Life and Times of Elijah #9

“The Truth Shall Set You Free“

1 Kings 22:1-40
“Do you swear by Almighty God that the testimony you are about to give is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

Sound familiar?  Anyone who has testified in a courtroom has had to swear to this oath.  To break this oath is considered a crime itself, and people have been sent to jail for perjury.  (Wouldn’t it be something if the lawyers had to take the same oath!)

Perhaps the most honest question ever asked in a trial was when Pontius Pilate asked Jesus Christ, “What is truth?” (John 18:38).  Many observers of the American justice or political system may be tempted to ask the same thing!

The answer is found in John 14:6, “Jesus answered, ‘I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.’”  Though Jesus was not speaking to Pilate at the time He spoke these words, they nevertheless answer Pilate’s question.  Jesus Himself is the Truth.  Furthermore, in John 17:17 Jesus says to God the Father, “Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth.”  So we find that Jesus Christ is the living truth, and God’s Word (the Bible) is the written truth.  Those who follow Christ, then, are followers of the truth.

But sometimes the truth gets people into trouble.  Jesus faced such opposition from the religious people, and He says to them in John 8:44-45,

You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.  Yet because I tell the truth, you do not believe me!  Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don’t you believe me?  He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.

Later Jesus told His disciples, “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first” (John 15:18).  Today, many around us do not want to hear the truth, because it goes against their own self-centered desires and plans.  (Ever hear the phrase, “Truth hurts”?)  Instead of listening to the truth and allowing it to change their lives, they try to silence those who tell the truth.  Such was the case for one Old Testament prophet named Micaiah, who found himself behind bars for the crime of telling the truth.

Micaiah was Faithful to the Truth
King Ahab ruled over Israel for twenty-two years.  History records that Ahab was a skillful military leader, but the Bible portrays him as one of the most wicked men to sit on Israel’s throne.  In one instance, he had a man falsely accused and executed so that he could have the man’s vineyard for himself!

Ahab grew tired of the prophets of God who spoke against his selfish ways.  He had labeled Elijah a “troublemaker” (1 Kings 18:17).  As 1 Kings 22:8-9 records, Ahab didn’t think too highly of Micaiah, either.

The king of Israel answered Jehoshaphat, “There is still one man through whom we can inquire of the Lord, but I hate him because he never prophesies anything good about me, but always bad. He is Micaiah son of Imlah.” 

“The king should not say that,” Jehoshaphat replied.  So the king of Israel called one of his officials and said, “Bring Micaiah son of Imlah at once.”
Throughout time people reflect this same resentment toward those who honestly tell them what they don’t want to hear.  The New Testament predicts that such will always be the case, as in 2 Timothy 4:3-4,

For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.  They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.

How true this is today!  Turn on the television and your will hear one “preacher” tell you, “You are not a sinner!  No, you just need positive self-esteem.  That is your salvation!”  No wonder he had the largest congregation in the United States at one time—that’s what people want to hear!  Too bad it isn’t true!  Others claim that God wants everyone to be healthy and wealthy, as long as you send them some money.  Staged “miracles” and “healings” entertain their audiences while distorting the truth.  Why do these people gain such a following?  Because they are telling people exactly what they want to hear.

King Ahab had a whole crowd of such “prophets”—no less than four hundred at one point—to tell him what he wanted to hear.  When Micaiah kept telling Ahab the truth, the king stopped calling for him!

Now Micaiah is called upon to speak on behalf of the Lord.  After so many rejections he may have been tempted to “go with the flow” and repeat what the other four hundred were saying.  But Micaiah was faithful to the truth:

Dressed in their royal robes, the king of Israel and Jehoshaphat king of Judah were sitting on their thrones at the threshing floor by the entrance of the gate of Samaria, with all the prophets prophesying before them. 

Now Zedekiah son of Kenaanah had made iron horns and he declared, “This is what the Lord says: ‘With these you will gore the Arameans until they are destroyed.’“  All the other prophets were prophesying the same thing. “Attack Ramoth Gilead and be victorious,” they said, “for the Lord will give it into the king’s hand.” 

The messenger who had gone to summon Micaiah said to him, “Look, as one man the other prophets are predicting success for the king. Let your word agree with theirs, and speak favorably.” But Micaiah said, “As surely as the Lord lives, I can tell him only what the Lord tells me” (1 Kings 22:10-14).

But why do that?  What harm would it do to just go along with everyone else?  He’s the king—why not tell him what he wants to hear?  Jesus put this into perspective when He said,

Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell…. Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also acknowledge him before my Father in heaven.  But whoever disowns me before men, I will disown him before my Father in heaven (Matthew 10:28, 32-33). 

Whatever harm can possibly come to us when we stand for the truth cannot compare to the eternal consequences of going along with those who do not.  In prison inmates can face a variety of threats from losing commissary to being beat up or possibly killed.  (Threats of death happen a lot more than the actual event, though!)   Before we reject the truth in light of such intimidation, we need to seriously consider the consequences of their direction.

On the positive side, Jesus gave this promise to those who remain faithful to the truth:

Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you (Matthew 5:11-12). 

So what did Micaiah do?  The story continues in 1 Kings 22:15-23,

When he arrived, the king asked him, “Micaiah, shall we go to war against Ramoth Gilead, or shall I refrain?” 

“Attack and be victorious,” he answered, “for the Lord will give it into the king’s hand.” 

The king said to him, “How many times must I make you swear to tell me nothing but the truth in the name of the Lord?” 

Then Micaiah answered, “I saw all Israel scattered on the hills like sheep without a shepherd, and the Lord said, ‘These people have no master. Let each one go home in peace.’“

The king of Israel said to Jehoshaphat, “Didn’t I tell you that he never prophesies anything good about me, but only bad?” 

Micaiah continued, “Therefore hear the word of the Lord: I saw the Lord sitting on his throne with all the host of heaven standing around him on his right and on his left. And the Lord said, ‘Who will entice Ahab into attacking Ramoth Gilead and going to his death there?’ “One suggested this, and another that. Finally, a spirit came forward, stood before the Lord and said, ‘I will entice him.’ “‘By what means?’ the Lord asked. “‘I will go out and be a lying spirit in the mouths of all his prophets,’ he said. “‘You will succeed in enticing him,’ said the Lord. ‘Go and do it.’ “So now the Lord has put a lying spirit in the mouths of all these prophets of yours. The Lord has decreed disaster for you.”
Micaiah was faithful to God and to the truth.  As he would soon find out, such a stand carries with it a price.

Micaiah was Felonized for the Truth

No commendation or appreciation awaited Micaiah.  The first response came from a court prophet—one of his peers:

Then Zedekiah son of Kenaanah went up and slapped Micaiah in the face. “Which way did the spirit from the Lord go when he went from me to speak to you?” he asked. 

Micaiah replied, “You will find out on the day you go to hide in an inner room” (1 Kings 22:24-25).

No surprise here—after all, Zedekiah had just been called a liar by Micaiah!  Neither should we be surprised when those around us take offense to our testimony for the truth of God.  The people of Jesus’ day took such offense at His words that they plotted to kill Him.  

Micaiah faced more than the scorn of his peers; the king had the next word:

The king of Israel then ordered, “Take Micaiah and send him back to Amon the ruler of the city and to Joash the king’s son and say, ‘This is what the king says: Put this fellow in prison and give him nothing but bread and water until I return safely’” (1 Kings 22:26-27).

Micaiah was made a felon for the “crime” of telling the truth!  At that very moment he was taken and thrown into prison for an indeterminate sentence, without any chance of parole or even good time, and only given bread and water to survive.

While such treatment would not be allowed under the U. S. Constitution, many people in biblical times faced similar abuse.  The author of Hebrews writes,

And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets, who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions, quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign armies. Women received back their dead, raised to life again. Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection.  Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison (Hebrews 11:32-36).

In the centuries which followed, many who remained faithful to God’s truth were put into prison or even killed.  More recently, followers of Christ in communist countries faced the constant threat of imprisonment, torture, or death.  Some Muslims countries today have outlawed Christians from sharing their faith or Muslims from changing their religion.  Micaiah’s dilemma is still a reality for many today.

None of these laws exist in the United States today, but there are other pressures against taking a stand for the truth.  Those who choose to live for God will find more antagonism than encouragement most of the time.  They may be labeled, ridiculed, or even threatened for their beliefs.

Jesus knew this and told His disciples, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).  Paul the apostle, who himself was imprisoned many times and ultimately killed for his faithfulness to the truth, wrote in Romans 8:38-39,

For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Prisons cannot separate people from the love of God, either.  Even the worst thing that could happen—death—only passes the Christian to eternal life in Heaven.  No wonder Paul could say in the face of execution, “to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21).  What does the Christian really have to lose? 

Micaiah was Freed by the Truth

Sometimes convicted criminals say or shout things as they are being led out of the courtroom.  Rage against the system that has confined them to prison, declarations of innocence, or even threats against those who testified are sometimes heard echoing throughout the halls.

Micaiah had some last words as he was being led away to prison as well, “Micaiah declared, ‘If you ever return safely, the Lord has not spoken through me.’ Then he added, ‘Mark my words, all you people!’” (1 Kings 22:28).

This was not a desperate outburst by an angry man; Micaiah established his credibility.  The test of a true prophet was the actual fulfillment of his words (Deut. 18:17–22; Num. 16:29), and Micaiah knew this.  If his prophecy came true, they would know that he was speaking the truth.  If not, he implies, let me rot in jail.

The following verses in 1 Kings describe how Ahab met his death on the battlefield, just as Micaiah had predicted.  While the Scriptures do not detail Micaiah’s release from prison, those prophets whose predictions came true were usually treated well.  It is likely that Micaiah was released from prison.  The truth had set him free!

Those words may sound familiar—it is a quote from Jesus Christ.  To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:31-32).  Remember the source of truth: Jesus said, “I am the truth” (John 14:6), and of God, “Your word is truth” (John 17:17).  To experience truth, we must each come to Christ and believe His Word.

Believing in Jesus Christ will not open the prison gates and set the inmate free as happened to Micaiah.  The promised freedom comes in other ways.  Freedom from fear is described in 1 John 4:13-18,

We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.  And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world.  If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, God lives in him and he in God.  And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is love.  Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him.  In this way, love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment, because in this world we are like him.  There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love. 

Paul demonstrates freedom from the power of sin in Romans 6:6-7,

For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin—because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. 

Freedom from guilt is promised to those who are faithful to the truth:

Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us (Romans 8:33-34).

This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything (1 John 3:19-20).

Finally, freedom from eternal condemnation by God is outlined in Romans 8:1-2,

Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. 

Don’t be fooled into thinking you are free if you aren’t.  Many in Jesus’ day suffered this delusion.  Jesus said to His audience, 

“If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”

They answered him, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” 

Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin….  If I am telling you the truth, why don’t you believe me?  He who belongs to God hears what God says.  The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God” (John 8:31-34, 46-47).

If you read these words and admit to yourself that you are not free, don’t stay that way!  You can be free from the addictions, from the guilt, and from the fear.

How?  By deciding to make Christ your Master and Lord.  Ask Him to forgive you from your past and to send His Holy Spirit to live within you.  Commit your life to doing what He says in the Bible.

Jesus says, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:36). This is no emotional trip or fantasy for those who don’t have a life. The truth can set you free!



