The Lessons of the Ostrich

Job 39:13-18 "The wings of the ostrich wave proudly, but are they the pinions and plumage of love? 14 For she leaves her eggs to the earth and lets them be warmed on the ground, 15 forgetting that a foot may crush them and that the wild beast may trample them. 16 She  deals cruelly with her young, as if they were not hers; though her labor be in vain, yet she has no fear, 17 because God has made her forget wisdom and given her no share in understanding. 18 When she rouses herself to flee, she laughs at the horse and his rider. ESV

Lam 4:1-4 How the gold has grown dim, how the pure gold is changed! The holy stones lie scattered at the head of every street. 2 The precious sons of Zion, worth their weight in  fine gold, how they are regarded as earthen pots, the work of a potter's hands! 3 Even jackals offer the breast; they nurse their young, but the daughter of my people has become cruel, like the ostriches in the wilderness. 4 The tongue of the nursing infant sticks to the roof of its mouth for thirst;  the children beg for food, but no one gives to them. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

I believe that the story of Job really happened.  There are critics who look at it on the surface and criticize God from it, but adversity teaches us much about things and in this book of Job's suffering, and his “friend's” response, and then God's response, we can learn much about God, people, and ourselves.  It is, after all, in the books of wisdom of the Old Testament.  In the book of Job we learn that people don't always know what is best and critics don't always know what's truly going on.  We also see that we, ourselves, don't always see the whole picture about our life when it is we who are the ones on great trial.  Think about that:  Job didn't know the information of the first two chapters that we are told reading the book and he didn't know that Satan had presented himself to God and that God had been bragging on him and that this was being recorded to teach us today about how God works and why suffering comes.  All that Job knew was that his whole world suddenly fell apart without any warning or explanation!  Ah, but Job also teaches us a very important principle by showing us that even when we don't understand or see clearly, faithfulness is always the right response!  And if we are faithful, in time things will make sense.

I brought you a text from Job that is a part of God's response to Job.  It is a text that God really illuminated to me a few years ago.  When God finally showed up at the end of the matter, He did a curious thing in that He spent the vast majority of His response to Job, talking about animals.  Perhaps God did this because Job himself had brought up that fact that we could learn from God's creation.  Job earlier in the book said:

Job 12:7 "But ask the beasts, and they will teach you; the birds of the heavens, and they will tell you; ESV  

Job was insinuating that he felt sometimes the animals know more about God than we do as humans in great distress.  But God turned his words around and began to bring up examples of animals and compared them to humans and showed Job that we could indeed glean lessons from them.  

We have not time to do this justice tonight, but in one place of His answer, God brought up the Behemoth, the big beast that is so strong and massive and yet lacks brains.  Strong but dumb – have you ever known anybody like that?  Perhaps that kid in my 6th grade class who was supposed to be in high school.  He bullied everybody on the playground and was the only 6th grader who had to shave.  He was dumb as nails and they eventually passed him just to get him out of middle school.  What God was teaching us is that all of the strength and ability in the world without wisdom governing it and guiding it is useless!

God mentioned the Leviathan, the great sea creature that was massive and powerful.  And God asked Job, “can you hook him in the jaw and catch him?”  “Can you play with him or let him become a pet for your children?”  The point that God was teaching was that some people are like Leviathan:  all of the power and talent and ability and strength in the world and unbelievable potential, yet nothing productive or good ever comes from it because they refuse to submit to anything and to be harnessed and to be subservient.  The greatest potential in the world is wasted if you cannot submit to Godly authority and discipline yourself.  

Let us focus, however, on yet another animal of the many that God brought up for Job to learn from in his trial, the ostrich.  Ostriches were common birds in the middle east in those days and Job, in his great lamenting of his suffering, mentioned them.  We read where he said:

Job 30:29 I am a brother of  jackals and a companion of  ostriches. ESV  

It was commonly known that the jackals and ostriches lived in desolate, forsaken places away from humanity and civilization and so while Job was going through his trial – you may remember that Job's test was so severe that he lost all that he had, including his family, wealth, health, and wife – Job felt like that he was now living a life in loneliness and desolation.  It was a natural response to someone in Job's situation, but one that God answered when He appeared to Job at the end of the trial.  And in this final appearance, God brought up the ostrich to Job:

Job 39:13-18 "The wings of the ostrich wave proudly, but are they the pinions and plumage of love? 14 For she leaves her eggs to the earth and lets them be warmed on the ground, 15 forgetting that a foot may crush them and that the wild beast may trample them. 16 She  deals cruelly with her young, as if they were not hers; though her labor be in vain, yet she has no fear, 17 because God has made her forget wisdom and given her no share in understanding. 18 When she rouses herself to flee, she laughs at the horse and his rider. ESV

God began to describe characteristics of the ostrich and compare them to Job's circumstance.  God was essentially saying, "you mentioned you felt like ostriches, Job, do you even really know the reason that I created them the way that they are?"  And the fact that God even brings this up to Job teaches us that God created the ostrich with certain characteristics that He doesn't want people to respond like when they are going through a bad situation.  We can learn a lot from Job, because there are going to be times in our life when we all go through down times or trials or hardships.  But if you are really going to learn the lesson of Job, then you must learn the lesson that Job had to learn, and that was the lesson of the ostrich.  God cares more for how you react to your trial than He does the trial itself.  A storm is nothing to God, but a faithful child is much to Him.  So God created the ostrich with a purpose and that was to teach us how not to act as we go through life and struggle with things.  

__________________________________________________

So, have you ever watched an ostrich?  It's not a common bird in our backyard, so we do not necessarily grasp the lessons that God is trying to teach us by bringing it up.  But I've spent a lot of time watching the ostriches in the zoo and reading up on them.  Truly God has made her forget wisdom and devoid of understanding.  If you can handle it, let's attempt to learn the lessons of the ostrich.  First note:

Ostriches do not care for their young or each other and are very selfish.

This is what Jeremiah was referring in our text from the book of Lamentations.  Israel had become selfish, so God compared them to our big bird.  Ostriches don't care for anybody else's needs, but focus only on their own situation and own wants.  This is particularly true for mother ostriches.  To be a mother is time consuming – can the mothers here say amen? – and very sacrificial and so ostriches don't do the mother thing.  If you see an ostrich that is full grown, then know that he got there basically by himself.  Without anybody to help him and probably never knew his mother.  Because ostriches only care about themselves.

Some Christians are selfish like that.  They only care about their situation and that they get fed and they never get to the place where they help other people.  They'll come to church as long as they feel it's meeting their needs, but if the preacher is preaching or ministering to someone else, they aren't on board.  They'll find time to pray everyday about their life and their wants, but rarely call someone else's name or situation out before God.  They'll come early to pray before church if they know that they need a special touch that night, but if everything is fine, then they don't bother, never stopping to think that there might be someone else that needs to receive something that night.  Similarly, they will praise God with everything within them if they need something but never realize that somebody else might need a breakthrough and faith boost from a praise- filled environment that someone else created for them.

Some people never get the revelation that being unfaithful to services hurts not just them but the church body.  The scriptures say that we "are the body of Christ."  Try to walk with a leg missing.  Try to throw a ball with only two fingers.  If we are truly the body of Christ, then your lack of faithfulness hurts what God is able to do in that service.  It may be your faith and your response to the Word that ushers in someone else into the presence of God.  Somebody learn a lesson of the ostrich today, and realize that somewhere, we've got to get beyond just thinking of ourselves!  Another characteristic of ostriches is that:        

Ostriches will eat anything including things that are a detriment to them.

In fact, one of the most common ways that ostriches die is from eating something that kills them; they can't tell the difference between what is good for them and what is bad for them.  At the zoo, you will see a big sign that says something like, "don't feed the ostriches, they'll eat anything."  They are particularly drawn by what something looks like.  There is more than one documented case in history of ostriches on a battlefield swallowing a red-hot bullet and it killing them, all because they thought it looked interesting.  

Some people are no smarter than the ostrich.  They'll let anything into their house.  They'll watch and consume anything.  It's a bad sign when people can leave a church service and then go sit down and watch filth and not even bat an eye.  I get worried about people who can go to church anywhere and be happy and just believe whatever some preacher tells them and takes it in and digests it without checking it out first.  You'd better learn this lesson of the ostrich:  All that looks pretty or appeals to your eyes isn't good for you!  And just because you can do something doesn't mean that it's what you should do!  Paul said that all things are lawful but not all things are beneficial.  If you are going to survive, spiritually, you'd better learn to tell the difference between things that are good and that are destructive!         

The reasons that ostriches often swallow rocks and such that are harmful to them, is because of what their diet consists of in the first place.  They seem to like the hardest and most indigestible foods and so they must eat other "roughage" to help them break the food up.  And ostriches never seem to make the connection between what they first ate, and what they then had to eat!  They don't understand what they willingly take in, determines their future appetites and is more than just a one meal choice, but is affecting their outlook for the future!  Let's move on to one of the most key characteristics of this bird that God has brought to our attention:    

The Ostriches sole strength is their ability to run away from trouble.

God told Job:

Job 39:18 When she rouses herself to flee,  she laughs at the horse and his rider. ESV

It's the one area that the ostrich excels in.  She can outrun the swiftest horse when she decides to "get out of dodge."  Some people are the same way.  They are fine and stable until a little trouble or problems pop up and then their greatest strength kicks in and that is they always run away!  

We had a man come to my father's church when I was a kid that had been running from a situation.  He was a minister.  He gave my dad a sob story about the problems that had arisen in the other church.  He was very sincere and had a call of God on his life and dad eventually made him the outreach director.  From one Sunday to Monday, this guy went from preaching about being "sold out to winning souls in this town" to gone!  He packed up and left town and changed churches and we never saw him again.  What really happened was that he and his family began to have the same conflicts and problems that they had had in the other church.  The problem and trouble was with their actions, but rather than face it he did what he always did, which is to say that he ran.  It was his greatest strength.  

Once you start running, you will always be running.  If you get offended and run, then beware that where ever you run to, you'll get offended again.  This is not a perfect church because we have humans in it.  You have a human for a pastor and humans for saints.  When people come to me and criticize something about our church, they are telling me that they are the ones causing it.  Judas Iscariot proves that you criticize what you have a problem with.  When conflict arises, instead of making it right and changing their behavior according to the Word of God, some people just run away.  But they will find that the same problems pop up in the next church and the next town.  Because really, they are the problem.  God was telling Job, "if you are going through something, don't run, but stay faithful and face it and allow me to take you through it!"  Running is never the will of God for a child of God.    

And the interesting thing about the ostrich is that it has wings like other birds, but it's wings never give it flight, but only help it to run away faster.  It spread it's wings out when it runs to give it a little lift and make it somewhat lighter.  Unfortunately, some people are like that: they get filled with the Holy Ghost and God lifts them up out of their miry clay on eagle's wings and yet despite they have been delivered, all they do is continue to run away from their issues!  God didn't save you and lift you up on eagle's wings for you to be able to run, but rather for you to fly with Him!  

Ostrich hunters have learned a peculiar characteristic about the running patterns of the bird.  When running, the bird tends to run into the wind, and to run in broad circles.  This makes it easier than one might think to kill one even though they are fast.  They run into the wind because it better helps their wings.  They run in circles because they are not running with a goal in mind but are just "trying to get away."  

Someone better hear the lesson of the ostrich!  When you run, not only do you not solve anything, but you become an easy target for the devil because you are just running in circles.  The devil knows exactly what to tempt you with or bring up next time because your life is just cycle of problem, running, problem, running, problem running!  You become an easy prey of hell, because your one strength is running away from the truth!      

This leads us to another trait of the ostrich:

Ostriches cannot ever finish a course or race.

My father told me of going to a circus many decades ago when they lived in Alaska and where one of the highlights of the show was that they harnessed ostriches to little buggies and put a person in each of them and then they made the three rings into a little race oval with a start and finish lines.  When they fired the gun and let the ostriches loose, it was comical because they couldn't stay on course and just ran every which way.  Dad said that none of them ever made it to the finish line and they all ended up in a tangled mess in the midst of the tent.  

This is exactly how not to be, remember?  Some people never finish anything that they start.  And often it is because when they encounter a trial or trouble, they just abandon the course and the plan that they had set to follow.  Paul told us that as Christians we were to run with patience the race set before us.  We want to one day also be able to say, “I have kept the faith and I have finished the course.”  Living for God is about learning to stay on course and keep on course.  It's about learning to run alongside one another without hindering each other and bringing each other down.  And yet some people are like the ostriches in that they not only don't come close to the course or the finish line, but they hinder and even prevent other people from faithfully moving forward, too!  Learn the lesson well:  don't be like an ostrich!

_________________________________________

Moving onward, we find another unique characteristic of this bird:

Often in running, the Ostrich will come upon a nest and will raise it as their own.

The ostrich has a complete and total lack of loyalty.  She can forget about the responsibility that she had somewhere else in the drop of a hat.  She can go on in a new place pretending that nothing ever happened and chooses to do that instead of dealing with the issue.  

I'm amazed at how many people approach life without trying to take responsibility for anything; at how disloyal people are.  Sometimes people get the Holy Ghost in a church or baptized in a church, and you can bend over backwards to help them, but if the preacher asks you to do one little thing that you don't like, they're gone!  Any nest can do if they can convince themselves that they are all right.  You're not alright, you're devoid of understanding!  Which kind of leads me to the next point:  

An Ostrich will hide his head in the reeds and think it's hidden because of it's ability to see.

If it gets tired, the Ostrich will stick it's head so that it can't see anything, and it thinks that it's hidden.  Sin blinds you to your faults.  And some people think that just because they can't see their faults that nobody else can.  But with the light of the Word of God shining on you, everybody can see except you.  You need to pull you eyes out of the darkness and the reeds of sin and be truthful.  With hidden sin, you're only fooling yourself!  

The Ostrich loves and prefers the deserts even if the farms are nearby.  

They've tested this out.  Want to run the ostriches out of the country?  Plant a farm and crop land.  Have a harvest.  The ostrich will leave because it prefers the dry places.  

Some people would prefer a dead church, or not be too much living water flowing or a harvest and growth.  They'd prefer to go to a church where the ground is never plowed up so that they can be comfortable.  Like the ostrich, they'll take a sip of water every now and then, but don't prefer too much of that Holy Ghost, living water stuff.  You get too many people in here, and they might not get the personal attention that they always got.  If the preacher is too anointed, he might talk about something that they need to change.  If we get a harvest, then some of the new people might obey and grow beyond them, thus exposing their lack of growth for what it is:  an excuse.  Some people, like the ostrich and like the children of Israel, would prefer to stay in the wilderness rather than enter into the Promised Place of God!  Especially if the Promised Place means standing up against some giants, following directives of the man of God, or personal sacrifice!      

And when ostriches do get loose in a field, they are famous for their ability to destroy it!  Remember this:  if people are not going to change, sometimes it's a blessing that they run so easily from their trouble!  

Oh, the lessons of the ostrich!  Now hear another trait of this bird:

An Ostrich does not give thought to provisions such as food or water when building a nest.

My father never made any move, spiritual or in the natural, until he considered how it would affect his involvement to the local church and his responsibility to the will of God.  Dad wasn't always a preacher and when he was a businessman, he was successful mainly I think because he always made company decisions based upon the church.  He wanted to be able to bless the church with his tithes and offerings.  He might not start a project if he knew a missionary was coming into town.  He always made sure that all of his help were off in time to go to church three times a week.  He always let them off for conferences and such.  

When you make decisions to move or where to put your nest or job situations, you'd better think about spiritual nourishment in the equation!  You're going to die without regularly being in a spiritual environment, being fed the manna from heaven!  You'd better think about that while you are building the nest and not after!  And that goes for deciding who to marry and who to be business partners with and so on...

Mother Ostriches often have to feed their young by breaking up some of their eggs because of a lack of planning.

When you don't plan a nest with food and water in mind, then it's always your children that are hurt the worst.  Maybe you are strong enough to go a while in a dry place, but your family may not be!  Learn the lesson of the ostrich and put your nest nearby a church and body that is flowing with the spiritual blessings of God

Ostriches are vain creatures and will often strut and expand their wings for no reason.

They like to show out.  They like to strut.  Remember that in the list of sins such as murder, hatred, adultery, and such that there is also one called "pride."  Oh, don't be like the ostrich!

If Ostriches can't run away, then they will attack and cause great harm with their mouth.

Their mouth is their chief weapon of attacking!  We could say the same for many Christians and some who would never dream of stabbing someone with a physical knife yet have their tongues so long that if you put some morsel of destructive knowledge about somebody else, they would slap their brains out trying to get to it!  Remember that the Bible says that "out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks."  James said that if you say you are religious and can't control your mouth then your religion is in vain.  If you can't control your mouth and stop cursing others, then you haven't really let God consume the inside as you should.  It's not a word "slipping out" but it's what's really inside finally coming forth!    

When Ostriches attack with their mouth, they make a hideous sound that sounds close to laughter.

They enjoy attacking others with their mouth.  You'd better stay away from gossips and realize that they are very "devoid of understanding."  James said that the tongue is just as the bit in a horse's mouth and the helm of a huge ship.  The key to controlling the body is the tongue.  You ought to remember that.  You only have as much control over your body as you do your tongue.  You are only as spiritual and as submitted to God as your tongue is.  You are only as saved, as your tongue . . . !  Ouch, and yet there is Bible for that because James said, “If any man bridle not his tongue, his religion is in vain.”  

Remember, God brought up the ostrich to Job to reveal how not to act when he was going through something.  Hurting people, hurt people.  If people are always cutting others down and slandering them and talking bad about them and pointing out their faults, then they are hurting themselves and probably guilty of far more things than they are criticizing in others.  Remember that the most impressive proof of God's power is when you are able to go through something and yet hold your tongue and not lash out and attack.  

Remember the Roman soldier at the cross?  He had gotten a revelation that day that he expressed when he said "surely, this was the Son of God."  It wasn't the miracles that Jesus did that gave him that revelation.  It wasn't the walking on water, or the feeding of the five thousand.  It wasn't Jesus' preaching or teaching and great sermon points that did it.  It wasn't even the casting out of devils.  What caused him to come to that conclusion was that he witnessed for the first time, someone dying the horrible death of crucifixion and all of the people passing by and mocking and making fun and yet instead of hearing the dying man lash out in response, he heard only forgiveness.  What the supernatural couldn't do, a forgiving spirit and a mouth that refused to curse others, did!  We ought to remember that!  And yet we move on:  

During the day, the Ostrich makes a sound that from a distance is indistinguishable from a lion's roar.  

I read where someone said that native Africans can only tell the difference in the sound of an ostrich and a lion by two things:  1. the time of day that the roar comes (the Ostrich roars in the daytime and the lion at night) or by getting close enough to really see the animal.  

The point here is that in the day time, the ostrich puts up a pretty good imitation of a lion.  Until you get close enough to really see it.  That's the way some people are.  They can put up a pretty good front of living for Jesus and being sold out to the Lion of Judah, as long as it's day time and everything is going good.  But it's really just a facade that can be discovered by getting closer to them and really looking at what they really are.  

Or you can tell the difference by how they sound in the night, because: 

When alone at night, an Ostrich will groan with a hoarse and pitiful groaning. 

There is no roaring in the night for the ostrich, but they go to this mournful howling sound.  The native Africans have also learned that a lion rarely roars during the day time, so if they hear a roar in the daytime, then they know that it's an ostrich, and if they hear a roar at night, then they know that it's a lion!  I've learned to become wary of people telling how faithful they are and how holy they are and how much they've changed when everything is going good in their life, because that's roaring in the daytime.  When people come to me bragging on their obedience and proud of themselves because they are "living right" that pretty much tells me that when the night comes, they won't be able to do it.  If you are truly like the Jesus that is the Lion of the tribe of Judah, then you will do your roaring in the nighttime!  You will not just do what is right when it is convenient but you will be faithful even in the darkest night!    

I've often heard the ostrich cry in churches.  It sounds like:  "Oh me."  It's called a pity party, and it's one of the most self-destructing things that you can do.  Maybe you really are in a nighttime -- we all go through them, but if you were a lion like unto Jesus Christ in the daytime, then the sun going down hasn't changed who you are!  If you were really a child of God in the good times then you are still a child of the King in the bad times!  You can hold your head up and smile because "weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning!"    

When people go into a trial and it causes them to be unfaithful, then they really weren't faithful in the first place.  Your faithfulness is tested only when you have an opportunity to be unfaithful.  If God had put Adam and Eve in the garden and hadn't forbidden anything, they really wouldn't have been faithful, they would have been robots.  God allows night seasons in our lives and for the devil to tempt us so that we can prove our faithfulness.  Doing right in the day time when everything is going good is not faithfulness; doing right in the trial and temptation is.  Job, when you're going through something, you'd better remember the lesson of the ostrich!  God gave her to you so that you would know how not to act in such situations!  

And so I saved the most telling characteristic for last and that is that:

An Ostrich can't stand to be examined.

In the wild, when they are being watched, they will either run away, or if they can't get away, they will attack.  My brother-in-law and sister-in-law are about to come visit us next week.  The last time that they were here, we all took my niece to the zoo.  We were sitting there looking at the African exhibit which has zebras and elephants and all sorts of weird things when I heard a snapping sound and looked down and saw an ostrich had come up to the look out point and was trying to bite us.  If I'd have lowered my hand about twelve inches, there would have been no more piano for me!  Now I understand what was happening.  The ostrich didn't want us looking at it, and since there was no place to hide, it was trying to attack.  

As a preacher, I've seen many people  who "have no share of understanding" like that ostrich.  They don't want to be examined.  They don't want to hear the truth.  And if the preacher or God's Word puts it out there so that they have no place to hide, then they immediately attack.  Such is the characteristic of the ostrich.  

But remember it's the truth that will save you!  It's the truth that will set you free!  People who want to change love the truth and are drawn to it.  People who are like ostriches and only putting up a front and are selfish and always run rather than change, hate truth and avoid it.  That said, I want to be a preacher of truth and for this to be a church of truth, and for you to be people of the truth!  To do that, we must learn the mighty lesson that God taught us through a witless bird in Job.  Learn the lessons of the ostrich!    

