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Hate and violence shaped 
David Hamilton’s life as he 
grew up during the Trou-
bles in Ireland – an era of 

confl ict between Protestants and 
Catholics. After he joined a terrorist 
organisation as a teenager, he was 
arrested for bombing a factory, and 
armed robberies, and was sent to 
prison – where the hate and vio-
lence continued. 

But it was also there that one 
Christmas,  David received – and 
extended – forgiveness. David 
became aware of the confl ict in his 
country when he was 14 years old 
and a group of Catholic boys beat 
him up and threw him into a river. 
In an interview with Christianity 
Today, David says he asked the boys 
what he did to deserve their harsh 
treatment. They told him it was 
because he was a Protestant.

“Until then, I didn’t know what it 
meant to be a loyalist or a Republi-

can,” David says. “Nor did I under-
stand the distinction between being 
a Protestant and being a Catholic.”

That day was a turning point for 
David, who vowed to never again 
have Catholic friends. A couple of 
years later he joined a skinhead 
gang. “It was safer to be in a gang 
than it was to be on your own,” he 
shares in a YouTube video. “I would 
syphon petrol out of cars and make 
petrol bombs and throw them into 
the homes of Roman Catholics with 
the intention of burning them out 
of their homes.”  When he was 17, 
David joined an illegal paramili-
tary organisation called the Ulster 
Volunteer Force (UVF). In David’s 
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mind, he was a “righteous activ-
ist fi ghting for a good cause”. But 
it wasn’t long before he was sent 
to prison for his involvement in 
robberies and a bombing. He was 
released after a year and rejoined 
the UVF, which resulted in another 
arrest. This time he was sentenced 
to 12 years in prison. To David it 
was worth it. 

“I thought… ‘it’s a cause worth 
dying for so I will be loyal to them.’ 
I wanted to fi ght the Irish Republi-
can Army (IRA) - they had 
injured members of my 
family and I just wanted 
revenge for that.”

After David’s court case, 
his mother came to see 
him. She cried and begged 
him not to throw his life 
away. But David didn’t want to hear 
it and told her to leave. On her way 
home, she visited a woman called 
Mrs Beggs, who said she would 
pray that God would change David’s 
heart and that he would come home 
from prison a new man.

A few years later, David attended 
a church service just before Christ-
mas, seeing it as an opportunity to 
get out of his cell. The prison chap-
lain asked for a volunteer to read a 
passage from the Bible and another 
prisoner suggested that David do it.

David thought people would 
laugh at him if he refused, so he 

read the passage, which was the 
account of Jesus’ birth in Luke.

“When I fi nished, I was smiling!” 
David told Christianity Today. “For 
some reason, it felt good.”

The following month, David 
found a folded up piece of paper 
on his pillow. It was a gospel tract 
called, Jesus Christ is Coming Back 
Soon.

“I looked at it and laughed and 
threw it out the window,” David 
admits. But then a thought came 

to him: “David, it’s time 
to change. Become a 
Christian.”

“I thought, ‘Become 
a Christian? No, I don’t 
want to be a Christian. 
They don’t smoke or 
drink or chase women 

or do robberies or all the things I’d 
done.’”

But the thought kept coming to 
him. He picked up his Bible – he 
used the thin paper to roll cigarettes 
– and fl ipped through it. His cell 
mate asked him what he was doing 
and David replied, “I’m thinking of 
becoming a Christian.”

His cell mate told him even God 
wouldn’t want David, as he was too 
bad. That night another thought 
popped into David’s head: “It’s God 
Who has kept you alive.”

Never alone
FOR many people, Christmas is 
about gathering with family and 
friends, sharing gifts and good 
food, and celebrating the joy and 
hope of Christmas. 

For many others however, 
Christmas is a lonely time – a 
reminder of broken relationships, 
of physical and emotional 
distance, and hopelessness.

Loneliness is always painful, but 
Christmas can take it to another 
level. This can especially be true 
for those spending Christmas in 
prison. Part of the hope of the 
Christmas story is found in a 
prophecy that was written about 
700 years before Jesus was born. 
“Behold, a virgin will be with child 
and bear a son, and she will call His 
name Immanuel” (Isaiah 7.14).

Immanuel may be a familiar 
word to you – it appears in some 
Christmas songs like Hark! The 
Herald Angels Sing: “Pleased with 
us in � esh to dwell, Jesus, our 
Immanuel.” But you may not know 
there is a wonderful meaning 
behind the word. Immanuel 
(often spelled Emmanuel) means 
“God with us” and is another 
name for Jesus, a description of 
His nature. Jesus is “God with skin 
on” – sent to earth to live with us 
and die for our sins.

So Jesus’ birth and death don’t 
just mean eternal life for those 
who put their faith in Him, it also 
means that we are never alone 
while we are living here on earth. 

No matter what you are going 
through, however hopeless your 
situation may be, or how alone 
you may feel this Christmas, Jesus 
is with you. Sometimes people 
think that becoming a Christian 
means that you will never have 
to su� er again – almost as if you 
have your own personal genie 
who grants you all your wishes. 

The truth is that Christians still 
go through hard times, but the 
di� erence is that we never go 
through them alone. We always 
have the wisdom, strength, joy 
and love of our Saviour, who 
walks beside us. And the process 
of going through those hard 
times with Jesus helps transform 
us  to be more like Him.

In Curt Vernon’s song Invite Me 
into Wonder, he writes: “When 
hope’s all but gone and all seems
lost, You’re Immanuel, God is with 
us now. When deceit’s speaking
lies and says I’m all alone, You’re 
Immanuel, God is with us now.”

For me, that changes 
everything! I’m so thankful that 
I have the Saviour of the world, 
King Jesus as my best friend, 
Who never leaves my side. For 
more information see   “How Do I 
Become a Christian?” on page 7. ●

SETTING ASIDE DIFFERENCES TO BRING JOY

David Hamilton had a life-changing Christmas while in prison.
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Coffee Break CROSSWORD & SUDOKU

ACROSS
1 Treelined road 
3 Tall, woody plant 
7 Dust ___ allergy 
8  Area dense 

with trees 
10 Total of salaries 
13 Shipwreck litter 
16 Fruit and colour 
17 Pond resident 
18  July 1, 2017, 

for one 
19  Car radiator 

covering 
DOWN
1 Biceps locations 
2 Catch with a ruse 
4 Coral formation 
5 Bible queen 
6  Put pages in 

correct order 
9 Three book series 
11 University location 

SOLUTIONS PAGE 7

12 Victory wreath leaf 
14 Blowgun missile 

15 Shrek, for one 

Pardoned bank robber 
turns himself around

Jon Ponder was serv-
ing his sentence for 
a third bank robbery 
conviction, in the 

early 2000s, when he 
began reading the Bible 
and listening to Chris-
tian radio. One day, he 
heard the Reverend Billy 
Graham on the radio 
proclaim “Jesus wants 
to be Lord of your life”. 

On that day, Jon 
decided to dedicate his 
life to Christ. He spent 
the rest of his time in 
prison studying the 
Bible, until his release 
in 2009.

Since leaving prison, 
Jon has become friends 
with retired FBI Special 
Agent Richard Beasley, 
who had arrested him. 

The agent told Jon he 
had been praying for him. The convicted felon also started a program in 
Las Vegas called Hope for Prisoners, Inc., a non-profit that helps released 
prisoners transition back into the workforce. According to researchers at 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas, between January and June 2015, 64% 
of participants of the program found stable employment while just 6% 
of participants were arrested again.

In 2020 Jon became famous when he received a full presidential pardon 
from then-president Donald Trump. 

“I can’t even find the words to describe how grateful I was in that 
moment when the president gave me a pardon,” Jon said. “I had no idea 
that it was gonna happen, so it was just an incredible surprise.”

“Jon’s life is a beautiful testament to the power of redemption,” Trump 
said in a video.

“I want to thank God for turning my life around,” Jon said at the time. 
“It was 100% Jesus that turned my life in a 180-degree turn in another 
direction and I cannot stop thanking Him enough.” ●

BY JOYBELLE SEPTEMBER

It all started with the Man-
drax, dagga (marijuana), and 
alcohol. I was in my early 30s. 
Soon after I started abusing, I 

started missing my work shifts. 
You can’t hold down a job if you 

don’t show up, so I started jumping 
from job to job. 

Eventually, I met a group of shop-
lifters. That was that. We’d target a 
neighbourhood, lift items, sell them, 
and then divide the earnings. The 
work was simple. Better yet, it let me 
continue to live my life of partying. 

Then, I got caught. I was 32 when I 
first went to prison and I went many 
times after that. 

It got so bad that my own daughter 
once turned me in. My sentences 
ranged from a couple of months to 
six years. I wasn’t thinking about 
God during the early years. Hon-
estly, I wanted nothing to do with 
Him. I grew up around Christians 
and I wasn’t a fan. They preached 
about the God of wrath, but kept 
quiet about the God of love. 

When I stopped going to church 
and fell into trouble, they judged and 
abandoned me. I thought God didn’t 
want me — why would I seek Him?

And on top of all of that, I didn’t 
like the rules of the local church. 

No lipstick, no pierced ears, no 
haircuts. I’m stylish. That didn’t 
work for me!

I didn’t want to go to church in 
prison, but inmates had no choice 
under apartheid [in South Africa]. 

So I went, but I used it as an 
opportunity to conduct business. 
Smuggle things in, smuggle things 
out, that sort of thing. 

I was still very much dedicated to 
crime. And the further I went into 
crime, the further I drifted from 
God. It wasn’t until my longest sen-
tence, my last sentence, that things 
started to change. 

I was in Pollsmoor Maximum 

My life-changing Christmas 
David thought about 
his near death expe-
riences, including a 
time when a bomb he 
had planted detonated 
early and he woke up 
with his clothes torn 
to shreds yet without 
a scratch. 

Or the night when 
the IRA attempted to 
kill him while he was 
eating in a restaurant. 
Or when someone put a gun to his 
head but the gun jammed when 
they pulled the trigger. As he 
thought about these experiences, 
for the first time in his life, David 
had a sudden desire to change. But 
he wondered, could God forgive 
someone like him? 

As he flipped through the Bible, 
he read John 3:16: “For God so 
loved the world that He gave His 
only begotten Son, that whosoever 
believes in Him shall not perish but 
have eternal life.”

“I thought, ‘I’m going to ask 
Jesus Christ to forgive me and to 
save me,’ and I did,” David recalls. 
“I asked God to take away my sin. I 

thanked him for spar-
ing my life. And I said, 
‘God, if you change 
me, I will serve you 
the rest of my life.’”

The next morning 
he awoke with free-
dom and joy in his 
heart. He told his 
mother, who passed 
on the news to Mrs 
Beggs. She said she 
already knew, because 
God had “lifted the 
burden of her heart” 

and she was now praying for his 
future as a minister! 

Over the next six years in prison, 
David grew in his faith. He also 
studied Ireland’s history and 
gained compassion for those on the 
other side of the conflict. 

After his release, David returned 
to jail, but this time through prison 
ministry where he shared his 
story with both Protestants and 
Catholics. David attended Bible 
College and became a minister of 
a church until his retirement. In 
2020, he released a book about his 
story called, A Cause Worth Living 
For: The Story of Former Terrorist 
David Hamilton. ●
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Security Prison, the same prison 
where Nelson Mandela once served. 

Soon after I arrived, another 
inmate started inviting me to Bible 
study. She kept asking and kept ask-
ing and eventually I said: “You know 
what? To get this woman off my 
back, let me go to this Bible study.” 

When I got there, I saw that there 
was something in the 
Christian volunteers. 

There was some-
thing about them that 
drew me in. So I went 
back just to see them. 
And then I went back 
again and again and 
again.  Because I wanted 
that something that they 
had, I eventually joined their theo-
logical class. Without warning, my 
eyes were opened.

Suddenly, I understood that God 
was a God of love. I also realised that 
He wanted me and that, because of 

His death on the Cross, He could 
and would forgive me. If someone 
had told me that I’d end up giving 
my life to Jesus, I would’ve laughed 
and walked away. But, it happened, 
Praise God! 

And from that day forward, my life 
has never been the same. 

I lost all desire for my old lifestyle. 
My eyes were opened to 
the pain that I’d caused 
others and I wanted 
no part in it. I wanted 
a different life — and 
God gave it to me. I left 
prison in 2002, never to 
return. 

Now, I lead Bible 
studies and restorative 

justice programs in the same prisons 
that once held me. I relate to the 
inmates. 

I speak their language, so they 
trust me. They open up to me. 

Because of that, I can help them 
reach breakthroughs. 

Many of them think that they’re a 
lost cause, but I try my best to help 
them understand that there’s noth-
ing that God cannot change. 

There are no lost causes with God. 
He’s not a quitter. 

I’m always telling them, “There’s 
nothing you can do that will make 
God turn His back on you.”

So many of these people are being 
harmed by bad teaching. Many 
ministers preach salvation, but 
few preach healing. They don’t talk 
about human brokenness. So when 
people slip and fall into sin, churches 
turn on them. Instead of pulling 
them out of their trouble, they say: 
“I knew you wouldn’t make it.” 

Churches are ignoring the reality 
of sin. They must deal with broken-
ness. They must offer counselling. 

The people behind bars are in dark 
places, but I have hope for them. 

I watched God change my life and 
I know He’ll do it for them, too. 

I went from embracing a life of 
crime and drugs to leading people 
out of it. 

Everything is different now. I’m 
close to my family. 

Against all odds, I’ve lived to know 
my seven grandchildren and five 
great-grandchildren. God did that. 

And funnily enough, the daughter 
who once turned me over to the 
cops is the person who drives me to 
church every Sunday.  ●

As told to and edited by Adira Polite and 
originally published on Then God Moved

I wanted a different lifeI wanted a different life

MY LIFE 
HAS NEVER 
BEEN THE 
SAME

David’s book about 
his life

Convicted bank robber Jon Ponder is now the 
CEO of Hope for Prisoners

Joybelle Joybelle 
SemptemberSemptember
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All my life I only cared about myself – 
how I could get what I wanted, whether 
it was my own way, money or being held 
in high esteem. 

There were many years when money was my 
god and, when money is your god, there is no 
such thing as enough. When alcohol became 
my god, I couldn’t get enough. As a 
result I hurt many people. I never 
cared who I hurt or how bad I hurt 
them.

Then one day I found myself hope-
less and lost. I was in a maximum 
security cell all alone. My gods were 
gone – I had no one to call and no 
one who cared. The rest of my time 
in prison lay ahead of me. I was lost, 
abandoned and, not only unloved, but unlov-
able. In my cell I had nothing but a Bible. As 
I began to read, I wanted to believe that there 
was a God, a God who loved me, who cared 
for me. I wanted to believe that God gave His 
Son for me and would forgive all my wrong, 
one who would wipe away my tears and all 
my hurts. But this couldn’t be. After all I was 
unlovable.

Somewhere in the hours and days that 

passed I found one piece of hope after another 
until I had gone from unbelief to wanting to 
believe to knowing that this God was the one 
true God. God loved me. He not only loved me 
but he paid the debt for everything that stood 
between us. As I sat on the floor of that maxi-
mum security cell crying out to God, asking for 

forgiveness for all I had done, that 
day Jesus became Lord of my life. 

Burdens were lifted off me. My 
guilt was determined and death was 
my penalty, but, praise God, that 
debt was paid in full when Jesus 
said, “He belongs to me, I’ll pay that 
debt with my life.”

Jesus took my heart of stone and 
gave me a brand new heart, one that 

was soft and workable. He gave me a heart 
that He could shape and mold into one just 
like His own. Today I live a brand new life. I 
no longer do the things I once did, I no longer 
say the things I once said and I no longer even 
think the thoughts I once thought. One thing 
that hasn’t changed is that I can’t get enough 
of my God!

- Darrell ●
This story was originally published by Alpha Prison Minis-

tries in September 2003 and it is used with kind permission. 

I thought I was I thought I was unlovableunlovable

TODAY 
I LIVE A 
BRAND 
NEW LIFE

BY AARON SALTER

I spent 15 years in prison for a murder I 
didn’t commit.

It all began in 2003, right after my fresh-
man year at the University of Arkansas at 

Pine Bluff. To save some money, I’d decided 
to take a year off and return home to Detroit. 

Late in the summer, I was riding around the 
east side with my cousin Rob. Rob was dealing 
and, like usual, I was tagging along to make 
some extra coins. At one point, Rob saw a guy 
named E selling to one of his usual customers. 
Rob was pretty upset and got out of the car to 
confront him.

As my cousin approached, E pulled out a 
revolver and shot him five times, point blank. 
Rob staggered towards the car, but eventu-
ally fell. E disappeared around the corner 
and I stayed put, shell-shocked. After only a 
moment, E returned.

 When I saw that he had a rifle in his hand, 
I scrambled out of the car and ran. E shot Rob 
six more times. He pointed the gun in my 
direction, but I escaped unharmed.

Because Rob was shot at close range, the 
bullets ripped right through him, leaving his 
organs intact. He lived. 

Out of fear of E, Rob refused to tell the police 
anything. I was on probation for a burglary 
charge and didn’t want to get caught up over 
drugs, so I kept quiet, too. In hindsight, I can 
see that my silence made the cops suspicious. 
They thought that I was covering for someone. 
Working with someone. So when that someone 
kept killing, they came after me. 

The murder I went down for occurred three 
days later, at around two in the morning. I was 
asleep at my cousin Gregory’s house, where I’d 
been staying since Rob was shot. Three people 
were sitting on a porch when E and another 
guy strolled up. E shot two of the people on 
the porch, plus a guy riding by on a bicycle. 
Everyone on the porch survived, but the guy 
on the bike, a man named Willie Thomas, died. 

Immediately after, the survivors told police 
that the shooter’s name was Rob. Rob, mean-
while, was still in the hospital. The witnesses 
described “Rob” as “a thin man.” 

They guessed he was around 5-feet-7-inches 
and weighed between 150 and 170 pounds. I 
was a 6-foot-4-inch, 250 pound defensive line-
backer. They also said that the shooter had a 
light brown complexion; I’m dark skinned.

Still, six hours after the shooting, the cops 
took my photograph to one of the survivors. 

The police pressed him, asking if I – “Rob” 
– was the one who shot them, making it clear 
that they thought I was the one. The witness 

INNOCENT BUT IMPRISONEDINNOCENT BUT IMPRISONED

eventually said yes. Not a shred of evidence 
linked me to the crime, but this shaky iden-
tification was enough to get a warrant on me. 

I was indicted on one count of first degree 
murder and two counts of assault with intent to 
commit murder. During a preliminary hearing, 
my attorney asked the head officer why he’d 
suspected me and presented my photo in such 
a suggestive manner.

 His response: “I had a hunch.” 
The trial began on December 3rd, 2003. The 

jury was mostly white; nine white, three black. 
I remember that one kept falling asleep. 

My attorney had to be one of the worst. He 
half-heartedly responded to every claim the 
prosecutor made, but presented no theories 
of his own – so, the prosecutor’s narrative 
reigned. 

My attorney never presented an alibi 
defense, even though my alibi witnesses – my 
cousin Gregory, his wife, and his kids – came 
to trial. He dropped the ball over and over, but 
I couldn’t afford to hire anyone else. 

After three days of testimony and only three 
hours of jury deliberation, I was convicted. 

When I heard “guilty,” my world fell apart. 
It hurt so bad, but I couldn’t even cry for like 
a week. I just couldn’t believe that I was going 
away for something I didn’t do. A month later, 
I was sentenced to life without parole.

I started doubting God that day. It was easy 
to do, because I never really knew Him. 

Aaron Salter after being exonerated holds photographs from his 
highschool football days. 

I went to church grow-
ing up, but only because 
I had to. I’d never had a 
genuine relationship with 
Him and now, I definitely 
didn’t think He could be 
trusted. 

If He truly loved me, 
as Scripture told me He 
did, why would He allow 
me to be railroaded by 
lies? I was sure that He’d 
deserted me. 

Fortunately, with time, 
I would see that He hadn’t. 
On the contrary, He was 
very, very close. In 2009, 
I was appointed federal 
defenders. 

These new attorneys 
had investigators and 
their investigators lis-
tened to me.

The team even searched 
for evidence to back up 
my claims, which no one 
had ever done before. 

They eventually made contact with the wit-
ness who’d identified me and he recanted! At 
that point, his eyewitness identification – the 
only shred of “evidence” linking me to the 
crime – was void.  My attorneys submitted 
appeal after appeal; still, I remained in prison.

I was frustrated, but I was also starting to 
see God. 

Out of nowhere, the little seeds of faith that 
were planted in my youth began to bud. In His 
own ways, God made it clear that He was with 
me and I believed Him. As my faith grew, so 
did my gratitude for life itself. God showed me 

that, though I was not guilty of this crime, I had 
been caught up in a dangerous, toxic world. I 
meditated on this for a while. 

Then, one day, my faith in full bloom, I told 
Him, “You gave me this life and I’m going to 
live it for you.” He later took me up on that.

God kept sending help and, with that, more 
and more good news. Finally, in 2018, my case 
was reopened by Detroit’s Conviction Integrity 
Unit, an extension of the local prosecutor’s 
office. 

The CIU attorneys started working on my 
case in May of that year. Three months later, 
I was exonerated. I walked out on my 36th 
birthday.

From the jump, housing was a struggle. I 
desperately needed my own place, but it was 
hard to obtain.

After hearing about the similar struggles of 
others who have been exonerated, I realised 
that we have very specific needs, none of which 
are being met by the system. 

I’d promised to live my life for God and I 
knew He was calling me to help other exoner-
ees. So, two months after my release, I founded 
a non-profit called Innocence Maintained. 

My life is proof that, though God hates suf-
fering, He works through it. Without those 
years in prison, I wouldn’t have the faith that 
I now have. I wouldn’t have this testimony and 
I wouldn’t have my mission!

Because of my experience, I can live boldly, 
knowing that my life is blessed and that He 
has my back. 

It can be hard to trust Him, especially when 
you’re in the throes of suffering, but I’m here 
to tell you – hold on. 

He hears your prayers. ●
As told to and edited by Adira Polite and origi-

nally published on Then God Moved
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BY JALEN JENKINS

Without a supportive, loving family behind him 
and virtually without friends, Cody Bates came 
to hate even himself.

“I spent my whole life being bullied. I spent 
my whole life clawing my way, desperate for people to 
show me aff ection, desperate for people to treat me like 
an equal and I never got it,” he says on a The Meeting 
House video. “When I was in prison, all of a sudden for 
the fi rst time in my life, guys that were cool guys in the 
institution liked me, and wanted to be around me. So I 
decided I would do anything for them.”

Cody Bates grew up with three diff erent dads in Cal-
gary, Alberta. “At a very young age I learned that loving 
people is dangerous,” he says.

He acted up in school, got into trouble and went to 
juvenile hall. When he was 15, he was taken to an institu-
tion for high-risk youth, called Calgary Young Off enders 
Center.

That’s where he fi nally made friends. While they were 
the worst kind of friends, they were the only friends he’d 
ever made. Acceptance from gangbangers made him 
want to become a gangbanger.

Once he was released, he sold narcotics, participated 
in home invasions, and got involved in kidnappings — all 
for his “friends”.

At the age of 22, he killed a rival over drug turf. It was 
a natural progression of violence in his 
life. But it was also a terrible milestone. It 
detonated an immense explosion of dark-
ness in his mind and heart. It happened 
on June 6, 2006. “Oddly enough, 666,” 
he says, a number often linked with evil.

“Something happened inside of me 
after murdering someone that just shut off  
completely,” he says. “It was a very evil day. The dark-
ness that took my life over that day was all-consuming.”

Police caught up with Cody and arrested him. He was 
charged with fi rst degree murder, sentenced to 25 years, 
and taken to Calgary Remand Centre, a maximum secu-
rity facility. “I was looking at spending the rest of my life 
in jail,” he says. “My heart just went black.

“Every time I went into a cell with somebody, it was 
always coupled with a masked statement that I wanted 
to move up within the ranks of the gang,” he remembers.

Cody says he rose within six months to the highest-
ranking gang member in the prison.

His gang was at war with the largest prison gang in 
Alberta. Because he became so dangerous, he was con-
fi ned to super max classifi cation and placed in solitary 
confi nement. He had belly shackles and private escorts to 
court. Then he was transferred to Edmonton Institution, 
the most violent prison in Canada. Of the 150 inmates, 
they’re all “violent brutal killers, everybody,” Cody says.

“Any weakness you have, you have to just destroy 
before you get there, because those guys are well-versed 
in people reading, and they can smell fear a mile away,” 
Cody relates. “When you walk into that place, you gotta 
walk in there void of emotion, otherwise they’ll eat you 
alive.” In 2009, his murder charge was dropped after he 

worked out a deal with prosecutors in which he pleaded 
guilty to manslaughter. He was released after six and a 
half years. Cody wanted to put the gang life behind him 
so he went into car sales.

“I made lots of money,” he says. But being sober was 
an agony for him and he fell back into cocaine.

“My goal was to stay high until I died,” Cody says.
To support his habit, he built a cocaine distribution 

apparatus that grew from a 100 or so to more than 1,000 
customers. Dozens of dealers worked for Cody.

His own addiction exploded to $1,500 a day. He only 
slept once every six days, the rest of the time he spent 
getting high. “It was deep. It was dark. It sucked,” he says.

One day a customer showed him the portraits of Jesus 
painted by Akiane Kramarik, a seven-year-old artist 
prodigy. Cody was captivated by the one named “Prince 
of Peace”.

“I remember looking at this painting and looking into 
His eyes, and for the fi rst time in my life I believed that 
God was real,” Cody says. But he believed there were 
too many barriers to becoming a Christian. He didn’t 
understand that he could be forgiven and freed of his sin. 
He thought the onus was on him to do it all.

He had sinned so much. “What would Jesus want with 
someone like me?” he asked, disqualifying himself. “Up 
to this point, I was a convicted killer, a diagnosed socio-
path, a gang member and drug dealer.”

So instead, he plunged deeper into sin and hopeless-
ness. Predictably, it led him to think 
suicide was the only answer. On January 
4, 2017, Cody decided to kill himself. He 
took a butcher knife to his room.

“I was just so fi lled with pain, with 
shame, guilt and hurt,” he recalls. “It felt 
like the world was on my shoulders.”

But as he looked at the ceiling with 
blood all over the place, something remarkable hap-
pened. He heard a voice from Heaven announce: “It’s 
over. It’s over. Your suff ering has come to an end.”

Cody had never attended church. He had never even 
opened a Bible. But somehow, he recognized the voice 
of Jesus.

“My addiction was gone,” he recounts. “I went from 
$1500 a day to not even craving [drugs].”

To be sure, it was a rough detox.
“But I found myself in pursuit of Jesus,” he says. “I 

knew that He had  saved me.”
Cody went along to a church services with his uncle, 

who was a Christian. “At the end of the service, I get up 
and go running out,” he says. “The pastor chased me out 
and put a Bible in my hands.

“When he put the Bible in my hands, I knew that every 
single word in this book was as good as gold, that this 
book was perfect. I’ve had all kinds of money. I’ve had 
all kinds of narcotics. I’ve had all kinds of things in my 
hands that I thought would make me feel good,” he says. 
“But in that moment I knew that I had never possessed 
something so priceless in my entire life.”

God spoke to Cody through the Bible. His mind started 
to clear as weeks turned into months. 

“It was all Jesus,” he says. ●

Darkness had taken over Darkness had taken over 
but I found the lightbut I found the light

MY ADDICTION 
WAS GONE

NO LONGER HOPELESS

J.C. is 61 years old now but he still recalls vividly being dragged into 
the woods by a big neighbourhood kid and molested at age eight. That 
incident and his parents’ divorce when he was 14 were formative in 
his future destructive behaviours.

“After I was molested, I started shutting down and distancing myself 
from anything good. It’s as if I didn’t feel worthy of good, not with so much 
dirt inside. I was broken and I didn’t even know it,” J.C. shares.

Initially, J.C. made something of himself. He worked a well-paid job, 
met a good woman, and became a father at 23. He had cars, boats, money, 
a house, family and two dogs.

“I had it all, yet I wasn’t happy and I didn’t know why, so I did what 
I do best – I destroyed everything, by cheating on the woman I loved.

“I was so ashamed, I just up and left. No good-byes. Doing exactly 
what my dad had done. I left my daughter when she was fi ve, not even 
thinking of the damage I was doing to her life. Yeah, I was a real jerk,” 
he admits sadly.

As a young man, J.C. had started smoking weed, which snowballed 
over the years into drink, cocaine, prescription drugs and crack. After he 
left his family, he went to work fi xing cars for his dealer. Initially things 
went well but the constant run-ins with the law, sometimes landing J.C. 
in county jail, eventually drove him to vow to change his ways and try to 
give his boss notice.

“I was shocked when my dealer said he owned me and I’d never work 
for anyone else, even saying he’d hurt my daughter!” J.C. recalls.

For the next six years J.C. was the virtual slave of this man, doing his 
bidding, living in a trailer on his property and enduring his mental and 
physical abuse. Until one cold snowy morning, J.C. snapped after he was 
punched in the head, and shot his 
boss several times with the man’s 
own gun. J.C. took a plea bargain 
and is currently serving 17 years for 
fi rst degree manslaughter.

While on trial, in county jail, he 
continued to lash out. The drugs, 
gambling, porn and swearing led to 
four fi ghts, two of which ended in 
hospital visits. After returning from 
hospital one time, “two guys took me 
aside and asked ‘What are you doing, 
Dude?’ and proceeded to read me a 
passage from the Bible. One guy was 
head of the Latin Kings, and the other a muscle-bound black man. It was 
then that the seed (of faith) was planted,” J.C. tells Challenge. 

Shipped up state to Sing Sing prison, J.C. was terrifi ed and sought refuge 
in the prison chapel. “There I heard God speak to me in a clear, loving 
voice: ‘Now do I have your attention?’ … Absolutely!”

J.C. explains it wasn’t like he “decided to become a Christian ... it’s just 
that I saw Jesus, Someone who fi nally cared about me and loved me as 
I was, and I wanted to know all I could about this Man. And the more I 
learned, the more the things that I ‘had’ to do, became the things I wanted 
to do. I fi nally broke down in my cell one day and asked God if He truly 
existed to come into my life and save me. My life did a 180 degree about 
turn from then on, but the journey to complete recovery had just begun.”

The biggest diff erence, says J.C., is that his life is no longer his own and 
he is no longer hopeless. “I thought I knew it all and was in total control, 
but I hadn’t a clue! Now God is my Father, Jesus is my Savior, and God’s 
Holy Spirit is in my heart, guiding me every step of the way.”

He particularly likes the Biblical image at the beginning of Jeremiah 18 
about God as a potter. “For He is the potter, and I am the clay. He picked 
me up from the dirt, put me on His wheel and began to shape me into the 
perfect vessel He made me to be,” J.C. explains. “But it’s painful as God 
removes each stone and bit of gravel (i.e. addictions, anger, unforgive-
ness, hate, selfi shness etc.) All I can say is I’m still on that wheel, and my 
Father continues to mold me.

“Don’t waste another moment,” he urges others. “Seek out God for 
yourself. In John 8:12 Jesus says: ‘I am the light of the world, he who 
follows me will not dwell in darkness, but will have the light of life.’” 

Ten years since he gave his life to Jesus, J.C. is now studying business 
management and is hopeful for release within the next year. ●

J.C. says God is like a potter and is 
molding him into a new person.

PRISONERS RAISE THEIR FAITH

Inmates at the Central Prison in Freetown, Sierra Leone, pray together. 
(Photo by Anne-Sopie Faivre Le Cadre/AFP via Getty Images)
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Uma u Peter Obang wase Ethopia 
ezalwa, umndeni wakhe wajabula- 
ekugcineni, emuva kwamantomba-
zane amathathu sebenaye umfana!

“Ngangithandwa emndenini wakithi 
ngoba kwakudala belinde umfana,” etshela 
i Challenge newspaper.

Ngokudabukisayo, evumela uPeter, lonke 
loluthando nokunakwa kwamenza angabi 
nokuziphatha.

“Ngangivunwa ngiziqhenya,”ezisholo. 
“ L o k u z i k h u k h u m e z a  k w a k u v e l a 
ekuthandweni ukudlula abanye kanye nol-
wazi lwolimi lwakubo lwesi-Anuak.”

Uzisholo yena ukuthi wayephazamisa 
izinkonzo ezazenzakala esigodini sangakubo.

“Nginamahloni okusho ukuthi ngang-
ishintsha amagama amaculo makuculwa 
ngiwenze inhlamba,”esho.”Ngangishaya 
abantu uma begebisa amakhanda 
kuthandazwa!”

U Peter usiwa enkonzweni umalume 
wakhe, owatshala ibandla lakhe lokuqala 
esigodini sangakubo wanika ubaba wakhe 
ibhayibheli.

“Ngelinye ilanga ngabona ubaba efunda 
uJohane 3:16 (‘Ngokuba uNkulunkulu 
walithanda izwe kangaka waze wanikela 
ngendodana yakhe ezelwe yodwa ukuba 
yilowo nalowo okholwa yiyo angabhubhi 
kodwa abe nokuphila okuphakade) efundela 
odadewethu.

“Okumangazayo wayengafundeli mina.”
U Peter wazizwa elahlelwe ngaphandle 

ngoba ehlushwa ihlo elase limuse kuzo 
zonke ibhedlela e Ethopia.

“Umndeni wami wawunganeme neze uku-
thi indodana yabo eyodwa ibambekile,” esho 
eqinisa.Umama wakhe wayekhathazeke 

When Ethiopian Peter Obang was born, his 
family rejoiced — fi nally, after three girls 
they had a boy!

“I was the most loved person in our 
family because I was the long-awaited son,” he tells 
Challenge News.

Unfortunately, Peter admits, all that love and atten-
tion turned him into quite the brat. 

“I was very spoilt and proud,” he says. “That pride 
came from being loved more than anyone else and 
for being talented in my mother tongue - the Anuak 
language.”

He confesses he was at his most disruptive during 
church services that were held in his village. 

“I am so ashamed to say that during the singing in 
church I changed the words of the gospel songs into 
abusive words,” he shares. “I also used to hit and slap 

people while their heads were bowed in prayer!”
Peter’s connection with church was through 

his step-uncle, who planted the fi rst church in his 
hometown and gave his father a Bible. 

“One day I saw my father reading John 3:16 
(For God so loved the world that He gave his 
only begotten Son that whosoever believes in 
Him should not perish but have eternal life) to 
two of my sisters.

“Strangely he didn’t read it to me.”
Peter feels he was left out because he had developed 

an eye condition that could not be cured even though 
his parents had sent him to several hospitals in Ethio-
pia for treatment.

“My family was very unhappy that their only son 
was not perfect,” he says frankly. His mother was so 
distressed that she brought Peter to a witch doctor.

“The witch doctor killed a tortoise and made me 
wear the leg around my neck like a necklace,” says 
Peter, shaking his head. “Of course this did not cure 
me.”

As his condition showed no sign of healing, Peter 
grew more discouraged. “When I was in school I 
learned a gospel song and whenever I sang it my tears 
fl owed freely.

“The lyrics were ‘let the young and old rejoice and 
praise God; let the poor and rich rejoice and praise 
God’. 

“One day as I thought of my situation I sang it again 
and again I started to cry. Today I know that the words 
are from the book of Psalms. I believe God used this 
song to change my heart.”

During this time Peter received a letter from an old 
friend named William. “In his letter to me, William 
shared the good news of Jesus Christ. He said Jesus 
will be coming again and he said I should commit my 
life to Him before He returns.

“After I read that letter it became very clear to me 
that I must accept Jesus, I must have a relationship 
with Him.

“So I went to visit William and went with him to 
church — the fi rst time in my life I went to church 
with good motives unlike previously when I slapped 
people while they were praying — and I asked God to 
come into my heart and life.

“I can say I was not the one who looked for Him 
but it was God who searched for me and ambushed 
me with that song!”

Peter says he has experienced profound change 
since becoming a Christian. 

“First, I was humbled to know God loves all people 
which is opposite to my family, who only loved me 
because I was the only boy.

“Secondly, He has used my skill with my mother 
tongue, which I used to talk negatively about God - to 
preach clearly about Jesus and defend my faith boldly. 

“People say I am not the guy they knew before; 
they say there has been a big change in my words 
and actions.

“I want to tell everyone that Jesus Christ is real - 
just taste and see that the Lord is good. He is your 
Saviour!” ●

Englishtranslation
Zulutranslation

Toe Ethiopiёr Peter Obang gebore was 
het sy familie gejubel – uiteindelik, na 
drie dogters het hulle ‘n seun!

“Ek was die mees geliefde persoon 
in ons gesin want ek was die lank verwagte 
seun,” het hy vir Challenge Nuus vertel.

Ongelukkig, het Peter erken, al die liefde 
en aandag het hom in ‘n bedorwe brokkie 
verander. 

“ Ek was baie bederf en trots,” sê hy. Die 
trots kom van om meer geliefd te wees as 
die ander, en omdat ek  talentvol was in my 
moedertaal – die Anuak taal.”  

Hy bely dat hy die mees ontwrigtend was 
gedurende kerk dienste wat in sy dorpie 
plaasgevind het.

“Ek is skaam om te vertel dat gedurende 
die sang in die kerk, dan het ek die woorde 
van die Christelike liedjies na beledigende 
woorde verander,” deel hy. “Ek het ook vir 
mense geslaan en geklap terwyl hulle hoofde 
in gebed gebuig was!” 

Peter se verband met die kerk was deur sy 
stiefoom, wie die eerste kerk in sy tuisdorp 
geplant het, en vir sy pa ‘n Bybel gegee het.

Eendag het ek my pa Johannes 3:16 vir 
twee van my susters sien lees: (“God het die 
wêreld so lief gehad dat Hy sy enigste Seun 

gegee het, sodat dié wat in Hom glo, nie ver-
lore sal gaan nie maar die ewige lewe sal hê.)

“Vreemd genoeg, het hy dit nie vir my 
gelees nie.”

Peter voel dat hy uitgelaat was omdat hy 
‘n ongeneeslike oogtoestand ontwikkel het, 
alhoewel sy ouers hom na verskeie hospitale 
in Ethiopiё vir behandeling geneem het.

“My gesin was baie ongelukkig dat hulle 
enigste seun nie perfek was nie,” sê hy eer-
lik. Sy ma was so onsteld dat sy hom na ‘n 
sangoma toe geneem het.

“Die sangoma het ‘n skilpad doodgemaak 
en ek moes die been om my nek soos ‘n hals-
noer dra,” vertel Peter kopskuddend. “Dit 
het my natuurlik nie genees nie.”

Aangesien sy toestand geen teken van 
genesing getoon het nie, het Peter meer 
moedeloos geword. “Op skool het ek ‘n gos-
pel lied geleer en elke keer as ek dit gesing 
het, het my trane vrylik gevloei. Die lirieke 
is: ‘laat oud en jonk juig en God prys; laat 
arm en ryk juig en God prys’.

Eendag toe ek oor my toestand gedink het, 
het ek dit weer en weer gesing en weereens 
het ek begin huil. Vandag weet ek dat die 
woorde uit die boek van Psalms is. Ek glo 
dat God hierdie lied gebruik het om my hart 
te verander.”

Gedurende hierdie tyd het Peter ‘n brief 
van ‘n ou vriend ontvang met die naam van 
William. “In sy brief aan my het William 
die goeie nuus van Jesus Christus gedeel. 
Hy het gesê dat Jesus sal weer kom en ek 

moet my lewe aan Hom oorgee voordat Hy 
terugkom.”

“Na ek die brief gelees het was dit vir my 
duidelik dat ek Jesus moet aanvaar, ek moet 
‘n verhouding met Hom hê.”

“So, ek het vir William gaan besoek en het 
saam met hom kerk toe gegaan – die eerste 
keer in my lewe wat ek met goeie motiewe 
kerk toe  gaan, nie soos voorheen toe ek 
mense klap terwyl hulle gebid het nie – en 
ek het God gevra om in my hart en lewe in 
te kom.”

“Ek kan sê ek was nie die een wat  Hom 
gesoek het nie, maar dit was God wat my 
gesoek het en my oorrompel het met ‘n lied!”

Peter sê dat hy ‘n diepgaande verander-
inge ondervind het vandat hy ‘n Christen 
geword het.

Eerstens was ek nederig in die wete dat 
God alle mense lief het, teenoor my familie 
wat my net lief het omdat ek die enigste 
seun is.

Tweedens, het Hy my vaardigheid met my 
moedertaal gebruik, en waar ek voorheen 
negatief oor God gepraat het – nou preek ek 
oortuigend oor Jesus en verdedig my geloof 
met vrymoedigheid.

“Mense sê ek is nie die ou wat hulle 
voorheen geken het nie; hulle sê daar het 
‘n groot verandering in my woorde en dade 
plaasgevind.

“Ek wil almal vertel dat Jesus ‘n werkli-
heid is – proe net en sien dat die Here goed 
is. Hy is jou Saligmaker.” ●
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Afrikaans 
translation

He lost sight, He lost sight, 
yet gained yet gained 
insightinsight

Hy het sig verloor, tog insig gekryHy het sig verloor, tog insig gekry

Walahlekelwa ukubona, Walahlekelwa ukubona, 
nokho wazuza ukuqondanokho wazuza ukuqonda

Peter 
Obang

waze wa musa enyangeni.
Inyanga yabulala ufudu, yamenzela 

umgexo ngonyawo lofudu,” kusho 
uPeter enyakazisa ikhanda. “ Nalokhu 
akungipholisanga.”

Isimo sakhe sasingabonisi ukushintsha, 
wajabha uPeter.”Eskoleni wafunda iculo 
lokukholwa elalimkhalisa njalo uma 
elicula.”

“Amagama alo ayethi’ abasha 
nabadala mabathokoze bakhonze 
iNkosi’.

“Ngelinye ilanga ngangicabanga nge 
sumo sami ngalicula ngaphindelela 
ngaqala ukukhala.Namhlanje ngiyazi 
amagama alo Abel’s kumaHubo. Ngiyak-
holwa ukuthi uNkulunkulu wasebenzisa 
leliculo ukushintsha inhliziyo yami.”

Ngaso lesosikhathi u Peter wathola 
incwadi evela kumngani wakudala obi-
zwa ngo William.”Kulencwadi uWil-
liam wayemtshela ngendaba 
ezinhle zika Jesu Kristu.

Wathi uyabuya futhi 
u Jesu wathi ngini-
kele Impilo yami Kuye 
ngaphambi kokuthi 
abuye.

“Emva kokufunda 
incwadi kwasa kimi uku-
thi kufanele ngamukele 
u Jesu, ngibe nobudlel-
wano naye.

“Ngamvakashela uWilliam ngaya 
naye esontweni. Kwakungokokuqala ngiya 
esontweni nginomqondo omuhle hhayi 
njengaphambilini ngiyoshaya abantu uma 
bethandaza-ngamcela uNkulunkulu ukuthi 
eze enhlizweni yami.

“Ngingasho ukuthi uYena oweza kimi 
ngaleliya culo!”

UPeter uthi ubona umehluko omkhulu 
solokhu aba UmKristu.

Okokuqala, ngathobeka ukwazi ukuthi 
uNkulunkulu uthanda bonke abantu hhayi 
njengomndeni wami owangithanda ngoba 
ngingumfana.

Okwesibili, usebenzisa ulwazi lwami 
lwolimi lwakithi ukuthi ngishumayela 
ngesibindi.

Ngifuna ukutshela abantu ukuthi UJesu 
Ukhona. Zitholele ngokwakho. UnguM-
sindisi wakho! ●
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WORDS FOR THE HEART
STUDIES IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN{ }Welcome to this Bible Study. Read slowly what I have 

written.  If you have a Bible, look up the reference verses 
given, and allow the Holy Spirit to minister to your soul 
through them.   – ALAN BAILEY

HOW DO I BECOME A CHRISTIAN?
What? Salvation is an eternal relationship with God – now on Earth and, after we 
die, in Heaven. 

The Lord Jesus says: “I tell you the truth. Everyone who believes in Me has eternal 
life.”   John 6:47
“In this world you will have trouble.  But take heart!  I have overcome the world.”   
John 16:33

Who? Anyone can gain the eternal life o� ered through Jesus Christ, regardless 
of how you have previously lived or what you have previously believed.

God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in 
Him shall not perish but have eternal life.   John 3:16

Why? Because sin separates us from a holy God. Sin is all the wrong things we 
do, say and think, as well as our desire to be our own boss.

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  Roman 3:23

How? The Bible says you become a Christian by confessing with your mouth that 
Jesus is Lord and believing in your heart that God raised Him from the dead.

If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God 
raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.  For it is with your heart that you 
believe and are justi� ed, and it is with your mouth that you profess your faith and 
are saved.   Romans 10:8b-10

Ready to change your life forever? Here is a prayer you can pray, but you can 
also use your own words.  The words are not as important as the heart attitude – 
which only God can see.

Almighty God, Creator of Heaven and Earth,
I acknowledge that I am a sinner. Please forgive me for all the ways I have 

disobeyed and de� ed You. 
Thank You for sending Your Son, Jesus Christ, to earth to live the perfect 

life I couldn’t, and die on the cross for my sins.  Thank You that His blood was 
su�  cient to pay my debt to You, and His resurrection proves that there is life 
beyond death.  I accept that His sacri� ce is all I need to get right with You – 
I bring nothing I have done but I give you everything I am.  Help me to live for 
You.  Please be my Saviour and my Master.  Amen.

What now? 
1.  Tell someone - either a fellow prisoner who is a Christian, or your Prison 

Chaplain.
2.  Ask a friend or family member to bring you a Bible. Ask the Prison Chaplain to 

sign you up to a correspondence discipleship program.
3.  Keep praying.  Talk to God anywhere, about anything.  He is always listening,

and you don’t need a formula. 
4.  Find out if your prison has church services and attend them regularly. 

* Please tick and write clearly *

Name __________________________________Age _______________

Address ___________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________
Send to: World Hope Ministries, PO Box 96176, Brixton, 2019

All overseas enquiries are referred onto someone in their own country

I have prayed 
this prayer.

  Bible portion
  Some ‘starting off ’ literature
  Information on a helpful church

Please
send me:

AS A NEXT STEP :

John 16:19-17:15John 16:19-17:15  
INTRODUCTION
WE  have been hearing from 
Jesus, how He is going back to the 
Father and sending His Spirit to His 
disciples. “I came from the Father and 
entered the world; now I am leaving 
the world and going back the Father.” 
He has explained that this is going 
to be for their bene� t as the Spirit 
will enable them and teach them. 
His men still don’t understand that 
Jesus must su� er death by cruci� xion 
before He leaves this world. We take 
up the story at chapter16, verse 29.

John Chapter 16: Verses 29, 
30 “Then Jesus’ disciples said, ‘Now 
You are speaking clearly and without 
� gures of speech. Now we can see that 
You know all things and that You do 
not even need to have anyone ask You 

questions. This makes us believe that 
You came from God.’”

So much has been puzzling to the 
disciples. It is hard for us to stand in 
their shoes and feel as they did. But 
at last, when the picture is clear, they 
recognise that Jesus knows all and is 
completely in charge. To grasp what 
it means for Jesus to be called Son of 
God is slowly being learned.

Verses 31-33  “‘You believe at 
last!’ Jesus answered. ‘But a time is 
coming, and has come, when you will 
be scattered, each to his own home. 
You will leave Me all alone. Yet I am 
not alone, for My Father is with Me. I 
have told you these things that in Me 
you may have peace. In this world you 
will have trouble. But take heart! I have 
overcome the world.’”

Jesus now explains more about the 
future that is coming upon them. At 
His arrest, most of them will leave, 
afraid of being involved. We will see 
later on that John seemed to be 
near at hand and Peter followed at 
a distance when Jesus was taken, 
judged and cruci� ed. But Jesus faced 

His accusers and Pilate the judge, 
alone. 

This looks like defeat, but it is not. 
Note His words “I have overcome the 
world.” Sure, trouble lies ahead, but 
Jesus is still Lord. The world’s powers 
were not able to conquer Him. The 
world had no power over Him but 
what was allowed by God. We, too, 
can take heart as we acknowledge 
His words and face the trials of our 
day.

Ch 17: Verse 1 “After Jesus said this, 
He looked toward heaven and prayed: 
‘Father, the time has come. Glorify Your 
Son, that Your Son may glorify You.’”

The whole of this chapter is taken 
up with the prayer Jesus prayed 
just before His arrest. He has said 
all He wanted to say to His disciples 
and now He addresses His Father in 
heaven. It seems that we are listening 
in to a very private conversation, but 
it is recorded for our bene� t. Perhaps 
the disciples heard it – we don’t 
know. His � rst request is honouring 
to His Father. Yes, the Son is to be 
glori� ed but in order to glorify the 
Father.

Verses 2, 3 “For You granted Him 
authority over all men that He might 
give eternal life to all those You have 
given to Him. Now this is eternal life: 
that they may know You and Jesus 
Christ, whom You have sent.”

What an amazing mission was that 
which brought Jesus to earth! Eternal 
life, so precious, something good 
from the hand of God, something 
none of us could ever deserve. And 
how simple the way which it is given. 
We don’t have some long course of 
doing good deeds to try and deserve 
God’s gift; it something simply to be 

received. To this day, this truth is real 
and active. We can experience God’s 
gift of new life at this very time. It is 
ours as a gift, though it cost our Lord 
so much to bring it about.

Verses 4, 5 “I have brought You 
glory on earth by completing the work 
You gave me to do. And now, Father, 
glorify Me in Your presence with the 
glory I had with You before the world 
began.”

Jesus is able say that He has done 
all required of Him on earth. He 
anticipates being welcomed back 
to the Father’s presence and back 
to the glory He had before even the 
world was created. We must never 
think that the life of Christ began 
at Bethlehem at the � rst Christmas. 
He was and is the eternal Son of the 
Father. We must remember that God 
is worthy of all glory because of who 
He is and all that He has done.

Verses 6-8  “I have revealed You to 
those whom You gave me out of the 
world. They were Yours; You gave them 
to Me and they have obeyed Your word. 
Now they know that everything You 
have given Me comes from You. For I 
gave them the words You gave Me and 
they accepted them. They knew with 
certainty that I came from You, and 
they believed that You sent Me.”

This reads so much like a report. It 
is, in a way. It is saying that on earth 
there are now men who are in touch 
with the divine plan. They know 
who is involved. They have felt the 
responsibility they have to hold these 
truths and share them with others. 
The scheme God has for the salvation 
of people is on track.

Verses 9-12  “I pray for them. I 
am not praying for the world, but for 

those You have given Me, for they are 
Yours. All I have is Yours, and all You 
have is Mine. And glory has come to 
Me through them. I will remain in the 
world no longer, but they are still in the 
world and I am coming to You. Holy 
Father, protect them by the power of 
Your name – the name You gave Me –
so that they may be one as We are one. 
While I was with them, I protected them 
and kept them safe by that name You 
gave me. None has been lost except 
the one doomed to destruction so that 
Scripture would be ful� lled.”

We can see that the Lord had great 
concern and care for His disciples. He 
wants them to be intact as a group 
and remain faithful. He knows they 
will be tried with su� ering, but He 
asks for their protection. He prays 
for their unity, just as there is unity 
between Father and Son. They were 
all kept safe during His ministry but 
there was the exception, Judas, who 
was destined to betray Jesus. 

Verses 13-15 “I am coming to You 
now, but I say these things while I am 
still in the world, so that they may have 
the full measure of My joy within them. 
I have given them Your word and the 
world has hated them, for they are not 
of the world any more than I am of the 
world. My prayer is not that You take 
them out of the world but that You 
protect them from the evil one.”

We can’t say for sure that the 
disciples were listening to this prayer 
but we can see that Jesus wants 
them to understand the position 
they are in. Taught by Him, loved 
and protected by Him, given joy in 
knowing Him and known personally 
by the Father. The world is not always 
the whole geographical world that 
is meant, but the whole of society 
which opposes or ignores God.
CONCLUSION

We could ask the question “what 
has all this to do with me?” Firstly, it 
points out that there is the need to 
come to Jesus as a lost sinner and 
ask Him to save and keep us. Then for 
those who belong to the Lord, the 
promises of enabling, of protection, 
of loving care all are ours as they 
were for the disciples. In our next 
study we will see that Jesus prays for 
“all that will believe in Him through 
the word” of the disciples. The work 
goes on. People are being saved and 
blessed today. Don’t miss out. ●

BY RICK LEWERS

SOME years back I was swimming with my family in the 
river and, at the panicked voice of my wife, I turned to see 
that between me in the water and my son on the bank 
was an enormous brown snake. 

I could not get to my son and my son could not get to 
me. It was as though time stood still. I have thought about 
that incident a lot. It reminds me of the state of the world.

There is a snake-like creature that exists and he 
positions himself between God and people and between 
people and people. 

We know him as the devil and he � rst shows up in the 
Bible as a serpent whose venom produces a necrosis that 
leaves nothing in life una� ected - a venom we call “sin” 
that completely upsets the central spiritual system. 

God has written large upon his creation t he truth that 
sin is a deadly poison that climaxes in eternal poverty. 

Sin’s venom works in no particular timeframe, 
sometimes killing instantly while at other times 
torturing people for the length of their lives leaving 
them sorrowfully unforgiven or making them bitterly 

unforgiving. The unforgiven remains crushed by their sin 
while the unforgiving are hardened by their bitterness. 

Of course, when bitten by a venomous snake, the 
immediate course of action is to access the anti-venom. If 
you do not believe snake bite anti-venom exists then no 
one can help you. 

Similarly, if you do not believe in God, sin’s anti-venom 
does not exist and there is no one who can help you. 

Of course Jesus taught us that the anti-venom to sin’s 
poison is only a prayer away: “Forgive us our sins as we 
forgive those who sin against us”. In the simplicity of the 
Lord’s Prayer, Jesus taught us that God the Father o� ers us 
forgiveness and inspires us to be forgiving. 

If you need forgiveness, God can o� er it. If you need 
to forgive someone else, God can help. In the simplicity 
of this great prayer are the deepest resources for life. 
One can � nd the joy of sin’s sorrows lifted and the chains 
of bitterness released. I love the fact that Jesus met his 
death with the words “Father forgive them”.  It means God 
harbours no grudge and His forgiveness ends the sorrow 
of my guilt. If you want to be forgiven and forgiving, Jesus 
is the place to start.  ●

Avoiding the serpent of sinAvoiding the serpent of sin
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Bianca Buitendag’s earliest 
memory is driving to the 
beach in the early hours of 
the morning with her dad, 

with surfboards on the car roof, 
the smell of coff ee emanating from 
a fl ask next to the driver’s seat, and 
a map spread out wide. 

“That’s what surfi ng was to me 
from the beginning – an excuse to 
explore, an excuse to adventure,” 
Bianca writes in her website bio.

Since that fi rst memory, Bianca 
has gone from strength to strength. 
By eight she was already competing 
in surfi ng competitions and she 
took part in her fi rst international 
tournament at 13. She spent most 
of her adult life as South African’s 
top ranked surfer and repre-
sented the country 
at the 2020 Summer 
Olympics where she 
won silver in the 
women’s shortboard 
competition.

Bianca was born 
in George, Western 
Cape, South Africa in 
1993 and describes 
her background as 
traditional Afrikaans. When she 
was 12, her family moved to Victo-
ria Bay, where Bianca would spend 
hours before and after school in 
the ocean.

Bianca says her father, Collin 
Buitendag, was the one who pushed 
her into her fi rst wave and intro-
duced her to surfi ng. He was one 
of her staunchest supporters, often 
travelling with her to competitions 
around the world. Sadly Collin 
passed away 2015, when Bianca 
was 21.

“Nothing prepares you for that 
moment,” she explains in a video 
with CBN South Africa. “You never 
imagine that it will happen to you 
and then it does… I really felt like 

I lost the protection and the guid-
ance. I was like in the world alone.”

In the midst of her grief, Bianca 
didn’t care whether she won or lost 
competitions. However later that 
year, she fi nished at her career-best 
at World No. 4 in the World Surf 
League rankings. It also made her 
the most successful South African 
professional surfer – male or female 
– of the past 18 months.

Bianca says she held onto faith 
while mourning the loss of her 
father.

“A lot of times you read ‘The 
Lord is my strength’ in the Bible 
and you kind of fl ip past it and it’s 
just theory, but when you can’t 
get out of bed because you’re in 
such a dark place the Lord really 

is your strength – it 
becomes very much 
practical.”

B i a n c a  s p o k e 
about her faith in a 
video by The White 
Shack, sharing that 
despite being raised 
as a Christian, it 
wasn’t until she was 
an adult that she 

embarked on a journey to make her 
faith her own. Bianca now says she 
has found the overwhelming truth 
of God’s love. 

“I celebrate it every day,” she 
shares. “It is what keeps me going.”

In an interview with This Life 
Online, Bianca says, “It’s a pity that 
for some people, tradition has taken 
so much away from His wonder, 
but for me personally, it’s impos-
sible not to believe. God has held 
my hand tightly through all these 
years, through the dark and scary. 
His love liberates me and I believe 
Him every time He says the word 
‘new’. New morning. New mercy. 
New hope.” 

After Collin’s death, Bianca knew 

her professional career would soon 
come to an end.

But then it was announced that 
surfi ng would be included in the 
2020 Tokyo Olympic Games and 
Bianca’s mother urged her com-
pete. Her mother’s recent battles 
with colon cancer, which was re-
moved, and lymphoma, which she 
is still fi ghting, inspired Bianca to 
compete.

She says it was “vasbyt en gebed” 
(resilience and prayer) that gave her 
the strength to bring home a silver 
medal, which she dedicated to her 
mother.

During the fi nal, Bianca says she 
felt like she was part of something 
bigger than herself. 

“A big rainbow just appeared out 
of a typhoon sky and I just knew 
God was with me,” she shares.

Following the Olympics, Bianca 
retired from professional surfi ng.

In a Facebook post on July 28, 
2021, she wrote: “Ever since my 
father passed away, my life’s ambi-
tions have changed drastically, and 
my heart quickly moved away from 
chasing heat scores. It has been 
over fi ve years since, enough time 
to respect all the commitments I 
have made, to my beautiful coun-
try, myself and many others. The 
Olympics has coincidentally acted 
as the perfect opportunity for clo-
sure. I will, however, never stop 
rushing towards saltwater at every 
opportunity. The sea is my therapy, 
the place I feel closest to heaven.”

The 28-year-old thanked those 
who had supported her through-
out her career and added: “Most 
importantly – although I like to 
believe that I’m tough and inde-
pendent, I want to acknowledge my 
Heavenly Father, who has held my 
hand tightly through all these years 
– through the dark and scary. He 
has been my best friend, my clos-

Bianca Buitendag of Team South Africa 
surfs during the women's Gold Medal 
match on day four of the Tokyo 2020 
Olympic Games at Tsurigasaki Sur� ng 
Beach on July 27, 2021 in Ichinomiya, 
Chiba, Japan, while a rainbow lights 

up the dark sky behind her. (Photo by 
Ryan Pierse/Getty Images)

THE SEA IS 
MY THERAPY, 
THE PLACE I 
FEEL CLOSEST 
TO HEAVEN.

Bianca Buitendag 
gestures after competing 

at the Tokyo Olympics 
in 2021 in Japan. 

(Photo by Ryan Pierse/
Getty Images)

est companion. Ever since 
my first contest at eight 
years old, my last sentence 
before every heat has been, 
‘Father, I trust You, have 
Your way.’ After all these 
years, I can confi dently 
stand knowing that His will 
did, indeed, prevail.”

After retirement Bianca 
will help run a Christian 
organisation called Life 
Community Services in 
George in the southern 
Cape, where she is over-
seeing construction of a 
primary school. ●


