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A WORD FROM
THE AUTHOR

Dear Friend,

Somewhere in your mind is a novel—your novel. Your novel about your future.
You don’t have all the details worked out, but you’ve got some pretty good ideas about
characters and storyline. You envision a spouse or dear friend, kids, maybe grandkids.
Your story includes good health, ample income, honest love, early retirement. We’ve all
got a story we’re working on.

But just when we’re ready for the manuscript to be bound and published, God
exercises editorial authority.

He adds a character with a surprise pregnancy.

He removes a character through a sudden tragedy.

He reverses the order of events. The manuscript you wrote called for retirement,
then old age. The manuscript you are living has you aging, with no sign of retirement.

In your story you lead a long and happy life. How would you feel if he gave you the
happy life but edited out the long part?

What do you do when God edits your story?

That’s no small question. Indeed, it is the question. Every person knows the challenge

VII
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A\ WORD FROM THE AUTHOR

of an edited storyline. When God edits yours, how do you react? Fear or faith? Anger
or trust? Do you turn away from God or turn toward him?

To help us choose the latter, God tells us stories. He chronicles life after life of
people who faced what you and I face. He packed the Bible full of personalities and
profiles, all written so that you and I would know how to respond when our own stories
take unexpected turns.

Are you struggling with guilt? Then meet Peter, the apostle who bailed on Jesus.

Facing an impossible challenge? So was a boy named David.

Have you exhausted your box of second chances? Then consider the plight of the
woman found in the act of adultery.

For every person, Scripture has a story. For every problem, God has a promise. For
each occasion when we feel our story is coming undone, God steps in with a message:
“Just trust me. I’'m the author and the finisher of your life!”

My prayer for all who hold this book is simple. May you remember that your story
is being written by a good Father who knows and loves you. In his hands, your story

will have an amazing ending.

Vet

VIII
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ABIGATL

Abigail flew into action. She took two hundred loaves of bread, two skins
of wine, five sheep dressed out and ready for cooking, a bushel of roasted
grain, a hundred raisin cakes, and two hundred fig cakes, and she had it all
loaded on some donkeys. Then she said to her young servants, “Go ahead
and pave the way for me. I’'m right behind you.” But she said nothing to her
husband Nabal.

As she was riding her donkey, descending into a ravine, David and
his men were descending from the other end, so they met there on the
road. David had just said, “That sure was a waste, guarding everything
this man had out in the wild so that nothing he had was lost—and now he
rewards me with insults. A real slap in the face! May God do his worst to
me if Nabal and every cur in his misbegotten brood aren’t dead meat by
morning!”

As soon as Abigail saw David, she got off her donkey and fell on her
knees at his feet, her face to the ground in homage, saying, “My master, let

me take the blame! Let me speak to you. Listen to what | have to say. Don’t
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THEY WALKED WITH GOD

dwell on what that brute Nabal did. He acts out the meaning of his name:
Nabal, Fool. Foolishness oozes from him.

“| wasn’t there when the young men my master sent arrived. | didn’t see
them.”

And David said, “Blessed be God, the God of Israel. He sent you to meet me!
And blessed be your good sense! Bless you for keeping me from murder and
taking charge of looking out for me. A close call! As God lives, the God of
Israel who kept me from hurting you, if you had not come as quickly as you
did, stopping me in my tracks, by morning there would have been nothing
left of Nabal but dead meat.”

Then David accepted the gift she brought him and said, “Return home

in peace. I’'ve heard what you’ve said and I’ll do what you’ve asked.”

rnest Gordon groans in the Death House of Chungkai, Burma. He listens to

the moans of the dying and smells the stench of the dead. Pitiless jungle heat

bakes his skin and parches his throat. Had he the strength, he could wrap one
hand around his bony thigh. But he has neither the energy nor the interest. Diphtheria
has drained both; he can’t walk; he can’t even feel his body. He shares a cot with flies
and bedbugs and awaits a lonely death in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp.

How harsh the war has been on him. He entered World War II in his early twenties,
a robust Highlander in Scotland’s Argyle and Sutherland Brigade. But then came the
capture by the Japanese, months of backbreaking labor in the jungle, daily beatings,
and slow starvation. Scotland seems forever away. Civility, even farther.

The Allied soldiers behave like barbarians, stealing from each other, robbing dying
colleagues, fighting for food scraps. Servers shortchange rations so they can have extra
for themselves. The law of the jungle has become the law of the camp.

Gordon is happy to bid it adieu. Death by disease trumps life in Chungkai. But

then something wonderful happens. Two new prisoners, in whom hope still stirs, are
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transferred to the camp. Though also sick and frail, they heed a higher code. They share
their meager meals and volunteer for extra work. They cleanse Gordon’s ulcerated sores
and massage his atrophied legs. They give him his first bath in six weeks. His strength
slowly returns and, with it, his dignity.

Their goodness proves contagious, and Gordon contracts a case. He begins to treat
the sick and share his rations. He even gives away his few belongings. Other soldiers
do likewise. Over time, the tone of the camp softens and brightens. Sacrifice replaces
selfishness. Soldiers hold worship services and Bible studies.

Twenty years later, when Gordon served as chaplain of Princeton University, he
described the transformation with these words:

Death was still with us—no doubt about that. But we were slowly being freed from

its destructive grip. . . . Selfishness, hatred . . . and pride were all anti-life. Love . . .
self-sacrifice . . . and faith, on the other hand, were the essence of life . . . gifts of God
to men. . . . Death no longer had the last word at Chungkai.!

Selfishness, hatred, and pride—you don’t have to go to a POW camp to find them.
A dormitory will do just fine. As will the boardroom of a corporation or the bedroom
of a marriage or the backwoods of a country. The code of the jungle is alive and well.
Every man for himself. Survival of the fittest.

Does the code contaminate your world? Do personal possessive pronouns dominate
the language of your circle? My career, my dreams, my stuff. I want things to go my
way on my schedule. If so, you know how savage this giant can be. Yet, every so often,
a diamond glitters in the mud. A comrade shares, a soldier cares, or Abigail, stunning
Abigail, stands on your trail.

She lived in the days of David and was married to Nabal, whose name means “fool”
in Hebrew. He lived up to the definition.

Nabal needed the protection. He was “churlish and ill-behaved—a real Calebbite
dog. . .. He is so ill-natured that one cannot speak to him” (1 Sam. 25:3, 17).2 Nabal’s
world revolved around one person—Nabal. He owed nothing to anybody and laughed
at the thought of sharing with anyone. Especially David.

David played a Robin Hood role in the wilderness. He and his six hundred sol-

diers protected the farmers and shepherds from brigands and Bedouins. Israel had no

(%]
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highway patrol or police force, so David and his mighty men met a definite need in the
countryside. They guarded with enough effectiveness to prompt one of Nabal’s shep-
herds to say, “Night and day they were a wall around us all the time we were herding
our sheep near them” (25:16 N1v).

Trouble began to brew after the harvest. With sheep sheared and hay gathered, it was
time to bake bread, roast lamb, and pour wine. Take a break from the furrows and flocks
and enjoy the fruit of the labor. As we pick up the story, Nabal’s men are doing just that.

David hears of the gala and thinks his men deserve an invitation. He sends ten men
to Nabal with this request: “We come at a happy time, so be kind to my young men.
Please give anything you can find for them and for your son David” (25:8 Ncv).

Boorish Nabal scoffs at the thought:

Who is David, and who is the son of Jesse? There are many servants nowadays who
break away each one from his master. Shall I then take my bread and my water and my
meat that I have killed for my shearers, and give it to men when I do not know where

they are from? (25:10-11 NKJV)

Nabal pretends he’s never heard of David, lumping him in with runaway slaves and
vagabonds. Such insolence infuriates the messengers, and they turn on their heels and
hurry back to David with a full report.

David doesn’t need to hear the news twice. He tells the men to form a posse. Or,
more precisely, “Strap on your swords!” (25:12 MsG).

Four hundred men mount up and take off. Eyes glare. Nostrils flare. Lips snarl.
Testosterone flows. David and his troops thunder down on Nabal, the scoundrel, who
obliviously drinks beer and eats barbecue with his buddies. The road rumbles as David
grumbles, “May God do his worst to me if Nabal and every cur in his misbegotten
brood aren’t dead meat by morning!” (25:22 MsG).

Then, all of a sudden, beauty appears. A daisy lifts her head in the desert; a swan
lands at the meatpacking plant; a whiff of perfume floats through the men’s locker
room. Abigail, the wife of Nabal, stands on the trail. Whereas he is brutish and mean,

she is “intelligent and good-looking” (25:3 MsG).
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Brains and beauty. Abigail puts both to work. When she learns of Nabal’s crude
response, she springs into action. With no word to her husband, she gathers gifts and
races to intercept David. As David and his men descend a ravine, she takes her position,
armed with “two hundred loaves of bread, two skins of wine, five sheep dressed out and
ready for cooking, a bushel of roasted grain, a hundred raisin cakes, and two hundred
fig cakes, . . . all loaded on some donkeys” (25:18 MsaG).

Four hundred men rein in their rides. Some gape at the food; others gawk at the
female.

Abigail’s no fool. She knows the importance of the moment. She stands as the
final barrier between her family and sure death. Falling at David’s feet, she issues a
plea worthy of a paragraph in Scripture. “On me, my lord, on me let this iniquity be!
And please let your maidservant speak in your ears, and hear the words of your maid-
servant” (25:24 NKJV).

She doesn’t defend Nabal but agrees that he is a scoundrel. She begs not for justice
but forgiveness, accepting blame when she deserves none. “Please forgive the trespass
of your maidservant” (25:28 NxJV). She offers the gifts from her house and urges David
to leave Nabal to God and avoid the dead weight of remorse.

Her words fall on David like July sun on ice. He melts.

Blessed be Gop, the God of Israel. He sent you to meet me! . . . A close call! . . . if you
had not come as quickly as you did, stopping me in my tracks, by morning there would
have been nothing left of Nabal but dead meat. . . . I've heard what you’ve said and I’ll
do what you’ve asked. (25:32-35 MsG)

David returns to camp. Abigail returns to Nabal. She finds him too drunk for con-
versation so waits until the next morning to describe how close David came to camp
and Nabal came to death. “Right then and there he had a heart attack and fell into a
coma. About ten days later Gop finished him off and he died” (25:37-38 MsG).

When David learns of Nabal’s death and Abigail’s sudden availability, he thanks
God for the first and takes advantage of the second. Unable to shake the memory of

the pretty woman in the middle of the road, he proposes, and she accepts. David gets
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a new wife, Abigail a new home, and we have a great principle: beauty can overcome
barbarism.

Meekness saved the day that day. Abigail’s gentleness reversed a river of anger.
Humility has such power. Apologies can disarm arguments. Contrition can defuse
rage. Olive branches do more good than battle-axes ever will. “Soft speech can break
bones” (Prov. 25:15 NLT).

Abigail teaches so much. The contagious power of kindness. The strength of a
gentle heart. Her greatest lesson, however, is to take our eyes from her beauty and set
them on someone else’s. She lifts our thoughts from a rural trail to a Jerusalem cross.
Abigail never knew Jesus. She lived a thousand years before his sacrifice. Nevertheless,
her story prefigures his life.

Abigail placed herself between David and Nabal. Jesus placed himself between God
and us. Abigail volunteered to be punished for Nabal’s sins. Jesus allowed heaven to
punish him for yours and mine. Abigail turned away the anger of David. Didn’t Christ
shield you from God’s?

He was our “Mediator who can reconcile God and humanity—the man Christ
Jesus. He gave his life to purchase freedom for everyone” (1 Tim. 2:5-6 NLT). Who is a
mediator but one who stands in between? And what did Christ do but stand in between
God’s anger and our punishment? Christ intercepted the wrath of heaven.

Something remotely similar happened at the Chungkai camp. One evening after
work detail, a Japanese guard announced that a shovel was missing. The officer kept the
Allies in formation, insisting that someone had stolen it. Screaming in broken English,
he demanded that the guilty man step forward. He shouldered his rifle, ready to kill
one prisoner at a time until a confession was made.

A Scottish soldier broke ranks, stood stiffly at attention, and said, “I did it.” The
officer unleashed his anger and beat the man to death. When the guard was finally
exhausted, the prisoners picked up the man’s body and their tools and returned to camp.
Only then were the shovels recounted. The Japanese soldier had made a mistake. No
shovel was missing after all.?

Who does that? What kind of person would take the blame for something he
didn’t do?
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When you find the adjective, attach it to Jesus. “God has piled all our sins, every-
thing we’ve done wrong, on him, on him” (Isa. 53:6 MsG). God treated his innocent Son
like the guilty human race, his Holy One like a lying scoundrel, his Abigail like a Nabal.

Christ lived the life we could not live and took the punishment we could not take
to offer the hope we cannot resist. His sacrifice begs us to ask this question: If he so
loved us, can we not love each other? Having been forgiven, can we not forgive? Having
feasted at the table of grace, can we not share a few crumbs? “My dear, dear friends, if
God loved us like this, we certainly ought to love each other” (1 John 4:11 msg).

Do you find your Nabal world hard to stomach? Then do what David did: stop
staring at Nabal. Shift your gaze to Christ. Look more at the Mediator and less at the
troublemakers. “Don’t let evil get the best of you; get the best of evil by doing good”
(Rom. 12:21 MsG). One prisoner can change a camp. One Abigail can save a family. Be

the beauty amidst your beasts and see what happens.

REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

Describe a time you saw the good influence of one person change the
atmosphere of a group or organization.
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What specific environment could you reshape by your good influence?

THEY WALKED WITH GOD

How could you be the “beauty” that brings peace to a tense or combative

situation? What would you hope to accomplish?

They Walked with God_content.indd 10
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ABIGATL

Read Proverbs 15:1. Which half of this verse did Nabal demonstrate? Which
half of this verse did Abigail demonstrate? Which half of this verse do you
normally demonstrate?

Think of a person you have injured, insulted, or alienated. Ask God to
give you the grace and the humility to approach this person and ask
for forgiveness. Pray that the Lord will bring peace and healing to the
situation.

IT
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ANANIAS AND SAUL

Ananias went his way and entered the house; and laying his hands on him
he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as
you came, has sent me that you may receive your sight and be filled with
the Holy Spirit.”

nanias hurries through the narrow Damascus streets.* His dense and bristling
beard does not hide his serious face. Friends call as he passes, but he doesn’t
pause. He murmurs as he goes, “Saul? Saul? No way. Can’t be true.”

He wonders if he misheard the instructions. Wonders if he should turn around and
inform his wife. Wonders if he should stop and tell someone where he is headed in case
he never returns. But he doesn’t. Friends would call him a fool. His wife would tell him
not to go.

But he has to. He scampers through the courtyard of chickens, towering cam-

els, and little donkeys. He steps past the shop of the tailor and doesn’t respond

I5
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to the greeting of the tanner. He keeps moving until he reaches the street called
Straight. The inn has low arches and large rooms with mattresses. Nice by Damascus
standards, the place of choice for any person of significance or power, and Saul is
certainly both.

Ananias and the other Christians have been preparing for him. Some of the disciples
have left the city. Others have gone into hiding. Saul’s reputation as a Christian-killer
preceded him. But the idea of Saul the Christ follower? That was the message of the
vision. Ananias replays it one more time.

“Arise and go to the street called Straight, and inquire at the house of Judas for
one called Saul of Tarsus, for behold, he is praying. And in a vision he has seen a man
named Ananias coming in and putting his hand on him, so that he might receive his
sight” (Acts 9:11-12 NKJV).

Ananias nearly choked on his matzo. This isn’t possible! He reminded God of Saul’s
hard heart. “I have heard from many about this man, how much harm he has done to
Your saints in Jerusalem” (v. 13 NKJV). Saul a Christian?

But God wasn’t teasing. “Go, for he is a chosen vessel of Mine to bear My name
before Gentiles, kings, and the children of Israel” (v. 15 NKJV).

Ananias rehashes the words as he walks. The name Saul doesn’t couple well with
chosen vessel. Saul the thickhead—yes. Saul the critic—okay. But Saul the “chosen
vessel”? Ananias shakes his head at the thought. By now he is halfway down Straight
Street and seriously considering turning around and going home. He would have, except
the two guards spot him.

“What brings you here?” they shout from the second story. They stand at attention.
Their faces are wintry with unrest. Ananias knows who they are—soldiers from the
temple. Traveling companions of Saul. “I’ve been sent to help the rabbi.”

They lower their spears. “We hope you can. Something has happened to him. He
doesn’t eat or drink. Scarcely speaks.”

Ananias can’t turn back now. He ascends the stone stairs. The guards step aside,
and Ananias steps into the doorway. He gasps at what he sees. A gaunt man sitting
cross-legged on the floor, half shadowed by a shaft of sunlight. Hollow-cheeked and
dry-lipped, he rocks back and forth, groaning a prayer.
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“How long has he been like this?”

“Three days.”

Saul’s head sits large on his shoulders. He has a beaked nose and a bushy ridge for
eyebrows. The food on the plate and the water in the cup sit untouched on the floor.
His eyes stare out of their sockets in the direction of an open window. A crusty film
covers them. Saul doesn’t even wave the flies away from his face. Ananias hesitates. If
this is a setup, he is history. If not, the moment is.

No one could fault Ananias’s reluctance. Saul saw Christians as couriers of a plague.
He stood near the high priest at Stephen’s trial. He watched over the coats of stone-
throwers at the execution. He nodded in approval at Stephen’s final breath. And when
the Sanhedrin needed a hit man to terrorize the church, Saul stepped forward. He
became the Angel of Death. He descended on the Christians in a fury “uttering threats
with every breath” (Acts 9:1 NLT). He “persecuted the church of God beyond measure
and tried to destroy it” (Gal. 1:13 NKjV).

Ananias knew what Saul had done to the church in Jerusalem. What he was about
to learn, however, is what Jesus had done to Saul on the road to Damascus.

The trip was Saul’s idea. The city had seen large numbers of conversions. When
word of the revival reached Saul, he made his request: “Send me.” So the fiery young
Hebrew left Jerusalem on his first missionary journey, hell-bent on stopping the church.
The journey to Damascus was a long one, one hundred and fifty miles. Saul likely rode
horseback, careful to bypass the Gentile villages. This was a holy journey.

It was also a hot journey. The lowland between Mount Hermon and Damascus
could melt silver. The sun struck like spears; the heat made waves out of the horizon.
Somewhere on this thirsty trail, Jesus knocked Saul to the ground and asked him, “Saul,
Saul, why are you persecuting Me?” (Acts 9:4 NKJV).

Saul jammed his fists into his eye sockets as if they were filled with sand. He rolled
onto his knees and lowered his head down to the earth. ““Who are You, Lord?’ Then
the Lord said, ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting’” (v. 5 NkJv). When Saul lifted
his head to look, the living centers of his eyes had vanished. He was blind. He had the
vacant stare of a Roman statue.

His guards rushed to help. They led him to the Damascus inn and walked with
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him up the stairwell. By the time Ananias arrives, blind Saul has begun to see Jesus in
a different light.

Ananias enters and sits on the stone floor. He takes the hand of the had-been ter-
rorist and feels it tremble. He observes Saul’s quivering lips. Taking note of the sword
and spear resting in the corner, Ananias realizes Christ has already done the work. All
that remains is for Ananias to show Saul the next step. “Brother Saul . ..” (How sweet
those words must have sounded. Saul surely wept upon hearing them.)

“Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you came, has
sent me that you may receive your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit” (v. 17 NKJV).

Tears rush like a tide against the crusts on Saul’s eyes. The scaly covering loosens
and falls away. He blinks and sees the face of his new friend.

Within the hour he’s stepping out of the waters of baptism. Within a few days
he’s preaching in a synagogue. The first of a thousand sermons. Saul soon becomes
Paul, and Paul preaches from the hills of Athens, pens letters from the bowels of
prisons, and ultimately sires a genealogy of theologians, including Aquinas, Luther,
and Calvin.

God used Paul to touch the world. But he first used Ananias to touch Paul. Has
God given you a similar assignment? Has God given you a Saul?

Everyone else has written off your Saul. “He’s too far gone.” “She’s too hard . . .
too addicted . . . too old . . . too cold.” No one gives your Saul a prayer. But you are
beginning to realize that maybe God is at work behind the scenes. Maybe it’s too soon
to throw in the towel . . . You begin to believe.

Don’t resist these thoughts. Joseph didn’t. His brothers sold him into Egyptian
slavery. Yet he welcomed them into his palace.

David didn’t. King Saul had a vendetta against David, but David had a soft spot for
Saul. He called him “the LorD’s anointed” (1 Sam. 24:10 NKJV).

Hosea didn’t. His wife, Gomer, was queen of the red-light district, but Hosea kept
his front door open. And she came home.

Of course, no one believed in people more than Jesus did. He saw something in
Peter worth developing, in the adulterous woman worth forgiving, and in John worth

harnessing. He saw something in the thief on the cross, and what he saw was worth
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saving. And in the life of a wild-eyed, bloodthirsty extremist, he saw an apostle of grace.
He believed in Saul. And he believed in Saul through Ananias.

“Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you came,
has sent me that you may receive your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts
9:17 NKJV).

Don’t give up on your Saul. When others write him off, give him another chance.
Stay strong. Call him brother. Call her sister. Tell your Saul about Jesus, and pray. And
remember this: God never sends you where he hasn’t already been. By the time you reach
your Saul, who knows what you’ll find?

My favorite Ananias-type story involves a couple of college roommates. The
Ananias of the pair was a tolerant soul. He tolerated his friend’s late-night drunken-
ness, midnight throw-ups, and all-day sleep-ins. He didn’t complain when his friend
disappeared for the weekend or smoked cigarettes in the car. He could have requested
a roommate who went to church more or cursed less or cared about something other
than impressing girls.

But he hung with his personal Saul, seeming to think that something good could
happen if the guy could pull his life together. So he kept cleaning up the mess, inviting
his roommate to church, and covering his back.

I don’t remember a bright light or a loud voice. I’ve never traveled a desert road
to Damascus. But I distinctly remember Jesus knocking me off my perch and flipping
on the light. It took four semesters, but Steve’s example and Jesus’ message finally got
through.

So if this book lifts your spirit, you might thank God for my Ananias, Steve Green.
Even more, you might listen to that voice in your heart and look on your map for a

street called Straight.
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Think of a famous person who boldly declares his or her faith. How has the
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REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

public reacted to this?

Share a story either about yourself or someone whom you know personally

who made an unexpected radical conversion to God.
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“Has God given you a Saul?” Is there someone in your life whom most people
have given up on and dismissed? How could you be an Ananias for that person?

ANANIAS AND SAUL

What does Scripture say about reaching out to those in need? How can you
be more sensitive to the Father’s promptings in this area?
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How would you describe your conversion? Was it sudden or gradual? What
are you doing to help others experience conversion?
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