GOD-SANCTIONED AMBITION

"And Jabes was more honorable than his brethren: and his mother called his name dJabesz,
saying, Because I bare him with sorrow. And Jabez called on the God of Israel, saying,
Oh that thou wouldest bless me indeed, and enlarge my cocast, and that thine hand might
be with me, and that thou wouldest keep me from evil, that it may not grieve me! And
God granted him that which he reguested” (I Chronicles 4:9-10).

While reading the long genealogies in First Chronicles my attention was arrested by the
name of one man to whose blography Geod's Word has devoted only two verses. His bilography
not only arrested my attention and interest, but it also blessed my life.

In reading the long lists of undistingnished names in the opening chapters of First
Chromicles one might say, "Well, what a lot of ordinary people there were in the world
in those days! All that could possibly be said of them was, that they were born, they
lived awhile, and they died. Nothing is recorded of any achievements tc their credit—
they were born, they iived, they died, and their children followed on after them.” But
here in the midst of the long procession of ordinary people is the name of a man con-
cerning whom God wrete something. God did not say that this mar was more wealthy, more
brilliant, more healthy, or more popular than his brethren, but that he was more honor-
able than they were.

When an infant is bhorn the mother is generally very happy. Unlike most methers, the
mother of Jabez was not joyful at the birth of her son. Ws do not know what was the
cause of the mother's grief, but in itoken and memory of the scrrow in which she bore her
son she called him "Jabegz," which means '"sorrowful.?

A bad name is & tremendous handieap in life. Besaring such a name, Jabez had a poor

start in life. While thousands can tell of a godly father and a praying mether, there
are still Jerger numbers who do not have any such memories to bless their pathways. TYet
out of such an environment have come those who have been noted for saintliness. Those
who are reared in homes where there is no parental direction in the way of sanciity are
handicapped greatly. When some sucecesd in spite of thait handicap, it is due to the grace
of God.

A careful reading of the text will convince you that Jabez was ambitious. OShakespeare
put these words into the mouth of one of his characters, Cardinal Wolsey: "Cromwell, I
charge thee, fling away ambition: by that sin fell the angels." Was he giving advice
which accords with the teaching of Scripture? Is ambition necessarily a base and selfish
quality? Is it indeed the "last infirmity ofinoble minds?"

There is an ambition which might be described thus, but there is alsc an ambition which
is worthy and to be cherished. In essence, any ambition which centers around and termin-
ates upon self is unworthy, while an ambition which has the glory of God as its center
and gozl is not only legitimate but positively praiseworthy.

Many fail to achieve worthwhile goals because they de not have a masterful ambition, &
dominating purpose to unify their lives. They live haphazardly rather than like Paul,
who said, "This one thing I do." An interesting story is told of the father of the
famous Webster brothers, who found the boys lounging around listdessly. He said, "What
are you doing, Ezekiel?" ‘'Doing nothing,® he replisd. ‘'And what are you doing Daniel?”
"Helping Zeke, sir," said Daniel. Many cthers have not had any more ambibtion than those
boys had.
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If you are to achieve a worthwhile ambition, you will require such 2 wholehearited
abandonment as Demosthenes, the greatest orator in the ancient world, displayed in pursuit
of oratorical power. When Demosthenes first spoke in public he was ridiculed and hissed
off the platform. His vecice was harsh and weak and his appearance unprepossessing. ile
resolved that his fellow citizens would yet hang on his words, and to this end he gave
himself day and night to the study of elocution. He shaved half his head so that he would
not be drawn into the invelvemenis of socieby. To overcome a stammer he reciled with
pebbles in his mouth. He delivered his orations against the thunders of the Aegan Sea

in order that his voice might gain in volume. An ugly 1ifting of the shoulder he correci-
ed by standing beneath a suspended sword. He corrected his facial distortion by practic=
ing in front of a mirror. It is not surprising that, when he appeared in public again,

he moved his audience and his nation. Along with another crator he was speaking on &
matter of vital importance to the nation. When his colleague conciuded his speech, the
crowd said, 'What marvelous oratory.” But when Demosthenes reached his peroration they
cried with one woice, "Let us go and fight FPhilipi”

Worldly ambition expresses itself in three main directions: to build a peputation, to
amass wealth, and to wield power, but its fatal flaw is that its center is sell and not
God. This ambition dees not ennoble, but it engenders jealousy and envy. It is im-
patient of the consideration due to others and will go to any length to achisve its end.
It frequently drives a businessman Lo crush ruthlessly his weaker and more serupulous
competitor. Bub how trivial are its achievements and unsubstantisl are ilts rewards when
viewed in the light of eternity! The ambition of Napoleon and Hitler brought them
momentary glory, bub with it eternal shame. Such an ambition ls the very antithesis of
the spirit or attituwds of Christ.

It is possible to have an unworthy ambition in religiocus circles as well as in worldly
associations. Before their Lransforming experience at Pentecost, James and John used
their doting mother in an endeavor to gain them a preferment over their ten brethren.
They stooped to peitiy intrigus to exclude the other claimants to the pisces of suprene
privilege in Christ's kingdom, ZEven the last Supper was not too saered an occasion to be
marred by their selfish strife. Nor were the ten free from the same unworthy ambition,
or they would not have been so indignant with James and John for forestalling them. They
had yet to learn, and by very bitter experience, that the lowliest is the greatest in
Christ's kingdom; but they later mastered the lesson.

The ambition which God sanctions is far otherwise. The true disciple of Christilives by
an entirely different scale of values. A God-approved ambition must be pure and noble,
tinged with self-sbnegation and self-sacrifice. The disciple recognizes that he belongs
to Christ -— body, intellect, emotions, and will -- and therefore any honor which may come
to him belongs to the Master. Iike his Lord, he cherishes the ambition to give rather
than to receive, to serve rather than to be served, to use his time and talents for his
Master rather than debase them in pursuil of self-agggrandizement.

it is the underlying meotive which determines the character of ambition and renders it
laudable or unweorthy. In speaking to Baruch God said, "Seekest thou great things for
thyself? seek them not® (Jeremiah L5:5}, The wrong does not lie in the arbition itself,
but in its inspiring motive. An intensely ambitious man himself, Paul encouraged others
1o aim high by citing himself as an example: "Ilpress toward the mark for the prize”
(Philippians 3:14). Three of Paul's own unusual ambitions appear in his epistles: +to
be "well-pleasing to Ged" (FPhilippians 4:18); "to bequiet, " “the quiet of inner repose;
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and not of inertia {I Thessalonians 4:11}; and “4o preach the gospsl, not where Christ
was named” (Homans 15:20}. 413 his ambitions found their center in Christ, “that in
all things he might have the preeminence’ (Colossians 1:18).

Here then is the measuring rod for an ambitlon which is legitimate for the Christian.
Is its supreme cbjective the glory of CGod and not the glory of the disciple? Will its
fulfillment make the disciple more useful in Christ's service and a greater blessing o
his fellow men?

One of the splendid examples of holy or God-sanctioned ambition is found in our Lext. It
affords & remarkable insight into the character and ambitions of the one man whom God
singled out from among all of his contemporariss for honorable mention. It is a remark-
sble thumbnail skebch which lays bare the ambition which caused him to become "more
honorable than his brethren.® When God preserves the epitaph of one man out of millions
and gives it such concise and meaningful language, we can be certain that a detailed study
of it will be very rewarding.

Before looking into the subject of his ambition, let us learn two important lessouns from
the life of Jabesz.

One lesson is, that there is no need for cbscurity to overshadow & life. From church
history we learn that God frequently takes up obscure men or women and uses them Lo an
extraordinary degree while paseing by people of seemingly much grsater gifts.

If history teaches anything, it teaches us that God seems to have a fondness for getling
hold of very commonplace persons and transferring them into uncommon saints, or leaders,

or reformers, or preachers, or missicnaries. Where did He get Moses? Out of the obscarity
of a hunble home among the Hebrew slaves of Egypt. Where did He get Fideon? Cub of the
obscurity of a iittle wheat farm in Ephraim., Where did He get David? Out of the
cbscurity of the large family of Jesse where fame had never been known to rest. Where

did He get Peter and John? Out of the obscurity of their unheralded teil as fishermen.
Where did He get Dwight L. Moody? Oub of the obscurity of a little shoe store lost among
the big palaces of merchandise in 3Jositon.

These incidents are endless in God's great pattern of doing things. They call us to

sound thinking. They summon us to clear judgments of values. They tell us that obscurity
should never stifle or strangle us. They drive home the truth that, however undistinguished
a person may be, he can serve God in a distinguished way. Jabez, along with many another
unsung member of the guild of the godly, sprang out of cbscurity into everiasting remembranc
becausge of secret prayer 1ife,

Another lesson is, that disabilities need not disqualify in the race of life. That
Jabez was born with a tremendous temperamental handicap is implicit in the name given
him. Though his nature was set in a minor key and he inherited a bilas toward pessimism,
Jabez soared above his brothers who did not inherit any such dissbility. Disabilities
need not disqualify one for a spiritual minisiry tc others.

God is sympathetic toward a holy ambition. dJabsz cherished a strong ambiition which God
sanctioned. His four petitions were indeed arbitious and on the surface might have
appearsd selfish. But the fact that “Cod granted him that which he regquested’ indicates
that the glory of God rather than selfish aggrandizement was his real desire. God doss
not honor unworthy moiives, nor does He answer self-centered prayers. “Ye ask, and
receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts' {(James L33},
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God delighted to honor Jabez because Jabez desired to honer God. God's statement, "Them
that honor me, I will honor® (I Sammel 2:30) is an abiding truth,

Jaber's prayer voliced the aspiration or ambition of his heart.

L

IfT.

Jabez Prayed For Divine Indowment.

"“Oh that thou wouldest bless me indeed.” No ordinary blessing would satisfy him.

He yearned for something which surpassed any previous experiences. When he wanted

a blessing that was a blessing indeed, he weni to the only source from which it could
be obtained. There is but cne place where we may receive blessing indeed, and that
is from God.

God's ear is always attentive to such a plea, for a true spiritual blessing always

‘ennobles character, enriches life, and gualifies one to be a greater blessing to

others. When God blesses you, you are blessed indeed. When you get & blessing
from God, it will last you forever.

Jabez Prayed For Divine Enlargement.

“Oh that thou wouldest bless me indeed, and enlarge my ccast.” Jabez wanted scome-
thing bigger. His primary concern was for an inerease of territory which would
bring him greater influence, but it wes not for mere perscnal aggrandizement, be-
cause God granted his request. His was a God=sanctioned ambition. One should be
ambitious to £ill a larger place if he can thereby bring mors glory to God. We

cught to desire enlargement. Every Christian should have a2 high and holy ambition,
namely, to please Cod. In positions of responsibility God needs people who will
serve Him faithfully and loyally. God is looking for people who are discontented
with a limited opportunity when they can bring greater glory to Ged in a wider sphere.
Our ambition should be for a growing knowledge of God, a stronger faith in God, a
deeper love for God, and a wider influence for Him. We must not be content to remain
as we are while there is so much to learn, so much to enjoy, and so much to do. Do
you as a Christian have a spiritual aspiration to accomplish more for the Lord?

Jabez Prayed For Divine Ensblement.

That thine hand might be with me.® An enlarged coast influences increased respen-
sbility and imposes greater demands. Jabez knew that he needed a2 power greater than
his own to possess and develop this new territory for God. God's hand represents
His mighty power. '

It is a great joy and blessing to know, beyonc & peradventure of a doubt that God's
hand is with you when you are going out to live your life and to do His work. It
matters little whose hands are against you, if God's hand is upon you. His hand is
the one by which all of your needs shall be supplied. When His hand is with you, you
can be surs of the daily provision for your needs.

In substance Jabez prayed, "Ch, God I cammot do anything. I do not have any power

at all. Lay Thine hand upon me, so that wherever I go Thine hand may be with me.”
Think of those upon whom God's hand has been laid. What wonders they accomplished!
That was the explanation of Josephis career. The lord was with Joseph; His hand was
upon him, and nobody could stand against him. That was the explanation of the success
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of loses, Joshua, David, and the prophets —— the hand of the Lord was upon thenm.
When the hand of the Lord is with a man, there is no telling whers He will set

him down, or puit him up. When you have the hand of the Lord with you, you will have
everything that you will ever need.
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. dJabez Prayed For Divine Ixertion.

"hnd that thou wouldest keep me from evil.” Jabew was afraid of evil lest it should
hurt him. His great desire was to be kept from evil, for he knew that sin could not
produce anything but pain and tribulation. He kmew that an enlarged coast would
mean an increased activiiy on the part of his snemies. Atfempting greal things for
God always attracts the hostile attentions of Satan, and Jabez's prayer for the

exertion of the divine strength is appropriate in all ages. All of us need to walk
in humble dependence on God.

And now listen to what the Bible says: “And Cod granted him that which he requested.”
Sabez prayed, and Cod did just as he asked Him to do. Do you believe God? Do you believe
that Cod answers prayer? If you do, then why don't you pray more? When we ask according
to God's will, He hears us and grants to ue the things which we have requested. There is
not anything which God will not do for the person whose sole ambition is for the glory of
the Lord.



