9. LIONS
We humans are fascinated with the kings of the jungle—the lions. Songs, poetry, and adventure stories are filled with lore about these majestic beasts. Even though tigers are bigger and up to 110 lbs (49 kilograms) heavier than lions, it is the lion, especially the male lion that captures the imagination of people all over the earth.
Just a week before leaving Pretoria for Israel, for the only time in the four years we have served in Africa, Char and I went to Kruger National Park, a natural wildlife park, for a three-day mini-vacation. There we watched close-up many animals, gazelles, zebras, hippopotami, rhinoceroses, giraffes, warthogs, hyenas, monkeys, baboons, many elephants and wildebeests. 
Through field glasses we watched the lions. The highlight of those three days was the day we sighted them. The male was lying at the end of a log facing the bridge on which a group of us gathered in our cars. He appeared in our field glasses just as magnificently poised and confident as any lion I have ever seen in a zoo, photo, painting, or in my imagination.

Not too far away we could see a pride of five lionesses along with a number of cubs resting and playing on a sand bar in the center of a dry river bed. One or two of the lionesses was lying on her back and several times we saw them frolicking in playful attempts to knock the other one over. The cubs too were entertaining. We were enthralled to be watching lions in the wild playing and resting.
This experience at the wildlife park was fairly fresh in my mind as we went to Israel and as I reflected on it in the hospital the night of Friday, November 5.

Eight years before that, in 2002, while on sabbatical from lecturing at Oral Roberts University, while teaching in South Africa, Char and I went with friends to a lion park near Johannesburg. We saw lion cubs in one cage and were invited to enter the cage where the keepers were petting and playing with them. As I recall they were as playful as domestic kittens. Obviously, these “kittens” were much stronger, more stable, and coarser than the domestic cute and cuddly kittens with which we play in our homes. These cats, even though very young, were physically so firm that when we petted them there was no soft or easy flexibility to our touch. We found such strength and solidity in these babies that we were impressively reminded that lions are very strong animals.

As we drove through the larger part of that park we noticed the females near our vehicle were free to roam as the road led us from pride to pride. Some lionesses were lying down, others were walking around, and some were even walking on or near the road.  All of them were majestic.
In another part of that same lion park an agitated male was pacing back and forth in a fenced enclosure. The fence was about ten feet high and made of very strong wire. Every once in a while the large male in the enclosure would throw his weight against the fence and give out a loud roar. We eventually realized that he could hear another male not too far away and that the two were challenging each other according to the natural laws of competitive male lions.

What happens when two males compete for dominion? Under what circumstances would a young male lion attack a senior male lion?  Or a senior lion attack a junior lion driving the younger lion away from the pride? What kind of psychology exists in or between male lions?  What are the factors that give one male lion an advantage over another? Does the fight between males depend on other factors or mostly on brute strength? What part does surprise play? A male lion can be 550 lbs (250 Kilograms) in weight. Is weight the major factor? Are some males more intelligent than others and, if so, in what way do they use cleverness to their advantage?
A male lion living in the comfort, safety, and provision available in a zoo can live to be 20 years old.  They have no scars on their bodies and can sleep and freely move about with ease. Their viewers are satisfied with the majesty of their appearance. Their work day is short and all their needs are met by their attendants.

But their counterparts—the males in the wild—have to really work for their living. By this I mean they have to work in order to stay alive. Another male lion may threaten or attack at any time. Some of the possible attackers would have been raised in another pride. Some of them may be his own offspring that had conveniently been “away” growing stronger for a while. Probably the male himself had chased the younger one away because he was getting old  and strong enough to challenge the older lion’s leadership, his dominance over the pride. He has scars from his battles and either is strong enough to maintain his position or he loses it. Typically he will be dead by the time he is 10 years old because of the laws of lion country. His scars attest to the reality and severity of the fights occurring between male lions throughout the wild.
As I struggled through my sickness, especially during the dark valley of weakness and physical discomfort, I thought of the fights of male lions and their struggle for dominance. Only one wins. The other lion either walks or runs away or even is killed. Only one prevails; there is only one victor. I simultaneously pondered another great struggle between two lions which will occur according to the Bible. 
I thought of the reference to the devil who “prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). This is an interesting simile Peter recorded. Satan prowls and  prowls and androars like a lion. But is he a lion? On the other hand, we also know that one of the titles of the Lamb that opens the seals is “Lion of the tribe of Judah.” “Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed” (Revelation 5:5). This metaphor portrays the majesty, authority, superiority, power, and eventual triumph of this great Lion over all His enemies.
A metaphor and a simile are similar; they are both word pictures. But there is a difference. A simile says something is like something else and the metaphor says something is something else; it is a stronger word picture. The devil is like a lion; the Lamb is a Lion.
 
I want to draw lessons from lions and use one of the greatest dramas that will ever take place in the history of the world to illustrate the conflict between the two lions in your life. How will the “Lion of the Tribe of Judah” defeat the “prince of this age” who now roars “like” a lion that prowls about seeking whom he may devour? And how do you influence your outcome?
Both lions want you. One wants to bless, forgive, enrich, and love you for eternity. In His majesty, might, and power over every enemy, sickness, sin, and weakness, He wants to show Himself strong through you. He wants to give you dreams and then help you fulfill them. He wants to make life rich, abundant, full, and fulfilling for you.

The other lion wants to destroy you. He wants to deceive you so you do not realize your potential. He wants to make you doubt, fret, worry, and be so anxious about the cares of this world that you cannot possibly fulfill your dreams. He hitchhikes on normal human problems taking advantage of the ordinary reverses of life, amplifying and expanding them beyond their actual condition. He deceptively makes problems seem much worse than they really are. In doing this he weakens you, making you so fearful you never try to accomplish anything lofty.

The clearest sentence describing the vast difference between what the two lions want to do to you is: “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy, I have come that they might have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10).
The profound aspect of this matter is that we, not the lions, make the choice whether the thief or the good Shepherd wins in each of our lives. I pondered the struggle between the lions, the difference in their character, and the consequence to us as a result of our choice of which lion we follow, as the hours of the night of November 5, 2010 passed. I had been asleep for 46 hours and now could not rest. I was glad to be conscious again. But I could not sleep. For the first time in days I was glad to be alive. Never before had I thought things like I thought during the previous days of pain, discomfort, weakness, and helpless inability to breathe. Never before in my life had I thought, “If this is life, I do not want to live.” 
I realize now that the enemy had been at work. He wanted to steal my health, kill my body, and destroy the work I envision doing for God. But the Lion of the tribe of Judah took this attack from the counterfeit lion, changed it into a victory for Himself, and used my experience to make me a better person. I am glad that I had chosen the good Lion. The same thing can happen for you. It can happen for any of us if we have chosen the right Lion. 
But there is an even more profound meaning in the two lions. In the world’s geopolitical arena the eventual overthrow of the god of this age and the governments who yield to him, will occur when the rightful King begins to reign on the earth. When the Man from Nazareth was slain on the cross just outside of Jerusalem, He not only died for the sins of the world, but also went to hell to bring the captives out. He gives gifts to His children. He enables us to live victoriously over the world, the flesh and the devil. He will also eventually win a smashing victory over him, breaking every chain, delivering every captive, healing every sickness, and welcoming into His eternal kingdom everyone who acknowledges Him as Savior and King.

I thought not only of my victory over malaria, pneumonia, and ARDS. But I also thought of my participation in the eventual victory over Satan himself and my companionship with the Lion of the Tribe of Judah for eternity. As the night passed I rejoiced in my eventual state. I exulted in the result of the fight between two mighty lions because I knew which one would win, and that the other was only an imitation. The despair I had felt earlier dissipated while hope and courage increased.  
What does this have to do with being a supersurvivor? Hope is a great power. When there is no hope we give up and stop trying. When we have hope we keep trying; and because we keep trying we keep winning. The only one who loses is the one who stops trying. My meditations on the lions gave me great hope. I still rejoice in it. 
