
Where there are no oxen, the manger 

is clean, but abundant crops come  

by the strength of  the ox.  

Proverbs 14:4 (ESV)



Growing up in the Washington D.C. area I did not 
have access to very many farms and cannot re-

member ever seeing any oxen. It wasn’t until I moved 
to Birmingham and visited the golf course at Farm-
links that I saw my very steer—horns and all! None-
theless, I know enough about farm animals to under-
stand what a passage like this is teaching us. 

What a dramatic measure it would be to kill off the 
oxen if we ran a farm. They were responsible for pull-
ing the plow which would allow the farmer to till and 
prepare the ground for seed time. With no oxen there 
would be no plowing—which meant no ground prepa-
ration to allow for the seed to be planted and even-
tually produce a harvest. The harvest is the result of 
many factors but apart from the oxen it simply would 
not happen. 



Oxen were very messy and required a lot of mainte-
nance. To follow the Proverb, getting rid of the oxen 
would lead to clean stables. In other words, no mess 
for us to clean up! No smell for us to have to put up 
with, no nasty rolling our sleeves up and working hard 
any longer! But it also would lead to no harvest, no 
food to eat, no goods to sell. While getting rid of the 
mess works to accomplish easing our burden, it also 
produces nothing of substance. 

Mentoring is often messy. We feel if we could get rid 
of the messy-ness we would have less effort in our 
work and more time to relax. In reality, it is that the 
strength of that which we consider messy that pro-
duces the harvest. It is the gospel of grace applied 
to dirty situations that God uses to not only impact 
our students, but also mentors. Anything worthwhile 



comes through labor and suffering. No one grows in 
their spiritual depth and love for Christ in a clean en-
vironment. It is actually in the mess that God reveals 
His best work in our lives and those we desire to be 
changed. No mess, no message! 

– Reflection Question – 

Have you allowed God to shape you through the mess 
or sought to clean everything up and remove the very 

mess He is using to draw you closer to Himself? 

Read Matthew 11:28-30


