INTRODUCTION

In 1986, after thirteen years of a teaching, preaching, administrating, and church-planting ministry in Korea, our family of four prepared to return to the United States. We knew our work in Korea was completed. Many of our former students had become pastors. When they came to say good-bye, many told us things like, “We learned a lot from you in the classroom and from your sermons, but we learned more by watching your family in your home.” From that observation my wife, Char, and I learned that our actions at home speak more loudly than our public words.

I tell that story whenever I teach at Leadership Empowerment Conferences because I want my listeners to live family lives that validate, illustrate, and support the sermons they preach. I teach that family life is not an interruption to our public ministry; rather, it is an opportunity to demonstrate the credibility of our message. 

So it is with the Bible’s characters. The writers of the Bible speak to us with their words and the Bible’s characters speak to us with their lives. Some of their messages are so powerful, their actions need only a few observations to bring to light the spiritual inspiration and brilliant insight the human writers and the divine Writer intended.

What can we learn today from Noah’s life? How could Esther’s wise dealings with her husband help us to be more influential and effective for God? What traps would we avoid if we examined Balaam’s behavior? Why might Paul’s strong recommendation of Phoebe reverse much of what the Christian Church has believed for centuries about women ministers? Times, cultures, traditions, and societal values may change from century to century, but human nature does not change. Bible characters can teach us biblical character.

According to Romans 15:4, we are to learn life lessons from the Old Testament. “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through the endurance taught in the Scriptures and the encouragement they provide we might have hope.”
First Corinthians 10:11–12 says, “These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the culmination of the ages has come. So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!”

Following those principles, we can learn lessons from the narratives and characters in both Testaments. Their stories still speak to us today. 

Many more Bible characters could have been added to this book. Here are three criteria I used for selecting the ones to include. 

First, I tried to choose stories that contained valuable lessons for Christians who want to increase their influence. In my travels in Europe, Africa, Asia, South Pacific, and North America, I have met many intelligent, dedicated, sincere, zealous, and teachable brothers and sisters. It is my hope that the ideas in this book can help them, and others like them, become even more effective, successful, influential, and fruitful in the work God gives them.

Second, I wanted to deal with a broad range of subjects. I feel an obligation to avoid a rehash of themes already addressed in other books and instead point out new applications drawn from familiar stories. 

Third, I looked for the human interest factor. Good lessons should be couched in literature written as interestingly as possible. Even though I don’t expect you to read these chapters just for entertainment, I do harbor the hope that they will be interesting. 
I used a few of Joel Rosenberg’s ideas in the chapter on Ezekiel, and Joel David Hamilton’s in the chapter about Phoebe. With those two exceptions, these lessons are my own observations made from years of studying the Bible. In 1963, when I was nineteen, I began to read the Bible through a couple of times each year. After about seven years, I cut back to reading it through just once each year, a habit I have maintained ever since.

After all these readings I have come to feel like I know the Bible characters. I have a sense for what they thought, why they acted the way they did, what they did right and wrong. In teaching and preaching, and now in this book, I have used their lives to teach people how to live biblical and principled lives. 

Here I present to you twenty-five acquaintances of mine as I have come to know them. I have chosen to present them in the order in which they appear in the Scriptures. This does not in any way indicate the importance of any one character over another; each reader will find some chapters more applicable than others. There is something here for everyone.

We tend to become like persons we highly regard. Our behavior, vocabulary, and even facial expressions give testimony to this phenomenon. Whom do you admire? With whom do you like to converse? Which of the personalities in the Bible do you esteem? Whose story do you most enjoy reading? Your selection of whom to respect and whose company you keep reveals your personal character. Can you see ways in which you are becoming like them? 

I hope that as you read this book and spend time with these people from the Bible, your character will more closely reflect the best of theirs. You are already making choices about who you will become. When you choose those people with whom you spend time, or about whom you read, you choose your character.
