Sunday, November 25, 2007

Fatal Inquiry!
2 Kings 1:1-18
3 But the angel of the Lord said to Elijah the Tishbite, “Go up and meet the messengers of the king of Samaria and ask them, ‘Is it because there is no God in Israel that you are going off to consult Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron?’
2 Kings 1:3 NIV
-----------
Our text this morning is found in 2 Kings 1:1-18. We have been following the life and ministry of Elijah the prophet of the God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel. As we move into the book of 2 Kings, King Ahab of Israel has just died and Elijah is about to serve his final official duties as a prophet. The era of the Prophet Elisha is about to begin.
What we have here in chapter 1 of 2 Kings is A Case Study in Opportunities to Repent. We again see our gracious God extending to rebellious leaders opportunities to change their course of actions and surrender to the leadership of Almighty God.
Our two main characters in this first chapter are: Ahaziah, King of Israel -- Son of Ahab, Israel’s most evil king; and, Elijah, the prophet of God, closing out his ministry just before handing it over to Elisha.
Now, before we get into our text directly, I would like for us to have some knowledge of what King Ahaziah understood to be his responsibilities as a king of Israel. Remember, Israel and Judah were nations that belonged to God. They were accountable to Him. He had given them extensive direction and instructions about their purpose and about what their behavior should be. They had in their possession the Torah, the five books of the Law, the writings of Moses. As a nation, they were without excuse for not walking obediently with their God.
Specifically, my point here is to demonstrate that King Ahaziah, even though he was raised in a very evil home, knew what was right and true and yet refused to submit to the righteousness of the one true God. So, . . .
A. What were King Ahaziah's God-given responsibilities as king of Israel?

Deuteronomy 17:14-20; God's law regarding kings.

14 When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you and have taken possession of it and settled in it, and you say, “Let us set a king over us like all the nations around us,”  15 be sure to appoint over you the king the LORD 
(1) your God chooses. He must be 
(2) from among your own brothers. Do not place a foreigner over you, one who is not a brother Israelite.  16 The king, moreover, 
(3) must not acquire great numbers of horses for himself or make the people return to Egypt to get more of them, for the LORD has told you, “You are not to go back that way again.” 
 17 He must 
(4) not take many wives, or his heart will be led astray. He must 
(5) not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold. 
18 When he takes the throne of his kingdom, 
(6) he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy of this law, taken from that of the priests, who are Levites.  19 It is to be with him, and he is to read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the LORD his God and follow carefully all the words of this law and these decrees  20 and not consider himself better than his brothers and turn from the law to the right or to the left. Then he and his descendants will reign a long time over his kingdom in Israel. 
1. God is to choose the king.

2. He must be from among your own people.

3. He must not acquire great numbers of horses (re: Ahab, cf. 1 Kings 18:5, 5 Ahab had said to Obadiah, “Go through the land to all the springs and valleys. Maybe we can find some grass to keep the horses and mules alive so we will not have to kill any of our animals.”)

4. He must not take many wives.

5. He must not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold.

6. He is to write for himself on a scroll a copy of this law, read it and obey it, and revere the Lord.

This final responsibility of the king tells us much about what the kings of Israel and Judah were supposed to know. They should be knowledgeable about the laws of God. 

Whether King Ahaziah knew anything about the law of God or not, God would hold him responsible for knowing it. It simply goes with the territory of being a king of Israel. 
So, as we look at 2 Kings 1 and the short term in office that Ahaziah served as king of Israel following his father Ahab's death, let's remember that he likely was aware of his obligation to know what God's law said.

My second question also seeks to find out what Ahaziah had experienced about the Lord God of Israel prior to his taking office as king.

B. What evidence did Ahaziah have that the Lord God of Israel was the only true God?

As Ahab's son, Ahaziah would have been around during the time of Elijah's confrontation with the prophets of Baal on Mt. Carmel. If Ahaziah was not there as an eyewitness, he certainly heard of the awesome story from his dad.

At Mt. Carmel, God adequately proved that He was the only true God and that Baal was simply the imagination of evil men, created to justify their debauched lifestyles. At Mt. Carmel, there was such a powerful demonstration of the power of God, that only the hardened in heart could walk away still doubting.

Furthermore, we know from the interactions that Ahaziah’s father, Ahab, had with Elijah, that there must have been many family conversations about how upset Ahab was with Elijah for standing in his way of doing things that were contrary to God’s Law. Though the facts were likely distorted because of Ahab’s anger, still there was much awareness of what his perceived enemy, Elijah, stood for.

We will see in our text for today that Ahaziah, as the son of the king, was very aware of Elijah. Ahaziah has no excuse of ignorance for his disobedience and rebellion.

Therefore, on two additional counts, Ahaziah is without excuse for his stubbornness and rebellion. The first count: Ahaziah was required to have written out the law of God on his own tablet. He was to know the law. The second count: Ahaziah witnessed first hand the power of God. He had no excuse for not surrendering to Almighty God.

Sadly, Ahaziah is following in his father's footsteps. Ahab's sin prepared a path of sin for Ahaziah. Thus, in the last 3 verses of 1 Kings 22, we have this disappointing description of Ahaziah's reign as king.

1 Kings 22:51-53 NIV
51 Ahaziah son of Ahab became king of Israel in Samaria in the seventeenth year of Jehoshaphat king of Judah, and he reigned over Israel two years.  52 He did evil in the eyes of the LORD, because he walked in the ways of his father and mother and in the ways of Jeroboam son of Nebat, who caused Israel to sin.  53 He served and worshiped Baal and provoked the LORD, the God of Israel, to anger, just as his father had done.

Our text this morning is a case study in the opportunities God gives us to repent. We are in 2 Kings 1. So, if this text is a case study in opportunities to repent, the obvious question is:
C. What opportunities did God give Ahaziah to repent?

Asked another way so we can begin early to think about application, just how many opportunities will you have to repent and live for Almighty God? Another way of asking the question: How long does it take us to figure it out that God is good?

Recall from Romans, chapter 2, verse 4, Paul tells us, 4 Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?  
We often misread God's kindness. Just like Ahab missed the fact that Elijah was really his best friend, not his worst enemy.

In kindness, God brings troubles into our lives so that we might repent and call on His name. Sometimes God brings us pain as an act of love to get us off the wrong path we are traveling.

Hebrews 12:5-7 NIV
And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: 

“My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, 

and do not lose heart when He rebukes you, 

6 because the Lord disciplines those He loves, 

and He punishes everyone He accepts as a son.” 

7 Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? 
In love, God uses troubles to help us avoid the ultimate trouble.
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Let us examine the troubles, no, the opportunities, that God gave to Ahaziah to repent.

2 Kings 1:1 NIV
1 After Ahab’s death, Moab rebelled against Israel. 

What would it mean to Ahaziah at the beginning of his administration as king to have Moab, a neighboring nation, to rebel against Israel?

Opportunity #1. Great Political Humiliation.

Moab had been subject to Israel. But now, at this time of transition in leadership, they decided to rebel and test the strength of Ahaziah as a leader. This was a political slap in the face. And, it was a grand opportunity for Ahaziah to call on the Lord for advice. But, we have no evidence that Ahaziah did so. Rather, he turned to the false gods of Baal.
Political humiliation could have caused Ahaziah to repent and call upon Jehovah. Instead, Ahaziah refused to bow his knee.
We gain additional information about Ahaziah in 2 Chronicles 20:35-36. (cf. 2 Kings 22:48-49) and discover the second opportunity to repent.The writer is focusing on Jehoshaphat king of Judah when he says, 35 Later, Jehoshaphat king of Judah made an alliance with Ahaziah king of Israel, who was guilty of wickedness.  36 He agreed with him to construct a fleet of trading ships. After these were built at Ezion Geber,  37 Eliezer son of Dodavahu of Mareshah prophesied against Jehoshaphat, saying, “Because you have made an alliance with Ahaziah, the LORD will destroy what you have made.” The ships were wrecked and were not able to set sail to trade.

Opportunity #2. Severe Economic Trouble

Both Jehoshaphat and Ahaziah suffered economically because of their alliance. It was God who caused their business venture to fail. Ahaziah was not serving God. This economic pressure was designed by God to lead Ahaziah to repentance.

No doubt, both Jehoshaphat and Ahaziah figured their fleet of trading ships would bring them great wealth. 1 Kings 22:48 (NIV)
48 Now Jehoshaphat built a fleet of trading ships to go to Ophir for gold, but they never set sail—they were wrecked at Ezion Geber. 
Sadly, both of these men were not looking to God as their provider. These men were supposed to be God's men in key positions of leadership. But these men were not leading their people in following the Lord. And particularly because of Ahaziah's wickedness, the Lord intervened and destroyed their ships, even before they were able to set sail.

Therefore, God used severe economic trouble to call these men to repentance. But they let the opportunity pass them by.

In verse 2 we are introduced to a third opportunity.

2 Kings 1:2 NIV
2 Now Ahaziah had fallen through the lattice of his upper room in Samaria and injured himself. So he sent messengers, saying to them, “Go and consult Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron, to see if I will recover from this injury.” 
Opportunity #3. Life-threatening Physical Injury

The text doesn't say how it came to be that Ahaziah fell through the lattice of his upper room, but we could speculate. Maybe he was walking in his sleep. Maybe he was pacing the floor, worrying about the possibility of war. Or, possibly, he was trying not to think about the serious peril he was in and simply was drunk.

Whatever the natural cause, the real cause of the accident was God. James tells us that God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble. There is little doubt that God is in opposition to Ahaziah. However, His opposition is for the purpose of humbling this proud and arrogant man and calling him to repentance.

But, Ahaziah passes up yet another opportunity to repent, and instead of calling on the Lord for help with his failing health, he sends his messengers off to Ekron, some 40 miles away, to inquire of Baal-Zebub, the god of the Philistines.

Though he knew better, Ahaziah was a functional atheist. By his actions, God did not exist in his life.

We have to ask ourselves, what evidence is there in our lives that God is alive and active? What decisions have we made recently that relied on God's word and prayer? Did we consult the Lord about our most recent purchases? And, are we avoiding the voice of God regarding some relationships we have that we shouldn't have?

You see, Ahaziah was a functional atheist. His actions testified to that reality. But, before we judge him, we had best consider our own actions. If we are ignoring God and His word in our daily decision-making, are we not also functional atheists, acting as though God doesn’t exist?
Here Ahaziah was -- on his deathbed. He knew his injury was serious. Yet, he refused to humble himself before Jehovah God, opting instead to seek a prophetic word from the false god Baal-Zebub. Incredible! How exceedingly insulting to the God he should know personally and intimately.

(4) But, in compassion, God intervenes again.

2 Kings 1:3-4 NIV
3 But the angel of the LORD said to Elijah the Tishbite, “Go up and meet the messengers of the king of Samaria and ask them, ‘Is it because there is no God in Israel that you are going off to consult Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron?’  4 Therefore this is what the LORD says: ‘You will not leave the bed you are lying on. You will certainly die!’” So Elijah went. 

2 Kings 1:5-6 NIV
5 When the messengers returned to the king, he asked them, “Why have you come back?” 

6 “A man came to meet us,” they replied. “And he said to us, ‘Go back to the king who sent you and tell him, “This is what the LORD says: Is it because there is no God in Israel that you are sending men to consult Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron? Therefore you will not leave the bed you are lying on. You will certainly die!”’” 

Here is a very telling question about Ahaziah's awareness of God's presence in Israel.

2 Kings 1:7-8 NIV
7 The king asked them, “What kind of man was it who came to meet you and told you this?” 

8 They replied, “He was a man with a garment of hair and with a leather belt around his waist.” 

The king said, “That was Elijah the Tishbite.” 

Yes, Ahaziah knew who Elijah was. He knew that God was present in Israel through His prophet Elijah. He knew him by the way he dressed.

Here now is a fourth opportunity for Ahaziah to repent.

Opportunity #4. A Personal and Prophetic Message

God gave Ahaziah a gift of a personal and prophetic message. Ahaziah could have responded to this message with repentance and God likely would have withdrawn the execution orders.

Rather than repent, Ahaziah in arrogance devises a plan that looks like an attempt to overwhelm Elijah, take him captive and imprison him. Certainly Ahaziah was well aware of his mother Jezebel's practice of imprisoning and killing God's prophets.

When we read verse 9, ask yourself the authority question. How does the chain of command work? Who commands whom?

2 Kings 1:9 NIV
9 Then he sent to Elijah a captain with his company of fifty men. The captain went up to Elijah, who was sitting on the top of a hill, and said to him, “Man of God, the king says, ‘Come down!’” 

Who's in command here? Based on the command issued by Ahaziah, you've got to believe Ahaziah thinks he's in charge. “Man of God, the king says, ‘Come down!’”
"I've got 50 men with me, Elijah. You had better do as I say. Ahaziah doesn't much appreciate what you said to him today. Nor is he happy that you interrupted his messagers on their trip to Ekron." (By the way, if you're looking for those words in the text, this last paragraph was my reading between the lines.)

2 Kings 1:10 NIV
10 Elijah answered the captain, “If I am a man of God, may fire come down from heaven and consume you and your fifty men!” Then fire fell from heaven and consumed the captain and his men. 

Here begins the 5th opportunity to repent.

Opportunity #5. Demonstration of the Power of God

This should have brought back vivid memories of Mt. Carmel. What more does Ahaziah need? 
Political humiliation, 
Economic trouble, 
Physical injury, 
a Personal and prophetic message, and now 
a demonstration of the Power of God. What more does Ahaziah need to submit to Almighty God?

Somehow, Ahaziah thinks he can mount a formidable opposition against Jehovah God.

Now, talk about evidence that this man has lost his ability to reason. Look how little he cares for the lives of his men when he sends another 50 with a captain to Elijah and orders them to tighten the screws on Elijah, be more demanding assert the authority of the king.
2 Kings 1:11 NIV
11 At this the king sent to Elijah another captain with his fifty men. The captain said to him, “Man of God, this is what the king says, ‘Come down at once!’” 

Notice the addition to the earlier command, at once!

This further indicates to me that Ahaziah was a rebellious and arrogant man who had no regard for the Lord or His servants. What made Ahaziah think his men would fair any better the second time?
2 Kings 1:12 NIV
12 “If I am a man of God,” Elijah replied, “may fire come down from heaven and consume you and your fifty men!” Then the fire of God fell from heaven and consumed him and his fifty men. 

So, here is the 6th opportunity to repent.

Opportunity #6. Once is Not Enough? Send the Fire Again!

What tragedy a rebellious heart brings on others as well as ourselves! It amazes me that God would give this man yet another opportunity to repent.

(Illust) Mr. Look was a guard in a medium security state prison. As an ex-navy sergeant, he was a tough and no-nonsense type of man. The guards in that prison wore blue uniforms and the inmates wore brown uniforms. Whenever an inmate sought to resist his instructions, Mr. Look would reply with a statement like this: "Well, isn't that interesting? The way I heard it, the folks in the blue shirts were giving the orders, and the people in the brown shirts were taking orders." Usually a few hours of cleaning toilets was then assigned -- to emphasize his words.

In this text, the commander of the 50 men was wearing the brown, inmates shirt, and Elijah was wearing the blue, guard's shirt. By the time the third set of 50 men were sent, at least the captain understood who's the guard and who's the inmate.

2 Kings 1:13-15 NIV
13 So the king sent a third captain with his fifty men. This third captain went up and fell on his knees before Elijah. “Man of God,” he begged, “please have respect for my life and the lives of these fifty men, your servants!  14 See, fire has fallen from heaven and consumed the first two captains and all their men. But now have respect for my life!” 

15 The angel of the LORD said to Elijah, “Go down with him; do not be afraid of him.” So Elijah got up and went down with him to the king. 

God demonstrates through this episode that He would respond to repentance, even this late in the game. God responded to the humble heart of this third captain.

This sets us up for the 7th and final opportunity for Ahaziah to repent.

Opportunity #7. An In-Person Delivery of a Prophetic Message

With what will end up being the final opportunity for Ahaziah to repent, Elijah makes a personal visit to deliver again the message already received. 

2 Kings 1:16-18 NIV
16 He told the king, “This is what the LORD says: Is it because there is no God in Israel for you to consult that you have sent messengers to consult Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron? Because you have done this, you will never leave the bed you are lying on. You will certainly die!”  17 So he died, according to the word of the LORD that Elijah had spoken. 

Because Ahaziah had no son, Joram succeeded him as king in the second year of Jehoram son of Jehoshaphat king of Judah.  18 As for all the other events of Ahaziah’s reign, and what he did, are they not written in the book of the annals of the kings of Israel? 

(Blank slide)

(Illust) A number of years ago a chaplain was visiting a woman in the hospital who was dying of cancer. He was wearing a suit, and both she and her husband mistook the chaplain for a doctor. They were very eager to see the chaplain, thinking that "as a doctor" he might have some encouraging news for them.

And, actually, he did have Good News to share, but they were not interested in spiritual things. Once they found out that he was a minister, it was all over. They could not get him out of that hospital room fast enough. 

A few days later, he returned to the hospital room to visit this woman once again. This time, the husband came to the door, but did not let him in. He told him his wife was not up to a visit at the moment. The door was open far enough that the chaplain could see her sitting up in bed, reading one of those Hollywood movie magazines. 

What a tragic sight. Here was a woman on the verge of death, too busy to talk about her eternal future, but healthy enough to be reading about the fantasy world of Hollywood movie stars.

Ahaziah was on his deathbed. Time and again the Lord had given him opportunity to repent and he had refused until his opportunities ran out.

It could be that the Lord is trying to get your attention and you are ignoring his calls. 

It could be that you have heard a clear message from the Lord but it doesn't fit in with your agenda at this time. You say to yourself, "I'll wait for the next opportunity before I get on track with the Lord."

The discipline of the Lord is evidence of His love for you. Do not harden your heart toward the One, True and Living God, who loves you so much that He gave His One and Only Son to die on the cross so that you might have salvation from sin and eternal life with Him.













