Life and Times of Elijah #8

“Might Makes Right (?)”

1 Kings 21:1-29
Tuesday is Election Day, much to the relief of many people.  In yesterday’s edition of the Decatur Herald & Review, retired minister Bill Ellis titled his column, “Be thankful! Elections are about over.”  He goes on to write,

We have much to be thankful for in this month devoted to thanksgiving.  The election frenzy will soon be past….

Political campaigns amount to what Raymond Moley described as “a war in which everybody shoots from the lip.”  John Ciardi called politics “the moral man’s compromise, the swindler’s method and the fool’s hope.”

A politician’s promises can be broken and forgotten as quickly as New Year’s resolutions.  How often do we call on those whom we elect to a political office, or any other, to give an honest account of their stewardship?

How about just an honest account of their campaigns? It seem that campaigns from local to statewide to national have become wars of verbal bashing. For every dollar spent in positive campaigning, over ten dollars is spent in negative campaigning.

This year, particularly in Illinois, one of the major themes of the attack ads is corruption.  A former governor, convicted of crimes while in office and soon to be sent to federal prison, has appeared in more political ads this year than when he was running for office himself!  Democrats try to tie their Republican opponents to the disgraced former governor, while some Republicans suggest that the present Democratic governor may not be far behind his predecessor.

Our current system seems to be living proof of the old saying, “Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”  This is not the problem of one political party or another; the mighty that have recently fallen come from both sides of the political aisle.  But there seems to be a connection between power and corruption, and that is nothing new.  Walter Kaiser writes, 

Injustice, especially at the hands of those in government who are meant to uphold justice, fairness, and equity, is most re​prehensible…. Government is God’s gift to us, to bring as large a measure of justice as possible while we wait for the only fully righteous government of our Lord when He returns again.

Unfortunately, the experience of men and women all too frequently runs against this expectation. Indeed, the mood of the hour can be seen in the large amount of literature on management and leadership which blatantly focuses on subjects such as “power,” “aggression,” “manipulation,” and “intimida​tion.” All too often the object is to put the manager, the company, or the government in the dominant position. It feeds a basic philosophy of selfishness, greed, and personal advance​ment….
1 Kings 21 is another of those sad episodes in which the government felt it could do whatever it wanted to whomever it wished without being responsible to insure that justice was carried out. The biblical phrase that describes this kind of cavalier brinkmanship is “Sell[ing one’s self] to do evil in the eyes of the Lord” (1Kg 21:20).


In our present world—particularly this time of year, so close to Election Day—this text becomes particularly relevant.

The Pride of Jealousy 

The chapter begins in verse one, “And it came to pass after these things….” After what things?  The events described in chapter twenty, at the conclusion of which King Ahab is condemned by an Israelite prophet for allowing Ben-Hadad to live.  The exact timeline is not given, but some scholars believe that the events of 1 Kings 21 occur about ten years after Elijah’s dramatic victory on Mount Carmel.
  Certainly this was enough time for Ahab and Jezebel to return to their old way of life.


This story begins in verses 1-4,

And it came to pass after these things, that Naboth the Jezreelite had a vineyard, which was in Jezreel, hard by the palace of Ahab king of Samaria. And Ahab spake unto Naboth, saying, “Give me thy vineyard, that I may have it for a garden of herbs, because it is near unto my house: and I will give thee for it a better vineyard than it; or, if it seem good to thee, I will give thee the worth of it in money.”

And Naboth said to Ahab, “The Lord forbid it me, that I should give the inheritance of my fathers unto thee.”

And Ahab came into his house heavy and displeased because of the word which Naboth the Jezreelite had spoken to him: for he had said, “I will not give thee the inheritance of my fathers.” And he laid him down upon his bed, and turned away his face, and would eat no bread.
The account takes place in the city of Jezreel, the site of Ahab’s summer palace.  One day Ahab looked out his palace window and notices a vineyard bordering his property, and he decided that he wanted it for himself.

At first this appears innocuous, as the king approaches the owner of the vineyard, a man named Naboth, and offers him either another vineyard of equal or greater value, or a cash settlement for the land.  Certainly the king of Israel could afford that!

But Naboth politely turns down Ahab’s offer.  At first glance it may seem that Naboth is being rude, saying, “God forbid that I sell you my land!”  The full meaning is translated from the Hebrew, “﻿But Naboth said to Ahab, ‘﻿It is forbidden me by Yahweh to give you the inheritance of my forefathers.﻿’” 
 He was not merely at liberty as a personal right to refuse the king’s proposal, but bound by the commandment of God.

The Lord commanded in Leviticus 25:23, “The land shall not be sold for ever: for the land is mine; for ye are strangers and sojourners with me.”  The NIV translates the word “sojourners” as “tenants,” which we may understand more clearly.  Just as a tenant cannot sell a house or property he is renting from a landlord, so the Israelites were not to sell the land God had given to their families.  This is repeated in Numbers 36:7, 

So shall not the inheritance of the children of Israel remove from tribe to tribe: for every one of the children of Israel shall keep himself to the inheritance of the tribe of his fathers.

Naboth was not being stubborn or unreasonable with the king and his offer.  As Kaiser notes,

The preservation of one’s inheritance was not just a worldly wise act or a shrewd business move; it was not even a sentimental act of keeping the old homestead in the family for generations to honor grandparents or the like. Rather, it was a religious duty closely associated with the promise of the covenant of God.

The problem arises after Naboth’s refusal to sell.  The text records that “heavy and displeased” when he came back to the palace.  The NIV renders that phrase “sullen and angry,” the same words used to describe his reaction to the condemnation of the prophet in the previous chapter.  As Warren Wiersbe describes the scene, “Displaying his usual childishness, Ahab went home, went to bed, and pouted.”

Here Ahab displays the pride of jealousy.  Ahab was jealous of Naboth because of his vineyard.  Perhaps you don’t think of “pride” when you hear the word “jealousy,” but there is a definite connection.  Jealousy supposes that no other person should enjoy what we have or want.  We presume to think that we should have a monopoly on happiness or success or material things.  Such self-importance is the essence of pride.

The Bible has another word for it: covetousness.  “Thou shalt not covet” is the last of the Ten Commandments but perhaps it’s the most difficult one to obey. Even more, a covetous heart often leads us to disobey all the other commandments of God. The first nine commandments focus on forbidden outward conduct—making and worshiping idols, stealing, murdering, and so on—but this commandment deals primarily with the hidden desires of the heart.
 

The Perversion of Justice 

The pride of jealousy mixed with the power of position became a devastating mixture.  Picking up the story in verse five,
But Jezebel his wife came to him, and said unto him, “Why is thy spirit so sad, that thou eatest no bread?”

And he said unto her, “Because I spake unto Naboth the Jezreelite, and said unto him, ‘Give me thy vineyard for money; or else, if it please thee, I will give thee another vineyard for it,’ and he answered, ‘I will not give thee my vineyard.’”

And Jezebel his wife said unto him, “Dost thou now govern the kingdom of Israel? arise, and eat bread, and let thine heart be merry: I will give thee the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite.”
Jezebel comes home and finds her husband pouting in his room, unwilling to eat, pulling what Kaiser calls his “wimp routine.”
  “What’s wrong with you?” she asks.

“That mean ol’ Naboth won’t give me his vineyard!” he whines. “And I want it!”

Jezebel pats Ahab on the head and says, “Aren’t you the king?  Just leave it to me; I’ll get you what you want.”

The queen must have been shaking her head as she left her husband.  She came from a royal family in Phoenicia that was accustomed to get whatever it desired.
  Her motto was “Might makes right,” and she wasn’t about to let anything—even the truth—to stand in the way of what she wanted.

Verses 8-16 record the tragic perversion of justice wrought by the hand of Jezebel,

So she wrote letters in Ahab's name, and sealed them with his seal, and sent the letters unto the elders and to the nobles that were in his city, dwelling with Naboth. And she wrote in the letters, saying, “Proclaim a fast, and set Naboth on high among the people: and set two men, sons of Belial, before him, to bear witness against him, saying, ‘Thou didst blaspheme God and the king.’ And then carry him out, and stone him, that he may die.”

And the men of his city, even the elders and the nobles who were the inhabitants in his city, did as Jezebel had sent unto them, and as it was written in the letters which she had sent unto them. They proclaimed a fast, and set Naboth on high among the people. And there came in two men, children of Belial, and sat before him: and the men of Belial witnessed against him, even against Naboth, in the presence of the people, saying, “Naboth did blaspheme God and the king.” Then they carried him forth out of the city, and stoned him with stones, that he died.

Then they sent to Jezebel, saying, “Naboth is stoned, and is dead.” And it came to pass, when Jezebel heard that Naboth was stoned, and was dead, that Jezebel said to Ahab, “Arise, take possession of the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite, which he refused to give thee for money: for Naboth is not alive, but dead.” And it came to pass, when Ahab heard that Naboth was dead, that Ahab rose up to go down to the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite, to take possession of it.
Jezebel sat down and dictated letters to be sent to the town leaders of Jezreel.  She used her husband’s seal—probably to add royal authority to it, since she had a seal of her own.  This seal has been discovered archaeologically and shows Egyptian as well as Phoenician influences: 



 

Then, at the height of hypocrisy, Jezebel directs the town leaders of Jezreel to frame Naboth according to Israelite law.  Kaiser notes,

Isn’t it amazing how those who reject the word of God will still feel free to use it for their own purposes? That surely was the case here. Deuteronomy 17:6 and 19:15, not to mention Numbers 35:30, required at least two witnesses for any crime that was punishable by death. In order to have the guise of godliness and to win the favor of even the most holy sensibilities, Jezebel made sure she went by “the Book.”

The leading men of Jezreel obviously feared Jezebel more than they feared the Lord because they carried out her orders exactly.
  They called the citizens of the city together and publicly accused Naboth of blaspheming God and cursing the king.  Blasphemy was the highest crime in Israelite law, punishable by death.  Cursing the king was not specifically punishable by death, but it played a different legal function.

Jezebel wanted Naboth out of the way, so she had him accused of a capitol offense. His property would have then been passed on to his sons, so she had them put to death as well (2Kg 9:26). Had Naboth merely been convicted of blasphemy, his property would have been forfeited to the Lord, according to Deuteronomy 13:16, so she included the cursing of the king—treason—and the property of traitors was regarded as forfeited to the king.
  As one commentary puts it, “The iniquitous queen was as thorough as she was wicked.”

How was she able to pull this off?  She was able to influence the city leaders, who brought in two false witnesses to substantiate the charge.  These two are called “sons of Belial” in verses 10 and 13.  Literally the term “Belial” meant “worthless.”  In later years, the word became identified with “wickedness,” particularly in Proverbs. This concept of Belial became a proper name for the prince of evil, Satan, in the pseudepigraphal literature, the Zadokite Document, and the War Scroll of the Dead Sea Scrolls.  Paul uses this word in this way in 2 Corinthians 6:15.
 

With this elaborate scheme, it is not surprising that Naboth was found guilty and promptly put to death.  How ironic that the innocent man who tried to maintain God’s law was convicted while those who engineered the whole thing were the guilty ones.

Together with her henchmen, [Jezebel] broke almost every one of the Ten Commandments. She made herself God instead of the Lord (the first commandment). She took the name of the Lord in vain as she made her goons swear in the name of God that they had heard what they did not (the third commandment). Incidentally, they did not use the covenantal name of Yahweh which implied a relationship to Him, but the more indefinite name Elohim. She was also a murderer (the sixth commandment). She stole another man’s land (the eighth). She and the two scoundrels gave false testimony (the ninth) and Ahab coveted what were his neighbor’s belongings (the tenth). In this one incident, they violated six of the Ten Commandments.


Talk about political corruption!  Jezebel makes today’s politicians look like amateurs!  But notice how the corruption of the nation’s leaders spread through the local leaders and even to the general population itself.

It is worth noting that those who cooperated in this scheme were not simply the two worthless men who lied on the stand, but “the elders and the nobles” who went along with Jezebel’s instructions. The whole system was corrupt. Justice and integrity were not to be found in this godless administration. No one sought truth. They gave the appearance of being concerned about what was right, but in reality, they were all a pack of liars and murderers.
Once again, wickedness reigned in Ahab’s court. Many of the citizens must have known the truth, but they obviously shrugged their shoulders and looked the other way. You live long enough under the influence of immoral, unethical, and idolatrous leadership, and you’re no longer out​raged at anything.

By that time the population of Israel was so used to Ahab and Jezebel’s schemes that it didn’t even affect them.  Not one person stood in defense of righteous Naboth when he faced the false charges that cost him and his family their lives.  As the old saying goes, “All it takes for evil to triumph is for good people to do nothing.”

With the deaths of Naboth and his family, it was apparent that evil had indeed triumphed.  No one seemed to care.

The Pronouncement of Judgment 


Someone, though, did care.  Swindoll continues, “God has come to the end of His patience with this pair. He’s put up with years of their godless acts…but no longer. As with Sodom and Gomorrah, God says, in effect, ‘That is enough. You will go no farther.’”

While Jezebel was instructing Ahab to claim Naboth’s vineyard, God was also instructing Elijah to meet Ahab there.
  After another lengthy absence, Elijah again appears before the king—and his word for the monarch is not good.

And the word of the Lord came to Elijah the Tishbite, saying, “Arise, go down to meet Ahab king of Israel, which is in Samaria: behold, he is in the vineyard of Naboth, whither he is gone down to possess it. And thou shalt speak unto him, saying, ‘Thus saith the Lord, “Hast thou killed, and also taken possession?”’ And thou shalt speak unto him, saying, ‘Thus saith the Lord, “In the place where dogs licked the blood of Naboth shall dogs lick thy blood, even thine.”’”

And Ahab said to Elijah, “Hast thou found me, O mine enemy?”

And he answered, “I have found thee: because thou hast sold thyself to work evil in the sight of the Lord.”

Ahab greets Elijah with his usual animosity: “So, you found me, my enemy!”  Yet it was not because of personal animosity that Elijah had sought out Ahab, but because the king had “sold himself,” i.e., completely surrendered himself, to do what was evil in the eyes of the Lord.
  Just as we considered last week, the choice is “all or nothing” with regard to sin as well as God.  Ahab and Jezebel had chosen to go all the way with sin.  In the words of Jesus, they were “slaves to sin.”

Swindoll points out another aspect to this phrase:

The Hebrew word that is translated “sold yourself” also conveys the idea of habitual, constant activity—trafficking in wickedness. Interestingly, it can also mean “to marry.” That’s an insightful wordplay on Elijah’s part, in light of the relationship between Ahab and Jezebel. Ahab had married an evil woman, and in doing so, he had also married himself to the dark realm of evil. He had embraced it in every area of his life as a result of taking Jezebel as his life’s partner.

Ahab and Jezebel represent those who are sold out to sin, totally committed to living their lives to gratify themselves.  Sometimes the commitment of the world to sin is greater than the commitment of Christians to Christ!  Several years ago a song was recorded entitled “More Sold Out.”  The chorus said of the world, 

Are they working harder at what we think is wrong

Than we are at what we know is right?

They might be sold out to sin—

Are we more sold out to Him?

Time doesn’t permit that we go into great detail about Ahab’s response, which is probably shocking to most readers.  After Elijah’s confrontation, Ahab actually repented!  He acknowledged his sin and expressed remorse.  This was no play-acting, either, for God was impressed enough to delay the annihilation of Ahab’s family until after he was gone.  Unfortunately, he never really entered into a genuine spiritual relationship with God.  This spirit of humility and repentance did not last. The result was that he, like all who despise God’s mercies, would perish and leave his ill-gotten gain behind him.
 

Jezebel, however, showed no signs of remorse, and the Lord showed her no mercy.  She was killed by her own servants who threw her out of a window from the summer palace of Jezreel, and her body was eaten by dogs. Her end was particularly marked by lack of burial, which was a major disgrace.
  Ahab’s son Joram had his corpse cast into the field of Naboth’s vineyard (2 Kings 9:25-26); thus, justice was finally served.

What can we take from this terrible, tragic tale? One lesson is that power corrupts, and that absolute power corrupts absolutely; but especially that God checks that power and calls it to account. If divine judgment seems slow in coming, wait; the announcement may have been designed for a generation still to come.
  Many writers of Scripture wrestled with the apparent unwillingness of God to bring sinners to justice, but the answer to their complaints lies in the grace and the ultimate justice of God.

Another important lesson to learn is that sin will not be left unpunished.  We may think that we can get away with it—and for a while it may appear that we are—but ultimately there is a terrible price to pay.  It is never worth it.  The lure of power and possession and passion is strong, but in the end it leads to death.

Finally, we learn from this text that no one is too far gone for the grace of God.  Even Ahab’s repentance was accepted; had he continued along those lines, he could have been saved.  But repentance has to be real and it has to be sustained in order to save.
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