27th March 2011
1 Kgs 16: 19 – 33

E100 – The fall of Israel
Introduction

Last week you will recall that through David’s encounter with Saul in the cave, his Godly heart led ultimately to the rise of Israel as a united nation. This week we see the reverse of the coin – the fall of Israel. You will recall that David’s son Solomon consolidated his father’s territorial gains, but fell away from his earlier Godly path. 

On Solomon’s death his son Rehoboam having none of his father’s wisdom precipitated the kingdom splitting into two – Israel (in the north) and Judah (in the south).  The Biblical narrative in 1 Kings charts this split through the reigns of the various kings of Israel and Judah. 
 Our passage from 1 Kings describing the reign of Ahab is a snap shot which encapsulates the reasons for the fall of Israel as a nation. Ahab’s father Omri, as leader of the northern kingdom Israel allied himself to other nations to make his situation politically more secure and as part of that process, his son Ahab married Jezebel daughter of the pagan king of Tyre (v31).
 
This then is the situation we enter with the accession of Ahab where through his father’s alliances and because of them there are religious tensions that have surfaced. In the opening verses we are told that Ahab ‘did more evil in the eyes of the Lord than any of those before him.’ (v30). You will have noticed that the Biblical writer rates each king’s reign. Ahab is categorised as being the most evil of all the kings before him. Now it’s helpful to recognise at this point that the king and people were synonymous with each other. This categorisation precipitated a religious crisis to which we now turn, together with its implications for us as contemporary Christians. 
A religious struggle

Before we continue into a contemporary examination, we’ll look at the situation that this passage explains. Scripture tells us that these were the points of conflict,

1. Ahab considered it trivial to commit the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat (v31a)

2. Ahab married Jezebel (v31b)

3. Ahab set up an altar to Baal and made an Asherah pole (v32a and v33a) 
Jeroboam son of Nebat originally rebelled against Solomon (1Kgs 11:26) fled the kingdom and resurfaces when Solomon dies to claim the northern kingdom (Israel) when the country splits. Seeking political advantage he makes two golden calves and invites the people to worship them instead of going to Jerusalem (1 Kgs 12:28-30). You will recall the Lord’s reaction to a similar action in Exodus 32 (The golden calf).
Ahab was in all probability worshipping the types of idols such as I’ve just described.

Jezebel as we have seen was married to Ahab as part of a political alliance, her father is described by the Jewish historian Josephus as a king – priest, who worshipped the god Baal. As was common then Jezebel brought retainers and priests of Baal with her, we are told later (1 Kgs 18:19) she ate with four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal and four hundred prophets of Asherah. Jezebel had significant influence with her husband and as we read a little later in our passage – Ahab builds religious sites to these two gods. 

Baal you will recall was a farm god responsible for crops and flocks whose worship was characterised by rites of a sexual nature, self torture and human sacrifice. Asherah was a goddess associated with Baal whose worship was also lewd. 

Ahab with his own proclivities and with the influence and support of his wife builds visible signs of his affection for Baal and Asherah. This then was an open sign that Yahweh, the God of his fathers had been marginalised and presented as on an equal footing with other deities. In fairness to Ahab – the policies of Canaanite absorption carried out by David and Solomon would have brought at best lip service to the national God of Israel.

In all this you will recall God’s words of warning to Moses and therefore the people of Israel on their journey towards the Promised Land – ‘be careful not to make a treaty with those who live in the land; for when they prostitute themselves to their gods and sacrifice to them, they will invite you and you will eat their sacrifices. And when you choose some of their daughters as wives for your sons and those daughters prostitute themselves to their gods, they will lead your sons to do the same’ (Ex 34: 15- 16) .
The religious tension was therefore very real with Israel being poisoned through this blending of religions and we have a picture that shows although some Israelites resisted (1 Kgs 19:18) others frankly embraced all that the pagan gods had to offer. The majority as majorities have a tendency to do in these circumstances went ‘wavering
 between two opinions’ (1 Kgs 18:21).
The contemporary world
This ‘wavering’ continues throughout the OT and in the course of which God allows the fall of first Israel and then Judah when the peoples are taken into exile to Babylon. This theme of ‘wavering’ is also very much part of the NT, where it is a recurring theme in the letters of Paul and others; when they speak against blending the Christian lifestyle with that of the surrounding cultures. 

Where can we take the picture painted by this passage? There is very much a contemporary feel about this passage and through it we can explore some challenges that face us as Christians today. This is by no means an exhaustive list, but we can use it to spark our thinking and examine our reactions to them. And I’m sure that you can think of more examples.
A quick pop into most bookshops will reveal a section devoted to ‘mind, body and spirit’. On one level these types of books are no different than any other in the store – but they present a challenge to Christians. In general terms they encourage a ‘pick’ n’ mix’ approach to spirituality. And by its very nature a lot of this spirituality is sold as a commodity which are really ‘bolt –on’ extras to a secular consumer world view. 
Do we as Christians need any ‘bolt on’?
Keeping to the printed word – a quick check of supermarket or news agents reveal various publications some fairly innocuous but there are those specifically dealing with the psychic or the cult of celebrity and most contain horoscopes or self help questionnaires. Are they harmless fun or is there the temptation to use them to add their guidance to our lifestyle values?  Paul in Colossians makes the point, since those who believe in Christ have died with him and been raised to new life with him then to return or indeed to turn to anything that teaches or promotes a way of life apart from Christ is a contradiction of their faith and the corporate life of a church. Christ alone promises eternal life not horoscopes or self improvement questionnaires.

Since living here I’ve noticed usually in the middle of the morning couples walking around – there is something about them that tells me they have a purpose.  And when they knock on the door it’s obvious – they are Jehovah Witnesses. Do we engage them in conversation or politely say ‘no thank you’ and shut the door? Do we listen and are seduced into believing they have a point? Do we feel confident enough to engage them in a robust defence of Christianity in the face of their distorted view that denies the divinity of Christ?  

There is the Masonic movement which on the face of it appears very worthwhile and does much charitable work and one to which many ‘Christians’ belong – but an organisation that through its rituals deny Christ. How do the words of Christ, ‘I am the way and the truth and the life’ square with that?
The development of technology in recent decades has been of immense benefit to us and I’m reminded of that with the launch this week of iPad 2 – which will probably join the ‘must have’ list. But it’s our use of technology that can develop into something unhealthy – inappropriate viewing or use for example. 

These are as I mentioned a snapshot of challenges for us and you could say that they aren’t idols of wood or stone, but they do represent contemporary idols. They are things or ways of thinking that have the effect of weakening our faith in Jesus Christ. And in that respect they are no less poisonous than Baal and Asherah. But do we recognise them as such because they are around us all the time?
On one of my cycling routes there is a path between two fields. On that path is a  bush – one that you could overlook or miss and I’ve passed it countless times and if you asked me if there was a bush on that path I would say no there isn’t. But yesterday as I approached the beginning of that path, looking ahead I saw a wonderful sight – this bush was in blossom and at first I wondered what it was and then recognised it as that little inconsequential bush which had been there all the time. 
We are called to be distinctive and holy, not ‘waverers.’

� Ahab’s sister or daughter (there is some dispute as to the exact relationship) Athaliah is married to Jehoram son of Jehoshaphat King of Judah (2 Kgs 8:18; 2 Chr 21:6 and 2Kgs 8:26; 2 Chr 22:2 illustrate this tension). This was done for political advantage in a similar way.


� The Hebrew for ‘waver’ is the same for that used for ‘danced’. Elijah is using irony here by linking his words to the actions of pagan worship where dance was used to rouse the god to some desired action.





2

