
MIDDLE-AGED PERILS - 1 KINGS 10:23-11:6


FINDING PURPOSE IN LIFE #6
China is a country that is proud of its rich culture and long history.  Of all of the powerful dynasties that have ruled this most populated land, perhaps the Song dynasty remains the most influential to this very day.  Taking over power in 960 after 200 years of inner strife and chaos, the leaders of the Song dynasty demonstrated a keen sense of purpose and direction.  They immediately instituted a civil service exam that effectively changed the power of the nation from the aristocratic families who had ruled simply by tradition to officials selected on the basis of talent giving more capable leadership to the country.  A new early ripening rice was introduced that could grow 2 or even 3 crops a year, making it possible for China to feed an ever expanding population.  China had less than half the population of our present country when the Song dynasty started a millennium ago.  Today, China is a quarter of the earth's population.  Major inventions including gunpowder and movable type for printing made during this period lead to a powerful defense and an explosion in learning.   Yes, this Song Dynasty while only lasting just over 200 years molded this nation until this day because of a focused direction and sense of purpose.  But it is most interesting that the Song dynasty fell because one key leader lost that sense of purpose at a most critical time.

It was during the last days of the Song dynasty that a critical battle was fought and lost to the Mongols.  Kublai Khan had mustered an impressive army and was preparing an attack from the north.  China had the superior weaponry and should have easily been able to defend herself.  But at the most critical time, just before the battle was to be engaged, the leading general of the Chinese army became interested in another conflict.  He happened to notice 2 crickets that were fighting in the grass.  So absorbed did he become in this battle between 2 small crickets, watching their maneuvers against each other for over a half an hour, that he lost the critical window in gaining the strategic advantage in leading his Chinese troops against the Mongols.  After the battle was lost and the Song dynasty consequently fell to the Mongols, some of his chief advisors would credit his obsession with this cricket duel as being a major factor in the defeat.  

It is incredible that a leader who had demonstrated such dedication to purpose could at a very critical time have his attentions so diverted by such an inconsequential interest that all that had been built up was lost.  But history demonstrates the fact that this phenomenon often happens in life.  And it doesn't only happen on the national scene, but it also happens in individual lives as well.  For people become successful in their worldly pursuits as they adopt a clearly defined purpose and pursue that direction with unyielding dedication.  But their success can be lost just as quickly when they lose their sense of purpose.

What so often happens in the physical realm can also take place in one's spiritual life as well.  God has a purpose for each of His children.  We grow and mature as believers when that purpose directs our life path.  But if we lose that sense of purpose, we begin wander spiritually.  Just as the children of Israel were left to wander around in the wilderness for 40 years after they lost their mission of entering God's promised land, so many Christians are wandering around in their own personal wilderness having lost a sense of their purpose in life.

There are several critical times in life when one's sense of purpose is tested.  The time in the late teenage years and early 20’s when greater independence is being achieved is a very critical time.  It is a time when the values that have been assumed in the parent’s household are challenged.  Sometimes drastic changes in a life direction take place at this time of life.  Another critical time is one retires from his or her lifetime occupation.  The schedule of life dramatically changes sometimes bringing with it a change in life direction.  Still another of these critical times in life is the time that we commonly call the middle-aged years.  It is so common for some people to grope with their sense of purpose during this time of life that we actually have a term for it - we often say that person is going through his or her mid-life crisis.  And there are many reasons why this is such a vulnerable time in life.  The middle-aged years often bring a greater sense of financial and personal independence.  It is common for a person to have achieved a sense of financial freedom with a little bit more money accumulated during mid-life.  There is often a certain level of success that has been achieved in the business realm that can be enjoyed.  And children often have reached an age of greater independence so that there is more personal freedom in mid-life to be enjoyed.  But all of these blessings can also be temptations to lure one away from his or her central purpose in life.

I would invite you to turn to the latter part of 1 Kings 10 as we look at a man who lost his sense of purpose in his middle-aged years.  Solomon was a man who had so many advantages given to him.  He was born into a royal family.  David didn't have Solomon until he had achieved most of his success in life.  So Solomon never knew the times of struggle and pain - he only could remember the glory years.  And Solomon started out so well as a young man.  You will recall that upon his assuming the throne of Israel, when God came to him in a vision granting him any request that he desired, Solomon made one of the best choices possible.  Grant me the wisdom to govern your people with understanding.  This unselfish request reveals the heart of a servant who had a firm sense of purpose and direction in life.  God was so pleased with Solomon's response that He gave him glory and riches and power in addition to wisdom.  Certainly, the early years of Solomon's realm were positive and successful years for both himself and for the nation as a whole.

But then came the middle-aged years.  And Solomon lost that sense of purpose that had been his guiding light directing his life.  Notice the commentary of the Bible beginning with 1 Kings 10:23.  I will read through chapter 11 and verse 6.

23 King Solomon was greater in riches and wisdom than all the other kings of the earth. 24 The whole world sought audience with Solomon to hear the wisdom God had put in his heart. 25 Year after year, everyone who came brought a gift -- articles of silver and gold, robes, weapons and spices, and horses and mules. 

26 Solomon accumulated chariots and horses; he had fourteen hundred chariots and twelve thousand horses, which he kept in the chariot cities and also with him in Jerusalem. 27 The king made silver as common in Jerusalem as stones, and cedar as plentiful as sycamore-fig trees in the foothills. 28 Solomon's horses were imported from Egypt and from Kue -- the royal merchants purchased them from Kue. 29 They imported a chariot from Egypt for six hundred shekels of silver, and a horse for a hundred and fifty. They also exported them to all the kings of the Hittites and of the Arameans. 

1 King Solomon, however, loved many foreign women besides Pharaoh's daughter -- Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Sidonians and Hittites. 2 They were from nations about which the LORD had told the Israelites, "You must not intermarry with them, because they will surely turn your hearts after their gods." Nevertheless, Solomon held fast to them in love. 3 He had seven hundred wives of royal birth and three hundred concubines, and his wives led him astray. 4 As Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart after other gods, and his heart was not fully devoted to the LORD his God, as the heart of David his father had been. 5 He followed Ashtoreth the goddess of the Sidonians, and Molech the detestable god of the Ammonites. 6 So Solomon did evil in the eyes of the LORD; he did not follow the LORD completely, as David his father had done. 
How could a man who had so much going for him, who had so many advantages in life, who knew the Lord in such a special way and had so much wisdom granted to him lose his sense of direction and purpose in life and drift so far from following the Lord?

Well, the short answer is disobedience, isn't it?  Solomon willfully chose to disobey the expressed commandment of God.  This passage of Scripture in 1 Kings cannot be read without considering another passage of the Bible found in Deuteronomy 17.  Listen as I read Deuteronomy 17:14-20.  The parallels between Deut. 17 and 1 Kings 10-11 are most obvious.

14 When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you and have taken possession of it and settled in it, and you say, "Let us set a king over us like all the nations around us," 15 be sure to appoint over you the king the LORD your God chooses. He must be from among your own brothers. Do not place a foreigner over you, one who is not a brother Israelite. 16 The king, moreover, must not acquire great numbers of horses for himself or make the people return to Egypt to get more of them, for the LORD has told you, "You are not to go back that way again." 17 He must not take many wives, or his heart will be led astray. He must not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold. 

18 When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy of this law, taken from that of the priests, who are Levites. 19 It is to be with him, and he is to read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the LORD his God and follow carefully all the words of this law and these decrees 20 and not consider himself better than his brothers and turn from the law to the right or to the left. Then he and his descendants will reign a long time over his kingdom in Israel. 
There were 3 major areas that God specifically commanded concerning a king in Israel - 3 directives that a king was to obey.  He was not to stockpile horses; he was not to take many wives; and he was not to hoard silver and gold.  These were so important that the king was to write them down and always keep these divine commandments before him so that he wouldn't lose his sense of direction and purpose in life.  We can assume that David was conscientious in doing this both from his writings in the Psalms and the comparatively simple way that he lived his life.  And Solomon started out well.  But as he became more and more successful, Solomon disobeyed God.  And it is interesting that the Bible notes these 3 distinct areas of disobedience  in 1 Kings - 12,000 horses (even noting that he got them from Egypt); hording silver and gold until he had so much that the silver lost its value becoming just like stones in Jerusalem; and having a harem of 1,000 wives - 700 political marriages and 300 concubines.  So it is clear that it was Solomon's willful disobedience that lead to his loss of direction and purpose in the middle-aged years of his life.  And so it is in the lives of many.  Having lived for many years as believers, having attended thousands of church services, it is a temptation to begin to take God's word from granted, to lose the sense of its special nature, to miss the awe and wonder of its power - and then to begin to disobey it, first in little areas and then in larger and larger areas.  This often happens to middle-aged Christians who have accepted areas of disobedience into their lives and have lost their spiritual sense of purpose and direction.

But we want to go a step further and question why God would specify these 3 areas for those who would be kings of Israel?  Why horses and wealth and wives?  I think that an examination of these areas shows to us 3 major areas of specific temptation that people face in their mid-life - middle aged perils of life.

1.  Why did God direct the person who was to become king not to accumulate horses?  Is God prejudiced against this animal?  Does God have something against horses?  When God created all the animals, did He think Well, I did a good job with all the animals except for those horses - I think I could have done better there?  Of course not.  God pronounced all of His work to be good on the 6th day of creation, the very day that he created horses.  And I think we would all agree that God did a wonderful job in designing the horse.  We have 3 horses that we can watch graze in a field behind our house.  We love to just sit with a cup of coffee on our back deck and watch those wonderful animals.  Horses are powerful, yet graceful animals.  They epitomize a sense of freedom as they gallop across an open field, yet also are most productive in doing all kinds of work.  One of the horses that we watch is a large, white horse who retired from pulling carriages all around Mackinac Island.  Horses can be among the most productive animals that God created.
No, the fact that God singled out horses in His command actually was because of their usefulness.  For in these Biblical times as throughout the history of mankind before the industrial revolution, horses were man's major source of mobility - especially when it came to warfare.  The army with the best cavalry had a tremendous advantage over an army without any horses.  Horses gave soldiers the ability to strike much more quickly and to be much more mobile.  And the Philistines had taught the Israelites a little trick to make their chariots more effective as well.  A chariot would be built to be pulled by one or two horses, and then iron swords would be attached to the wheels.  A single soldier driving a chariot of this kind could mow down hundreds of foot soldiers either by trampling over them or cutting them to pieces like a reaper going through a field of ripened grain.  And the horses were the key.  That is the reason for their tremendous value in this day - horses in Solomon's day were equivalent to the laser guided missile today, the best weapon of warfare.

Now God knew that a king of Israel who stockpiled horses would be tempted to rely upon his natural military superiority rather than trusting in the Lord God Jehovah for victory in battle.  So God commanded that the king not accumulate horses - not because there is anything inherently wrong with the animal or because there is anything inherently wrong with having military weapons in themselves for David used every advanced weapon that he could - but God wanted the king's primary trust to be in Him for victory in the battles of life.

2.  The command to not hoard gold is perhaps more obvious for there has always been something about material wealth that tempts us from trusting in God for our daily provisions in life.  Someone has said that it is much more difficult to pray fervently for our daily bread when we have a freezer full of it.  There is an element of truth in that.  And again, it is not that God wants all of His people to be poor, living from hand to mouth.  God is the one who richly gives all good things to His children for their enjoyment.  And God blessed many of His choice servants in the Bible with great prosperity.  Abraham, David, Job in his first and final states, and many others were richly blessed of God with material prosperity.  But it is important to never forget both the source of any material blessings and the temporary nature of these blessings.  For just as Job went from being the richest man in all of the middle east to being a pauper in one day, so fleeting is material prosperity.  A king who horded gold far beyond any reasonable need for it could easily come to the place where he placed his security in his material possessions rather than in the Lord God Jehovah.  

3.  Now as we come to the command not to take many wives, we again come to a cultural directive for polygamy is happily illegal in our day.  I am reminded of Mark Twain's classic answer to a Mormon with whom he was discussing theology.  The Mormons in Twain's day believed in and practiced polygamy - so it was only natural for the conversation to turn to this subject.  The Mormon asked Twain to just give him one passage of Scripture that expressly forbade the practice of polygamy.  Without a moments hesitation, Twain replied, That's easy.  No man can serve two masters.  

Now while we recognize that Twain could have chosen many more appropriate passages for the Lord Jesus Christ made God's creative purpose in marriage crystal clear in His Sermon on the Mount - that God's purpose in marriage was to have one man and one woman unite for the duration of their natural lives - Twain's more humorous answer does strike at one of the major problems inherent within polygamy.  Polygamy naturally brings competition and strife into the household.

But it was more than just this natural problem that God was addressing in forbidding the king of Israel from marrying many wives.  You see, the custom of Solomon's day was for political alliances to be confirmed with a royal marriage.  The one who was recognized to be the dominant partner in a political alliance was given a daughter from the other king as a wife.  The obvious advantages were both the building up of the esteem of the stronger national leader and the natural resistance that that leader would have to then attack the weaker nation because there was now a blood relationship between the two leaders.  The fact that Solomon had 700 wives - the vast majority of them being the result of political alliances - demonstrates the powerful place that Israel had in the Middle East at this time, a credit to the leadership of David.  But God knew that if a king made these kinds of political alliances, there would be a greater tendency to trust in treaties for peace, and that the natural result would be these women bringing all of their foreign gods along with them promoting the practice of polygamy in the nation of Israel - which was exactly what happened.

Now I must conclude very quickly - but let me just say that these 3 temptations are major temptations that we all face, and they are especially prevalent in mid-life.  These temptations can hinder us from maintaining our purpose in life.  Now I am obviously not literally talking about accumulating horses or polygamy, but I am rather speaking about the foundational reason for these directives.

*it is a great temptation for a person in mid life to put his or her primary trust in the natural means of security rather than putting his primary trust in the Lord - to trust in the government for protection and security, to trust in the medical profession for health - forgetting that it is God who is the giver and sustainer of life.

*it is a great temptation for a person in mid life to put his or her primary trust in savings and annuities and pensions rather than putting his primary trust in the Lord - forgetting that it is God who is the giver of all material possessions and He has promised to meet all of our physical needs.

*it is a great temptation for a person in mid life to accept the politically correct spirit of tolerance of all religions and faiths being equally valid, accepting as it were many idols and spiritual ideologies into his or her life - forgetting the words of the Lord Jesus Christ that He is the way, the truth and the life, no one can come to God the Father except through Him.

If we succumb to any of these temptations, we will follow the poor example of Solomon and lose our sense of purpose and direction in life.  

During one of the busiest times at Houston's Hobby Airport, a flight was delayed due to a mechanical problem. Since they needed the gate for another flight, the aircraft was backed away from the gate while the maintenance crew worked on it. The passengers were then told the new gate number, which was some distance away. Everyone moved to the new gate, only to find that a third gate had been designated. After some further shuffling, everyone got on board. As they were settling in, the flight attendant made the standard announcement, "We apologize for the inconvenience of this last-minute gate change. This flight is going to Washington, D.C. If your destination is not Washington, D.C., then you should 'deplane' at this time."
Suddenly the cockpit door opened and a very confused-looking and red-faced pilot emerged carrying his bags. "Sorry," he said, "I’m on the wrong plane." 

If you want to get to the right city, you have to be on the right plane.  So it is in life.  If we want to accomplish the purpose that God has for us, we have to be going in the right direction.  We cannot allow the detours that the world system offers to us get us off God’s course for our lives.  The person who is to maintain his spiritual sense of purpose all throughout life is the person who must continually fix his or her eyes of Jesus, the author and finisher of faith.
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