook Mary to wake up: “Mary! Mary, an angel has just come to me!”

Mary startled her ice cold. This was now the umpteenth time an angel had appeared to her and Joseph over the last few years.

"Mary, we have to get up immediately. When it gets light, we leave! ”

“Where are we going this time? What did the angel say? ” 

"We're going home!" Joseph bubbled gratefully. “The angel told me to take you and our child back to Israel, for the man who wanted to kill our son is dead. So we leave for home tomorrow, back to Nazareth!”

And so Joseph and Mary left with their one-year-old son and settled in Nazareth, where Joseph could once again live out his trade as a carpenter. And he dreamed that one day his special boy would take over the trade from him.

Herod the Great was succeeded by his eldest son, Herod Argelaos, a man who learned well from his cruel father, and had a terrible temper, and was once responsible for the deaths of 3,000 Jews. But luckily Nazareth was far enough away from that cruel king!

Prayer:

Lord, I stand in awe again this morning over all the events in Bethlehem. And how You intervened in time when everything seemed lost. Then I just realize once again how great the God is that I worship!

 


The Boy in the Temple

Luke 2: 41-52

  

Twelve years have passed since that day in Bethlehem, when everything seemed so unreal to Mary. She proudly watched her Son grow, obedient, and exemplary in every way. He helped father Joseph faithfully in his carpentry shop, and Mary could see that this son of her’s would follow fully in Father's shoes.

But now there was great excitement in the village of Nazareth. It was time for the annual Passover, and for weeks Mary had been making preparations. Food for the road must be prepared for the long, gruelling journey to Jerusalem. Involuntarily she thinks back to that epic journey twelve years earlier. It was a nightmare because she was pregnant. And then there was not even a place to sleep for them! She shakes her head and smiles secretly.

Finally the long-awaited day arrived. The donkey's saddlebags had been carefully packed with road food and bedding the night before. Everything is checked over and over to make sure that there is nothing forgotten left behind. You cannot just turn around and go back to fetch something!

Early the next morning, they hit the road. Mary rode a donkey while Joseph had to be content to take the long road on foot. He lead the pack donkey with all their supplies. The children disappear very quickly to run excitedly ahead with their friends on the long road to Jerusalem. The further they progress, the larger the group becomes. Nephews and nieces who last saw each other a year ago, come together, until it becomes a huge feast of singing, playing jokes and games together. Mary is involuntarily looking for her very special son, Jesus. She smiles as she notices him in the front of the bundle.

For the twelve-year-old Jesus, however, there is a different kind of excitement. Next year, at thirteen, he becomes a "son of the law," a step closer to His great purpose here on earth.

The journey takes almost a week before they arrive in Jerusalem. Camps are being set up against the Mount of Olives and now there are thousands of people from all over the world hanging out. There is talking and singing and celebrating until late every night. Of course, the adults do not worry what the children do, because everyone is hanging out together. However, Mary notices that when the other children play in Jerusalem and get up to mischief, then her twelve-year-old Jesus is somewhere with the great teachers. And she saw how he hung onto their lips and drank in every word. Very strange for a boy his age!

Jesus later spends almost the whole day amongst the veterans with their grey beards. Now it is no longer He who clings to the lips of the old men, but they cling to His lips, for they have never heard such wisdom from the mouth of a young boy! Suddenly the situation changes, because the teachers now become the disciples and Jesus the Great Teacher who surpasses all.

All too soon the end of the feast dawns, and then Joseph and Mary leave for Nazareth, blissfully under the impression that Jesus is somewhere with the nieces and nephews, already running exuberantly ahead again.

When they set up camp at Jericho that night, Mary was looking for her little boy, but He was nowhere to be seen. "He must be somewhere with his friends," Mary decided, and she did not even think about it again.

However, when they had advanced far into the Jordan Valley on the second day of their journey, Mary began to worry. It's not like her Jesus! At least he would have popped in. She started asking around everywhere, but no one saw Him. Then Mary began to realize that her child was not with them! She is anxious with concern, and in tears she ran to Joseph. “We have to turn around! We have to go and look for him!”

Deeply worried, Joseph and Mary turned around and walked all the way back to Jerusalem. They did not even have to look very far, because the news of the boy at the temple was all over Jerusalem. There they found him where He was still talking to the scribes about "the things of My Father." Mary was very angry, but when she sharply addressed Him about this "irresponsible" thing He had done, His words were: "Why have you sought Me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father's house?”

For Mary it was a huge relief to have her son. Luke tells us that Jesus was submissive to his parents, and that he was in great favour with all around him. And Mary was very proud of her son, even though He had given her such a fright that day! Although Jesus obeyed his parents, the number one priority in his life was God.

The question we need to ask ourselves this morning is where do our priorities lie? Is it our job or our circle of friends? No one, not even our own family, may have priority over the Lord. We must plan all the other things around Him.

Prayer:

Lord, I must confess this morning that there are so many other things in my life that take precedence. Teach me please to put You first.

 

 


At the Wedding

John 2: 1-11

  

Years come and went. Sadness struck Mary when Joseph died, leaving her as a widow. But the consolation was that she at least had her children. And especially her eldest, Jesus was truly a consolation to her. 

However, when He turned 30, He told her that His time had come for Him to do the work for which His Father had sent Him. Mary did not quite understand. However, she realized that He was no longer welcome in Nazareth. The sermon He delivered there the previous Sabbath did not go down well with His villagers. They accused Him of exalting Himself above them!

Then Jesus packed away his carpentry tools and left for the Valley of Jordan where His cousin John was baptizing people. There Jesus himself was baptized by John. Mary heard the news about a group of men who were following Jesus. Had He now become a Rabbi!

One day she is invited to a wedding in Cana. It was a big affair that lasted all week. The wedding had been going on for several days, when to her great surprise she saw Jesus arrive, and with him a group of men. She was overjoyed to see them, and she beckoned them closer to sit with her. Immediately Mary loves the men with Jesus. And from their conversation she soon finds out that they are almost all fishermen. However, it is especially the young guy named John who immediately appeals to her.

But then she realizes that something is not right at the wedding. She sees the poor master of ceremonies scurrying around as if he has a very big problem. Then she learns from one of her friends that a big disaster has hit the wedding - the wine is up! "Now how could they have planned so poorly?" Mary wonders. She feels sorry for the poor man, because now it's his fault!

Mary has already seen her Son perform miracles, and she wonders if He might not be able to do something about the situation. But then she thinks about it - it's a bit too much to ask. Then she gathers her courage: "My Son, can you not help?"

But He is unwilling, He explains that His time has not yet come.

A while later, however, He turned to Mary: "Please go and ask the servants to bring seven stone jars of water."

Mary's heart was pounding in her throat with excitement. Today something is happening here! But she wonders what her Son is planning? What does He want to fill with seven stone jars of water? But she does not question Him, she has already learned that He sometimes does surprising things. Mary walks to the servants and conveys Jesus' command.

The men do not quite understand what this is all about, but they are out there with the heavy stone jars used for cleaning purposes. After a while they come back with all the jars full of water. The master of ceremonies looks at them questioningly, but they just shake their heads and point to Jesus' side.

Then Jesus got up and walked to the servants. He motioned for them to scoop some of the water and go and give it to the master of ceremonies.

Mary sees how the man's face brightens when he tastes the “water”: It's not water - it's wine! Delicious wine! A full 700 liters of it! Full of amazement for her son, Mary peeks in the direction of Jesus' friends - they are dumbfounded and at the same time in ecstasy! This is the very first miracle of Jesus that they experience. Now they know that their choice to follow Jesus was the right one. But there would be many more to follow, wonders that are far greater than this one!

Mary's heart swells with pride. But at the same time, there is something gnawing inside her. Why did her own people of Nazareth reject her Son? And on top of that, she hears her own children, Jesus' brothers and sisters talking about Him, that He shames the family's name. They say that he now wants to pretend to be a rabbi, and that while he had no training as a rabbi! It hurts Mary's heart very much. Can they not then see what He is doing?

Then Mary makes a decision: she will stand by her Son, no matter what happens!

Indeed, many things would still await Mary. For the next three years, she would still experience much joy when she proudly saw her Son perform many miracles. She would experience how He heals many sick people, and how He humbly assumes the role of servant, rather than someone who has gained great fame. Especially when thousands of people gather around Him and look in amazement at everything He does. The wisdom that flows from His mouth without ceasing brings a warm glow around Mary's heart. And the selfless love that radiates from Him makes her cry with joy.

But at the same time there is also a distress around her heart when she has to see how especially the learned people, the church leaders are hostile to Him, despise and reject Him. There are even rumours that they are secretly planning to kill Him!

But Mary could not prepare herself for that terrible Friday that is yet to come!

Prayer:

Lord, with Mary and the disciples, we are amazed at that first breathtaking miracle. But then we realize this morning that You are the Almighty, the One for whom absolutely nothing is impossible!

 

 


Two Sisters

John 2: 1-11

  

Just outside Jerusalem was a village called Bethany. There lived a family that was very close to Jesus' heart: Mary, her sister Martha, and their brother Lazarus. Mary in particular had a soft spot in Jesus' heart, because she was the quiet one who radiated love and often just came to sit with you, without even saying or doing anything. Her sister Martha was the one who always ran around and did a thousand things. And then there was their brother Lazarus. Dear old Lazarus! Barely a word said! Maybe he couldn't get a word in with sister Martha's babbling!

One day Lazarus falls ill. With great concern the two sisters see his health deteriorating by the day.

And then they see the next morning, when they awake, that Lazarus is deadly sick! The two sisters are very worried!

"Mary, we must fetch Jesus immediately!"

"No Martha, we cannot get Him now."

"And why not?"

“Remember, the Jews want to kill Him! They went to Perea to get away from the church leaders. And it's very far! It's across the Jordan!” 

“It doesn't matter - Brother Lazarus is more important now! That's what friends are there for, to do things for each other!” 

And so Martha commands someone despite Mary's protest, to go looking for Jesus where He is preaching somewhere in Perea. It's a full two day trip to get there. But luckily the man did not need to search far, because everyone knew where He was.

The man delivers his message, telling the men of the seriousness of the situation. Lazarus is extremely critical! According to the messenger, it did not sound good at all - Lazarus is definitely not going to make it.

Jesus and the twelve are faced with a dilemma. On the one hand, there are the Jewish church leaders in Jerusalem who seek His life. Plus, it's a full two day trip. By the time they get there, it may be too late! But on the other hand, it is their very dear friends who are in great need. Those three have a very soft spot in Jesus' heart.

And then, in fact, Jesus can only speak the word, and Lazarus will be healed! After all, he did it with the Roman officer's slave! No, Jesus certainly does not need to come to Jerusalem again now. The Jews are not going to let Him get away again this time. The men are worried! What is their Master going to do?

Then He reassures them: Lazarus' illness is not going to mean his death. However, it will reveal Jesus' power.

The men expect Jesus to get up immediately to go to Bethany, but to their great surprise, he continues quietly the next day to preach and heal people. And so the day after.

Meanwhile, Martha runs in circles of frustration because Jesus does not show up, and Mary sits quietly and cries because she sees how her dear brother's life is flowing from him. And then Lazarus dies. Jesus is too late! Martha is bitterly upset: "It is the least He could have done to save His friend in time!"

"Just leave it, Martha," Mary cries. She resigns on what happened.

And then, two days after Jesus receives the news, He communicates the disturbing news to the twelve: "We are going to Judea." The men are shocked: how can Jesus now want to stand and do such an irresponsible thing? He is now seeking His own death! "Our friend Lazarus is asleep, but I'm going to wake him up."

Of course, the men misunderstand Him completely. When a sick person sleeps, his chances of recovery are so much greater. It is therefore no longer necessary to go to Bethany. But Jesus corrects them: No, Lazarus is dead, and it is necessary to go there. Moreover, He is glad that He was not there with Lazarus' death.

The men are shocked. Now it will take another two days to get there, and poor Lazarus' body will have decomposed being in this heat by then.

There was a very good reason for Jesus' actions: At that time people believed that someone's soul did not leave his body immediately when he died. His soul remains hanging around there, just for the sure and uncertain. Only when the body begins to decompose does the soul leave for the "underworld".

Jesus wanted to ensure that everyone would know that Lazarus was irrevocably dead and that no one could say that his soul was still in the area. Then no one could say that it is not a miracle of God. Thomas' discouraged response is, "Let us also go, that we may die with him." How ironic that when Jesus gives life to Lazarus, it is precisely the last straw for the Jews who was to kill Him. But it not only brings life to Lazarus, but this act also gives eternal life to Jesus' disciples, as well as to everyone who believes in Him.

Prayer:

Lord, thank you that I can know today that I do not even have to fear death, because You are holding me tight.

 

 


"You Were Too Late, Lord ....."

John 11: 17-32

  

In the town of Bethany, everything is in turmoil, because people flocked there from the great city of Jerusalem, to comfort the two sisters, Martha and Mary, after the tragic death of their brother Lazarus. It was barely an hour's walk from Jerusalem, so it was not much trouble for these people, and they could easily fulfill their duty. Yes, it was just a sad picture, to see all the people crying and lamenting and mourning. Lazarus was all that these two women still had left in life, and now he was dead, buried, gone forever.

Martha scurried around to serve everyone who arrived, but Mary just sat there and crying softly. Her brother, her only one, is dead! Her loss is very great!

Then someone came running and whispered in Martha's ear: "Jesus is on his way!" She hurried up and ran to meet her Master. Some distance outside the town she finds Him, and was immediately very angry with Him that He took so long. "Lord, if You were here my brother would not have died!" Why did He not come in time? She sent a messenger in time to fetch Him, and the man was back home days ago! Why would Jesus have lingered so long? But Martha still secretly believed that Jesus could still do something about it. After all, not everything could be completely lost! But even in her wildest dreams, she was not prepared for what she would soon behold. So when Martha tells Jesus that she knows that God will give Jesus what He asks, meaning that Lazarus can still be saved, then we see a glimmer of hope in her, but unbelief weighs much heavier than hope.

Jesus answers her that Lazarus will rise from the dead, but this thought is inconceivable for Martha, because it can’t be possible? Her brother has been dead for four days! His body has already begun to decompose in the stuffy stone grave… .. no, it's totally impossible after all! Yes, one day with the resurrection - all the children of God will then come alive!

Jesus' answer to Martha is for you and me one of the greatest words of comfort we can ever find today: “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in Me will live, even though he dies; and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.” These are not just words of comfort to Martha for her brother, but a dramatic statement echoing through the halls of heaven. "Do you believe that?" Jesus asked Martha. "Do you believe this?" Jesus asks you and me today. If you believe this statement, then it still does not mean that you have eternal life. The most important thing is that you believe in Jesus. Is there a relationship between you and Jesus? Have you told Him that you believe in Him unconditionally - that He is your Saviour?

What exactly does Jesus' statement entail? For the believer, death is not the end of the road, but rather the beginning of a brand new life, one where the horror of death is no longer a factor. The Bible teaches us very clearly that death is only the gate to this wonderful life with Jesus, where there is not even sickness, old age or pain, and where sin is completely absent.

Martha answers Jesus with an uncertain “Yes, Lord… ..” Yes, she knows that Lazarus will one day live, but for now he is dead. But then Martha comes with a big surprise when she expresses her unconditional faith in Jesus. This is the most comprehensive confession of faith we find in the entire Gospel of John: "I firmly believe that You are the Christ, the Son of God, the One who was to come into the world." Can anyone make this clearer? Even the clever scribes who studied the Bible for years and saw all the statements about Jesus over and over again did not realize what this simple, illiterate woman noticed. However, whether Martha understood what she had just confessed is an open question, because we will see later that she tried to stop Jesus when He wanted to open Lazarus' tomb.

Jesus did not want to go any further, into town. He stood outside Bethany. PerhapsHe had not liked the mourners who had been moaning around Mary at all. So Martha whispered to Mary that Jesus had come. As she slipped out, the crowd flocked up behind her to assist her as she went to cry at the grave. But that's not where she was headed. Her greatest (only!) Comfort has arrived, and she was going to fall at His feet. "Lord, if You were here ....." she reproached Him.

How often do we not seek comfort from Jesus, and then we blame Him: "Lord, if only You had intervened in time ....". I speak from costly experience because I have done it so many times in my life. And then I have to say to Him later in shame, "Lord, I'm so sorry - I did not realize what You were planning for me!" Will we ever learn to trust Jesus unconditionally in all aspects of our lives?

Prayer:

Lord, today I want to ask that You will help me to gain full, unconditional trust in You. You are omnipotent - with You nothing is impossible. But I also realize that Your thoughts are much superiour than mine.

 

 


Death Is Overcome

John 11: 33-44

  

May you cry? May you be sad? But then, Paul teaches us to always be joyful? To still be able to sing and laugh happily even through the most terrifying situation. Then crying does not fit into the picture anywhere. Or what?

We find Jesus where Martha stands with Him and Mary kneels at His feet. A crowd of weeping people gather around Him. This is a very sad picture. And then the unexpected happens, when Jesus becomes emotional, and He also weeps. Why?

I often attend funerals, many of them of people I do not even know. Because I help with the sound system in the congregation, I have to help out. Our sound system is on a raised platform behind the congregation, so I have a nice view of everything that is going on. When I let my eyes wander over the people during such a funeral service, I see the sadness on their faces. They have lost someone dear, and they are crying. I feel so sorry for the poor guys who are doing homage. They usually start talking with courage and confidence, and then emotion takes over, and they hardly get a word out. These events are usually one too many for me, and I cry my heart out with everyone down there, even though I do not know them at all. It is at such times that I thank the Lord that I never became a preacher, because I am far too emotional. How does he manage not to cry as well?

Yes, even a man may cry. Women do it so naturally! But why did Jesus cry? Was it because He truly loved Lazarus so much? That's what the Jews thought. No, I do not think so, because Jesus was well aware of the things that would follow. He knew that He could raise Lazarus, and moreover that Lazarus had eternal life, and therefore was not really dead. Usually people seek Jesus' sorrow in the short-sightedness of His friends. They know Him well, and Martha has just confessed that He is the Christ and that she believes it with all her heart. Yet there is still that uncertainty in their hearts, and they just cannot see the full picture. Is Jesus grieved because they cannot understand, in spite of everything?

Maybe we should read some verses to get a better picture of Jesus' sorrow. Jesus wants to be taken to Lazarus' tomb. Then follow all the remarks when people see that He is weeping, some of them full of compassion. But there are also the sarcastic remarks: "He could make a blind man see - could He not have saved this friend of His too?" We read in their remarks a hostility, a reproach and unbelief. Once again Jesus' heart was filled with emotion, and he wept. So perhaps we should see His sorrow, not about Lazarus, but about the ignorance and sinfulness that He is dealing with here. Jesus must have known for sure that, although there were believers among these people who would certainly be with Him in paradise, most of these people were on their way to eternal damnation. So I see Jesus' sorrow for all who were lost because of their unbelief.

Meanwhile, the weeping procession arrives at the tomb, most likely exactly the same kind of tomb in which Jesus would soon be buried as well. It was a hole carved out of the rock, and with a large stone rolled in front of the opening to seal it. Here the corpse was laid. Once sealed, such a grave is definitely not reopened, because of course the smell of the decomposing corpse is unbearable. No wonder Martha wants to stop Jesus from asking the unthinkable, to roll away the stone.

Oh Martha! She saw with her own eyes many breathtaking miracles that Jesus performed. She recognizes that He is the Son of God, but still it cannot penetrate her mind that He is capable of anything, absolutely anything, even raising her brother from the dead! This, of course, would mean that Lazarus' body would have to be recreated in a sense, because He had already begun to decompose. But for the Creator of the universe, this is a trifle - today God's omnipotence would be revealed to her and all the others around her.

The smell of death must have hung around the group as the stone rolled away. But then Jesus prays that the Father will give him the miracle of life for the sake of those around him. After this, there should be no doubt that Jesus is truly the Son of God. At Jesus' command, we see Lazarus walking out of the tomb alive and well still wrapped in his grave cloths.

Jesus is indeed the resurrection and the life. Every mourner who was in Bethany that day had to see it with their own eyes. Today, this is just one of many such miracles that strengthen our faith as believers, and just tell us once again that with Jesus, nothing but nothing is impossible. Do you believe that? I believe with all my heart!

Prayer:

Lord, thank you that I know today that I worship an Almighty God.


Martha, Martha!

Luke 10: 38-42

  

Jesus and his company stopped on their journey to Jerusalem at the village of Bethany, where Martha and Mary lived with their brother Lazarus. This story very clearly illustrates that there are believers of totally different characters and who behave very differently. We must not point the finger and say that someone is wrong!

At first glance, the drama that unfolds here is just an incident that you may soon forget again. Martha was very busy in the kitchen to get everything right for Jesus and the men, but her sister decided that she would rather just sit with Jesus and listen to what He had to say. Afterwards, Martha gets hot under the collar about her sister's laxity, and she goes to talk to Jesus about this. But then the surprise comes when Jesus does not rebuke Mary the "lazy one", but Martha, the "busy one" because she is so busy. Then He tells her that the "lazy" Mary is actually the one who acts right.

When we read the story for the first time, it seems so bitterly unfair to you. Why is the one who works hard tapped on the fingers, and the sister who sits and does nothing is praised? We really need to judge the actions of these two sisters in light of what it really means to be a follower of Christ.

You truly have sympathy with Martha who shows her love for Jesus by ministering to Him and His disciples. Actually, Maria should have helped her sister, but she was passive. In light of Jesus' parable of the Good Samaritan, we must truly appreciate Martha's service. She did exactly what Jesus preached about the Samaritan. Yet Jesus says that Mary "chose the best part." What is the “best part” Jesus is referring to here? To let go of all other things and drink in Jesus' words! Jesus is not saying that it is wrong to be busy and to work hard in the Kingdom. Nor does he say that one should rather neglect one's household duties in order to be busy with the things of the Lord.

The big secret is that you need to know when the time is right for work and when it is time to shut up. Mary just realized that now was not the time to run around and do things for the Lord, but that it was time to allow the Lord to do something for her. She had to be open and receptive at that moment, because Jesus said things that were very important to her. Yes, she could do her hostess duties again later and solve all her household problems. However, Jesus was only with her for a short time, and she had to make quality moments of it every moment.

Through this story the Lord also teaches us to be very sensitive to the moments in our own lives when He wants to speak to us through His Spirit and teach and make us strong. Of course, it is of great value if you are willing to roll up your sleeves and approach kingdom work with passion and opinion. It should be a part of your life and it makes you spiritually strong while at the same time living the commandment of love and being of service to God and your neighbor. However, there will be times in your life when you must realize that you must now be silent before the Lord and stop fiddling with your daily tasks so that you can only drink in what He wants to whisper to you. It is at such times that you also sit at the feet of Jesus and just listen to what He says to you. Such moments are extremely precious. This is where you are filled with power again; this is where you experience Jesus' nearness; this is where you realize again how dependent you really are on Him.

If you face the long road with your car, you can not just keep driving and driving! Somewhere you have to stop for fuel. On top of that, it is equally important for you as a manager to just relax a bit, otherwise you will burn out. In the same way, it is also necessary to "keep quiet" spiritually and take in the much-needed fuel of the Holy Spirit. You can not do this while standing and running, but you need to calm down.

Silence at Jesus' feet does not necessarily mean sitting alone and studying the Bible. I experience such special moments of silence when our cell group meets, or when our group of men sing and talk together on Saturday mornings. Just forgetting about all the commitments and being able to relax with fellow believers who care is precious to me. Being able to sit somewhere in the woods and drink in the silence is also precious to me. To then be able to listen to the whispering of the Holy Spirit in such circumstances is indescribably heavenly! Such moments at Jesus' feet are something that is irrevocably burned into my beautiful moments room.

Prayer:

Lord, thank You for those quiet times You give me - for the heavenly moments when You speak to me through the silence and tranquility.

 


Ointment for Jesus' Feet

John 12: 1-11

  

Jesus' last week as Man on earth has arrived. They are still in Bethany, just outside Jerusalem. Now, of course, they are also right in the danger zone, where the Jewish leaders are waiting for them. The right moment must just come now to capture and execute Him!

The men are invited to dinner by their dear friends Martha, Mary and Lazarus. They sit around the table, or maybe it was rather lounging. Martha is, as usual, the one running around and serving them. And then, while she is so diligently at work, sister Maria disappears, and emerges with a marble bottle. All eyes are on her. Breaths are sharply inhaled because you can easily see that this is a very expensive bottle! What would she want to do with it? She goes straight to Jesus, breaks the neck of the bottle and begins to pour all it’s contents over Jesus' feet.

Nard oil is made from the roots of the nard plant that grows in India. This oil is therefore imported from India and is very expensive. A single drop or two is enough to disperse a delicious fragrance. For Mary, however, it is not enough, and all the contents, a full half litre is used for her Master. The room and the whole house are filled with the heavenly fragrance of Nard oil.

A dead, awkward silence descends on the group. Nobody dares say a word. "Does Mary know what she just did?" grinds through everyone’s mind. But Mary is not done yet. She loosens her hair. Shocked, the men gasped for breath! Then she starts using her hair as a towel. With her well-groomed hairdo, she wipes Jesus' feet. Now she has everyone speechless. Such a thing is simply not done!

Hair was very important to women at that time, and they went to great lengths to take care of it. Maria's action was therefore considered very, very special, because a woman would only use her hair in this way to dry a man's feet if he is very special to her, if she is attracted to him. With this she wants to tell the man that she wants to give her very best for him. However, it would be very far-fetched to see Mary's action towards Jesus as a sexual attraction. To her, He was her Master for Whom she would do anything!

Judas Iscariot is the first to break the silence. He is a very unhappy man. He measures Mary's action immediately in monetary value, for this expensive oil could rather have been sold. His reasoning is that the money could be given to the poor. Very noble! But Judas had a hidden motive: he was greedy for money. At that time, a Rabbi did not worry about everyday things like food, money, etc. His followers had to take care of this. Jesus the Rabbi's disciples therefore had to make sure that there was food and other necessities. Judas was the one who handled the finances. However, they suspected that some of the money ended up in his own pocket. (Doesn't that sound familiar?) This bottle of nard oil made Judas' money-hungry eyes twinkle, because it was worth a whole year's salary.

Did Mary know what was waiting for Jesus? Did she suspect that her Master would be dead barely a week later? She would anoint Him with the best she had while He was alive. She worships a living Lord! In stark contrast, Nicodemus arrives a week later with a full fifty liters of spices to embalm Jesus forever in the tomb (John 19:39).

Jesus is calm about Mary's action. If Judas wants to tap her over the fingers because she's wasting so much, Jesus' reaction is that Mary had to keep this perfume especially for this day, because it is to anoint Him for His burial. For the poor they can again give something another day, but now Jesus must get preferance.

For Mary, it was of utmost importance to give her everything for a living Lord. Not only does she sacrifice very expensive fragrance oil, but she also risks her reputation by using her hair. Someone might so easily have read something else in her action, but she did not care. She realized that Jesus' time was up, and that there might not be another opportunity later.

I think it is very important that we serve Jesus while there is another opportunity for us to do so. We want to say so easily that we will one day sit at His feet, one day after the Second Coming. But it is also important that we throw all our energy into the here and now, and bring all our praise and glorification to Him, the King of all Kings. Mary was grateful for what Jesus had done for her, and she showed her gratitude in a tangible way. Are you thankful for what Jesus has done for you, and still does every day? Then it is only right to thank Him in a tangible way. Not just in a half-hearted way, by giving Him a few drops of oil, but by giving your all to Him. No sacrifice is too great to give to Jesus!

Prayer:

Lord, I often give so half-heartedly, and my gratitude is so feeble. I want to serve You with all that I have.

 

 


Mary Magdalene

John 20: 1-18

  

That Sabbath was surely the longest one in the entire life of the disciples. They dreaded every moment of it. Sunday morning it was still pitch dark when Mary Magdalene was on her way to Jesus' tomb. What she wanted to do there so early, only she would know. Maybe she just wanted to be close to her Master, even though He was dead. The night was too long, and she needed comfort. I imagine the picture of the weeping woman trudging along in the dark, grieving because she could not even assist her beloved Master in His darkest hour. She could only watch as life flowed from Him there on the cross.

Mary Magdalene is an important woman in the New Testament. Luke tells us that she was possessed by seven demons. After her healing, she and a group of other women cared for Jesus and his twelve disciples. But I will tell you more about this at a later stage.

Magdalene was not her second name or surname, as most people think. It was a nickname she got because she was from Magdala. She was one of the die-hard women who dared to stay close to Jesus during His crucifixion, and she also helped with His burial. Mary Magdalene was therefore very attached to Jesus, and followed Him to the end.

In the twilight, Mary arrives at the tomb. And then the terrible shock: the stone was rolled away! With her heart beating in her throat, she runs all the way back to where the grieving disciples were gathered. She shakes Peter awake to tell him the shocking news: "Someone stole Jesus' body!"

I can imagine the shock and horror on poor old Peter's face. He and John jump up and run as fast as they can to go see what's going on. "How could they!" grinding it through their heads. With panting breath, John arrives at the tomb first. He looks in, and then he sees something very strange: Yes, the tomb is empty, but the cloths that were wrapped around Jesus' body are still lying there. Then Peter arrives and panting, he crawls into the tomb. What he finds there puts a huge question mark on his face. He does not understand it! No thief would steal a body but first take off the buriel cloths! Even the cloth wrapped around Jesus' head lays aside, neatly folded. Something is very, very strange here! And he does not understand it at all! It just simply does not make sense. I would have liked to be able to hear the conversation between the two worried men as they walked home.

Meanwhile, Mary Magdalene arrives at the tomb again, sobbing, her heart torn! Not only is her Master dead, but His body was also stolen! What a sad situation! Full of anticipation, she peeks into the grave. Did she expect a miracle? Did she hope that Jesus would still be lying there? And then, the shock when she sees two very strange men in pure white clothes sitting in the grave. It was only much later that she realized that they were angels. Heaven truly opened with Jesus' resurrection, just as Jesus foretold in John 1:51. When she turned around, she saw Jesus standing behind her. Through her tears she did not recognize Him at all. He was the very last Person she would expect there. But when Jesus addresses her name with compassion, "Mary!" it is as if the scales of her eyes are falling off. He's alive! She wants to grab Him and never ever let go again! Mary Magdalene was overwhelmed with joy. Then everything did happen as He predicted!

In my mind's eye I can see the picture in front of me: Mary falling at the feet of her beloved Rabbi (Teacher) and grabbing Him by the legs and holding and pressing with pure joy. She surely kissed his feet uncontrollably and cried with joy.

But then Jesus gives her an instruction: No, she must not cling to Him here, but she must first go and tell others what she has seen. She must be a witness of the risen Jesus. Later, Jesus Himself would come to confirm this testimony of hers. But now she must first go and convey the incredible news.

Mary did not let grass grow under her feet. "I have seen the Lord!" it bubbled over her lips as she approached the other, "I have seen the Lord!" When she calmed down, she continued: “He said that he was going to ascend to His Father. And He also said that His Father is our Father, and that His God is our God! ” Over and over and over, Mary told this wonderful testimony to everyone she encountered. She simply could not keep quiet about this. The Lord had truly risen!

Is it not ironic that a simple woman who has no worth in society, one who was possessed by seven demons at a time, becomes the first powerful witness for the risen Jesus. And then we think back to the Samaritan woman at the well, the one with the extremely doubtful character. She had a whole town in turmoil with her testimony about Jesus. Then you and I have absolutely no excuse to be a witness either. Let us make work of it, and be witnesses of the risen Jesus who lives and rules today.

Prayer:

Lord, please make me a powerful witness for You. Please give me the courage to testify for You to all I meet.

.

 


Women with Jesus

Luke 8: 1-3

  

Preaching the Gospel is not child's play, especially if you are surrounded and oppressed day by day, from early morning until late at night by a crowd of many thousands, each seeking your personal attention. Then it becomes very hard work. Jesus was not the only one who felt this pressure, the twelve He chose did not have it easy either. They did not just learn from Jesus all the time and listen to what He said. No, they were practically in the field with Him. They had to care for and restrain the crowd, and they were responsible for making sure that Jesus was not trampled on.

I don’t think we realize every day what this team has been going through. It was exhausting work that often went on until deep into the night. There was simply no time for cooking and general care. And here a few women who had already experienced Jesus' wonderful healing saw the need and decided to come and help.

It was not uncommon for women to provide a rabbi with money and food, but here it went a step or two further, as these women left everything to move around the country with Jesus and his disciples. It was absolutely unheard of, and it would have been considered a disgrace in their society, especially for married women. No wonder many people felt very uncomfortable about Jesus, because He caused people to do things you are not normally supposed to do. The social structures and traditional customs were shaken to their foundations when Jesus began preaching that day!

The names Luke mentions here we hear again later in the story, and at the end of Luke's story we see how they, along with the apostles, witness Jesus' resurrection. We do not know how many women were involved, but Luke mentions a few: Mary, who came from the fishing village of Magdala, was nicknamed Magdalene. Johanna was married to Gusa, a high official of Herod Antipas. He was the manager of Herod's household. She was therefore a prominent woman in society who jeopardized her reputation for caring for Jesus and His twelve disciples. John also tells of Mary, wife of Klopas, who was probably married to Joseph's brother Klopas. She was with her sister-in-law Mary, the mother of Jesus, and other women at the cross. She and her husband were possibly among the first missionary couples. We read, by the way, of seven women in the New Testament named Mary.

Cooking, washing clothes, bringing water, preparing a place to sleep, comforting other people's children, that was their day job. I assume they often might have had to sleep in the field on the hard ground with the rest. These women were the backbone of the entire ministry. We see them here as the “support team”.

We therefore see that these women came from all walks of life. Without their support the whole operation would have collapsed because the men would have simply burned out!

We are so inclined to look down on the lesser tasks in kingdom work as unimportant. Often it is precisely those "minor tasks" that keep the gears oiled and the wheels rolling. I remember as a child, how I often stood with contempt and watched a guy standing next to the train track in Waterval Boven with a small, long-stemmed hammer. With each passing train, he knocks on the wheels with his hammer, day-in, day-out, to the point of boredom. That's all he does all day! We mockingly referred to him as the "Tappiologist". Everyone looked down on this poor guy. Yet he had an extremely responsible job, for he listened carefully to the sound that every hammer blow made, and if one might sound different from the rest, the train was summarily stopped, for then it meant that there was something wrong with the wheel, and that it might have caused a tragic derailment that could have cost even people their lives!

In the end, the women were the only ones who stayed clear-headed when everything was falling apart. When the twelve chosen apostles despaired and even began to say that they did not even know Jesus at all, it was these women who stood by Jesus to the very end. Even as He hung on the cross, they were there to try to support Him in His last moments. And it was they who cared for His body and buried Him. And that Sunday morning it was they once again who were first at the tomb to make the final arrangements. It was also they who announced the good news to the other disciples about Jesus' resurrection.

Do you also have one of those “minor” tasks in the Kingdom? Do you feel inferior because you cannot stand on the pulpit instead? Rest assured that the entire kingdom machine will come to a standstill without these tiny, insignificant gears. Be proud of your task, and do it with joy and surrender!

Prayer:

Lord, thank you for the task you have given me to do. Help me to do it in full!

.

 

 


The Woman at the Well

John 4: 1-18

 

I once saw a report in the newspaper that Liz Taylor was getting married. "Wonderful news!" one would say of any marriage-in-progress. But no, in her case it was old news! It was then already her ninth time! She wasn’t young any more, but still she craved for young leaves, only to leave them again when she got tired of them. So what does this devotion have to do with a daily piece? Everything! The woman in today's story has a reputation that is almost as long as that of Liz! We simply cannot talk about Women from the Bible without mentioning that woman at the well! We do not even know what her name was.

To put the picture in perspective first: Jesus and his disciples went from Galilee to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover, a journey of about 150km. There His conversation with Nicodemus takes place. It was a very successful visit, as people crowded around them in large numbers. The Pharisees, who had great influence in the Jerusalem area, did not like this.

Now, however, they are on their way back to Galilee. Perhaps He wanted to avoid confrontation with the Pharisees at this point. They follow the shortest route through the Samaritan territory. It was not a popular route, as the Jews preferred to avoid the Samaritans altogether.

It was twelve o'clock in the afternoon, and the men were tired and hungry. Near the village of Sychar they stop at a well that still dates from Jacob's time. Jesus decides to stay there while the others buy them lunch in town. (Was it KFC or McDonalds?)

And then a strange thing happens: here, in the heat of the day, a Samaritan woman comes walking up with a jug on her shoulder. No decent woman walks to fetch water in this hot hour, and especially not alone! Going to fetch water is a social opportunity for the women to chat and catch up on all the gossip. Why is this one alone? Maybe she has something to hide?

But then another stranger thing happens: Jesus asks her for some drinking water. The woman cannot believe her ears. A Jew asking for water from her, a Samaritan? The Jews avoided the Samaritans like the plague. You certainly do not eat or drink with them, because then you become unclean. It was so bad that some Jews even believed that they could become infected, even if a Samaritan's shadow fell on you!

The woman's surprise is therefore not unfounded at all. But things get worse when Jesus strikes up a conversation with her. Not only is she a Samaritan, but she is also a woman. So she is at the very bottom rung of the social hierarchy. She's just another piece of property. But it gets even worse, because very soon we find out from the conversation that she also has a bad reputation. In stark contrast, we have just read of Jesus' conversation with Nicodemus, who is on the highest sport of social doctrine.

And then we just have to realize that Jesus is looking beyond all our human limitations. Status does not matter to Him. Whether it is the high-ranking Nicodemus or the street woman, Jesus is there for everyone, across the social spectrum.

The conversation is very interesting. It starts with Jesus asking for water. The woman answers Him with a question that focuses on the terrible contrast between Jews and Samaritans. Between the lines, we read her question: "You Jews think you are better than us Samaritans, don't you?"

Jesus sees through her question and His answer tells her that He is much more than just an ordinary Jew. He is actually God's gift to this world. Then He offers her "living water" to quench her thirst. Not only would this water satisfy her immediate needs, but it would keep her alive forever.

That water is the same that can satisfy every person's thirst for God and salvation today. At first this woman does not understand at all what it is all about. But then her eyes finally open, and she becomes Jesus' very first missionary when she goes to tell everyone in town about Jesus, as we will soon see in the next pericope.

The conversation now takes a turn, pointing the finger at the big problem in her life: her marriage. She has been married five times already. Whether she was divorced or whether her husbands were all dead, we do not know. However, we know that she was in an extremely powerless position because she could not take care of herself. Now, out of desperation, she simply stayed with a man - something that was totally unacceptable. Her life was corrupted by sin. She had to go through life dragging her feet, avoiding other women because their hurtful remarks hurt deeply. Life treated her very harshly. She came to the end of her tether.

Could Jesus really give her a solution? Could this living water she had just heard of an answer? In our next devotion we see how this conversation turns out further. Indeed, good news awaits, also for you and me!

Prayer:

Lord, sometimes it feels to me as if mountains of sin lie on my shoulders. Thank You that I can know today that You have already forgiven everything, and no longer think about it.

.

 

 

 


The Woman at the Well (continued)

John 4: 19-30

 

Jesus took a great risk: as a Jew, it was unheard of in the first place for Him to strike up a conversation with a Samaritan woman. People would despise Him for it. And the fact that her reputation was so bad did not exactly improve the situation right now. Because He was a Teacher with twelve full-time students, it further increased His risk. On top of that, there were the huge crowds of fans who constantly followed Him. He could lose His credibility, and His followers could dry up. In short: He could lose a lot through this conversation. Yet He chose to do so, for not only did this poor woman desperately need Him at that point in her life, but she would also mean a lot to His ministry among the Samaritans.

When Jesus shows the astonished woman that He knows everything about her, and that she cannot hide even her deepest heart secrets from Him, she begins to realize that she is dealing with someone very special here. How did this strange Man know about her marital catastrophe? And how did He know that she was living in sin with another man? He must definitely be a prophet, a Man of God. But just to be sure, she will test Him a little with a trick question to which no one really has an answer. She thus drags in the great point of contention between the Jews and the Samaritans: the thing about the temple. Where, in fact, would be the right place to worship, Jerusalem or Shechem?

This situation actually started when the temple was built in Jerusalem. The Samaritans wanted to build the temple with the Jews, but the Jews did not want to know anything about it. Samaritans are unclean, remember! And there the whole bad friendship thing starts. But it also did not end there. The Samaritans went to dig a little into history, and then they discovered that Abraham had built an altar for God there at Shechem after the Lord confirmed His covenant with Abraham. This would now be the actual place where the temple was to be built. (Gen 12: 6,7). Eventually, the Samaritans build their own temple on Mount Geresim at Shechem, but later the Jews destroy it again. And now everyone is angry with everyone!

Jesus explains to her that things will change completely, and that it will no longer matter where one worships. It would no longer be needed at all for any holy places, not even Jerusalem or Shechem. But she must keep her eyes open, for the great deliverance is at hand. The Lord channels this salvation to the world through the Jews.

But Jesus also explains to the woman what true worship looks like. They worshipped without truly realizing what they were doing. When these things have happened, people will only really realize how to worship the Lord, and what He desires of them. Believers will then "worship him in spirit and in truth" (John 4:24). This, of course, pointed forward to the wonderful working of the Holy Spirit. People would no longer have to go to temples or mountains to seek God, but the Holy Spirit would be within every believer. This, of course, gives you direct access to God. Instead of believers having to go to God, He is now going to the believers. What a wonderful thought!

I do not know how much this woman really understood from the conversation. In fact, we still do not understand today, for how is it possible for the Spirit to dwell in each of us? Do we understand the omnipresence of God? Will we ever understand Jesus' atonement? The woman's answer is therefore very informative that the Messiah, the Christ, will one day make everything known. He will have all the answers to her questions. Actually, it's very ironic, because she still did not realize that it was in fact the Messiah who was standing there talking to her. Then Jesus answered her, "It is I, I who speak to you."

I think the woman's eyes opened, and she began to realize that this was not just a Prophet. She left her precious jug right there and went to tell the people in town. She set aside her fear of what the people would say about her to proclaim the good news to everyone. The villagers flocked to the well in their hordes to see who the woman was so excited about. This woman's testimony was so powerful that a large number of Samaritans came to believe in Jesus.

These words of Jesus also leave you and me with a definite choice. The first thing we have to decide is whether we are going to accept that He is truly the Messiah, and not just some wonderful Prophet. If we accept it, then it also has certain implications. In the first place, it means that I must accept His gift of salvation, and therefore be in a personal relationship with Him. But there are further implications. This gift is so great, that I cannot help but live a life of gratitude. This woman expressed her gratitude by forgetting what people say about her, and blabbering on about the good news. How do you and I do it?

Prayer:

Lord, thank You for revealing the truth to me too. I want to live gratefully and glorify Your Name with everything I do.


Woman Healed

Mark 5: 21-34

  

She feels guilty and she trembles with anxiety as she struggles through the crowd. Luckily no one recognizes her, otherwise she’s got a big problem!

It all started twelve years ago, when her monthly cycle that hit all women lasted longer than normal. She did not really worry about it, it's just one of those things! She sighed, because it's the woman's fate, Eve's fault! It's she who started it all when she disobeyed God!

The next month was such time again, but then her blood continued to flow even longer, and with that she was unclean for an even longer time. She started to worry, was there not maybe something wrong? When this happened for the third month in a row, she decided to see a doctor. But it was not an easy decision, because she felt ashamed of her condition. How do you tell a doctor what happens to the most private part of your body? She never went to the doctor… ..

Eventually, after a few months of extreme frustration and many tears, her body just gave up completely, and the blood just kept flowing without stopping. She totally withdrew from society because she was ashamed of her condition. The few friends she still allowed with her looked at her wide-eyed. "You need to see a doctor!"

Trembling with anxiety and blood red with shame, she finally dared to see a doctor. It was the hardest thing she ever had to do in her life. The doctor gave her a bag full of medicine and she went home full of hope. However, it helped absolutely! Her friends later persuaded her again with much pleading and persuasion to go and consult another doctor. The results were equally disappointing! For the next year or two, she visited doctor after doctor. Financially, she was eventually totally wiped out. But nothing, absolutely nothing improved her condition!

For twelve years now she has been sitting with this terrible cross, worse than leprosy. She is now permanently classified as unclean. Even her friends do not even come to her anymore. If only she could lead a normal life again ......

She takes a huge gamble, actually risking her life to push through among the people. She pulls the shawl lower over her face so that someone does not accidentally recognize her. If she is caught out, they will stone her! She has heard of that wonderful Prophet, Jesus, and He is her last and only hope for healing. Her courage almost left her when she saw the terrible crowd of people around Him. But she decided to push through!

She pushes and struggles to get through the masses as she notices Him up ahead where He is healing people. But then her heart sinks in her shoes. Suddenly the crowd opens up on the other side of Jesus. A man hurries straight to Jesus, someone very important. Then she recognizes him: Jairus! He is a member of the Jewish Council! She sees how he gestures wildly to Jesus, and then, to her great dismay, she sees Jesus turn around to walk away with Jairus. Her heart sinks into her sandals!

She must come to Jesus now, otherwise everything is lost! She struggles with all her might between the people. Her heart was pounding wildly in her chest, when she suddenly saw Jesus here right in front of her. "If only I could touch His clothes!" she thought, trembling with anxiety as she watched him move away in a hurry. People bump and press on her from all sides, while she holds out a trembling hand.

The moment she touches Jesus' clothes, it feels as if an electric current is flowing through her body. In an instant, the pain and discomfort of so many years are gone, and she knows, "I am healed!"

Immediately Jesus turns and looks her straight in the eye: "Who touched my clothes?" His disciples find it a comical situation, because everyone bumps and pushes their Master, and now he asks who touched his clothes? That's ridiculous!

Trembling, she stands there, pale with fright because she has been caught out. Her knees become paralyzed. Then she falls down before Jesus, and in a stream of words she tells her sad history, of the doctors, the rejection, the terrible stigma that clings to her. "Daughter," comes Jesus' wonderful words of comfort, "your faith has saved you. Go in peace.” Then Jesus assures her that her ailment has been healed permanently. She is a normal person again after all these years.

God gives deliverance, power, wisdom, healing, but He asks me to take the step of faith and open the door for Him to work the miracle through us. "If only you had the faith of a mustard seed!" Jesus once rebuked His disciples. Of course, He is able to do anything without our faith, but God wants us to have that full trust in Him, and the full knowledge that absolutely nothing is impossible for Him.

Prayer:

Lord, I am often so unbelieving when I ask You something. Please teach me true faith!

 

 


Tabitha

Acts 9: 32-43

  

We are now nearing the end of our series on women from the Bible. However, there are still three other women I would like to talk about. The one’s name is Tabitha, a woman who was worth gold to her society. But Tabitha had a "problem", she was dead!

Are miracles still happening today? I want to say that many miracles still happen every day. It is not only at "healing services" where they take place, but in everyday life. Sometimes the miracles are big and perceptable, and other times, as is usually the case, they are small things that seem to happen "accidentally". However, if you open your eyes and heart for a moment, you will notice the many miracles. A few years ago there was a report in the newspaper of a man who was attacked by robbers. The robber pressed a pistol against the man's head and pulled the trigger. The shot did not go off! Then the robber pulled the trigger again, and still there was only a clicking sound. So also the third time. Isn't this a miracle? Countless times such miracles happen between us, but we do not notice it.

In Acts we read of some miracles that caused great uproar. So Peter went on a "preaching tour" on occasion. He left Jerusalem and preached the word everywhere in the rural villages. One day he arrived in a village called Lidda, halfway between Jerusalem and the port city of Joppa. The stage was set for him, because there he met a paralyzed man named Enas. Enas had been bedridden for the past eight years. However, God had a very big plan for him. He was to be the instrument to bring a great multitude of people to repentance. A helpless, paralyzed person? How could he help? Peter heard the voice of the Holy Spirit, and he knew that this man was to be the subject of a miracle. "Jesus Christ heals you," Peter said to the man. He looked at Peter in surprise and disbelief. "Get up and make your bed," Peter continued. Immediately the man felt life flow into his limp legs and he jumped up. The bystanders gasped for breath: they had never experienced anything like this! The story spread like wildfire, and from far and wide, from all over the Sharon Plain, people flocked to come and see what happened. Everyone knew the poor Enas who had to suffer so bitterly for so long. Before their eyes he changed from a paralyzed to a blazingly healthy man. Such a healing was not within the power of any man! Through Enas' illness and especially his healing, large numbers of people became believers!

But Peter's task as an instrument in the hand of God was far from over. From the port city of Joppa, two men arrived with a request that Peter go there. By this time he was known throughout Israel as a great preacher. On the way, they tell him about the great tragedy that befell them. In Joppa is a very gifted woman named Tabitha, or Dorcas, as the Greeks called her.

"This woman was amazing," they told Peter. "There was absolutely nothing wrong with her two hands. She was constantly busy with some project to care for the poor in the community. You just have to see the clothes she made for the needy!”

It was two grieving men who accompanied Peter to Joppa to bury Tabitha. They came to fetch Peter specifically, because only the very best preacher would be good enough to put such a special person to rest. However, no one was prepared for what would follow!

Arriving at Joppa, Peter finds a large crowd of mourners. A number of widows, who were severely affected by their circumstances, were there to pay their last respects to this woman who had made such a big difference in their lives. "Just look at the beautiful clothes she made for us," one grieving old lady sobbed.

They took Peter to the upper room, and there he found the body of Tabitha, neatly washed and laid out, ready for her burial.

"Leave me alone with her for a while," Peter begged the weeping masses. He prayed. Then Peter knew that something had to happen here today to the glory of God: "Tabitha, get up!" he commanded the corpse, in the Name of Jesus. Then the miracle happened, and Tabitha opened her eyes. Immediately she sat up, and Peter helped her out of bed. Once again the news spread like wildfire throughout the city and many people came to faith. The Lord opened doors for Peter, and while he was staying with Simon the tanner, he got the opportunity to preach in freedom and spread the Gospel.

Yes, indeed, miracles did not just stop with Jesus. Open your eyes to the many miracles that take place around you every day, and let your heart touched by it.

Prayer:

Thank You Lord, for the many miracles You have already done in my life.

 


Priscilla and Aquila 

Acts 18: 1-28

  

Greetings to Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus who risked their lives for me. It is not only I who remain grateful to them, but also all the congregations among the gentiles. Greetings also to the congregation who meet regularly in their home. ” Paul's voice cracked as he dictated to his secretary what he should write in the letter to the church in Rome. That woman Priscilla, there is nothing wrong with her two hands! How much has she and her husband, Aquila not sacrificed for the Kingdom of God! 

Yes, indeed, they have come a long way together. It all started when he arrived in Corinth that day.

When the church in Antioch sent him to take the Gospel to the heathen world, there was no money to pay for all his travels, and Paul was forced to take all his tent-making tools with him to keep him and his men alive, and to pay their travel expenses and accommodation. 

When they arrived in Corinth, Paul was extatic, because there he met Aquila, also a tentmaker by profession. Priscilla tells Paul that they had just arrived here in Corinth from Rome, because Emperor Claudius had driven all the Jews out of the city!

They immediately click and Aquila invites him to move in with him and his wife, Priscilla. They could easily make their tents together. Meanwhile, Paul preaches every time he gets a chance. He also preaches every Sabbath in the local synagogue.

Eventually, Paul stays with his dear friends Priscilla and Aquila for 18 months. But it is time for them to move to a new city to carry the gospel to the wider world. It was with a heavy heart that Paul said goodbye to the two.

When their house was empty again, the two decided that it might also be time for them to pack up and move elsewhere. So they end up in Ephesus, one of the cities where Paul preached earlier.

One day they heard a man preaching very enthusiastically in the local synagogue. They immediately noticed that this gifted man had a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. And he preaches that the rushes tremble! Priscilla immediately likes this man very much! His name is Apollos and he speaks with great enthusiasm when he teaches people carefully about Jesus.

But then Priscilla realizes that not everything is completely kosher. Somewhere he misunderstood things, because the things he teaches people about baptism are not what she learned from Paul. He clearly did not quite understand about baptism. He preached the “penance baptism” that John the Baptist applied in his ministry. It was a baptism that foresaw the coming of Jesus as the Messiah. Apollos never heard of the baptism that Jesus himself instituted shortly before his ascension.

After his sermon, Priscilla goes to him, and invites him to dinner. There she begins to explain to him Aquila with great caution what baptism actually means. Apollos listens with great attention, because he knows right away that these two dedicated people learned from the great teacher, Paul. They offer Apollos, as it were, a "refresher course" to teach him the full truth of the Word.

Priscilla later talks to Aquila, asking if they should make their home available so that believers can worship there. It's much more personal than the synagogue, where they were treated with suspicion. It was a winner, and very soon the believers flocked to their house.

We immediately notice two things about this enthusiastic couple: they consider it their duty to teach other believers the full truth of God's counsel plan. This is a personal matter, and they take Apollos home for the necessary training. They do not sit back and gossip because the man is preaching a "heresy"! However, they do something about it and help him right in love where he is wrong.

Secondly, we also see that both Priscilla as well as Aquila are actively involved. The women at that time had only a background status, or rather no status at all. Now, however, they have gained a brand new status. Priscilla now even teaches a pastor, something that was previously reserved for men only!

Today we learn from this couple's actions that we as believers need to be involved with one another. We must help build each other's faith and guide each other in the full counsel of God. Being a Christian is not just a path where everyone tries to climb the mountain on their own. We really need each other to support and encourage each other. Furthermore, we learn that we also need to rethink the stereotype roles we have carved out for men and women over the centuries. It is especially women who still cannot always live out their God-given gifts in the church. Let's give everyone their rightful place! 

Prayer:

Lord, thank you for the beautiful example of Priscilla and Aquila. Also give me the zeal to work in Your Kingdom to benefit others.

 


Lydia

Acts 16: 11-40

  

From Troas, Paul and Silas travel by ship across the Aegean Sea. Before them, the European continent. It must have been a great moment for Paul when he set foot on shore in Europe. For him it is a whole new challenge. They immediately depart to a very well-known Roman colony in Macedonia: Philippi. It is here in Philippi that Paul and Silas end up in prison after being flogged first. And then, instead of lamenting and licking their wounds, they sing! 

But Philippi is also the place where Paul meets Lydia!

The first Sabbath after their arrival in Philippi, the two went looking for a synagogue. When Paul arrived in a new city, he always went to the synagogue first to begin preaching to the Jews first. It gave him a platform from which to work. As soon as it was established, he began to reach out to the gentiles. 

In Philippi, however, there were too few Jews to justify a synagogue. The norm was that there had to be at least ten Jewish men in order to establish a synagogue. So the handful of Philippi Jews were forced to worship outside the city walls by a river.

That is where Paul found Lydia. She was from the city of Thyatira. Lidea was a trader in purple woolen material, a very expensive, precious substance worn mainly by the nobility and the rich. So Lydia was a wealthy woman and she even had her own house, something few people were blessed with. That morning she listened with great interest to Paul's preaching. She was deeply touched by his words and she opened her heart to Jesus. She became the first convert on European soil. 

Lydia went to share the wonderful news that Paul brought with her household. Her excitement was so great that her whole house accepted the faith in Jesus. Not long after, she and her family were baptized, becoming full members of the Church of Christ. The Greek word “oikos” that Luke uses here for household includes the whole household. This means the extended family system, which involved not only the children but also the slaves and workers as well as their families. It was indeed a happy day!

When someone finds Jesus in his life, changes take place. One is to be grateful, and to live out this gratitude practically. In Lydia's case, her gratitude meant that she would give her hospitality. She therefore persuaded Paul and his friends to stay in her house during their stay in Philippi. She must have thoroughly realized that it would be dangerous for her to house them, because the authorities were hostile to the Christians. But she still opened her house. Later she also made her house available to the congregation to hold a church there. Lydia therefore made the means that the Lord has given her available to the Lord. 

However, Lydia was not the only woman Paul met in Philippi. The second one was a slave girl, and a big headache for Paul and his company! She had a "divination spirit" in her and was following Paul wherever he went. She insistently harassed him where he wanted to preach. When Paul drove the spirit out of her in the Name of Jesus, he was in trouble, because the owner of this slave girl made bags full of money from her supernatural "gift". And now Paul has destroyed his source of income! In retaliation, he and his henchmen dragged Paul and his friends to the city council, where they were accused of being Jewish rioters. 

We know the story of Paul and Silas in prison and their merry songs of praise. And the jailer and his family who were converted. And suddenly Lydia's house church gets another extended family, as well as that liberated slave girl.

Paul and his friends were released, and then they decided to leave for the next town. But first they met again at Lydia's house. 

As we flip through Paul's letters, we see that he repeatedly speaks to the women in the congregation. They are the foundation of the churches. Yes, indeed he mentions that they should wear headcovers (hats?) and wear them sedately. But it is with a specific purpose to fit into the society of your time. But then we also see that there were women who took the lead in the churches, and that Paul commended it. 

Often in his letters he mentions women like Nymph of Laodicea and Priscilla. Phoebe was another woman who meant a lot to the church. Paul describes her as "a sister, deacon and benefactor to many and also to me." Phoebe must have had material resources and a good social status to be able to fulfill her role as a benefactor. She was much more than just a helper, she played an important key role in Paul's plan for his Roman mission. 

Let us honour the women who today also play a huge role in the Kingdom, and we thank the Lord for each of them!

Prayer:

Lord, I want to thank You this morning for the women who play such a huge role in the church. Not only the leaders and ministers, but also those who bake pancakes and koeksisters and comfort old people. We honour them, Lord!

 


 





[image: ]
 



If you enjoyed this book, please consider making a donation using this ZAPPER QR code.  

Part of your donation will go towards Bible distribution. 
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