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Hezekiah: Radical Trust

August 21st, 2005

Over the past few weeks we’ve been looking into the lives of some of the Old Testament’s central figures.  So far we’ve looked at Joshua, who led Israel into the Promised Land... as well as two prophets, Elijah and Elisha, who courageously stood against nations and kings to confront their worship of “other gods.”
· This morning, I’d like to jump ahead around 60 or 70 years in order to look at one of the few faithful kings in Judah’s history... a man named Hezekiah.
· Actually... that was my intention. Last night, after pulling the pieces of this message together, I realized that I had two choices... split the message in two parts... or preach for an hour!  

· So, out of a heart of mercy, what I’d like to do this morning is to set the political context for what I’ll be sharing about not only next week when we look at Hezekiah... but the weeks after as we focus on Amos, Josiah, and Esther.

· So, let me outline for us where we’ve come from... (get ready for me to be a little more “teachy” this morning... maps and all!)
Many years before Hezekiah, God called Abraham to come out of Ur of the Chaldeans [see map] to settle in Canaan. And so Abraham got his family together and headed first into Shechem, [see pic] where Abraham first built an alter to God... and then in Bethel. [see map]
· A generation later, Jacob (whose name God had already changed to Israel: Jacob = “deceiver” and Israel = “struggles with God”) and his 12 sons, relocated to Egypt (Goshen) because of heightened unrest (Canaanites) and because of a drought [see map].
· They are later provided for by their brother Joseph, the second in command in Egypt, whom they sold into slavery. 
· Things were going well... four generations had passed by. This family of twelve sons essentially develops into a nation within a nation... and yet, the new Pharaohs had no memory of Joseph.
· Eventually, fearing their growth, one Pharaoh forces the Israelites (children of Jacob) into slavery.

Eventually, God sends Moses to “set His people free” from Egyptian captivity...  and so there were the ten plagues, the Passover, the Exodus... and then the parting of the Red Sea.

· After many years in the wilderness, Joshua leads Israel across the Jordon back into the Promise Land [see map].
· Once they conquered the land, they established their national identity as Israel with each of the 12 tribes, families of each of Jacob’s 12 sons, taking a piece. 
· From there came the period of the Judges where Israel was led by people such as Deborah, Gideon, and Samson (the Book of Judges comes right after Joshua). 
After that came the period of the kings... where God established Saul... and then David... and then Solomon as kings of Israel.  
· But after Solomon, things unraveled.  The nation of Israel was divided into two pieces... the Northern Kingdom of Israel (encompassing 10 tribes) and the Southern Kingdom of Judah (Judah and Benjamin). [see map]
· And with this comes the era of the prophets, which is where we are right now in OT history... about 740... Around seventy years after the death of Elisha.
· Both Israel and Judah are surrounded by other countries... all of whom are enemies. There are the Philistines, you remember, down on the West Coast. Edom is to the south. The Moabites are to the east, Ammon— to the north. [see map]
· By the way, as long as we’re looking at maps... let me just put this in its modern context... see Gaza, West Bank, and Golan Heights. [see map]
Now, you may have noticed in the Old Testament that nations don’t get along too well with each other. That’s basically because there was a constant struggle for nations to expand their empires.
· That drive for expansion was motivated more out of the need for more money than anything else... money to build bigger palaces, better roads, and more powerful armies.
· Where are they going to get the money to do the stuff they want to do?
· Well, the simplest way is to take over another country and kind of bleed it. That’s what the whole “empire” deal was about. 
· If you could take over a country, then you’d have an instant revenue source.

Now, as a general rule, there were three primary ways an empire could financially bleed the resources of another country. One of them is taxes... we get that one. 
· Another way is to charge substantial tolls to travelers and merchants. 
· And lastly, they would draft people to serve in their army from all of the countries that they took over. 
· Now again, we don’t like these things when they come from our own government... so you can imagine the hostility and hatred that develops when a foreign power imposes these things.
· So, if you’re living in a small country like Israel or Judah, and news reaches you about a rising power... you would definitely begin to worry.
Well... for many centuries after the Exodus, there really was no super power. All of the traditional super powers... Empires such as Egypt and Babylonia to Assyria and Persia— were all in a state of decline.

· From a human standpoint, that’s what allowed Israel to exist and flourish for centuries, as well as other countries around it. 
· But what’s happening now, during the 700’s, the era of King Ahaz and his son, Hezekiah, along with the prophet Isaiah... is that Assyria is becoming dominant, once again, as a superpower. [see map]
Now one of the tricks to taking over a country was to leave the smallest occupying army there possible... so the bulk of your army can go ahead and fight other battles, taking over other countries. 
· But here’s the problem... when the leadership infrastructure is allowed to remain in one of these occupied nations— when the royal family is still there— then people are far more likely to rally around their leaders and revolt.
· So what these empires figured out as a way to minimize the chances of a revolt was to exile the people who live in the countries they had taken over. 
· They would scatter them by the ten-thousands— all of the leaders and many others— throughout their empire...

· As a way of making sure they could hang onto the country they were taking over. 
Now, what happens is in 712—it’s a real key date in the history of God’s people—the Northern Kingdom, Israel, is conquered by Assyria and the people are exiled. 

· You can read about this in 2 Kings 17. We won’t read it this morning, but there’s a detailed account of what history will remember as the first major Jewish “Diaspora”... where, for the most part, the 10 tribes that lived in the Northern Kingdom are scattered around the Assyrian empire. 
· So you can see why Jonah, after the Assyrian Empire moves towards decline, is so resistant to God’s calling on his life to offer repentance to the Assyrian capital of Nineveh.

By the way... along with that, huge numbers of Gentile people, from different parts of Assyria, were resettled into Israel.

· Eventually, the Jewish people who remained would intermarry, and so, after a generation passes, what remains is kind of a mix of these Jews and Gentiles...
· But not only their culture gets messed up... but the religion as well. 
Do you remember what the capital of the Northern Kingdom, Israel, is? Samaria. [see map] And the people who lived there over the centuries became known as the Samaritans. That’s where the Samaritans come from. 
· And that’s why in Jesus’ day, when he would travel up to the north, he would run into the Samaritans who were considered, by the Jewish people, half breeds... 
· Because although there were remnants of both Jewish blood and Jewish religion in them... in the eyes of those Jews who would eventually return from the Diaspora, both intermarriage and other religions made them into something entirely different.

· The next major “Diaspora”, by the way, will take place about 150 years later when Babylon destroys Jerusalem  in 586 and Jews were deported to Babylon by the thousands where they would remain for 70 years (Jer.29:10)
So, they not only lost their faith, but their identity, their nation, everything. That’s what happens when an empire, like Assyria, rises up. 
· And the great question is when this superpower emerges, will the people of God give into fear and do foolish, impulsive, destructive things, or will they trust God and turn to him for help! 
· So turn in your Bibles now to Isaiah 7.  For the rest of our time this morning, we’re going to look a key story from the ministry of the Prophet Isaiah who was God’s man during the reign of King Ahaz, King of Judah, as well as his son, Hezekiah...... just as Assyria was attacking Judah. 
· Read Isaiah 7:1-2  [see slide]
So, onto the scene you have Ahaz... the king of Judah, King Rezin of Aram, and Pekah... king of Israel [see map].
· Here’s the situation: Assyria is on the march. It’s gobbling up small countries all around the region. Two of these small countries, Israel and Aram, decide they’re going to join forces to try to stop Assyria. 
· But, for them to have any chance of pushing the Assyrians back, they’re going to need the help of the Southern Kingdom of Judah.
· Ahaz, the king of Judah, says, "No way!” No way is he going to fight against Assyria. 
So Israel and Aram decide they’ll go to war against Judah... and once they defeat Judah, they will force Judah’s armies to fight with them against Assyria. 
· So, of course, Ahaz starts to panic. Verse 2 says that “the hearts of Ahaz and his people were shaken as the trees of the forest are shaken by the wind.” [see slide/map]
· Ahaz knows he can’t defeat both Israel and Aram. So, who might Ahaz be tempted to turn to for help? Assyria. 
· The problem is that Assyria is filled with all kinds of idolatry and violence and corruption... and God doesn’t want Judah associated with that. 
So he has Isaiah, the prophet, tell King Ahaz, "Don’t ally yourself with Assyria. Instead, trust God. Just trust God. He’ll deliver you."
· Look at 7:3, "The Lord said to Isaiah, ‘Go out, you and your son Shear-Jashub, to meet Ahaz at the end of the aqueduct of the Upper Pool on the road to the Washerman’s Field. Say to him, ‘Be careful, keep calm and don’t be afraid.’”
· "’Do not lose heart because of these two smoldering stumps of firewood...  saying, ‘Let us invade Judah; let us tear it apart and divide it amongst ourselves, and make the son of Tabeel king over it.’ Yet this is what the Sovereign Lord says: ‘It will not take place, it will not happen.’" 
Then, at the bottom of verse 9, He says: "If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all." But God knows that King Ahaz is lacking in the faith department right now, so he makes a remarkable offer.
· Look at verse 11: "The Lord spoke to Ahaz, ‘Ask the Lord your God for a sign, whether in the deepest depths or the highest heights.’” 
· Now, this is extremely unusual. God says, "I’ll give you a sign. Ask for a miraculous demonstration of my power. I’ll give it to you to strengthen your faith and show you that I’ll take care of my people." 
Now, you’d think that Ahaz would be thrilled with this verse, wouldn’t you? You’d think he’d say, "Thank heaven for 7:11!" 
· Look at verse 12. "But Ahaz said, ‘I will not ask.’" I will not ask for a sign. "I will not put the Lord to the test." He says, "No thanks on the sign." 
· So, why didn’t Ahaz ask God for a sign? Isaiah knew why... b/c he wanted to keep his options open... he wanted the freedom to disobey God if it came down to that.
· But Isaiah isn’t fooled by Ahaz’s attempt at piety here.

· He knew if he agreed to submit to God, the options he felt he needed most would no longer be available to him. And he wanted to keep the Assyrian option open. 
· You see, so often, when the storms in life hit, we look for what seems to be the safest bet... the thing we’re most able to put our trust in.

We all want to do what’s right, but on some level, we so often keep our options open... We want an escape route if push comes to shove, even though we may know God wouldn’t approve. You know what I mean?
· We want to walk with God... walk in intimacy with Him... but when faced with a desperate situation, if you really have to make sure of the outcome, we wonder if we can trust God to take care of us.  
· So, if we get in a sticky situation, for example... the kind that we could get out of with just a few white lies... what do we do?  Do we pray about it?  Of course not... b/c we want to leave the option of lying open to us.
· It’s a scary thing to say, "I will cut off the option of deception, manipulation, hype... I’ll just speak the truth, and then trust God." 
· Well instead, Ahaz decided he would trust Assyria, because to him, they were the best bet... the biggest kid on the block... They had the most horses, the most soldiers.
So, God decides to give Ahaz a sign even though Ahaz wouldn’t ask for it. Look at 8:1. 
· This is Isaiah speaking: "The Lord said to me, ‘Take a large scroll and write on it with an ordinary pen: Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz...” (means “quick to plunder”)
· Then God tells Isaiah to go and be with his wife so that they would conceive a child.  
· And when that child was born, the Lord said, "Name him Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz. Before the boy knows how to say ‘My father’ and ‘My mother,’ the wealth of Damascus and the plunder of Samaria will be carried off by the king of Assyria.” 
Ahaz wouldn’t ask for sign... so God gave him one... before Isaiah’s child says “dada”, King Pekah of Israel and King Rezin of Aram, along with their people, will be plundered and scattered. 
· But still, even after this, Ahaz will not trust God.  And so, he makes a deal with Assyria. 
· Then, having gone down that slippery slope, he begins to worship the Assyrian gods himself... leading Judah away from the true worship of GOD his father and grandfather (Uzziah/Jotham) had called Judah to.

So, here’s the question: Do you think he wanted his life to end up like this? Do you think he set out to sacrifice his freedom, mislead his people and betray his God? I don’t think so.
· Why does he do it? Well, we don’t know a lot of details, but I’ll tell you what I think. I think, mostly, it was fear...
· Because fear, when it’s handled wrongly, makes people selfish, impulsive, foolish, untrusting. It dries up the ability for compassion and honesty. 
· Fear makes any one of us consider things we would never otherwise consider.
Folks... we know that there is no way to hide from the storms that roll in from time to time in our lives.  But, when the do hit... and you hear this voice inside of you saying, "You can’t handle this. This is something that not even you and God together are strong enough to cope with. This is too much”--  anytime you hear that, just know that that’s not from God. 
· There are two words you will never see put together in the Bible. "God panicked."
· Never in all of Scripture is there a verse that says, "God panicked." And God never calls his people to panic. He never does. 
· When hit with this incredible trial in his life, Ahaz he fell into fear.  And rather than. And it was disaster. It destroyed him. 
Isaiah 50:10 says, “Who is among you that fears the Lord, that obeys the voice of His Servant, that walks in darkness and has no light?  Let him trust in the name of the Lord and rely on his God.  But you who live in your own light and warm yourselves from your own fires and not God’s... you will (go on) with sorrow.” [see slide]
There are a few things that caught my eye when I read this passage this week.  The first thing is that Isaiah is speaking to those people who fear the Lord and obey Him… yet still walk in darkness.  

· The darkness he is speaking of here is not the darkness of sin or the world… but the darkness of uncertainty… being in the midst of a difficult storm.

· But when we face those storms, what Isaiah tells us to do is to trust in the Lord and rely on Him…

· That even in the face of insecurity and uncertainty, we shouldn’t try to warm ourselves with our own fires, he says.  

· That we shouldn’t simply try to make ourselves feel better… by eating more, getting involved in an unhealthy relationship…

· But that we would learn to find light and warmth from Him… in His presence.  That it is in His presence, as David says, that there is fullness of joy. 

Isa 43:1-4 says, "Do not be afraid, for I have ransomed you. I have called you by name; you are mine. 2When you go through deep waters and great trouble, I will be with you. When you go through rivers of difficulty, you will not drown! When you walk through the fire of oppression, you will not be burned up; the flames will not consume you. 3For I am the LORD, your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior... 4You are honored, and I love you.”
