The Story: Week Eighteen – Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

We turn our gaze to Judah and the kings that followed Hezekiah.  With the exception of Josiah, they all did evil in the eyes of the Lord.  Manasseh is the first of those wicked kings.  He was the son of Hezekiah and, it would seem, went to extremes to show himself different from his father.

He rebuilt the high places.  He erected altars to Baal and made an Asherah pole.  He sacrificed his own son in the fire, practiced divination, sought omens and consulted mediums and spiritists.  He is considered by many to be the most wicked of the kings of Judah.  According to tradition, he had Isaiah sawn in half.  The result of his rebellion is that the nation did more evil than those nations they had displaced during the days of Joshua.

Through the prophets, God spoke a word of judgment.  Manasseh was taken into captivity.  In his distress, he sought the Lord.  When he prayed, the Lord listened to his plea and brought him back to Jerusalem.  Manasseh no longer did evil in the eyes of the Lord.

We see here the desired response to God’s discipline.  Manasseh repents.  He returns to God.  He believes that He is God.  We will also see other responses to God’s discipline – to His words of warning spoken through His prophets.

Manasseh’s son Amon did evil in the eyes of the Lord.  But instead of humbling himself before the Lord, he increased his guilt.  His reign lasted two years and ended when he was assassinated by his officials.  His son Josiah walked before God as David had done.  He repaired the temple and discovered the Book of the Law of Moses (that had been misplaced from lack of use).

His son Jehoiakim did evil in the eyes of the Lord.  And the Lord used Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon as an instrument of judgment.  Jehoiachin followed his father.  He reigned in Jerusalem for three months.  At the end of that third month, he was taken prisoner to Babylon.  Nebuchadnezzar carried into exile the king and his family, the officers and fighting men and all the skilled artisans.  Only the poorest people were left in Judah.

The temple was plundered.  The walls of the city were torn down.  But God wasn’t finished yet – not with His discipline or with His promised deliverance.

The Story: Week Eighteen – Day Two
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Today we focus on Ezekiel who was a prophet God raised up from among those taken to Babylon.  For more detail, read Ezekiel 1-2, 6-7 and 36-37.  When Ezekiel was thirty years old, he received a vision from God.  In this vision, God called Ezekiel to speak His Word to the Israelites – to a stubborn and rebellions people.  He tells him not to be afraid of the people or their reactions.  He is to speak God’s Word to them.  Again, the prophet’s focus is simply to speak.  Their response is not his responsibility.  He is not responsible for the results.  It’s God’s Word that is the active agent and it will not return to God without accomplishing the purpose for which it was sent.

That first Word recorded in The Story was one of complete destruction.  The high places will be destroyed.  The altars to the false gods will be demolished.  The people will be slain in front of their idols.  And all of this will be done by the armies of the king of Babylon who believes himself to be stronger than the gods of the nations that he intends to conquer.

God had given them chance after chance to turn from their idol worship and follow again in His ways.  He reminded them of His mighty hand that had delivered them from Egypt and brought them to this prosperous land.  He warned them of His hand of judgment that would surely come if they did not return to Him.  And now that arm of judgment falls.

But God also speaks a Word of deliverance – a Word that He speaks in remembrance of the covenant that He made with Abraham and reaffirmed with David.  He will spare some of the people.  There will be a remnant who, once taken into exile, will see their sin and turn back to Him.

It is a shame that God has to use such severe discipline to bring us to our knees.  But He is a jealous God.  His love for us is so deep, that He will not abandon us to false gods that will only lead to death and separation from the one true God and giver of life.  He uses the arm of His judgment to turn us back to Him precisely because He doesn’t want to lose any of us

The Story: Week Eighteen – Day Three
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Jeremiah was also one of God’s prophets during this time.  Unlike Ezekiel, he remained in Jerusalem.  When Jeremiah was called by God to be a prophet, his response was probably very much like our own would be.  Jeremiah said, “I do not know how to speak.  I am too young.”  He sounds a bit like Moses.  The bottom line is that Jeremiah is saying, “You’ve got the wrong guy.  I can’t do that.”

God listens and responds by telling Jeremiah not to be afraid.  God will be with him.  He has put His Word in his mouth.  And with that Word comes the authority to carry out the work.  God will send him to speak against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests and the people.  They will fight against Jeremiah, but they won’t overcome him because God will be with him and rescue him.

God will do the hard work of changing hearts, Jeremiah only needs to speak God’s Word.  His job will be uncomfortable and result in personal trials, but it is not too difficult.

God’s charge against His people is they have forsaken Him and made their own gods (which are no gods at all).  At one point, God speaking through Jeremiah says to the people, “But my people have exchanged their glorious God for worthless idols.  Be appalled at this, you heavens, and shudder with great horror.”  God is saying that the heavens which proclaim His glory – who were created by the power of His Word – are appalled by Judah’s rebellion.  How can a people who were chosen to be God’s own cherished possession – chosen to be His people – turn away and follow gods of their own making?  The heavens shudder at the horror of their arrogance.

As a result, Judah will be carried into exile.  They will be uprooted from the land in the same way that the northern kingdom was.  Babylon will be God’s instrument of judgment against Judah.

May we not harden our hearts when God speaks to us of our rebellion.  May we bow before Him and confess both our sin and our need for His mercy and restoration.

The Story: Week Eighteen – Day Four
Grace to you and peace from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Today we get some details of Zedekiah’s reign (the last king in Judah).  Zedekiah was twenty-one years old when he became king.  And his attitudes toward God, Jeremiah and the king of Babylon (Nebuchadnezzar) are a good indication why it’s not a good idea for a twenty something to become a king.  Maybe that’s why thirty was the age when Israelite males were expected to shoulder the responsibilities of adulthood.

At any rate, Zedekiah did evil in the eyes of the Lord and did not listen to the Word of God that Jeremiah spoke.  He rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar who had made Zedekiah take an oath in God’s name to be loyal to Nebuchadnezzar.  Because of his rebellion, all the leaders of the priests and the people themselves became more and more unfaithful.  Once again, we have a good illustration of the consequences that wicked and arrogant leaders have on those they are supposed to lead.  Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to Jerusalem for over two years.  The people were starving.  It would be easy to conclude that God had abandoned His people.  And that’s often the case today when bad things happen and no relief comes.  God has abandoned us or at the very least is unconcerned.

Zedekiah sent messengers to Jeremiah to ask the Lord if He would deliver Jerusalem as He did in the days of Hezekiah.  God’s response is a resounding NO!  He will not deliver the city as He did in the past.  But He offers the people a choice between life and death.  Those who stay in the city will die by the sword.  Those who surrender to the Babylonians will escape with their lives.  They will be taken into exile, but they will live.  The temple will be destroyed and every important building in Jerusalem will be burned down.

And even though it seemed to the people that God had left them – that He had taken His presence from the temple (otherwise, how would the Babylonians be able to burn it down), Jeremiah is given a word of hope.  After describing the harsh realities of exile, Jeremiah says, “Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope: Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for His compassions never fail.  They are new every morning; great is Your faithfulness.  Is say to myself, “The Lord is my portion; therefore I will wait for him.”  The Lord is good to those whose hope is in Him, to the one who seeks Him; it is good to wait quietly for the salvation of the Lord.

God reminds them that He is faithful.  He will keep His covenant.  He will keep the promises that He made to Abraham and reaffirmed to David.  He will not abandon them.  Deliverance will come.  And that is always the hard part for us: waiting on the Lord’s timing to bring to completion the work that He began.  May God keep us steadfast in that hope – in the hope that is ours in the resurrection that Jesus shares with us.

The Story: Week Eighteen – Day Five
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Now we turn again to those in exile in Babylon.  Once they receive news that Jerusalem had fallen, God’s message to them through Ezekiel is one of hope.  God speaks of return and restoration.  He has not forgotten His promises.  He will create in them new hearts and put the Spirit in them.  He will bring life to the desolate places of the land and of their souls.

In Ezekiel 37, God gives him a vision to speak to the people in exile.  It is the vision of the valley of dry bones.  Not only does God say that He will bring life to those dry bones.  He does it.  Ezekiel sees it.  Where there once was no hope and the people felt like dry bones, God speaks of life.  He speaks of hope.  He speaks of a work that He will accomplish in the hearts of His children.  They have not been abandoned.  They have not been cut off.  No matter how far they have fallen – how far they have wandered - God pursues them so that He can give them life.

That is the God we follow – the God who pursues – the God who does whatever has to be done to save us from sin and death.  We follow Him who gave His life so that we might live.  We follow Him who has raised us from death and given us life.  We follow Him who is our great and good Shepherd who walks with us even through the valley of the shadow of death.  Surely goodness and mercy will follow us all the days of our lives and we will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.

