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Hezekiah: Trusting God through the Storms of Life
August 28th, 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.” Then last week we looked at Isaiah and the king of Judah, King Ahaz.
· If you remember, about 50 years after Elisha, Assyria had emerged as the undisputed world superpower of that day.
· The problem for Israel and Judah was that Assyria was growing at the expense of all the smaller nations in that part of the world… gobbling them up one after another.

· Terrified, King Rezin of Aram and King Pekah of Israel decided to join forces against the inevitable Assyrian invasion.  But they knew they couldn’t do it alone… so they went to King Ahaz of Israel (Isaiah7:1-2)… asking him to join them against Assyria [see map].
But Ahaz, knew that, even allied together, there was no way they’d be able to stop Assyria.  So Pekah and Rezin decided to first attack the Southern Kingdom of Judah in order to displace Ahaz… then, once he’s out of the picture, they’d force Judah to fight with him.
· Out of fear, Ahaz builds an alliance… do you remember with whom?  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." (Isaiah7:3)
Knowing that Ahaz comes up short on the “faith” department, God gives him a sign (Isaiah 8:1)… that before Isaiah’s child can say “father” or “mother”, Assyria will have swallowed up both Israel and Aram.
· But even after that comes to pass in the year 712… even after Assyria sacks Israel’s capital of Samaria and scatters the people of Israel throughout their empire [see map], still, Ahaz chooses to make friends with them.

· But what we saw last week was that after Ahaz went down that slippery slope, he not chose to pay huge tributes to Assyria, but began to worship Assyrian gods himself… going so far as to sacrifice his own son’s life at their alter. 

· Eventually, he leads all of Judah into this pagan worship… completely undoing what his grandfather, Uzziah, and father, Joatham in terms of restoring the worship of God in Judah.
After King Ahaz dies, his son Hezekiah ascends to the throne in Jerusalem.   Hezekiah immediate begins to destroy all the Assyrian idols, shrines, and temples his father had constructed around Judah.  2 Kings 18:4 says that,  
· "He abolished the shrines and smashed the pillars and cut down the sacred post. He also broke into pieces the bronze serpent which Moses had made, for until that time the Israelites had been offering sacrifices to it.”
· But not only that, Hezekiah renewed the tradition of the Passover pilgrimage… calling not only Judah to celebrate the Passover… but also the Jewish remnant left in the Northern Kingdom of Judah… 
· Which is the first time that people from the ten tribes of Israel had participated in the worship of God in Jerusalem since the kingdom had split under Rehoboam son of Solomon.
· 2 Chronicles 30:13, 26 says: "A great crowd assembled at Jerusalem to keep the Feast of Unleavened Bread in the second month, a very great congregate…. They removed the altars that were in Jerusalem and all the incense stands and threw them into Wadi Kidron... There was great rejoicing in Jerusalem, for since the time of King Solomon son of David of Israel nothing like it had happened in Jerusalem.”
But Hezekiah did something else that probably brought a lot of anxiety to some in Judah… he decided that they need to stop paying the tributes to Assyria that his father had agreed to some years earlier. 
· Knowing just how unacceptable this would be to the Assyrians, Hezekiah immediately began constructing a tunnel that would encircle “the city of David” in Jerusalem.
· This tunnel, known as the Siloam Tunnel [see picture] remains a technological wonder, even today.  This 533 meter tunnel was dug from two different directions in order to speed up the work… knowing that the Assyrians would eventually come back for their tribute. 
· Note: The place where these two tunnels meet was found the Siloam Inscription [see picture].

· The purpose of the tunnel wasn’t to provide a place for the people to hide.   Instead, it was dug so that when Assyria came, they could divert all the water outside the city walls, into the tunnel so that there would be no water left for the Assyrian army.

· Eventually, the moment arrived. We read in 2 Chronicles 32:2-4 that Sennacherib (the ruler of Assyria) had come with his army demanding Judah’s surrender. 
Now keep in mind… Sennacherib’s desire here is not so much to destroy Judah, (though they could squash them like a bug if they wanted to) but to force Judah to begin paying their tribute once again.  

· Again, he’d prefer to have Judah surrender, so that he wouldn’t lose any soldiers in any fighting. And so, he sends his officials to intimidate the people into surrendering.
· So, with this as a backdrop, turn to Isaiah 36:4. 
· The Assyrian field commander, the general representative is speaking to Hezekiah’s officials. He’s saying this outside of the walls of Jerusalem. 
Everybody in Jerusalem is on the walls, listening. Their fate hangs in the balance. "This is what the great king, the king of Assyria, says: ‘On what are you basing this confidence of yours?" That’s the question.
· "On what are you basing this confidence of yours? You say you have strategy and military strength--but you only speak empty words. On whom are you depending, that you rebel against me? Look now, you are depending on Egypt… that splintered reed of a staff, which pierces the hand of anyone who leans on it! Such is Pharaoh king of Egypt to all who depend on him."
· In other words, they think that Judah is going to rely on Egypt, kind of a decayed superpower, to save them.  So… Egypt isn’t going to save them.  Then they go on…
· "And if you say to me, ‘We are depending on our God’-- isn’t he the one whose high places and altars Hezekiah removed, saying to Judah and Jerusalem, ‘You must worship before this altar’?" "You’ve got to worship in Jerusalem," which Hezekiah called the people to do.
· So, now they’re kind of mocking them… saying that if they’re pinning their hopes on God… then the truth of the matter was the Hezekiah tore down all those places of worship.  

· They getting the people to question whether they were worshipping the right God!
"Come now, make a bargain with my master, the king of Assyria: I will give you two thousand horses--if you can put riders on them!" He’s taunting them. "You don’t even have enough soldiers to be able to have trained riders for two thousand horses." "How then can you repulse one officer of the least of my master’s officials, even though you’re depending on Egypt for chariots and horsemen? 
· Now they’re mocking their ability to fight them… saying that if Judah could produce 2000 soldiers, then they would donate 2000 horses to them!  After that, they throw in this clincher…
· "Furthermore, have I come to attack and destroy this land without the Lord? The Lord himself told me to march against this country and destroy it." 
· Now they’re saying… “folks… God is on our side… not yours!”
That’s a very intimidating, taunting speech against Judah and Hezekiah. Verse 11: "Then Eliakim, Shebna and Joah said to the field commander, ‘Please speak to your servants in Aramaic, since we understand it. Don’t speak to us in Hebrew in the hearing of the people on the wall.’"
· They’re saying here, "Let’s make private negotiations in Aramaic, kind of an ambassador’s language." 
· Because the people on the wall—most of them—wouldn’t understand Aramaic, but they understand Hebrew. "So don’t try to humiliate the king in front of his people," is what they’re saying. 
· Look at verse 12. "But the commander replied, ‘Was it only to your master and you that my master sent me to say these things, and not to the people sitting on the wall--who, like you, will have to eat their own filth and drink their own urine?’" 
· At this point, I just have to imagine everybody in the city on the wall saying, "What’s that he just said about that filth and urine thing? This does not sound good." 
· He’s deliberately trying to embarrass, intimidate and humiliate the people. "Then the commander stood and called out in Hebrew, ‘Hear the words of the great king, the king of Assyria!’ This is what the king says: ‘Do not let Hezekiah deceive you. He cannot deliver you! Do not let Hezekiah persuade you to trust in the Lord when he says, ‘The Lord will surely deliver us; this city will not be given into the hands of the king of Assyria.’"
The messengers of Assyria continue on like that throughout this section. You see, the Assyrians know that once people are living in fear, their faith and loyalty and unity is gone. 
· Fear destroys confidence. Fear paralyzed people into inactivity. Fear turns people against each other. Fear is a great enemy to spiritual community. 
· Let me just tell you… every time, whether it’s in your small group, in your family… every time you choose fear over self-disclosure, choose fear over knowing and being known…
· Every time you choose fear over expressing affection that should boldly or tenderly be expressed... every time you choose fear over just telling the truth, telling it in love—
· Every time you choose fear, community dies a little.
· Guys... authentic community needs to be fought for, and it will mean that fear will need to be overcome a lot. 
Knowing the power fear can have over leaders and kings, Isaiah (who saw Ahaz cave under its weight) comes to Hezekiah in chapter 37, comes to Hezekiah… telling him the same thing he told his father Ahaz decades earlier, "Trust God. Don’t give in to fear." 
· But, unlike his father, Hezekiah does not surrender to Assyria. He stands firm in his faith.
· But that doesn’t mean he didn’t agonize of this.  Isaiah 37:1 says that “When Hezekiah heard the report (of all that was going on), “he tore his clothes and put on sackcloth and went into the Temple of the Lord to pray.”

Well, just at this same time, Sennacherib, the king of Assyria, has to leave Judah in order to deal with an Ethiopian insurgency.  But before he has to temporarily leave Judah, he decides to write a letter to Hezekiah.
· Now, imagine for a moment that you’re Hezekiah. Out of nowhere, messengers come to you with a letter that will seemingly determine your fate and the fate of your country. This is life or death.
· Hezekiah sits down to read the letter. Isaiah 37:10, "Say to Hezekiah king of Judah: ‘Do not let the god you depend on deceive you when he says, ‘Jerusalem will not be handed over to the king of Assyria.’ Surely you have heard what the kings of Assyria have done to all the countries, destroying them completely. And will you be delivered? 
· "Did the gods of the nations that were destroyed by my ancestors deliver them--the gods of Gozan, Haran, Rezeph and the people of Eden who were in Tel Assar? Where is the king of Hamath, the king of Arpad, the king of the city of Sepharvaim, or of Hena or Ivvah?" He just goes through all the people that he’s destroyed. "So what makes you think you’re going to be any different?"
· This is the worst news possible. Sennacherib is saying, "I’m mad… so mad that I just might completely destroy you and your puny little nation just like I have destroyed every other nation of your size." And he could do it. Humanly speaking, this was no contest. 
You have to understand this. Loose association—back in the 1960s, a movie came out called "Bambi versus Godzilla." I’m not making this up. Any of you ever hear of that one—"Bambi versus Godzilla"? It was a very short movie. I’m not kidding.
· It opened up with some credits, and then it shows Bambi, this little deer, grazing in a field, nibbling on some grass. And then a giant foot comes down and lands on Bambi and that’s the end of the movie. 
· It was not even three minutes long. Well, this is Bambi versus Godzilla. That’s the story here. These are bad odds.
So here’s the question: What do you do with a letter like that? What do you do when you get the worst news you’ve ever gotten in your life? This is just a powerful verse to me... 
· Isaiah 37:14, "Hezekiah received the letter from the messengers and read it. Then he went up to the temple of the Lord and spread it out before the Lord." 
· Hezekiah takes his greatest burden, his greatest worry, his greatest fear, and he’s very open about it, and he expresses with his body the anguish that’s in his heart.
· And he does exactly the right thing. He spreads it out before God and he prays. He prays one of the great prayers of Scripture in verses 15 through 20. "You alone are God. You alone. You made heaven and earth, nobody else. And you can deliver your people. So deliver us so that everybody will know that you God, you alone are God." 
He prays this prayer and God sends an answer through Isaiah. "Because you poured out your heart to me… because you took this piece of paper and spread it out before Me... You haven’t give into this downward spiral of fear and anxiety that caused you to disobey...” 

· So, let me ask you… what do you need to spread out before the Lord this morning? You know, we get letters from Assyria all the time. People in our world, people in this room, live under so much pressure. 
· Any time you get a piece of news or even a thought that could pressure you into anxious concern or tempt you to live in anxious fear--even for a little while--or disturb your sense of living in God’s love and care, that’s your letter from Assyria. 
So what’s your letter from Assyria? What challenges are there in your life right now?  Are there any hurdles that God is asking you to cross? 
· Maybe it’s a piece of paper from work. 
· Maybe it’s an assignment that seems too hard, or a performance review that has you worried, or an expectation you’re not sure you can fulfill.
· Maybe it’s a little pink slip. Maybe it’s a test at school. Maybe it’s a bill you don’t think you can pay.  Maybe you’re struggling in a relationship.
· Maybe you’re under significant financial pressure. 
· Whatever it might be... whether it is a word of rejection or the sting of abandonment... is your response to spread out before the Lord, pouring your heart out to Him?  Or do you find yourself slipping into fear?
What we see in this passage is that after pouring out his heart to God... after giving to God all his fear, anxiety, and uncertainty, God hears him... and answers him... protecting him and Israel once and for all from the Assyrians.
· You see, we’re not the kind of creatures who can engineer our own safety apart from God. But when God comes into a life, something else begins to happen. As we cry out to God, we will experience more profoundly His already-abiding presence in our lives...
· And as we dwell in that place... the Father’s presence, we’ll find that our anxiety begins to decrease while a sense of peace and freedom begins to grow in its place. 
Having shared all that, there is just one more thing I want to share re Hezekiah.  In spite of the great honesty and faith Hezekiah exhibited through this horrific season of near-annihilation at the hands of the Assyrians... as the years went on, he begins to “forget” all that God had done.
· 2 Chron 32:22-23 says, that “the LORD saved Hezekiah and the people of Jerusalem from the hand of Sennacherib king of Assyria and from the hand of all others. He took care of them on every side.  Many brought offerings to Jerusalem for the LORD and valuable gifts for Hezekiah king of Judah. From then on he was highly regarded by all the nations.” 

· In fact, some time later, a delegation from Babylon came to Judah to visit Hezekiah.  And while there, he showed them all of his riches and weaponry.  It was as if he was taking credit for what God had done in saving Judah from Assyria.
· Thankfully, Isaiah, now a trusted friend, confronted him... and we read in verse 26 that Hezekiah repented.
· I share this as a reminder... to never forget to “remember” all God does in our lives... that we never stop thanking him for what we do have.
Hezekiah, whose name means “Jehovah is strength”, lived an amazing life... and is considered to be one of the three great kings of Israel’s rich history.
· For me, there are two things from his life that stand out.  First was his trust.  2 Kings 18:5 says that “Hezekiah trusted in the Lord, the God of Israel.”
· You know, it’s easy for a king to trust in his own abundant resources... to solve problems with weapons, wisdom, or wealth. But, in spite of this, Hezekiah put his trust in the Lord.
· Is “trust” an area you need to work on.  Is your response to the storms of life to bunker down and make it through on your own... or do you cry out to Him?
The second thing that stand outs is Hezekiah’s tenacity.  Vs 6-7 say that “He held fast to the Lord and not cease to follow Him.” He was an ordinary man... though he was committed to putting aside the things that got in the way of walking with God.
· He not only destroyed all the foreign gods Ahaz had brought into the country, he also purposed to remove those things in his own life that got in the way of his own worship.
· Are there things in your life that get in the way of your walking with God the way you really want to?  Maybe its busyness... apathy... an addiction... maybe an unhealthy relationship.
· If there are hurdles like that... would you do what Hezekiah did... in spreading himself out before God... expressing his heart of hearts to God?
