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When I accepted the invitation to their 

homes for a Saturday night barbecue, lit-
tle did I anticipate walking away so deeply 
impressed with a life lesson that I’d be writ-
ing about it 15 years later. 

Their homes—three modest dwellings 
on a small lot separated only by a common courtyard into 
which some 20 or so of us were crowded—housed a grow-
ing clan spanning three generations.

The barbecue on this warm evening in the Philippines 
consisted of bite-size chicken pieces on bamboo skewers, 
slow cooked over scattered coals in an aluminum pan, not 
on a big gas grill like I was used to. But with rice, vegetables 
and fresh fruit for dessert, the meal proved more than sat-
isfying and undoubtedly healthier than I was used to!

As the eating slowed, the excitement grew as one of the 
youngsters rolled out a big black box and began connect-
ing various wires. Seeing my curiosity, the grandfather 
began describing a family tradition. “We don’t have much 
money for entertainment,” he explained. “We could never 
afford the luxury of going to a movie. But a few years ago 
we all decided we could save for this karaoke machine and 
enjoy singing together.” 

And enjoy it we did, as they did nearly every Saturday 
night. As usual, Grandpa started it, crooning his favorite 
Frank Sinatra love song while bouncing a little grandchild 
on each knee. From then on—for the next three hours!—
we sang and laughed with gusto. There were solo perform-
ers, husband-and-wife teams, lively little kids, shy big kids, 
duets, trios and occasionally everyone spontaneously 
joined in. 

Like on an “oldies” radio station, the hits just kept on 
coming. Who cared that no one had a great voice? What we 
had was fun!

Being wealthy without money
Later that night in the quiet of my hotel, I realized 

what was so impressive about that evening. And a couple 
of weeks later, back home in the United States, I urged 

the congregation I pastored to ponder a 
universal truth. This story wasn’t really 
about a sing-along, but about a law of life 
at work:

It doesn’t matter how little money you 
have, if you do the right things, you will 
be rich—rich in the things of life that 
really make you happy.

A close-knit, loving family has to rank 
near the top of the list of life’s greatest 
treasures. 

Here was a family that had little 
money, but overflowed with love, affec-

tion, contentment and happiness. No matter their ages, 
they all obviously enjoyed one another. And they didn’t 
keep it for themselves. Anyone they invited (as they often 
did) to join their cookout and karaoke quickly found them-
selves drawn into that atmosphere. 

I’ve known people who would give all of their physical 
wealth to have what these folks had. 

A culture of caring
Such family bonds don’t happen accidentally. This fam-

ily was blessed to have a patriarch and matriarch who 
understood the most important laws of life and who had 
the wisdom to live by them and instill them in the next 
generations. What I was seeing in their karaoke party was 
really a culture of caring. It was a microcosm of their fam-
ily’s way of life—spending time, working, communicating, 
playing, facing challenges, solving problems, surviving … 
together. 

In this issue we’re spotlighting the importance of fam-
ily, and I hope it helps you to gain the type of wealth this 
Filipino family had amassed. It’s one of life’s greatest trea-
sures and so worth working for!

THE TREASURES OF A FILIPINO FAMILY

Clyde Kilough
Editor

@CKilough

Money can’t buy the joy and 
happiness this family shared! 
Such a culture of caring can 
transform any family.

CONSIDER
THIS

https://twitter.com/CKilough
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WORLDWATCH

Parenting Survey: What Do You Teach Your Children?
We asked our Discern readers to share their experiences as parents and memories of childhood  
in this nonscientific survey:

Learn more about 
what God wants 

for families in 
the articles “7 

Characteristics of 
Healthy Families” 

on PAGE 6 and 
“We Do This 
Because … 

Lessons I Learned 
From My Parents” 

on PAGE 10.

Besides you as a parent, who or what is 
the biggest influence on your children 

in your opinion? (Ranked in order)

How much screen time do you allow your children to 
have during the day?

4%
NONE

10%
UNDER 30 
MINUTES

34%
30 MINUTES 
TO 1 HOUR

45%
1 TO 3 
HOURS

6%
OVER 4 
HOURS

What do you think is the 
biggest threat to the spiritual 
and moral health of your family? 
(Top three answers.)

SOCIETY/
MORALITY

MEDIA/
TELEVISION

BUSYNESS

“Most of what I 
learned was by 

example, the way 
my parents lived 
and conducted 

their lives— 
through God’s 

grace, hard work, 
patience, faith 

and love.”

—RICHARD H.

69%
Percentage of people 

surveyed who intend to 
allow their children to start 
dating at 17 to 18 years old.

What skill did you learn 
as a child that you wish 
more children learned 
today? (Top 6 answers.)

CLEANING COOKING

HARD 
WORK

ART OF 
CONVERSATION

SEWING PLAYING 
OUTSIDE

What three 
character 

traits do you 
think are 
the most 

important to 
instill in your 

children?

HONESTY 85%
KINDNESS 56%
PATIENCE 37%
DILIGENCE 29%
GENEROSITY 23%
CONTENTMENT 22%
ENDURANCE 18%
RESILIENCE 9%
RESOURCEFULNESS 9%
OPTIMISM 7%
AMBITION 5%
TOLERANCE 1%

RESPECT
No. 1 answer 

to the question 
“What character 

trait did you 
learn as a child 
that you wish 
more children 
were taught 

today?”

1
FRIENDS

2
RELATIVES

3
TEACHERS

4
MINISTER

6
POP STARS

5
HOLLYWOOD

7
ATHLETES

8
POLITICIANS
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State of the Family
According to the United Nations, 
families have transformed over 

the past 50 years due to changes 
in their structure. These changes 

include:

Smaller-sized households.

Delayed marriage and childbearing.

Increased divorce rates.

Single parenthood.

Other factors causing changes in 
families include global trends in 
migration, demographic aging, 

the HIV/AIDS pandemic, impacts of 
globalization.

UN

Percentage of Americans 
who agree that it’s important 

for society to have one day 
a week set aside for spiritual 

rest. Only 11 percent disagree.

DESERET NEWS

Learn about 
what God 

intended for 
the Sabbath in 
“The Sabbath: 
A Blessing for 
Families” on 

PAGE 13.

Images of Jesus?

“The imagery that was formed for the new God 
[Jesus] drew upon a variety of potent sources—

the gods, the philosophers, the magicians of 
antiquity. Its dependence on the Gospel, 

however, was curiously oblique.”

—THOMAS F. MATHEWS, The Clash of Gods: A Reinterpretation of 
Early Christian Art, 1993, p. 180.

Religious artists down through the centuries 
had no idea what Christ looked like, so they 

borrowed features from pre-Christian religions 
and incorporated them into the images they drew 

of Jesus. To see how the features given to Jesus in art 
contradict what the Bible does reveal about Him, read 
“What Did and Didn’t Jesus Look Like?” on PAGE 28.

62%

APOLLO

38
Number of commonly 
recognized parables in 
the synoptic Gospels 
(Matthew, Mark and 

Luke). The Gospel of John 
doesn’t contain any. The 
parable of the prodigal 
son and the parable of 

the Good Samaritan 
are some of the most 

well-known, but they are 
found only in Luke.

Learn more 
in the articles 
“The Prodigal 

Son: A 
Parable With 
Overlooked 
Meaning” 

on PAGE 16 
and “Putting 
Character to 
the Test” on 

PAGE 19.

2.5%
Percentage of Americans who 

received help from strangers prior 
to the arrival of emergency first 
responders. Cornell sociologists 

analyzed the data of approximately 
22,500 patients from the 2011 

National Emergency Medical Service 
Information System (NEMSIS). They 
determined that just 1 in 39 people 

received help from bystanders.

DAILY MAIL
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7 Characteristics 
of Healthy Fami-
lies

Studying the common traits shared by 
successful families can help you strengthen 

your family.

By Becky Sweat

7of
Characteristics

Healthy
Families

Relationships
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rowse the self-help section of 
any bookstore or library and 
you will likely find a sea of 
books about creating and main-
taining a healthy and harmoni-
ous family life. Belonging to a 
loving, secure family unit is a 
basic human desire. Most of us 

can readily see the value of close family 
connections. 

A strong family can be a source of emo-
tional support, love, security and protec-
tion, which makes the challenges and 
trials of day-to-day living easier to face. 
Children flourish when they feel loved, 
nurtured and supported by their parents 
and siblings. A good family life can even 
have positive effects on your physical 
and mental health, including improving 
blood pressure and increasing life expec-
tancy.

Certainly, God wants our families to 
succeed and prosper. He designed the 
family to be the basic building block of 
society; thus in order for our communi-
ties to be stable, the families that com-
prise them must be as well. And ulti-
mately, God wants us to have spiritually 
healthy families so we can produce godly 
offspring (Malachi 2:15) and expand His 
family.

But while family relationships are 
important, we all know strong families 
don’t “just happen.” Sustaining a mar-
riage and raising children are challeng-
ing things to do. If we want to have happy 
homes, we have to work hard to create 
them. 

One of the best ways to strengthen 
your family is by studying the common 
traits shared by successful families. When 
you understand what a well-functioning 
family unit looks like, you’ll know what 
changes you may need to make in your 

B
A deep  

commitment to 
one another

Members of strong families have diffi-
culties, disagreements, trials and troubles 
just as everyone else does. Their lives get 
frantic. They get laid-off and can’t find a 
new job. They struggle to make ends meet. 
Kids and parents butt heads. 

What sets them apart is that they don’t 
give up on each other when circum-
stances become strained or unpleasant, or 
when the other party disappoints them or 
lets them down. They have a steady and 
unwavering dedication to each other—a 
commitment to stay together—through 
good times and bad. 

“Their relationship is not based on ‘ifs’ 
or changing circumstances,” observes 
Ken Giese, pastor of the Fort Worth, Texas, 
congregation of the Church of God, a 
Worldwide Association (COGWA), which 
sponsors this magazine. Rather than let 
hard times destroy them or their relation-
ships, strong families work together to 
correct problems. 

“Many times life doesn’t go as smoothly 
as you’d like, and it’s commitment that 
helps carry you through these tough 
times,” adds Cecil Maranville, manager of 
the Personal Correspondence Department 
for COGWA. “This is the kind of commit-
ment that has you still loving your spouse 
or honoring your parents, when, from a 
human perspective, you could come up 
with reasons not to do these things.”

1
own household. Here are some of the most 
vital traits of healthy families, from a bib-
lical perspective:

Studying the common traits shared 
by successful families can help you 
strengthen your family.
By Becky Sweat
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Between long workweeks, school 
activities and household chores, fam-
ily time can be hard to come by. Still, 
healthy families always find time to 
be together, no matter how busy they 
think they are. They know that time 
spent together is crucial.

“When we spend quality time 
together as a family, we express by our 
actions that we value and care about 
each other,” Mr. Giese says. This makes 
family members feel more connected 
to each other and helps build and 
strengthen family bonds.

Family time could mean engag-
ing in shared activities—eating meals 
together, playing games, going on pic-
nics, watching sporting events, enjoy-
ing recreational activities, etc.—but 
it doesn’t have to. “As the Scriptures 
instruct us (Deuteronomy 6:7), the 
best time spent together is everyday 
casual time, without distractions like 
TV, music headphones, video games 
and smart phones,” notes David Reg-
ister, pastor of COGWA’s Redding, Sac-
ramento and Stockton, California, con-
gregations. “The real key to building 
relationships is to spend time together 
in all types of circumstances, including 
mundane, daily activities.”

Family time is 
a top priority2

Members of strong families spend 
a lot of time engaged in conversation 
with each other. “To understand each 
other, family members have to invest 

To be a truly successful family, Mr. 
Maranville says it is vital to not only feel 
appreciation, but to express it: “Appre-
ciation helps motivate family members 
to continue to behave in a positive way 
toward each other. It also helps build 
confidence within a person, so we have 
the wherewithal to meet obstacles that 
are inevitably going to come our way.”

Appreciation should be expressed 
frequently, both verbally and with 

Family 
members look 
out for each 

other—not just 
themselves

Jesus Christ taught His follow-
ers: “Whatever you want men to do to 
you, do also to them” (Matthew 7:12). 
Healthy families do their best to live 
by this “Golden Rule.” Individuals in 
the family consider how others will 
be affected when making important 
decisions. Before speaking, they think 
about whether they would want to be 
on the receiving end of what they’re 
about to say.

“When we treat others, especially 
our family members, as we would hope 
and want to be treated, then we can 
achieve the fruits of a high-functioning 
family,” Mr. Register says. “This should 
be the goal of every family: to create 

5

the time necessary to share their feel-
ings, opinions, concerns and perspec-
tives,” Mr. Maranville says. 

Much of their communication 
occurs while they are spending time 
together. No subject is considered off-
limits. They may talk about routine 
topics like their weekend plans or what 
happened at school or work, or about 
the deeper, more serious issues of life. 
If there are particular issues affecting 
the family, they may plan special fam-
ily meetings to discuss them. 

Making time for conversation is just 
half the equation. Strong families also 
work at developing constructive com-
munication skills. This includes learn-
ing to be open and honest, but still 
speaking in a loving manner (Ephe-
sians 4:15)—focusing on the kind of 
conversation that builds others up 
rather than the type that tears them 
down (Ephesians 4:29); listening care-
fully, without distractions; and not 
“mind-reading” or jumping to false 
conclusions when another person is 
speaking. 

By practicing good communica-
tion skills, family members show they 
respect and are genuinely interested in 
each other. 

meaningful gestures. This might be 
done by telling your spouse how much 
you enjoyed the dinner he or she pre-
pared, or by saying “thank you” to 
your children after they cleaned the 
kitchen. These same sentiments can 
be expressed by leaving notes some-
where for family members to find, 
such as in their lunch boxes, or even 
sending text messages. 

But appreciation shouldn’t be lim-
ited to thanking others for what they 
do for you. Let family members know 
how special they are. Tell your spouse 
and children what qualities you most 
value in them. Say “I love you” often. 
Praise their strengths and accom-
plishments. Let them know you enjoy 
spending time with them. Done sin-
cerely, expressions of love and appre-
ciation deepen the bond between 
family members and strengthen the 
family unit.

Plenty of  
constructive 

communication3
Sincere  

appreciation is  
frequently 
expressed

4
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Ultimately, God wants us to have 
spiritually healthy families so we 
can produce godly offspring and 
expand His family.

Conflicts are 
resolved  

constructively 
and promptly

While you may not mean to, there 
may be times when you offend those 
closest to you or hurt their feelings. 
Misunderstandings are a normal part 
of family life. But if the parties do not 
make amends with each other, they 
can lead to bitterness and grudges 
on both sides. Communication and 
respect then start to wane, mistrust 
builds, and family camaraderie disap-
pears.

When offenses occur in healthy 
families, bad feelings are not allowed 
to fester. Conflicts are resolved quickly. 
The offender is willing to apologize 
and take responsibility for his or her 
mistakes. The offended person listens 

6
A shared  
spiritual  

commitment

Families are truly strong when fam-
ily members are bound in unity by 
their shared relationship with God. 
“When individual family members 
learn to love God, respect His laws 
and biblical instructions, they will be 
close,” Mr. Register says.

Being committed to God’s way of life 
gives families a sense of purpose and 
adds meaning to their lives. They have 
a reason to work at their relationships 
and are more likely to stay together. 

7

While each of these qualities of 
strong families is vital in and of itself, 
they all overlap, interact and reinforce 
each other. For example, if you spend 
a lot of time with your family, that 
enhances the communication process, 
which facilitates expressing apprecia-
tion. When you are committed to mak-
ing a relationship work, you will see the 
need to forgive and resolve conflicts.

If your family falls short in any of 
these areas, don’t despair. No human 
being will be a perfect parent, spouse, 
son, daughter or sibling. What mat-
ters most is that you are striving to 
have good family relationships. Under-
standing the traits of healthy families 
is the first small step. 

You may also want to study bibli-
cally based educational materials on 
marriage and family topics (see the 
“Relationships” section of the Life, 
Hope & Truth website). Plan family 
meetings to discuss areas that need to 
be addressed. And most important, ask 
God for His help and guidance so you 
function better as a family. 

It will take determination, commit-
ment and effort on your part. But in the 
end you will have a stronger family—
and that is definitely something worth 
working for.  D

an atmosphere in which each family 
member feels loved and is inspired to 
work for the common family goals.”

Sometimes this means sacrificing 
personal desires in order to encour-
age or support another person. A hus-
band may forgo what he’d like to do 
on his day off to make his kids happy. 
A wife may go camping with her hus-
band, even though it’s not her idea of a 
fun time. Putting the welfare of others 
above our own is the essence of Philip-
pians 2:3-4, where Paul admonished us 
to esteem others better than ourselves 
and to not just seek our own interests.

carefully to the perspectives of the 
family member with whom he or she 
is at odds, and is quick to forgive. They 
talk things out without attacking each 
other personally, while still addressing 
the issues. No one goes to bed angry 
(Ephesians 4:26). Each person knows 
the other cares about the relationship, 
even though they clashed on a particu-
lar issue.

If parents have wronged their chil-
dren, they will take the lead in repair-
ing the relationships. That includes 
being willing to apologize. Mr. Regis-
ter remembers this very constructive 
practice from his childhood. “My par-
ents would occasionally come to me 
and let me know they were sorry for 
something they did or said,” he recalls. 
“Their example helped me know that 
they were human and also taught me 
to apologize and forgive.”

They are able to put trials and diffi-
culties into perspective and maintain 
the right focus. God’s Word provides 
guidelines for living, which will help 
families create a positive home life.

Of course, to truly be a spiritu-
ally committed family, “parents must 
set the pace and reflect their commit-
ment to God in their personal lives,” 
Mr. Giese says. If your younger kids see 
you studying your Bible, serving others 
and obeying God’s commands, and if 
you talk about God’s way of life as you 
go through your day-to-day activities 
together, they will know that God is 
your top priority. As they see that posi-
tive example on a daily basis, it will 
encourage the entire family to have 
that same spiritual commitment.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/
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Lessons I Learned From My Parents

Relationships

We Do This

By David Treybig

BECAUSE…
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I
t’s one of the great realities of life: We don’t get to 
pick our parents. Yet even though all human par-
ents make mistakes, we can always learn things—
good or bad—from them. Circumstances change 
and technology advances, but aspects of charac-
ter such as honesty, compassion and diligence 
remain timeless values to be taught to succeeding 
generations. 

When it comes to parents, I’m fortunate. I had two lov-
ing, God-fearing parents who taught me and my siblings 
the basics of life and spiritual values that would sustain us 
throughout the ups and downs that are part of everyone’s 
life. 

Though my father is deceased and my mother is now in 
her golden years, what they taught me has shaped my life, 
my children’s lives and, hopefully, my grandchildren’s lives 
for the better. While I can’t possibly document everything 
they did and how they taught me, here are three key lessons.

Loving authority
How many times have you overheard a parent telling a 

young child, “You have to do it because I say so!”? While there 
are times when a parent has to insist on a particular course 
of action for his or her child, I don’t recall my parents ever 
using this common line. 

What I do recall is their saying, “We do this because …” 
and “You need to do this because. …” Instead of emphasiz-
ing their authority over me, they functioned more as loving 
advisers, educating me about why I needed to do certain 
things. 

Don’t get me wrong; they taught me that they were the 
authority figures, but they didn’t harp on this point. 

The “you need to do this because” approach fostered 
respect and appreciation for them, because I knew they were 
educating me and looking out for my best interests. It is inter-
esting that God instructed the ancient Israelites to use this 
same approach in teaching their children why they observed 
one of His annual festivals. “And you shall tell your son in 
that day, saying, ‘This is done because of what the Lord did 
for me when I came up from Egypt’” (Exodus 13:8, emphasis 
added throughout). 

The word because was used quite often by God as He 
explained why He was going to bless someone (Genesis 
22:16-17) or turn away from people (Deuteronomy 31:18), or 

why someone should be punished (Joshua 7:15), or why He 
would strengthen another nation against Israel (Judges 3:12). 
Furthermore, extensive explanations of the consequences 
of obedience or disobedience to God’s laws, and the results 
of repentance for having broken them, are given by God in 
Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28. 

If the Creator God, the being with the most authority in 
the universe, can take the time to educate grown-ups on the 
consequences of their actions, shouldn’t parents do the same 
for their children?

Using authority for good—being a loving authority fig-
ure—is a challenging proposition for parents. Yet it is vital to 
a child’s education both now and in the future so he or she 
can learn life’s lessons and, later, be a good parent. 

Work hard
Most of my childhood was spent on 4½ acres of land on 

which my parents built a home. They also fenced the prop-
erty so we could have a milk cow, chickens and a large 
garden. With this much land and so much to care for, my 
brother and I were soon involved in the daily chores. When 
we were old enough, we took over the task of milking our 
cow every morning and evening as well as feeding the chick-
ens, gathering eggs, cutting the grass and helping take care 
of the garden.

Our parents were hard workers, and they taught us chil-
dren to work. But it wasn’t all work. There was a balance 
between work and play. I have fond memories of playing 
sports with the neighborhood children and on my school 
teams, spending time on weekends with other youth from 
church, and playing games with my siblings, parents and 
grandparents.

Why is it so important for children to learn to work? It 
helps them focus on their schoolwork, and this character 
trait will serve them well when they grow up, find employ-
ment and earn money to support themselves and their fami-
lies. 

Perhaps this is why God inspired Solomon to write, 
“Whatever you hand finds to do, do it with your might; for 
there is no work or device or knowledge or wisdom in the 
grave where you are going” (Ecclesiastes 9:10). 

Later, the apostle Paul emphasized the importance of 
working to members of the congregation in Thessalonica, 
saying, “If anyone will not work, neither shall he eat” (2 Thes-

One way of teaching our 
children values is to repeat (or 

not repeat) what we learned 
from our own parents.
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salonians 3:10). The apostle’s instruction to the members 
was to “aspire to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business, 
and to work with your own hands” (1 Thessalonians 4:11). 

In addition to providing for ourselves and our families, 
working hard makes it possible for us to share what we have 
earned with others. Jesus said, “It is more blessed to give 
than to receive” (Acts 20:35), but it is hard to do this if we 
can’t even support ourselves. 

What is so important about charity? Giving to others 
helps us become like God, who “gives to all life, breath, and 
all things” (Acts 17:25). He is the One “who gives us richly all 
things to enjoy” (1 Timothy 6:17).

Respect others
As I grew up, I learned how to respect others by watch-

ing my parents. My education in this area began with the 
way they treated me. My parents didn’t yell at me when I did 
something wrong. Occasionally, Dad would raise his voice a 
bit if he didn’t think I was paying attention (and he was usu-
ally correct!), but this wasn’t the normal way he communi-
cated with me and my siblings. 

My parents treated me with respect and expected me to 
do the same to them. As I was growing up, I was expected 
to say, “Yes, ma’am,” No, ma’am,” “Yes, sir,” and “No, sir” to 
them and other adults. While this terminology is now out 
of favor and considered disrespectful in some areas, when 
and where I grew up, it was simply a way to show respect to 
adults. 

In addition to teaching me to respect them, my parents 
taught me to respect and care for my brother and sister. As 
the oldest child, I was expected to watch out for them and 
treat them fairly when Mom and Dad were away. We chil-
dren were also expected to respect each other. We weren’t 
allowed to yell at each other. We had our disagreements, but 
we had to be civil to each other. 

I also learned how to respect others by watching how my 
parents communicated with others—especially when there 
was a problem or disagreement. In these cases, my parents 
always listened to the other person, patiently explained 
their perspective and tried to find a solution that was mutu-
ally acceptable. 

As I matured, I came to realize that showing respect to 
others was something God instructs us to do. God told the 
ancient Israelites, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” 
(Leviticus 19:18), and Christ referred to this instruction as 
the second great commandment after loving God with all 
our heart and soul and mind (Matthew 22:35-40). Build-
ing on this foundation, the apostle Peter wrote, “Honor all 
people. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the king” (1 
Peter 2:17). 

The subject of parenting is vast, and there is much to 
learn. If you’d like additional information that is practical 
and biblically based, see the articles in the “Parenting” sec-
tion of LifeHopeandTruth.com and the “Encourage, Equip 
& Inspire” parenting resource, which features lessons to 
help children choose and live God’s way of life. D

READERS 
RESPOND: 
What I Learned 

From My Parents

“Our family was unusual because I had a brother who was 
disabled. During the years while I was growing up, I watched 
our parents provide for all his needs. But they didn’t just care 
for him—they also served their church, their families and the 
community. I’ve heard many good sermons that describe the 
virtue of service. My dad and mom set an example of service 
in action that was more powerful than words. Their approach 
to life helped me to understand that the world isn’t ‘just 
about me.’”—RENEE M.

“Although I remember thinking it was unfair when I was 
a child, now that I’m an adult I’m very thankful that my 
parents didn’t allow me to talk back. Whining and spewing 
justifications simply were not allowed. Even more, they were 
considered punishable offenses. As I look back, I realize that 
being required to control my tongue was the first step in 
learning how to control my emotions.”—KIM G.

“Many of my Sundays as a kid were spent working with 
my parents. Not at our house, but at the houses of elderly 
women. Living in the heart of Appalachia, poverty was the 
norm and there were many widows in need of a helping 
hand. Some of them were from our local congregation but 
many were not affiliated with our church in any way. As a 
child, I just thought that we had an excessive number of 
widows that were our friends, and we just enjoyed helping 
them out. They tried to pay my parents with a dozen eggs 
from their chicken coop, a pie or a piece of hard candy for 
their skinny little boy. What they didn’t realize was that the 
payment I received was in the lesson that ‘pure and undefiled 
religion before God and the Father is this: to visit orphans 
and widows in their trouble’ (James 1:27). My parents were a 
living example of this, and I hope that we are all teaching this 
lesson to future generations as well.”—DAVID G.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/learning-center/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/parenting/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/learning-center/youth-development/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/learning-center/youth-development/
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Bible

M any parents feel guilty about not teaching 
their kids more, about not having time to 
help them, encourage them and prepare 
them more for the challenges of modern life.

A parent’s life can seem nonstop, with all 
of one’s time and energy going into just keeping the house-
hold functioning. Time to instill the important things—the 
lasting memories and the enduring values and lifelong suc-
cess factors—seems hard to come by.

Researchers have pointed to the benefits of families 
spending time together. For example, when families regu-
larly eat meals together, “family bonds become stronger, 
children are better adjusted, family members eat more 
nutritional meals, they are less likely to be overweight, and 
they are less likely to abuse alcohol or other drugs” (Larry 
Forthun, associate professor, University of Florida).

For these and many more reasons, we encourage families 
to eat together often. But what if you had even more time to 
bond with your kids and to help shape their futures for the 
better?

What if God miraculously gave you a day—24 hours—to 
focus on the most important things? And what if He gave it 
to you every week?

He does! Many are surprised to learn that one of God’s 
10 Commandments actually regulates time—for our benefit 
and for our children. It’s the Sabbath.

Refreshing!
From the beginning, God’s Sabbath has been about rest 

and refreshment. The all-powerful Creator God never gets 
tired, but He tells us He “rested and was refreshed” by the 
Sabbath day after a week of creative effort (Exodus 31:17). He 
enjoyed this so much, He wanted us to share in this joy, so 
“He blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it” (Exodus 20:11). 

Hallowed means to set apart; and we are to treat it “with 
special care as a possession of God” (Vine’s Complete Exposi-
tory Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words, “to sanc-
tify”). God set the Sabbath apart—He owns it—but He wants 
to share this delightful day with us.

Couldn’t you use a refreshing experience like this? A time 
to unwind and refocus? A time to devote to the important 
things that so easily get neglected through the tyranny of 
the urgent?

God’s seventh-day Sabbath can be a refreshing blessing 
for families. But why haven’t you heard much about this, 
and why do so many people think of it as a burden instead?

The Sabbath was made for man—and families
Jesus answered some misconceptions the religious lead-

ers of His day had about the Sabbath by saying: “The Sab-
bath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 
2:27).

The Sabbath is not some arbitrary, meaningless ritual or 
restriction. God created it for our benefit! It is a gift and a 
blessing from our Creator!

But man has often misconstrued the Sabbath command. 
The Pharisees of Christ’s day got it backward. Over the cen-
turies, attempts to protect the Sabbath turned into rigid rules 

Could a maligned ancient 
law actually be a key to better 
family life in the high-tension 
21st century? Sabbath rest can 
be a blessing for children—and 

parents.

By Mike Bennett

The  
Sabbath

A Blessing for Families
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Ideas for Making the Sabbath Special
Karen Meeker shared these ideas from Sabbath-keepers she interviewed:

A mother from Ohio said, “When it is time to sit down for dinner, we put ‘Sabbath’ music 
on and light candles on the table. Our daughter is not quite 3, and she already looks 
forward to this tradition. If we dare sit down to the table without the candles or music, she 
lets us know right away!”

Another member from Ohio said: “We typically have a family dinner with my parents, 
younger brother, younger sister and her husband, plus the four of us. We take turns going 
to each other’s houses. Now that there are four houses in the family, each one takes a 
Friday night a month, chooses the main course and asks the rest of the family to bring 
accompanying foods. If we don’t have our Sabbath dinner, it just makes the week extra 
long.”

A happy grandma, JoAnna, commented: “My son has little Michael call me right around 
7:30 on Friday evening. When I answer the phone it’s always Mikey on the other end 
starting off with ‘Hiya, Nana!’ Then what follows is ‘Happy Shabbish, Nana!’ He tells me a 
little bit about his day, then he reminds me to bring the little treats to church that I always 
have for him and ends the conversation with, ‘I love you, Nana! See you at church, Nana!’”

Erin Tootle shared these service ideas:

• Pray for other people. Learn about the challenges others are facing and pray for them 
specifically. This not only helps the people we pray for, but it also helps us have a 
more active relationship with God.

• Write a card for someone who is sick or in need of encouragement.

•  Seek out someone you don’t normally talk to at church and get to know him or her. 

that missed the heart of the matter. 
On the other hand, religious leaders 
of our day have accepted centuries of 
tradition that, in an attempt to avoid 
legalism, has rejected the seventh-
day Sabbath rest altogether.

Neither extreme properly grasps 
God’s wonderful gift, and families 
have suffered for it.

The Sabbath blessing God 
intended gives families meaningful 
time together. It also brings with it 
vital lessons that can have eternal 
benefits for every member of the 
family.

Lessons the Sabbath teaches
Here are a few of the lessons the 

seventh-day Sabbath—the Fourth 
Commandment—can teach:

The Sabbath teaches the 
importance of rest after working 
hard. God makes it clear that this 
blessing is intended for all members 
of the family: “Remember the Sab-
bath day, to keep it holy. Six days you 
shall labor and do all your work, but 
the seventh day is the Sabbath of the 
Lord your God. In it you shall do no 
work: you, nor your son, nor your 
daughter” (Exodus 20:8-10).

The Sabbath command creates 
deadlines and a startling contrast. 
After we work hard for six days, we 
are blessed with time to rest and be 
rejuvenated physically, mentally 
and spiritually. Not only do modern 
parents need this time of refuge and 
refreshment, but stressed and non-
stop students do as well.

The Sabbath teaches time 
management. Of course, you are 
probably wondering where in your 
packed schedule you would be able 
to fit in even an hour of this kind 
of time that you crave! But God is 
a miracle-working God, and many 
people who have discovered the 
Sabbath have found that the tough 
choices and the firm commitment 
they gave to the Sabbath paid off 
with a more productive week and 
some divinely provided relief.

The Sabbath deadline and the 
enforced break give a great back-
stop for developing an effective 

http://members.cogwa.org/godly-women-blog/welcoming-the-sabbath/
http://members.cogwa.org/young-adult-blog/stuck-in-a-rut/
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Family Discussion Starters
Many conversations will be spontaneous, but sometimes it helps to have a few 
ideas to get the communication flowing.

time-management plan. See our article 
“Christian Time Management.”

The Sabbath teaches right priori-
ties. To successfully manage our time, we 
must properly weight our priorities. The 
Sabbath essentially demands 24 hours for 
the top priorities—our relationships with 
God and with others (especially our fami-
lies and church family).

The Sabbath teaches appreciation:
• Of God’s creation. As the capstone of 

creation week, the Sabbath reminds 
us of the Creator and His amazing, 
intricately connected creation. 

• Of freedom. When Moses repeated 
the 10 Commandments before Israel 
went into the Promised Land, the 
Sabbath commandment included: 
“Remember that you were a slave” 
(Deuteronomy 5:15). This makes the 
Sabbath a celebration of freedom—
and a reminder to not oppress others. 
Along with this comes a reminder to 
care deeply for the oppressed.

• Of God and His Word and His way. The 
Sabbath is designed to help us learn to 
honor God and “delight in the Lord” 
(Isaiah 58:13-14). The Sabbath is a 
“holy convocation” (Leviticus 23:3)—a 
commanded appointment to learn 
from God’s ministers and to fellowship 
with members of His Church. The Sab-
bath also gives families more time to 
talk about the things of God: how God 
thinks and how He wants us to act.

•  Of the future. The book of Hebrews 
compares the Sabbath rest with the 
coming peaceful millennial rest 
(Hebrews 4:1-10; see also our Life, 
Hope & Truth article “God’s Plan”).

• Of family. God created marriage and 
family soon after creating the first 
man and woman (Genesis 2:24). And 
He follows the Sabbath command 
with the command to “honor your 
father and your mother … that your 
days may be long, and that it may be 
well with you” (Deuteronomy 5:16). 
Family is important to God, and we 
can use the Sabbath to show our 
appreciation to Him and to each other 
for our families. D

Make a seven-link paper 
chain and cut off a link each 

day. Decorate the seventh one 
in a special way to highlight the 

importance of the Sabbath.

Make a special bread or other 
treat to eat only on the Sabbath 

day.

Choose favorite clothes that will 
only be worn on the Sabbath.

Set aside special quiet toys and 
books to use only at Sabbath 

church services.

Find or make up a special 
Sabbath song to sing each 

Sabbath.

Set the table in a fancy and/or 
fun way for the Sabbath meal.

Take a leisurely walk and admire 
God’s creation.

Make use of the lessons and 
activities given in the Encourage, 

Equip & Inspire manual for 
parents.

Child-Friendly  
Sabbath Ideas
Young children often 

enjoy and look forward to 
special foods, activities and 

celebrations. Here are a 
few ideas for incorporating 

these into the Sabbath.

Of all the animals God created, which is your favorite? Why?

What bad things we saw this week could be prevented or fixed by principles from the 
Bible? How?

What does the Bible say about a decision we face?

How can we do good things for others on the Sabbath?

How can we help lonely people feel part of a family?

How can we be good friends to other people? How can we find more good friends?

If everyone obeyed God’s Eighth Commandment and didn’t steal, how would the world be 
different? (You can ask the same question about other commandments as well.)

What are you looking forward to most when Jesus Christ returns to set up the Kingdom of 
God?

We encourage you to learn more about the 
Sabbath blessing by downloading our free 
booklet The Sabbath: A Neglected Gift From 
God and studying it with your Bible. The 
benefits are priceless!
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http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-sabbath/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-sabbath/


16 DISCERN July/August 2016

Change

THE PRODIGAL SON:  
A Parable With Overlooked Meaning

Change
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OF all the parables that 
Jesus spoke, the one 
featuring the prodi-
gal son may be the 
most touching and 

best remembered. Described by 
Expositor’s Bible Commentary as 
“perhaps the crown and flower of 
all the parables,” this story appears 
once in the Bible—it is only found 
in Luke’s Gospel. As we read the 
account, we can’t help but be cap-
tured by the story of a father’s love 
for his wayward son. 

The story is fairly brief. A father 
has two sons, and when the younger 
son comes of age, he asks for his 
share of the family inheritance. 
The father obliges the request, 
and this son quickly departs 
to another country, where he 
wastes his wealth with prodigal— 
wasteful and extravagant—living.

After the young man’s money is 
gone, he barely survives by taking a 
job feeding pigs. Hungry and pen-
niless, he comes to his senses. He 
decides to go back to his father and 
apologize for his foolish conduct. 
He hopes his father will accept him 
back as just one of his servants. To 
his surprise and his older brother’s 
disdain, their father welcomes the 
younger son home with a great cel-
ebration (Luke 15:11-32).

When we understand that a 
parable is an imaginary story to 
illustrate a spiritual point, we can 
quickly perceive that Jesus is using 
this account to teach us of God the 
Father’s love for each of us. And 

while we are all sinners, as was the 
prodigal son, it is heartwarming, 
comforting and, yes, almost incom-
prehensible that God the Father is 
willing to accept us back, given the 
mistakes we have made. 

This overview of the parable 
is well-known, and we are deeply 
moved by this understanding. But 
now let’s consider what isn’t com-
monly perceived about this story 
and what this knowledge should 
motivate us to do. 

The background
Considering the background of 

a biblical passage often helps us to 
better understand its meaning, and 
this is indeed the case with this par-
able of the prodigal son. The setting 
for this parable is provided in Luke 
15:1-2, where we find the Phari-
sees and scribes deriding Jesus for 
receiving and eating with sinners. 
These Jewish religious leaders of 
the first century did not think it 
was appropriate for a godly person 
to interact in such ways with those 
who were ungodly. 

This accusation by the Phari-
sees and scribes set the stage for 
three parables (the third being the 
one with the prodigal son) in which 
Jesus taught these Jewish authori-
ties and us today how God deals 
with sinners. 

Sometimes important principles 
are repeated in the Bible for empha-
sis. Such was the case when Jesus 
three times implored Peter to feed 
His sheep (John 21:17). In response 

to the chiding from the Pharisees 
and scribes recorded in Luke 15:1-
2, Jesus spoke three parables that 
emphasized His response.

The first parable was about a lost 
sheep (Luke 15:4-7). In this story, the 
shepherd had 100 sheep. When one 
became lost, he left the 99 to search 
for the errant sheep. After finding 
it and bringing it home, he rejoiced 
with his friends and neighbors. 

In the Bible, God’s people are 
commonly referred to as sheep or 
God’s flock (Matthew 26:31; Luke 
12:32; John 21:17; Acts 20:28-29). 
Pastors are admonished to shep-
herd “the flock of God” (1 Peter 5:2), 
and Jesus is referred to as the “Chief 
Shepherd” (verse 4). The point of the 
parable is that God desires to bring 
those who are lost (sinners) into 
a relationship with Him, and He 
rejoices when they repent.

The second parable is that of 
a woman losing one of 10 silver 
coins. The woman lights a lamp 
and sweeps her house as she care-
fully searches for the missing coin. 
After finding it, she also rejoices 
with her friends and neighbors 
(Luke 15:8-10). 

Some have wondered why such 
importance was placed upon the 
loss of a single coin. Commentar-
ies have suggested two possible rea-
sons. First, the household may have 
been poor, and the coin, although 
not worth that much by itself, 
would under these circumstances 
still be very important to the fam-
ily. Second, the missing coin may 

This story is one of the most famous 
and beloved of all Christ’s teachings, 
and it provides a neglected lesson 
that remains relevant for us today.

By David Treybig
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have been part of a 10-coin frontlet that 
symbolized a wedding vow—similar to 
what a wedding ring represents today. 

Similarities of the parables
Note the common theme of all three 

parables. Whether it was a lost sheep, a 
lost coin or a lost son, there is rejoicing 
when that which was lost is recovered. 

There is also an interesting progres-
sion in these parables from a numeri-
cal perspective and in value. As Exposi-
tor’s Bible Commentary notes: “Not only 
is there a mathematical progression, 
as the lost fraction increases from one-
hundredth to one-tenth, and then to 
one-half of the whole, but the intrinsic 
value of the loss rises in a correspond-
ing series. In the first it was a lost sheep, 
a loss which might soon be replaced, 
and which would soon be forgotten; in 
the second it was a lost coin, which, as 
we have seen, meant the loss of what 
was more valuable than gold, even 
honor and character; while in the third 
it is a lost child” (comments on Luke 
15:1-32).

All three of the parables in Luke 15 
also answer the question raised by the 
Jewish authorities and typified by the 
older brother in the third parable—
whether it was appropriate for Jesus to 
care about and even mingle with sin-
ners. The parables show that God does 
care about humans and rejoices when 
they are rescued from trouble. And so 
should we.

The cause for celebration and 
acceptance

While many have noted that the 
parable of the prodigal son and the 
two parables preceding it in Luke 15 
all point toward God’s love for man-
kind, many have missed the teach-
ing within them that is the basis for 
God’s celebration. 

After He spoke the parable of the lost 
sheep, notice Jesus’ explanation: “I say 
to you that likewise there will be more 
joy in heaven over one sinner who 
repents than over ninety-nine just per-

sons who need no repentance” (verse 
7). And after speaking the parable of 
the lost coin, Jesus said: “Likewise, I say 
to you, there is joy in the presence of 
the angels of God over one sinner who 
repents” (verse 10). 

Continuing the theme of repen-
tance, notice what the return-
ing prodigal son said to his father: 
“Father, I have sinned against heaven 
and in your sight, and am no longer 
worthy to be called your son” (verse 
21). The rejoicing that God the Father 
and His spirit family, which includes 
the angels, desire to do is predicated 
upon repentance. 

Repentance: a central tenet of 
Christ’s teaching

Jesus’ emphasis on repentance was 
not a new subject for Him to address 
in these parables. He often spoke of the 
need for us to repent. 

When He began His public minis-
try, Jesus said, “Repent, for the kingdom 
of heaven is at hand!” (Matthew 4:17, 
emphasis added throughout). Summa-
rizing four major elements of Christ’s 
teaching, Mark recorded Jesus telling 
people: “The time is fulfilled, and the 
kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and 
believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15). And 
on two occasions when people died of 
unexpected events, He noted: “Unless 
you repent you will all likewise perish” 
(Luke 13:3, 5). 

Because repentance is such an 
important subject for all who wish to 
be part of God’s eternal family, it is 
not surprising that Jesus included this 
teaching in the parable of the prodigal 
son and in the two parables that pre-
cede it in Luke 15.

The title of the parable
When it comes to the various names 

that have been given to Jesus’ parables, 
we note that they are not necessarily so 
designated by Christ. The Bible doesn’t 
specifically give us names for the par-
ables. We humans have come up with 
names to help us identify and remem-
ber them. 

The parable of the prodigal son is 
not a bad name, for it does assist us in 
remembering Christ’s teaching. But 
this parable could have been titled 
differently. Expositor’s Bible Commen-
tary states: “We call it the parable of 
the Prodigal Son; it might with equal 
propriety be called the Parable of the 
Bereaved Father, for the whole story 
crystallizes about that name, repeating 
it, in one form or another, no less than 
twelve times.”

Jesus said that He came to reveal 
the Father (Matthew 11:27; Luke 10:22), 
and the parable of the prodigal son 
surely does this. We do indeed have a 
Heavenly Father who greatly desires 
for each of us to repent of our sins so we 
can be part of His eternal family. 

The parable of the prodigal son is 
an amazing and wonderful story. More 
important, its overlooked message is 
that we must repent. D

To learn how God wants us to 
repent, see the articles in the Life, 
Hope & Truth section “Repentance: 
What Does Repentance Mean?”

Further Reading

THE REJOICING THAT 
GOD THE FATHER AND 
HIS SPIRIT FAMILY, 

WHICH INCLUDES THE 
ANGELS, DESIRE TO DO 
IS PREDICATED UPON 

REPENTANCE. 

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/kingdom-of-god/parables-of-jesus/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/repentance/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/repentance/
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Character is 
reflected in what 

we do, but are our 
actions solely the 

result of character? 
Building godly 

character forces us 
to recognize the 

power of context. 

By Jeremy Lallier

The man lying in the road was

barelyalive.
The muggers who robbed him had left him naked, wounded and sprawled along the 

road like a piece of discarded trash.
Unless help came soon, he was a dead man.
Thankfully, it wasn’t long before a traveler happened upon the wounded man. He 

immediately took action … by stepping to the other side of the road and continuing his 
journey. Later, a second traveler passed by and did the same thing.

It’s difficult to understand how these two travelers were able to leave the wounded 
man to his fate. Given the situation, it seems impossibly cruel. What could possess some-
one to walk away while a fellow human being slowly dies? Surely such an individual 
would have to be a heartless, unfeeling monster, devoid of compassion and humanity.

The truth, it turns out, is a little more complicated—and a lot more unsettling.

The Good Samaritan
You might recognize the above story as the parable of the Good Samaritan—a story 

Jesus told to illustrate that, when it comes to loving our neighbors as ourselves, everyone 
is our neighbor (Luke 10:25-37).

In Christ’s story, the third traveler to come upon the wounded man is a Samari-
tan—an individual who, in the eyes of the average first-century Jew, was an inferior and 
abominable human being. The Samaritan sees the wounded man (who was likely a Jew, 
having come from Jerusalem; see verse 30), is overcome with compassion, and proceeds 
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to clean the man up, care for his wounds, and 
personally convey him to an inn where he 
could rest and recover—all at the Samaritan’s 
own expense.

The Samaritan, we’re told, is the neighbor 
we all need to be.

Recreating a parable
In 1973 John Darley and Daniel Batson 

conducted an experiment inspired by the 
parable of the Good Samaritan. They started 
by surveying a group of seminary students 
concerning their views on religion—was it a 
means of spiritual fulfillment? A tool for find-
ing meaning in life?

Next, they assigned each student an 
impromptu topic for a speech they would be 
delivering in a nearby building. (One of those 
topics was, in fact, the parable of the Good 
Samaritan.) Finally, each student was sent 
individually to deliver his speech. Some stu-
dents were told that they were running late 
and needed to hurry, while others were told 
they were ahead of schedule and could take 
their time.

On the way to deliver their speeches, stu-
dents encountered a man, slumped over in 
an alley, coughing, groaning and in clear 
need of help.

This is where things get unsettling.

A matter of context
As they analyzed their findings, Darley 

and Batson discovered the factor that affected 

whether students would stop to help the man 
in distress. It wasn’t their assigned topic—the 
researchers noted that “on several occasions, 
a seminary student going to give his talk on 
the parable of the Good Samaritan literally 
stepped over the victim as he hurried on his 
way!” It wasn’t their view on the purpose of 
religion.

It was simply whether or not they were in 
a hurry.

That’s it.
When the students weren’t in a hurry, 63 

percent of them stopped to help the man in 
the alley. When they were in a hurry, that 
number plunged to 10 percent.

Ten. Percent. Nine out of 10 students saw a 
man who was potentially dying and kept on 
walking because they had somewhere to be.

The power of context
The implications here are staggering. In his 

book The Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell 
explores this study alongside several other 
groundbreaking findings that muddy the 
waters when it comes to how we traditionally 
view character.

When social scientist Philip Zimbardo 
created a mock prison and filled it with psy-
chologically healthy volunteers to play the 
roles of prisoners and guards, he discovered 
that even self-identified pacifists quickly fell 
into the role of brutal taskmasters or muti-
nous criminals. The experiment spiraled 
out of control so quickly that Zimbardo was 

When your environment stops 
rewarding you for doing good—or 
worse, when it starts punishing you—
WILL YOU STILL DO GOOD?
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forced to end it eight days earlier than 
he had intended.

When New York City cracked down 
on the graffiti and fare-beating that 
were plaguing its subways, the crime 
rate plummeted. Criminals were still 
riding the subways, but by targeting 
two seemingly insignificant details—
graffiti and not paying the fare—New 
York officials created an environment 
where crime felt out of place instead 
of normal.

In The Tipping Point, Gladwell 
makes a compelling case that behav-
ior isn’t just a product of who we are. It 
has a great deal to do with where we are 
as well. Experts conclude from these 
examples that the key to changing 
behavior is often as simple as chang-
ing the context. Put people in a context 
where crime seems normal, and the 
crime rate skyrockets. Scrub the graf-
fiti off the walls, send the fare-beaters 
to jail for a night, and suddenly crime 
starts to vanish. Put the same people 
in a different context, and suddenly 
they’re doing things differently.

One step further
That’s a profound bit of insight, but 

as followers of God, I think we need to 
go one step further. These studies and 
experiments ought to give us pause: If 
environment can influence our behav-
ior, then it’s entirely possible to do the 
right thing for the wrong reason. If con-
text factors so heavily in determining 
action, then, when it comes to charac-
ter, what we’re doing plays second fid-
dle to why we’re doing it. Are we doing 
what’s right because it’s right, or just 
because it’s easy?

It’s easy to do good when we’re in 
an environment that encourages good 
behavior. Character comes into play 
when the context changes. When your 
environment stops rewarding you for 
doing good—or worse, when it starts 
punishing you—will you still do good? 
When you come across the wounded 
man lying on the road—when you’re 
in a hurry and no one would ever 

know if you just keep walking—what 
will you do?

Be not conformed
Our human nature makes it easy to 

follow the path of least resistance. We 
default to choosing whatever is easi-
est, whatever appears to be the shortest 
route to the quickest gains.

God calls us to fight that instinct. 
He calls us to do what’s right, regard-
less of the context, regardless of what’s 
easiest. “And do not be conformed to 
this world, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind, that you may 
prove what is that good and acceptable 
and perfect will of God” (Romans 12:2).

I’m simplifying things, of course. 
Discerning what’s right and acceptable 
before God requires a healthy knowl-
edge of His Word, coupled with wis-
dom and prudence. There are nuances 
we need to consider in every situation, 
and not every scenario we encounter 
is as clear-cut as Christ’s parable of the 
Good Samaritan.

But the point remains: There’s a 
part of us that would prefer to conform 
to the world—to fit into the mold cre-
ated by context and environment. But 
building godly character requires us to 
shatter that mold—to do what is right 
because it is right, proving the good 
and acceptable and perfect will of God.

Changing the context
It’s not easy. It’s not supposed to be 

easy. We’re talking about an uphill 
battle against yourself and the world 
around you. It’s going to require endur-
ing hardship, making sacrifices and 
wrestling with instinct. It’s going to be 
extremely difficult, but it’s worth it for 
the payout.

The payout is getting to turn the 
tables. The more we pursue the will of 
God and refuse to let the world’s con-
texts dictate what we do, the more we 
begin to have an impact rather than 
simply being impacted.

Jesus told His disciples, “You are 
the light of the world. … Let your light 

so shine before men, that they may see 
your good works and glorify your Father 
in heaven” (Matthew 5:14, 16). Becoming 
men and women who value and pursue 
godly character is going to create a more 
positive context for both ourselves and 
those who interact with us.

Modern-day Samaritans
In Darley and Batson’s study, only 

10 percent of the students in a hurry 
stopped to help the man in distress. 
Only 10 percent had enough character 
to resist the pull of context telling them 
they didn’t have time to stop and help, 
or that someone else would take care 
of it. 

We have a choice here. We can point 
our fingers at the 90 percent who kept 
on walking, or we can acknowledge 
that context is a powerful force requir-
ing effort to overcome. If we’re not vigi-
lant, we, too, can become victims of 
context, allowing the situation we’re 
in to override the morals we aspire to 
live by. We all like to believe we’d be 
the Good Samaritan, but walking past 
the wounded man is a lot easier than 
it sounds.

In the end, either you’ll shape your 
context, or your context will shape you.

Character makes all the difference. D

Part of building godly character is 
learning to make the right decisions 
for the right reasons. Our article 
“Decision Making: Seven Steps for 
Making Good, Christian Choices” will 
help get you started.

Further Reading

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/christian-living/decision-making/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/christian-living/decision-making/
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YOU CAN BECOME 
A SAINT!

In common usage, a saint is a rare, almost otherworldly 
creature. It’s not something many aspire to. But can you really 

be a Christian if you’re not a saint?

By Mike Bennett
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T
he calendar is full of saints, some that even sec-
ular people recognize, like St. Valentine and St. 
Patrick. Saint names cover the map in many 
areas of the world. And this year Mother Teresa 
is in the news, as she is scheduled to be named 
a saint by the Roman Catholic Church on Sept. 
4—19 years after her death.

But what exactly is a saint? Who has the right 
to define it, and how many saints are there anyway?

Common views
The Roman Catholic Church recognizes over 

10,000 saints and beati (those who are beatified, 
one step from sainthood in Catholic teaching). 

The requirements to be named a saint are strict. 
According to Catholic Online, the process of can-
onizing saints in the Catholic Church generally 
requires evidence of two miracles performed after 
the death of the saint. “Since miracles are consid-
ered proof that the person is in heaven and can 
intercede for us, the miracle must take place after 
the candidate’s death and as a result of a specific 
petition to the candidate.” 

No such requirement is stated in the Bible. In 
fact, many are shocked to find that God says the 
saints have not ascended to heaven and will actu-
ally be resurrected from the dead at the return 
of Jesus Christ (John 3:13; 1 Thessalonians 4:14-
16)! Read more about this in our article “What Is 
Heaven?”

The Catholics aren’t the only ones with saints. 
Other religions have different definitions and rec-
ognize different saints. 

But what about the Bible? What does it say about 
saints?

Bible definition of saint
Saint in the New Testament is translated from 

the Greek word hagios, which basically means holy 
or set apart. The Bible uses the word saint to refer to 
all true Christians—living or dead, miracle-work-
ing or non-miracle-working.

Here’s how The Complete Word Study Diction-
ary: New Testament explains hagios. It is translated 
in English as “holy, set apart, sanctified, conse-

crated, saint,” and in part it means “morally pure, 
upright, blameless in heart and life, virtuous, holy.” 
When translated as saint, it is “spoken of those who 
are purified and sanctified by the influences of the 
Spirit. This is assumed of those who profess the 
Christian name” (edited by Spiros Zodhiates, 1992).

In the Bible, all Christians are called saints. Con-
sider a few examples of how the Bible uses the word 
saints:

• “Then Ananias answered, ‘Lord, I have heard 
from many about this man [Saul], how much 
harm he has done to Your saints in Jerusalem’” 
(Acts 9:13, emphasis added throughout).

• Peter “came down to the saints who dwelt in 
Lydda” (Acts 9:32).

•  “To all who are in Rome, beloved of God, called 
to be saints” (Romans 1:7).

•  The Holy Spirit “makes intercession for the 
saints according to the will of God” (Romans 
8:27).

•  “To the saints who are in Ephesus, and faithful 
in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 1:1).

The New Bible Dictionary confirms the New 
Testament usage and explains when it began to 
change. “In the NT the apostolic designation for 
Christians is saints (hagioi), and it continued to 
be used as a general designation at least up to the 
days of Irenaeus and Tertullian, though after that it 
degenerated in ecclesiastical usage into an honor-
ific title” (pp. 487-488).

Proud that “I’m no saint”?
When you understand that God calls all Chris-

tians saints, it is interesting that so many people 
seem content or even proud that they are not a 
saint.

•  Elvis Presley is quoted as telling a reporter, “I 
ain’t no saint, but I’ve tried never to do any-
thing that would hurt my family or offend 
God.”

•  Actress Catherine Zeta-Jones said, “I don’t deny 
myself food. I’m no saint.”

•  Former Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlus-
coni shrugged off a sex scandal by saying, “I 
am no saint but you know that.”

Change

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-heaven/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-heaven/
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• Author Georgette Heyer said, “God knows I’m no saint, 
but I don’t think I’m more of a sinner than any other 
man.”

Many such quotes are probably motivated by a desire to 
avoid hypocrisy—and the generally accepted idea that saint-
hood is rare, a bit odd and definitely not required of every-
one.

If you aren’t a saint, what are you?
But, as we have seen, according to the Bible, if you aren’t a 

saint, you aren’t a Christian at all!

How do you become a saint?
There’s no requirement for miracles or human recogni-

tion. God is the One who names saints.
You become a saint the same way you become a con-

verted Christian. The apostle Peter summarized the process 
in Acts 2:38:

“Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name 
of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive 
the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

The process of conversion is explained more fully in our 
free booklet Change Your Life! 

What should a saint do?
Christians are called to continue changing throughout 

their lives—to become more and more like Jesus Christ. 
Calling them saints—holy people—focuses on their goal to 
become holy, as God is holy (1 Peter 1:16).

It is God who makes things holy. His presence, His call-
ing, His way of life make Christians separate from the world. 
He wants us to strive toward the moral perfection He has.

God’s people have always been called on to make a differ-
ence between the holy and the profane. 

What is holy?
• God’s law. Romans 7:12 says, “Therefore the law is holy, 

and the commandment holy, just and good.” Explore 
how God wants us to apply His law today in our free 
booklet God’s 10 Commandments: Still Relevant Today.

•  God’s Sabbath. Exodus 20:8 says, “Remember the Sab-
bath day, to keep it holy.” Learn more about why God set 
the Sabbath apart and why He wants us to keep it holy in 
our free booklet The Sabbath: A Neglected Gift From God.

•  God’s holy days. Leviticus 23:4 says, “These are 
the feasts of the Lord, holy convocations [meetings, 
appointments with God] which you shall proclaim in 

their appointed times.” Study the meaning of the seven 
festivals and holy days in our free booklet From Holi-
days to Holy Days: God’s Plan for You.

•  God’s Church. Ephesians 5:27 says, “That He might 
present her to Himself a glorious church, not having 
spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that she should 
be holy and without blemish.” Our article “The Church: 
What Is It?” gives more about this essential group of 
people established by God.

•  God’s Bible. The apostle Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:15, 
“And that from childhood you have known the Holy 
Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salva-
tion through faith which is in Christ Jesus.” For more 
on this most important book, see the articles in the Life, 
Hope & Truth “Holy Bible” section.

•  God’s calling. Paul also wrote in 2 Timothy 1:9 that 
God “has saved us and called us with a holy calling.” 
Read more about God’s invitation to become saints in 
our article “God Calling!”

And what is profane and to be avoided?
• Sin. The apostle John wrote, “Whoever commits sin 

also commits lawlessness, and sin is lawlessness. … He 
who sins is of the devil, for the devil has sinned from 
the beginning” (1 John 3:4, 8). Learn more in our article 
“What Is Sin?”

•  Society (the world). John also wrote, “Do not love the 
world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the 
world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that 
is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, 
and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the 
world” (1 John 2:15-16).

The distinction between the holy and the profane is also 
described in other terms in the Bible, such as righteous and 
wicked. 

The future for the saints
When Jesus Christ returns to the earth, the saints who are 

alive will rise up to meet Him as He descends, and those who 
have died He will bring back to life (1 Thessalonians 4:16-17; 
1 Corinthians 15:52). The saints will then help Him rule the 
earth (Revelation 20:4). The Bible calls His peaceful, prosper-
ous kingdom the Kingdom of God. Then “the saints of the 
Most High shall receive the kingdom, and possess the king-
dom forever, even forever and ever” (Daniel 7:18).

In the end, “the holiness of God will sweep the universe 
clean and create new heavens and a new earth in which 
righteousness will dwell (2 Peter 3:13)” (New Bible Diction-
ary, p. 488).

God loves His saints—and He has plans to add many 
more of them. In fact, He is “not willing that any should per-
ish but that all should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). Is He 
calling you to be one of His saints now? You can find more in 
our article “Called and Chosen.” D

God is the One  
who names saints.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/change-your-life/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/gods-10-commandments/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-sabbath/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/from-holidays-to-holy-days/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/from-holidays-to-holy-days/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/the-church/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/the-church/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/holy-bible/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible-questions/what/god-calling/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/sin/what-is-sin/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/called-and-chosen/
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World InSight

New Nuclear Nightmares

New weapons, 
vast spending, 

unstable nations 
and shocking 

rhetoric are 
stoking fears 

of a new arms 
race. Nuclear 
Armageddon 

seems more likely 
than ever. What’s 

the solution?

By Neal Hogberg

e’re now at the precipice 
of a new nuclear arms 
race,” former U.S. Secre-
tary of Defense William 
Perry recently warned. 

“This arms race,” continued Perry, “will be at 
least as expensive as the arms race we had 
during the Cold War.” As a result, “we are fac-
ing nuclear dangers today that are in fact more 
likely to erupt into a nuclear conflict than dur-
ing the Cold War.” 

Russia and the United States control 93 per-
cent of the 16,000 nuclear warheads in exis-
tence today. Since 1991, they have reduced 
their own stockpiles by over 75 percent but 
still have more than 7,000 each. The 2010 Stra-
tegic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) man-
dates further reductions to 1,550 each by Feb-
ruary 2018. 

But there are whispers of a new nuclear 
arms race among all members of the nuclear 
club—the United States, Russia, France, 
China, the United Kingdom, Pakistan, India, 
Israel and North Korea—as well as several 
other nations that may feel obliged to join the 
club. This “second nuclear age” brings with it a 
mounting potential for miscalculations, acci-
dents or sudden escalation. 

The European Leadership Network docu-
mented over 60 incidents with “the potential 

to trigger a major crisis between a nuclear 
armed state and a nuclear armed alliance” 
just between March 2014 and March 2015.

Cold War heats up again in Europe
Spiegel reported that Germany might once 

again become a deployment zone of nuclear 
arsenals, with Foreign Minister Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier warning of an “accelerating spi-
ral of escalating words and then of actions,” 
which were “the old reflexes of the Cold War.”

The United States has reduced the number 
of nuclear weapons deployed in Europe from 
approximately 7,000 in the 1970s to report-
edly about 180 today, but it is upgrading 
those nuclear “dumb” bombs to precision-
guided weapons launched on cruise mis-
siles. More controversial is the $800 million 
missile shield the United States just switched 
on at a Soviet-era base in Romania. Coupled 
with other shield elements in Poland and the 
Mediterranean, it forms part of an antimis-
sile network to protect against missiles from 
Iran and other so-called rogue states. The 
sensors measure a rocket’s trajectory so it can 
be destroyed in space before it reenters the 
earth’s atmosphere. 

The Russians view things differently, 
believing they are the real focus of such instal-
lations. Russian President Vladimir Putin says 

“W

CNN

http://www.cnn.com/interactive/2013/03/world/nuclear-weapon-states/
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the site in Romania was “yet another step to rock interna-
tional security and start a new arms race,” as he warned 
that Russia will act to neutralize any missile shield that 
undermines its nuclear deterrence. The Kremlin rattled 
Russian nuclear sabers by declaring that Romania, the sys-
tem’s host, might be reduced to “smoking ruins” and threat-
ened additional deployments of Iskander nuclear-capable 
missiles to the Baltic port of Kaliningrad, nervously close 
to NATO allies in Eastern Europe.

Fearsome weapons with a limited  
shelf life

While Russia rolled out a new nuclear delivery sys-
tem earlier this year, the United States last introduced 
a new nuclear delivery system in 1994. Suffering from 
a Cold War hangover with an aging and possibly unre-
liable stockpile, the U.S. nuclear deterrent—with ICBM 
missile systems reliant on 8-inch floppy disks and 1970s 
technology—has been allowed to stagnate and decay 
into de facto unilateral disarmament. 

The United States has now proposed spending $1 tril-
lion over 30 years to upgrade its nuclear arsenal.

Meanwhile, Russia has actually increased reliance on 
its nuclear weapons. A rapid modernization of Russia’s 
nuclear weapons delivery systems began in the late 1990s, 
prompting U.S. officials to state that, “quite unlike the 
United States, Russia maintains a fully functional nuclear 
weapons design, development, test and manufacturing 
infrastructure capable of producing significant quanti-
ties of nuclear warheads per year.” Russia’s defense budget 
has shot up 50 percent since 2007—a third of it devoted to 
nuclear weapons.

Frightening new weapons
One worry is new “dial-a-yield” technology, where a 

nuclear bomb’s explosive force can be adjusted before 
launch from the equivalent of 50,000 tons of TNT down to 
“micro nukes” with a yield of just 300 tons—only 2 percent 
as powerful as the bomb dropped on Hiroshima, but deliv-
ered with scalpel-like precision.

“What going smaller does,” according to General James 
Cartwright, retired vice chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
and former head of the United States Strategic Command, 
“is make the weapons more thinkable.” 

While “going small” makes nuclear weapons more stra-
tegically practical, terrifying new weapons on the other 
side of the technological spectrum—bigger, faster and 
more maneuverable payloads traveling further—make the 
potential for countless civilian deaths possible. 

• Russia and China both recently flight-tested hyper-
sonic missiles. These “first use” weapons glide horizon-
tally at low, radar-evading altitudes and at speeds in 
excess of a mile per second. 

• Russian media recently leaked news of a new drone 
torpedo nicknamed Kanyon, capable of traveling 
submerged over 6,000 miles to enemy harbors to 

detonate a thermonuclear warhead. Layered with 
highly radioactive cobalt, the torpedo would cause 
a massive, radioactive tsunami up to 500 meters 
(1,640 feet) high, guaranteeing that everything liv-
ing will be killed and rendering a vast area “incom-
patible with conducting military, economic or any 
other activities” for a long time.

• Equally frightening, Russia has developed the 
RS-28 Sarmat—the most powerful mega-bomb ever 
designed. Dubbed “Satan-2,” it is designed to outfox 
missile-shield systems with stealth technology, and it 
is reportedly able to deliver more than a dozen war-
heads, enabling it to destroy an area the size of Texas 
or France within 30 minutes.

• In 2016 China will be launching its first Jin-class sub-
marines loaded with nuclear-tipped missiles. Also 
becoming operational will be the terrifyingly power-
ful DF-41 missile, capable of hitting London or any city 
in the West in just half an hour, and the DF-21D “car-
rier killer” missile, which can obliterate American air-
craft carriers in the Pacific.

The U.S. nuclear umbrella in Asia is folding
Driven by growing doubts about America’s security 

commitment to its allies, a number of potential nuclear hot 
spots have emerged. North Korea has expanded plutonium 
production, grown its nuclear arsenal and is upgrading its 
ballistic missiles to the point that U.S. and South Korean 
intelligence agencies have concluded that North Korea’s 
bizarre regime can now mount a small nuclear warhead 
on a missile capable of striking Japan, South Korea and 
beyond. 

This threat has Japan and South Korea hedging security 
bets and exploring the development of nuclear arms for 
the first time.

Shintaro Ishihara, Tokyo’s governor until 2012, declared 
that Japan “should absolutely possess nuclear weapons,” 
and on April 1, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s cabinet 
announced that Japan’s constitution did not ban the coun-
try from having or using nuclear arms.

Japan already has stockpiled 11 tons of plutonium. A 
bomb requires roughly just 5 kilograms. “It has often been 
thought that Japan has a ‘bomb in the basement,’ and it 
would just have to assemble the parts to create a bomb,” said 
Patrick Cronin, senior director of the Asia-Pacific Security 
Program at the Center for a New American Security. 

Noting the dramatically increased 
threats, last year the Bulletin of 
the Atomic Scientists moved the 
symbolic Doomsday Clock forward 
to three minutes to midnight.
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Like Japan, South Korea is party to the Nuclear Non-
proliferation Treaty, but a 2013 poll found that two-
thirds of the country supports developing nukes in 
response to its bellicose northern neighbor. 

Championing a strategy once seen as unthinkable, 
an editorial in Seoul’s conservative Chosun Ilbo news-
paper earlier this year went so far as to detail how 
South Korea could use existing civilian nuclear facili-
ties to build a bomb in 18 months.

Nuclear dominoes in South Asia and the 
Middle East

Long considered the world’s most threatening 
nuclear face-off, the rivalry between India and Pakistan 
is reaching new levels. Due to continuing border dis-
putes over Kashmir and allegations of Pakistani support 
for terrorist attacks in India, both nations are upgrading 
their weapons complexes to produce increased amounts 
of bomb-grade uranium and plutonium, which would 
allow them to build more warheads.

India, with around 110 nuclear weapons and visions 
of being a great power, has recently launched its first 
ballistic missile submarine, the Arihant, meaning 
“slayer of enemies,” and is testing the nuclear-capable 
K-4 submarine-launched ballistic missile and a super-
sonic interceptor ballistic missile.

Pakistan, armed with an estimated 120 weapons, 
has the fastest-growing arsenal. Its stockpile is meant 
to counterbalance India’s superior conventional forces, 
potentially with “demonstration detonations” on its 
own soil in the event of another war.

The recent nuclear deal involving Iran has put 
many of Iran’s regional rivals—such as Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey and Egypt—on a looming deadline for develop-
ing nuclear arms of their own. They fret that the veiled 
threat of nuclear weapons will dramatically tilt the 
regional balance of power in Tehran’s favor, but such 
an arms race would further destabilize what is already 
the world’s most volatile region.

Vast oil wealth and borrowed technical expertise 
from the Islamic nuclear power Pakistan could put 
Saudi Arabia on the fast track to the nuclear club. “Our 
leaders will never allow Iran to have a nuclear weapon 
while we don’t,” declared Ibrahim al-Marie, a retired 
Saudi colonel and a security analyst in Riyadh. “If Iran 
declares a nuclear weapon, we can’t afford to wait 30 
years more for our own—we should be able to declare 
ours within a week” (Wall Street Journal).

Between 1995 and 2012, the International Atomic 
Energy Agency cataloged 2,200 attempts to steal or 
smuggle uranium. ISIS’s propaganda magazine has 
encouraged the idea of a nuclear jihadist buying or 
stealing a nuclear weapon in Pakistan and smuggling 
it into Western population centers. U.S. nuclear experts 
warn that an improvised device could be fitted into 
an SUV-sized shipping container. A “dirty bomb”—

a regular explosive device 
that would spray radioactive 
material over a blast zone, 
potentially exposing millions 
of people and turning an 
entire city into a ghost town—
has become a chilling reality.

Three minutes to 
midnight

Noting the dramatically 
increased threats, last year 
the Bulletin of the Atomic Sci-
entists moved the symbolic 
Doomsday Clock forward 
to three minutes to mid-
night, noting “the probabil-
ity of global catastrophe is 
very high, and the actions 
needed to reduce the risks of disaster must be taken 
very soon.”

“The release of atom power has changed everything 
except our way of thinking,” physicist Albert Einstein 
said at the dawn of the atomic age. “The solution to this 
problem lies in the heart of mankind.” 

Barack Obama, the first sitting U.S. president to 
visit Hiroshima, echoed similar thoughts, observing 
that “we may not be able to eliminate man’s capacity to 
do evil,” but “we must change our mind-set about war 
itself, to prevent conflict through diplomacy and strive 
to end conflicts after they’ve begun.” Mr. Obama also 
imagined “a future in which Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
are known not as the dawn of atomic warfare, but as 
the start of our own moral awakening.”

Disarmament and the elimination of nuclear 
weapons will eventually be a result of peace but not 
the cause of peace. No amount of treaties or accords 
will change what the Bible reveals as mankind’s 
unlimited capacity to do evil because the human 
“heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately 
wicked” (Jeremiah 17:9), not even knowing “the way of 
peace” (Isaiah 59:8). 

During His earthly ministry, Jesus Christ revealed 
that the end of this age would bring “great tribula-
tion, such as has not been since the beginning of the 
world. … And unless those days were shortened, no 
flesh would be saved” (Matthew 24:21-22). Such a sce-
nario—where mankind could literally incinerate all 
human life—has only been possible since the dawn of 
the nuclear age.

In truth, the “moral awakening” the American pres-
ident mentioned will not happen until Christ returns 
to earth and powerfully sets up His government with 
a rod of iron (Revelation 19:15) and forces the nations 
to “beat their swords into plowshares” (Isaiah 2:4). That 
will initiate a true millennial peace. D

Read more

Read more about 
the coming solution 
to this crisis in 
our free booklet 
The Mystery of the 
Kingdom.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-kingdom-of-god/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-kingdom-of-god/
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F
ew people spent more time with Jesus Christ 
than the 12 disciples. Of those 12, three men 
formed His closest inner circle—Peter, James 
and John. They spent thousands of hours with 
Him—walking from town to town, socializing, 

eating meals and listening to Him teach. 
Now imagine if those three men were raised from the 

dead today and shown traditional artistic images of Jesus 
(statues from Catholic churches, portraits from Protestant 
churches and maybe one or two movies about Christ’s 
life). 

Would they recognize the pale, long-haired man 
wearing a white robe portrayed in so many of those 
images? Or would they look puzzlingly, wondering who 
that man was supposed to be? 

In all likelihood, their reaction would be the latter! 
They would have no idea who was in the images and 
would likely tell you that nobody in their community 
looked anything like that.

Does the popular image of Jesus as a thin, long-
haired, pale-complexioned man accurately reflect the 
real Jesus of Nazareth? Or did the popular image of Jesus 
originate from sources totally outside of the Bible? Does 
the Bible give us any clues about Jesus’ physical appear-
ance?

FILLING IN THE BLANKS 
The Bible has much to say on a lot of things! Yet there 

are also things that the Bible is noticeably vague or silent 
about. When we come to those areas, we should stop to 
think: Perhaps there’s a reason God inspired the Bible to 
be ambiguous or silent on some topics. Sadly, many of 
the biggest myths about Jesus are a result of people “fill-
ing in the blanks” of the Bible with human ideas. 

For example, consider the birth of Jesus. Though the 
Bible reveals some information, many key details were 
purposefully not revealed—a main one being the spe-
cific month and date of Christ’s birth. Instead of taking 
this silence as a hint that God didn’t intend us to know 
and celebrate Jesus’ birth, religious leaders filled in that 

blank with Dec. 25. They borrowed it from the birthdays 
of ancient pagan gods that were celebrated on this day 
because of the winter solstice. To learn more about these 
myths, read “The Birth of Jesus.” 

This is also what has happened with Christ’s appear-
ance. The Bible tells us almost nothing specific about 
Jesus’ physical characteristics. The emphasis of the Gos-
pel accounts is on what He said and what He did. Again, 
this should force us to consider—is there a reason these 
details are left blank? 

CLUES ABOUT JESUS’ APPEARANCE 
Though the Holy Scriptures came with no illustration 

or written description of Jesus the Man, there is one ma-
jor clue the Bible gives us about Jesus’ appearance:

Jesus looked like an average Jewish man of His time. 
Yes, that’s basically it. 
Isaiah 53 is a messianic prophecy about Christ’s suf-

fering and sacrifice. It begins with a prophecy about His 
appearance: “He has no form or comeliness [or splendor]; 
and when we see Him, there is no beauty that we should 
desire Him” (verse 2). In other words, people wouldn’t 
be drawn to Jesus because He was strikingly handsome, 
unusually tall or had a distinctive appearance.

We are told that He was to come from the tribe of 
Judah (Genesis 49:10; Micah 5:2; Matthew 1:1-16)—which 
made Him a Jewish man.

The Gospel accounts confirm the Isaiah 53 prophecy. 
Luke 4 gives an account of Jesus speaking in a Nazareth 
synagogue early in His ministry. After Jesus openly told 
those present that He was fulfilling messianic prophecies 
(verses 17-21), a mob formed to try to kill Him right there! 
Luke added an interesting detail in His Gospel about how 
Jesus escaped: “Then passing through the midst of them, 
He went His way” (Luke 4:30). 

Jesus could easily slip out of this mob because He 
looked just like everyone else there. Jesus’ average-
looking appearance helped Him escape many dangerous 
situations throughout His ministry (John 8:59; 10:39). In 
John 7 we read about Jesus’ last Feast of Tabernacles 

What image comes to your mind when you think of Jesus? 
Many imagine Jesus as artists have drawn Him, but is such 

an image supported or contradicted by the Bible?

What Did and Didn’t 
Jesus Look Like? CHRIST

CHRISTIANITY

ri

STIA
VERSUS

By Erik Jones

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/who-is-jesus/the-birth-of-jesus/
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and His decision to travel to Jerusalem 
secretly because His life was in danger 
(verse 10). Jesus was able to go incog-
nito for the first part of the Feast by just 
blending into the crowd—only becom-
ing publicly known when He stood up 
to teach (verse 14). 

In fact, throughout the Gospel ac-
counts, the only times we see Jesus 
drawing attention is when He was 
speaking or performing miracles. In 
casual situations, He simply looked like 
everyone else. This is part of the reason 
Judas, when He betrayed Jesus to the 
Jewish authorities, had to use a sign to 
identify the correct man to arrest (Mat-
thew 26:48; Mark 14:44). He looked just 
like everyone else! 

WHAT DID A FIRST-CENTURY 
JEWISH MAN LOOK LIKE?

In 2002 Popular Mechanics reported 
on a group of forensic anthropologists 
who teamed up with Israeli archaeolo-
gists to investigate what an ordinary 
first-century Jewish man would have 
looked like. The team researched first-
century Semitic skulls from the Galilean 
region and drawings of people found 
in Israeli archaeological sites. The image 
of the common first-century Jew they 
devised shares almost no characteris-
tics with the traditional image of Jesus 
portrayed in religious art. 

Their research found the following 
common characteristics of first-century 
Jews: 

• Dark eyes.
• Bearded (Isaiah 50:6 indicates the 

Messiah would wear a beard). 
• Around 5 foot, 1 inch tall. 
• Average weight of 110 pounds. 
Two other characteristics the 

researchers used to try to reconstruct 
“The Real Face of Jesus” were based on 
additional biblical clues. 

Contradicting how Jesus is often 
portrayed, they concluded that Jesus 
would have had short, dark hair with 
“tight curls.” Paintings and busts of men 
from the first century show that men 
commonly wore short hair. 

This is consistent with the biblical 
evidence. The strongest evidence in the 
Bible comes from Paul’s first epistle to 
the Corinthians. Right after telling the 
Corinthians to “imitate me, just as I also 
imitate Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1), Paul 
wrote about the issue of head cover-
ings and hair lengths. Paul said, “Does 
not even nature itself teach you that if 
a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to 
him?” (verse 14). 

The Greek word translated “dis-
honor” is atimia, a very strong word 
meaning “dishonor, ignominy, disgrace” 
(Thayer’s Greek Lexicon). The sense of 
Paul’s statement is that the natural order 
teaches that men and women should 
be distinguished by their hair lengths—
men with shorter hair and women with 
longer hair. 

History gives context to Paul’s state-
ment about “nature”: “Similar moral 
judgments against wearing long hair 
can be found in Epictetus, Philo, Euphra-
tes, and Plutarch. For the male it was 
not an acceptable mode of grooming” 
(Thomas Mathews, The Clash of Gods, 
1993, p. 126). Roman men, as can be 
easily seen in sculpted busts from the 
time, commonly wore short hair. In fact, 
the male gods of the Roman pantheon 
were often portrayed with long hair—to 
distinguish them from mortal men. 

If Jesus wore long hair, would it make 
sense for the apostle Paul to so strongly 
criticize long hair on men? Is it correct 
for us to portray or think of Him in a 
way that would dishonor Him, according 

to Paul’s words? It is obvious that the 
historical Jesus wore short hair, in line 
with the standards of the time and the 
teachings of God’s Word. 

The scientists also concluded that 
“since Jesus worked outdoors as a car-
penter until he was about 30 years old, 
it is reasonable to assume he was more 
muscular and physically fit than west-
ernized portraits suggest. His face was 
probably weather-beaten, which would 
have made him appear older, as well.” 

Jesus was not the slender, pale and 
slightly effeminate image we see in art 
or the movies. Jesus would have been 
a strong, short-haired, tanned Jewish 
male. 

But other than those broad generali-
ties, we don’t know any other specifics 

This bust of first-century Jewish historian 
Flavius Josephus shows that men of the 
time commonly wore short hair.

Jesus looked like an average Jewish man of His time. 

http://www.popularmechanics.com/science/health/a234/1282186/
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about His appearance, because God 
chose not to preserve those details in 
His Word. 

DISCOVER THE REAL JESUS
In 2 Corinthians 11:4 Paul warned 

about the preaching of “another Jesus.” 
Sadly, that other Jesus did arise and sub-
verted the true Jesus of the Bible. This 
other Jesus not only teaches doctrines 
that contradict the true Jesus, but also 
has an appearance that contradicts the 
likely appearance of the historical Jesus. 

Though we have clues about Jesus’ 
appearance, the Bible is intentionally 
vague for a reason. Images portraying 
God are forbidden in God’s law (Exodus 
20:4-6). History documents that, in accor-
dance with the Second Commandment, 
early Christians did not draw pictures of 
Jesus. Images portraying Jesus did not 
become popular until the fifth cen-
tury—about 300 years after the close of 
the New Testament era. 

Because of the lack of details in the 
Gospel accounts, “painters, sculptors, 
and mosaic workers invented without 
inhibition. The narratives of the Gospel 
they rewrote with freedom to forge im-
ages of memorable impact” (Mathews, 
p. 180). 

Instead of allowing the ideas of man 
to determine our image of Jesus, God 
wants us to understand Jesus through 
His Word by focusing on what Jesus did 
and taught—not how He looked.  D

Did Jesus Take a Nazirite Vow?
The Old Testament describes a special vow called the 

Nazirite vow. Those who took that vow had to do things 
that separated them from the Israelite community (Num-
bers 6:1-21). For instance, those under the vow couldn’t 
drink wine or eat anything derived from grapes (verses 
3-4). They also could not touch a dead body (verse 6) or cut 
their hair throughout the duration of the vow (verse 5). But 
when the vow was over, they had to cut the long hair off 
(verse 18). Samson, the judge, was the most famous biblical 
character who was under this vow (Judges 16:17). 

Some have mistakenly believed that Jesus was under 
this vow, confusing the term Nazirite with Nazarene. Jesus 
was a Nazarene because He was from the town of Naza-
reth (Matthew 2:23). But there is no evidence He ever took 
a Nazirite vow. In fact, we know He wasn’t under a Nazirite 
vow during His ministry because He drank wine and could 
touch a dead body (Luke 7:33-34; Mark 5:41). 

The Nazirite vow does teach us that it was uncommon 
for Israelite men to wear long hair. Since the Nazirite vow 
was all about living in a way that separated those taking the 
vow from the community, the fact that it included growing 
long hair shows us that the common man wore short hair.

Sculpted busts show it was common for first-century Roman men to wear short 
hair. Paul even said that it was a shame for a man to have long hair.
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  MY FAMILY SPENT A MONTH WORKING ON  
Armageddon. Yes, really. The project wasn’t an action movie 
or a doomsday device, but an archaeological excavation on 
a hill 60 meters high, created over millennia by 26 layers of 
destroyed and rebuilt towns. 

Armageddon, a Greek version of the Hebrew for mount of 
Megiddo, located in north central Israel, is one of the most 
important historic sites in the Middle East. During four 
weeks we dug with an international group of volunteers 
directed by archaeologists. Each morning before dawn as we 
climbed the tel to prepare for our work, the lights of Naza-
reth twinkled at us from across the Plain of Megiddo. I pon-
dered historic events that had occurred and a great event 
that has yet to happen.

Strategic battleground
Located on a strategic crossroad, Megiddo became the 

world’s earliest documented battleground in the 15th cen-
tury B.C., when Pharaoh Thutmose III defeated an army of 
rebellious Canaanite vassals. The Bible records a number of 
battles around Megiddo. Joshua defeated the king of the city 
(Joshua 12:21). Deborah and Barak vanquished Canaanites. 
King Josiah was defeated and killed at the hands of Pharaoh 
Necho. 

The list is long. Crusaders battled Muslims. Napoleon 
fought the Ottomans. In 1918 Turkish forces were routed by 
Allied troops under Edmund Allenby. The hill was disputed 
during the Israeli war of independence, as my daughter 
discovered when she unearthed mortar casings from 1948 
among artifacts from the 700s B.C.! 

More than 30 battles are documented to have taken place 
in the immediate vicinity of Megiddo. 

Catchphrase for catastrophe
The past is not what first comes to mind, however, when 

we read Armageddon. The word has entered popular cul-
ture to indicate a world-ending catastrophe: meteor strike, 
nuclear holocaust, climate cataclysm, killer machines, even 
zombies.

But the word comes to us from the Bible, and it is used 
only once, in Revelation: “For they are spirits of demons, per-
forming signs, which go out to the kings of the earth and of 
the whole world, to gather them to the battle of that great day 
of God Almighty. 

“‘Behold, I am coming as a thief. Blessed is he who 
watches, and keeps his garments, lest he walk naked and 
they see his shame.’ 

“And they gathered them together to the place called in 
Hebrew, Armageddon” (16:14-16).

Beyond Armageddon
Hope is proffered in this passage, as well as warning. The 

Plain of Megiddo will be the gathering place for the world’s 
rebellious armies, which will attempt to stop the return of 
Christ. Once prepared, they will move on Jerusalem, where 
Jesus will descend on the Mount of Olives and the actual 
battle will occur in the Valley of Jehoshaphat just below (Joel 
3:2, 14-15). 

The rebels will be destroyed; opposition to God will 
cease; His Kingdom will be established. Those who will have 
watched and been careful of their spiritual state will be pro-
tected from the devastation, and they will enter the King-
dom.

It is fitting that the most contested place in world history 
will be the marshaling ground for an army, the destruction 
of which will finally allow the rule of Jesus Christ. Then “of 
the increase of His government and peace there will be no 
end” (Isaiah 9:7).

–Joel Meeker
@JoelMeeker 

It’s a place name that strikes fear, but most don’t know the origin or the biblical 
significance of Armageddon. Working there gave me a deeper perspective.

I Worked on Amageddon
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From the top of Tel Megiddo, visitors can view the 
lush and fertile Plain of Megiddo in the Jezreel Valley.



Learn how keeping God’s 
Commandments can 
help you change your life. 
Download the free booklet 
from the Learning Center  
on LifeHopeandTruth.com

Download our free e-book!

This ancient 
wisdom could 
help solve all 
the world’s 
problems. 

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/learning-center/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/learning-center/

