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Curious facts about Bible heroes (part 1)


As we learn about famous Bible heroes, we tend to hear the same stories over and over, which help us build up a picture in our minds about each person. We "know" David as the shepherd boy who killed Goliath; was chosen by God to be king; and was the great warrior who conquered all Israel's enemies and made the Kingdom of Israel great. We "know" Moses was the Hebrew baby boy rescued from the river, who grew up in Egypt's palace and later ran off into the desert, where God called him to lead the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt. But if we take the time to really study each hero in the Bible, we often discover curious facts and surprising little stories that help us see what that bible hero was REALLY like!


We want to begin by taking a closer look at Abraham - that great patriarch of Israel and father of our faith. Most Sunday School lessons teach us how Abraham was told by God to leave his home and go to the land of Canaan (about 400 miles away). There God promised him that he would have many descendants and the land would always belong to them. Abraham was already 75 years old, and his wife was 65, but finally after waiting another 25 years, their promised son Isaac was born. There are many stories about what happened to Abraham and his family, and we can learn how Abraham kept trusting God's promises and God never let him down. We see Abraham as being an old man who lived in a tent and wandered around the land, talking with God and being blessed as a result. But in the middle of the story, in Genesis Chapter 14, we read a short story that might surprise us.


Abraham was blessed by God and grew very rich - owning much livestock and having hundreds of servants. The people of that region had been taken over by neighboring kingdoms and finally several of the local kings (including those of the wicked towns of Sodom and Gomorrah) had had enough and declared war. There was terrible fighting between the armies, ending in a big defeat, and the enemy kings took away many townspeople as captives, along with all that they owned - including Abraham's nephew Lot who was living in Sodom. When Abraham found out, even though he was in his 80s, we read how he took 318 of his trained servants and chased after the enemy army (remember they didn't have vehicles or even horses!). He chased them for about 100 miles until he caught up with them, and then he attacked them at night and fought them. It must have been quite a battle because he continued to fight the enemy and chased them about another 100 miles all the way back to their own land! Not only that, but he and his men freed Lot and all the other captives and brought them back to Canaan, along with all the goods that had been taken! 
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So Abraham must have been quite a fierce and clever warrior as well, willing to fight hard to save his nephew (who had chosen to live in a wicked town!). It is a good reminder not to judge someone by their outward appearance and what we THINK we know about them! Some of the "old" Christians you know may have done some amazing things in their life and you could learn a lot from talking with them!
Curious facts about Bible heroes (part 2)

When we think of famous women in the Bible who were known for their beauty, we immediately think of Esther. She was the young Jewish girl who grew up as an exile in Susa, the capital city of the Persian Empire. This great empire, which stretched from India to East Africa, was ruled over by King Xerxes who was very rich. His wife, Vashti, was so beautiful that the king wanted to show her off to all the guests he had invited for a special feast. But Vashti refused to come to the king, which embarrassed him, so he sent her away from the palace and looked for a new wife. Many beautiful young girls were chosen to be presented to the king, including Esther. The Bible describes her as "beautiful and lovely" and the king chose her above all the others to be his wife. As a result, later God was able to use Esther to save all the Jewish people from being killed. You can read the whole story in the Old Testament book of Esther.


But there is also another very beautiful woman in the Old Testament whose beauty is often overlooked.  She was not just beautiful as a girl, but was still very beautiful when she was very old!! We first read about Abraham's wife in Genesis 12, when they left Haran to go start a new life in the Promised Land. Abraham was then 75 and Sarah was 65! Not long after they arrived in Canaan there was a terrible famine and there was no food, so Abraham took Sarah to Egypt. There, because of her great beauty, she was taken into Pharaoh's harem (which is where Pharaoh kept all his girlfriends). Abraham was afraid he would be killed if they knew he was her husband, so they told the Egyptians they were brother and sister. But after a while God sent a plague on Pharaoh and his household as a punishment, and it came out that Sarah was really Abraham's wife. Pharaoh was very angry and sent them away back to Canaan.


Then over 20 years later, when Sarah was over 85 years old, it happened again when Abraham took her to Gerar (Genesis 20). The king there, Abimelech, took Sarah into his harem because she was so beautiful!! Again Abraham said he was her brother rather than her husband, and again finally God punished Abimelech and his household. This time Abimelech had not touched Sarah, but he was very upset at being deceived. He gave Abraham gifts of sheep and slaves, and they parted in peace. Sarah must have been incredibly beautiful to still catch the eye of a king when she was 85! - and that was of course even before she became mother to their promised son, Isaac.
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Curious facts about Bible heroes (part 3)

After the Israelites finally entered the Promised Land, led by Moses and Joshua, we read what happened next in the book of Judges. We think of a judge as being someone who sits in a courtroom and decides the punishment for people who have broken the law and done wrong. Or perhaps we think of a judge as the one who decides which piece of craftwork or which trained animal is the best and should receive an award. But we read in Judges 2:16-19 that: "Then the Lord chose leaders called judges..... Many times the enemies of Israel did bad things to the people, so the Israelites would cry for help. And each time the Lord felt sorry for the people and sent a judge to save them from their enemies. The Lord was always with those judges. Each time the Israelites were saved from their enemies. But when each judge died, the Israelites again sinned and started worshiping the false gods...." (ERV). 


It goes on to explain more in Judges 3:1-4: "These are the nations that the Lord left in the land to test those Israelites who had not experienced the wars of Canaan. He did this to teach warfare to generations of Israelites who had no experience in battle..... These people were left to test the Israelites—to see whether they would obey the commands the Lord had given to their ancestors through Moses." (NLT)


We can go on to read about many different judges. Deborah was actually a woman, and she did hold court and settle arguments between people, but also through her obedience and faith in God the enemy were defeated (chapter 4). Gideon was a poor, humble man used by God to lead a small army against a mighty enemy and defeat them. God used him as a leader and judge, even though Gideon would not accept being made king by the people (chapter 6-8). One of the best known judges was Samson, famous for killing many of the Philistines with his super strength. His story is told in chapters 13-16 and there are many very interesting points about his life. 


From before he was born, Samson was chosen by God to be a "judge" and was raised up by his parents in a very special way, yet he was not a very good example of a holy man! He kept falling in love with the wrong women, and as a result was deceived and betrayed several times (and seemed to never learn!). Yet God used that weakness, along with his temper and determination to pay back those who wronged him, to destroy Israel's enemies! One time (in chapter 15) he caught 300 foxes and tied them together in pairs by their tails (just imagine how hard THAT would be!) and then he set a lighted torch in each pair of tails and set the foxes all loose in the fields and vineyards of the enemy, so that all the Philistines' harvest was destroyed! When this resulted in war between the Israelites and the Philistines, Samson ended up killing 1,000 of the enemy with a donkey's jaw bone! Samson doesn't seem much like a judge, yet God used him to save the Israelites from their enemies and teach that generation how to be warriors to protect the land of Israel. 
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Curious facts about Bible heroes (part 4)

One of the Bible stories often told to children is that of Jonah and the "whale". It is a very exciting story that shows how God still loves and forgives his people even when they disobey him and try to run from him! We read (in the book of Jonah) that God told one of his prophets, Jonah, to go to preach to the people of the Assyrian capital, Nineveh, who were very wicked and were enemies of Israel. But Jonah did not want to do so. We learn later that it was because the people of Nineveh were Gentiles and Jonah did not think that God should forgive them and save them. So instead, Jonah immediately got on a ship to go as far as possible in the opposite direction. But a great storm blew up almost destroying the ship and all on board. Jonah realized it was his fault for disobeying God, so finally persuaded the sailors to throw him overboard, ending the storm.


But God did not let Jonah drown - instead he sent a whale or a big fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah stayed alive inside the fish for 3 whole days! We can all picture that and imagine how awful it must have been inside the fish's stomach....the smell...the fear...the panic! Jonah cried out to God, begging for help and forgiveness, and he vowed to do what God wanted. God caused the fish to miraculously vomit Jonah onto dry land - and immediately Jonah hurried off to preach in Nineveh, which was a very large city. He obeyed God and preached throughout the city that God would destroy them all for their wickedness in 40 days if they did not repent. When the king heard it, he immediately repented and proclaimed that everyone in the land should fast and repent and cry out to God to be saved. When God saw this, He forgave them and did not destroy them after all (although some years later, after they returned to their evil ways, God allowed them to be destroyed by the Babylonians). 


But there is another curious part to this story. Jonah got upset because God did not destroy Nineveh, and he became very angry and had a real pity party! He went and sat down outside the city to see what would happen and even wished he could die!! But God made a vine grow up over where Jonah was to give him shade from the sun and help him feel better. This made Jonah happy - until the next day when God sent a worm to chew up the vine so that it died! The sun and hot wind scorched Jonah and he was so miserable he wanted to die again! 

God asked him if he had a right to be angry at the vine, and Jonah said that yes, he did. So God replied that if Jonah was so worried about the vine that he hadn't even planted or cared for, didn't God have a right to be concerned about the more than 120,000 people of Nineveh who did not know right from wrong? It is a good reminder that God loves everyone, even the wicked and those who we don't care about, and we should remember that God wants us to tell EVERYONE about His love and forgiveness! 
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Curious facts about Bible heroes (part 5)

An Old Testament story often told to children is that of Samuel, as the story of his early years is one of the few stories about children in the Bible. His mother, Hannah, went for many years without having children, which made her very sad. Also, her husband's other wife had several children and so she frequently made fun of Hannah for not having any! Year after year when they went to give sacrifices at the House of the Lord in Shiloh, Hannah was mocked and laughed at by her rival. Finally one year she went to the altar and cried out her heart to God. She made a vow that if God allowed her to have a child, she would give up the child to be in service to God all his life. The old priest, Eli, overheard her cries but presumed she was drunk! (That showed he wasn't a very kind priest!). But when he learned the truth, Eli gave her a blessing and sent her on her way, and Hannah believed that God had heard her prayer. Sure enough, not long after, Hannah's prayer was answered and she became pregnant. She gave birth to a little boy she named Samuel. She loved him very much and took care of him for about 3 years until he could eat regular food. But then, even though it must have broken her heart, she took him to the House of God and left him with Eli to learn how to serve and obey God.


We go on to read at the beginning of 1 Samuel, how even at a young age Samuel began to hear God speaking to him; and as he learned to recognize God's voice, he told others all that God said, which always came true. Later Samuel became a great prophet who was known and loved throughout all the land of Israel. But if we read carefully in chapter 2, we discover some very interesting facts about the priest Eli and his two sons who were in charge of raising Samuel.


1 Samuel 2:12-17 says "The sons of Eli were base and worthless and didn't know or respect the Lord..." It goes on to tell how these two would threaten the people coming to sacrifice, in order to get the best meat for themselves! This was stealing from God, and was a great sin!


v.22-25 tells how Eli heard how his sons slept with women at the door of the House of God and how all Israel talked about their evil ways. He warned his sons but they didn't listen to him.


1 Samuel 3:11-13 says that God told Samuel he was about to judge and punish Eli's family because Eli knew about it but didn't stop his sons from sinning and doing evil.


So young Samuel must have seen all that wickedness. Eli and his sons were very bad examples, yet Samuel didn't grow up to be like them! His heart was eager to hear and obey God, and God protected him from all the wickedness around him. What a wonderful encouragement and example for children who have a terrible home life with family members deep in sin! If their heart seeks to know God and serve Him, God can protect them and guide them to do right!
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Curious facts about Bible heroes (part 6)

The famous story of Moses leading the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt and back to the promised land of Israel is probably one of the most well-known and important ones in the Old Testament. We read in the Book of Exodus that the Israelites had over 600,000 men of fighting age when they arrived near Jericho and were ready to enter Israel. But then God took Moses to Heaven and Joshua was appointed to be the leader. Joshua was in fact one of the only TWO "old" men left among all those Israelites, as he and Caleb were the two spies who returned with a good report from going to check out the land of Canaan just a year or so after the Israelites arrived in the wilderness (Numbers 13). The other 10 spies fearfully reported the land was filled with giants and the Israelites could not possibly take it. Because of their fear and lack of trust in God to help them, the Israelites were left to wander in the wilderness for 40 years - until everyone in that generation (aged over 20 years old) had died, with the exception of Joshua and Caleb.


It is believed that Joshua was about 40 years old when they all left Egypt, and he was the leader of the Israelites whenever they went into battle, from the first time against the Amalekites in the wilderness (Exodus 17) until the battle for Jericho and the other cities of Canaan that were taken over by the Israelites. So this great fighting man was in his 80's when he led the Israelites (all under the age of 60) to march around the walls of Jericho. As they finally all shouted at once, God did a great miracle and caused the massive walls to fall down and the city of Jericho was taken.


With everyone excited about this win, Joshua sent spies to check out the next town of Ai. They returned saying that it would be no problem as it had few men, so only 3,000 of the 600,000 Israelite men went to attack it, but they failed and were all chased away and killed. This came as a huge shock to Joshua and the leaders of Israel! Joshua fell down and begged God to know why it had happened. God revealed to him that some of the Israelites had stolen silver and gold from Jericho instead of putting it into the treasury for the Lord. The Israelites were all told to pray and present themselves before God tribe by tribe and then family by family. God revealed to Joshua which family was guilty. The gold and silver were found, and the family were all punished by death. 


It was an important reminder that God must be obeyed, as without His blessing there would only be defeat. Joshua took the whole army and planned the next attack against Ai. This time it went well and the whole city was destroyed. Even though Joshua was old, he went on to lead the Israelite army to conquer the land and there were many years of peace before he died at the age of 110! 
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Curious facts about Bible heroes (part 7)

One of the most famous kings of Israel was King Solomon. He is remembered for building the beautiful temple in Jerusalem, and he was famous all around the world at that time as being the wisest man of all. We can read about him in the book of 1 Kings, where we learn many fascinating facts about him. It seems he was the greatest king of all - until we read about the mistakes he made toward the end of his life!


Solomon was one of King David's youngest sons, and his mother was the famous Bathsheba, whom David saw bathing on her rooftop and fell in love with. Unfortunately she was already married and King David ended up lying, plotting and finally having her husband killed so that he himself could marry her (although he already had several other wives!). But David confessed his sins and repented, and finally Solomon was born. David chose Solomon to take over the kingdom after he died, which made his brothers jealous. God appeared to Solomon in a dream and asked him what he wanted. Solomon realized he needed God's help to rule the kingdom, and so instead of asking God for riches or a long life, he asked for a discerning heart to know right from wrong, and wisdom to rule fairly. God was so pleased with Solomon that he granted him special wisdom and also promised to give him riches, honor and a long life as well. Directly after this we read in 1 Kings 3 the very clever way that Solomon discovered the truth about which of two women was telling the truth when one of their babies died. Soon news of his wisdom spread all over the world.


People and even kings and queens came from far away to learn his wisdom, many bringing gold, jewels and all kinds of gifts. 1 Kings 10:14 tells that every year he was given about 25 tons of gold!! That is about 23,000 kilograms, and with the price of gold now in 2017 at about $40,000 per kg, he received about $920,000,000 of gold alone!! His reign was a time of peace and prosperity for Israel. King Solomon was very knowledgeable about nature, and all kinds of plants and animals. He also wrote 3,000 proverbs (many in the Book of Proverbs) and 1,005 songs!


BUT we read in 1 Kings 11:3 that he also married 700 wives and had 300 girlfriends!! Verse 4 tells us: "When Solomon was old, his wives caused him to follow other gods, so he did not follow the Lord completely as his father David did." So after all that God had done to bless him and give him wisdom, Solomon was led astray by his many wives whom he had married from other countries. Many of them worshipped other gods and idols, and persuaded Solomon to build holy places around the country for them to worship, and eventually he forgot God and worshipped the other idols too! It is a good reminder that we must not let our friends or loved ones lead us away from God! 
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Curious facts about Bible heroes (part 8)

Probably one of the most famous people in the New Testament is Paul. He was not one of the disciples or followers of Jesus while Jesus was on earth, but he did have a very special encounter with Jesus one day probably just 2-3 years after Jesus ascended into Heaven. It changed his life forever, and instead of persecuting Christians to imprison them, he began to learn from them about Jesus Christ and quickly became a strong believer. He traveled to lots of different countries around the Mediterranean to preach the Gospel and start churches. He wrote many letters that are recorded in the Bible and teach faith, and how to serve God and live an obedient life as a Christian. 


We can read many exciting stories about Paul in the Book of Acts, but one of my favorites is found in Acts 27-28. Paul was arrested for preaching the Gospel and was being taken to Rome for trial when the ship he was traveling in ran into a terrible storm. It was so bad that all the sailors on board thought the ship would sink and they threw all the cargo overboard, but that didn't help. The storm raged on for many days, then Paul spoke to them all. He said an angel from God had visited him and told him that they would all be saved from death as long as they stayed together on the ship because God's plan was for Paul to stand trial before Caesar, the Roman emperor. Sure enough, the ship ran aground off the island of Malta and was broken to pieces by the waves. But all 276 people on board were able to swim ashore safely.


It was very cold and everyone was exhausted and soaking wet, so the islanders helped them and built a big bonfire to keep everyone warm. As Paul was putting more wood on the fire, a poisonous snake slithered out and bit him on the hand! But Paul shook off the snake into the fire and carried on. Many people knew that Paul was a prisoner and so they said that the gods had sent the snake to kill Paul since he had not died in the shipwreck. They all watched him closely and waited for him to die!


But Paul knew that God wanted him to reach Rome, so he believed that God would not let him die from the snakebite. Sure enough, he was fine! That amazed all the people and so instead they thought he must be a god! They all listened to him when he told them about Jesus, and God used Paul to heal many people on the island who were sick. So the terrible storm and shipwreck ended up with everyone on the island hearing the Gospel and being blessed! If we live our lives for Jesus, God will make sure that nothing stops us from accomplishing God's plan for us!
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