
Can God use a ‘lifer’ or a
Christian criminal?
What happens if a prisoner seems to have finally ‘blown it’?

Death in custody
I do not know how it happens, but death in custody can be ‘felt’ throughout
a prison. It is sad enough whenever a sick prisoner dies and the sad personal
considerations of relatives coupled with procedural complications in
prison can make it a nightmare. Sudden deaths caused by unexpected
health problems are even worse. Relatively rare but savage cases of one
inmate killing another seem to evoke a communal tsunami of guilt and
fear. Then suicide—especially unexpected—depresses and troubles
everyone. It crystallises the ultimate expression of despair and
hopelessness, and the failure to make a telling difference. It seems that
many different people feel part of the guilt and blame—often quite
illogically. Tragically, a surprisingly high proportion of prisoners have
been tempted to consider ending their own lives. One former long-term
‘Listener’ (a trusted inmate who listens to the cares, frustrations and
problems of fellow detainees) confided that when he was in prison, once
even he surveyed the prison carefully to see where he could locate the best
place to hang himself. Prison can be a very depressing place, whatever the
rights and wrongs of individual cases.

‘Lifers’ are often like you and me
But not every ‘lifer’ is depressed. Many in prison for murder, or serving
other long sentences, come to terms with their future and settle in better
than some shorter-term prisoners. Some are upheld by an amazing sense of
humour, which helps them through. Most ‘lifers’ are not the archetypal
criminals depicted in some TV dramas. Often, they are ‘ordinary’ people
who reacted wrongly (and sinfully) in unusual circumstances at a
particular time. Or perhaps they were in the wrong place at the wrong time
with the wrong people. Although culpable and deserving punishment, they
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are no different from many other ‘ordinary’ people who would have
reacted similarly in the same kind of circumstances. Of course, there is a
sadly significant number of people who live to regret their graduation
through relatively minor crimes to more serious ones. Sometimes it has
become too late to realise that, like riding a bike, the best and safest time to
stop is before you gather speed. Yet other people never seem to recover
from a terrible childhood where abuse and lack of parental love have done
much as a catalyst of evil in developing a criminal mindset and behaviour.
That does not make such thinking and actions right. But it does help you to
understand some inmates better. It also causes you to realise that, if your
background was more privileged than many criminals, you ought to be
very grateful and not take it for granted.
Many an ‘ordinary Joe’ might also have fought back in the pub car park

brawl and gone ‘over the top’ in the heat of the moment. Often, only a
black eye, a split lip, a broken nose or a few bruises might result—like in a
rugby match. But sometimes someone dies. If the required criminal intent
can be deduced, a stupid (and wrong) punch-up can turn into a murder that
takes the life of one and wastes the life of at least one other person.
Talking of rugby, here is a case that does not deal with life sentencing,

but which demonstrates how close you can be to getting a prison sentence
when you might think you should walk away free. A normally robust club
rugby forward punched an opposing player in the face. He said he did that
to stop him repeatedly striking his team mate on the floor, a fact which was
well witnessed. The punch, although a strong one that did serious damage,
was only one punch. There were no feet and no head butts. The player was
given a nine month prison sentence. Had he not hit the man so hard or so
accurately in his desire to defend his colleague, his understandable plea of
self-defence to protect another might have been effective as having
demonstrated ‘reasonable force in the circumstances’. Who knows? The
same day, I am told by a rugby boffin friend of mine, in a high profile well-
watched international match, one player repeatedly raked the head of
another with his boot studs, causing wounds necessitating many stitches.
That man had no legal action taken against him. Those roles could easily
have been reversed. What is more, if the punched man had died and it had
been held that grievous bodily harm had been intended, the offending
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player could have been given a life sentence for murder, not just nine
months imprisonment. The point is that the player concerned was just an
ordinary kind of man who played rugby.

Bert’s extra dimension of regret
Bert murdered his wife in his own bedroom after finding her in a
compromising situation with another man. The man escaped, but his wife
did not. Bert is still racked with guilt, not just because he killed the woman
he loved, but because he despatched her into eternity when she was not
ready to meet God. In prison Bert has trusted the Lord Jesus Christ and His
finished work on Calvary’s cross. I often recall some of his first words to
me: ‘If I had not come to prison I would never have come to Christ. But I
cannot get out of my mind that I sent my wife to hell.’ Becoming a Christian
has changed his life but also brought him an extra dimension of regret. He
is now a kind, gracious, well-mannered, much respected inmate in his
prison. He knows the punishment for his murder as well as all his other sins
has been taken by Jesus. But he also knows that the evil consequences of his
wrong, though the act itself is forgiven, continue to ripple on.

Sony—caring parents, but emotional and outrageous
Sony died in custody. (Only some of his details are related below—but we
can all learn from them.) Sony was unusual. His caring parents taught him
a lot about God and the Bible. The combination of his frequent mood
swings and his genuine awareness of God, sometimes gave the impression
that he was ‘out and out’ for God. At times he seemed zealous in his work
for God, though even that often displayed a certain immaturity. He often
bravely championed the cause of God’s people against all the odds. He was
certainly courageous—seemingly fearless, sometimes reckless. However,
his intermittent extremism would have been better replaced by a daily,
humble and quiet walk with his Lord. He needed to consider carefully and
thoughtfully and pray over some of those truths about God which he had
heard so often but never seemed able to take on board in a permanent way.
Perhaps he liked too much to be centre-stage. He was often highly
emotional and at times outrageous. But it must be said that he did get some
remarkable results.
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Very low on self-discipline, Sony showed that he was deceptively strong.
He was rather like a seemingly ‘normal’ London prisoner I met whose
‘friendly’ handshake quite unexpectedly felt like a combination of an
excruciatingly painful clamped vice and a cat’s teeth! Revenge and
personal vendetta motivated Sony’s actions against those who opposed
him. In fact, vengeance seemed to be a greater factor in his life than mercy
or grace. This hardly seemed compatible with a life controlled by the Holy
Spirit. His indiscipline was especially rampant in his relationships with
women. For a man claiming a holy life committed to the Lord, his sexual
exploits and liaisons were inappropriate and totally obnoxious to God.
Also he rarely, if ever, seemed to show any sense of guilt or regret about his
moral laxity—or about anything else he did wrong.

Wasted and finished?
Finally this extroverted individualist with a very high public profile
received a life sentence. Predictably, he was set up. He fell into a trap and
was gullibly ‘grassed’ by a woman. His weakness and desire to live for the
moment had come full circle. Probably even his own people considered
him less harmful in prison than ‘on the out’. Sadly, in prison he became
blind and neglected. He seemed wasted and finished. Like so many people
on the inside of prison, he seemed a pale reflection or a passing shadow of
the strong resolute man he had appeared on the outside. Anyhow, it did
seem that he was finally ‘through’—washed up.
How very sad indeed! A blind, forgotten, failed, hopeless and seemingly

helpless ‘lifer’—with no remission or parole in mind. How very different
now from those early hopes of his God-fearing parents! Everything seemed
lost. Yet it was now that God stepped in to Sony’s situation to use him to
His glory. More of that soon.

‘Peggy’
My wife, Phillippa, often visited an inmate, called ‘Peggy’ (the name and
the circumstances below are deliberately blurred). Peggy, although a real
Christian, committed a certain serious crime in her youth and her victim
suffered. Peggy repented sincerely before God, and claimed the cleansing
of the precious shed blood of Christ. Her deepening spiritual life and
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concern for the lost was evidence of her restored relationship and, after
training, she moved abroad as a missionary. She was faithful and fruitful
and all seemed blessed and well. Obviously she had regrets about the past
and at times wondered if she had been sufficiently open with her victim
about how sorry she really felt.

Heart-stopping
Then the heart-stopping official letter arrived. She must return home to
face questioning about her now long-past criminal offence. Unknown to
Peggy, after all this time—and seemingly from a ‘clear blue sky’—her
victim had gone public. Peggy had neglected, in her earlier repentance, to
really deal in depth with her victim, whom she knew well. Also in an
endeavour to put things behind her, she had failed to ask her victim for
forgiveness. Whatever the outcome, she should have done that. Who
knows if her victim might have openly forgiven her and then have taken no
further action in approaching the police? Now that was all surmise and
speculation; it was too late.
Peggy never returned to the mission field from the police questioning. A

small prison cell and unchosen inmate neighbours replaced her earlier joy
and freedom of Christian service. She nearly cracked under the strain.
Racked again by guilt and her negligent failure to have approached her
victim—and maybe the police too—she thought God was through with
her. Her family, friends and supporting church suffered terribly, too. So
did the mission she had represented, apparently so well and faithfully.
Public ministry was now impossible. Those deputation visits and
missionary commissioning meetings mocked her like a fleeting dream.

Humble and teachable spirit
Some months of inner torment produced, by God’s grace, a very humble
and teachable spirit in her. In her brokenness, she asked God to do the best
He could with the remnants of her shattered life. She looked for others in
prison to humbly witness to and help. A prisoner with enormous problems
occupied the next cell. Peggy shared the gospel and showed God’s love in
helping in small ways. As a result, her new neighbour came to believe that
God was real and cared for her. That prisoner—now released—is walking
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with Christ today as an infectious Christian witness, in the fellowship of a
local Bible-believing church. Behind her tears and groans Peggy has played
a big part in that.
And what of Peggy now? She is out of prison, with a very low profile and

a daily walk of depth and humility with her Lord of mercy and grace. She
continues to pray for and to help others. A good proportion of her very
limited available income supports others who can work where she still
feels disqualified to do so.

‘When I am weak, then am I strong’
She is rather like Sony—whose full biblical name is Samson—in that at her
lowest point, and despite her sinfulness, God used her for His glory and
purposes. Samson, in his blindness and with his re-grown hair reminding
him of his earlier holy Nazirite vow and his own personal godly heritage,
achieved his greatest victory for Israel against the Philistines when, in
captivity, he pushed the temple pillars down. (See Judges 16:18–31.)
Peggy’s achievements through God’s grace are less spectacular—but
eternally permanent. At least one soul (and probably many more) has been
touched for eternity by Peggy’s merciful, forgiving and loving God of
faithfulness. For both Samson and Peggy, the truth that ‘when I am weak,
then am I strong’ (2 Corinthians 12:10) has been demonstrated to be a
personal reality. God wants our repentance, lack of confidence in self, and
wholehearted trust in Him. He can do amazing things through failed
sinners who trust Him and His faithfulness and move forward!

Use the mirror and learn the lessons
Do you regard the account above as a spectacle or as a mirror? It should be
the second. What lessons can we see there? First, it is vitally important to
walk with God day by day. We ‘grow in grace’ (2 Peter 3:18) not ‘jump
through experiences’. Second, in the words of 1 Corinthians 10:12—which
applies to women as well as men—‘let him who thinks he stands take heed
lest he fall.’ Third, we reap what we sow (Galatians 6:7). Fourth, real
repentance not only pleases God and blesses me, but it may also involve me
in confession to others that may cost me dearly. Fifth, never consider that
as a Christian you are out of God’s merciful reach to forgive you or His
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encompassing grace to use you. He longs to do both. Sixth, our God is
sovereign—He really is in control! Seventh, please pray for the salvation
and blessing of lost and backslidden prisoners and that God will use his
weak servants who take the gospel to them.

NOW READ WHAT THE BIBLE SAYS IN JUDGES 16: 18–31:

Judges 16:
18When Delilah saw that he had told her all his heart, she sent and called for the lords of
the Philistines, saying, “Come up once more, for he has told me all his heart.” So the
lords of the Philistines came up to her and brought the money in their hand. 19 Then she
lulled him to sleep on her knees, and called for a man and had him shave off the seven
locks of his head. Then she began to torment him, and his strength left him. 20 And she
said, “The Philistines are upon you, Samson!” So he awoke from his sleep, and said, “I
will go out as before, at other times, and shake myself free!” But he did not know that
the LORD had departed from him. 21 Then the Philistines took him and put out his eyes,
and brought him down to Gaza. They bound him with bronze fetters, and he became a
grinder in the prison.

22 However, the hair of his head began to grow again after it had been shaven. 23 Now
the lords of the Philistines gathered together to offer a great sacrifice to Dagon their
god, and to rejoice. And they said: “Our god has delivered into our hands Samson our
enemy!” 24 When the people saw him, they praised their god; for they said: “Our god
has delivered into our hands our enemy, The destroyer of our land, And the one who
multiplied our dead.” 25 So it happened, when their hearts were merry, that they said,
“Call for Samson, that he may perform for us.” So they called for Samson from the
prison, and he performed for them. And they stationed him between the pillars. 26 Then
Samson said to the lad who held him by the hand, “Let me feel the pillars which support
the temple, so that I can lean on them.” 27 Now the temple was full of men and women.
All the lords of the Philistines were there—about three thousand men and women on
the roof watching while Samson performed. 28 Then Samson called to the LORD, saying,
“O Lord GOD, remember me, I pray! Strengthen me, I pray, just this once, O God, that
I may with one blow take vengeance on the Philistines for my two eyes!” 29 And Samson
took hold of the two middle pillars which supported the temple, and he braced himself
against them, one on his right and the other on his left. 30 Then Samson said, “Let me die
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with the Philistines!” And he pushed with all his might, and the temple fell on the lords
and all the people who were in it. So the dead that he killed at his death were more than
he had killed in his life. 31 And his brothers and all his father’s household came down
and took him, and brought him up and buried him between Zorah and Eshtaol in the
tomb of his father Manoah. He had judged Israel twenty years.
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