Revive Us Again #7

“It Is Time to Come Back to the Lord” 

2 Chronicles 30
Today is St. Patrick’s Day, a day known for its many traditions. Some have direct ties with the historic figure Patrick, while others have been added in the years since his life and death. And some of the traditions have little or no historic foundation at all!

For one thing, Patrick is not a “Saint” in the usual Catholic manner. He was never canonized by the Roman Catholic church, and is merely the patron saint of Ireland. (In his work The Confession of St. Patrick, he refers to himself as “Patrick the sinner.”) Patrick himself was not Irish by birth but rather British or Scottish, and there is even some doubt as to whether he was Roman Catholic! The color traditionally worn on St. Patrick’s Day is green (so as not to get pinched!), even though the color most associated with the man was blue. And St. Patrick is perhaps best known for driving all the snakes out of Ireland, but in fact, there were never snakes in Ireland to begin with!

One tradition about St. Patrick that is true, however, has to do with the shamrock, or three-leafed clover. Patrick often used the sprig, very common in Ireland, to explain the trinity. The shamrock eventually became a national symbol for Ireland, and that explains why green is the color associated with St. Patrick’s Day.

I mention all of this to highlight the idea of tradition. A tradition is defined as “a long-established custom or belief that has been passed from one generation to another.” As demonstrated above, some traditions are based on fact while others are not. Contrary to the belief of some, not all traditions are bad. Some are good…even biblical. There is a big difference between traditions and traditionalism, as Chuck Swindoll explains,
The right kind of traditions give us deep roots—a solid network of reliable truth in a day when everything seems up for grabs. Among such traditions are those strong statements and principles that tie us to the mast of truth when storms of uncertainty create frightening waves of change driven by winds of doubt… [such as] believing in the authority of holy Scripture, knowing and loving God, bowing to the Lordship of Jesus Christ, committing ourselves to others, and becoming people of genuine encouragement. Such traditions (there are others, of course) are valuable absolutes that keep us from feeling awash in a world of relativism and uncertainty. In case you haven’t noticed, we are specifically commanded to cling to the traditions of faith: “stand firm and hold to the traditions which you were taught” (2 Thessalonians 2:15)…

There is a great deal of difference between tradition and traditionalism. Jaroslav Pelikan puts his finger on the crux of the issue: “Tradition is the living faith of those now dead; traditionalism is the dead faith of those still living.”

Tradition can be helpful in maintaining one’s history, culture, and even faith. Imagine where we would be without any traditions at all.

Yet as Lucy says in A Charlie Brown Thanksgiving, after tricking Charlie Brown into trying to kick the football she was holding because it is a Thanksgiving tradition, “Isn’t it peculiar how some traditions just slowly fade away?”

Many traditions have slowly faded away in our culture…and some of them have to do with Christian belief and practice. In a move against traditionalism, many have tossed aside all traditions, throwing the baby out with the bathwater, so to speak. One of those traditions is the practice of corporate worship or, as we might say, going to church. While it is true that attending church regularly does not make one a Christian, it is also true that professing Christians who do not regularly attend church tend to be disconnected from their brothers and sisters in Christ and often do not grow in the faith as they should.

A similar situation happened in ancient Judah, as recorded in 2 Chronicles 30. A godly king, Hezekiah, reigned in Jerusalem, and when he realized that a very important Israelite tradition had been neglected, he went to work to rectify the situation. He clearly understood that it was time to come back to the Lord.

A Shameful Neglect

The chapter begins with a shameful neglect in verses 1-5,

Hezekiah sent word to all Israel and Judah and also wrote letters to Ephraim and Manasseh, inviting them to come to the temple of the Lord in Jerusalem and celebrate the Passover to the Lord, the God of Israel. The king and his officials and the whole assembly in Jerusalem decided to celebrate the Passover in the second month. They had not been able to celebrate it at the regular time because not enough priests had consecrated themselves and the people had not assembled in Jerusalem. The plan seemed right both to the king and to the whole assembly. They decided to send a proclamation throughout Israel, from Beersheba to Dan, calling the people to come to Jerusalem and celebrate the Passover to the Lord, the God of Israel. It had not been celebrated in large numbers according to what was written. 

At first glance this passage may not sound unusual. So the king invites all the people to celebrate Passover in Jerusalem. What’s so strange about that? The key is found at the end of verse five: “It had not been celebrated in large numbers according to what was written.” Passover was one of the three times in the year when all male Israelites were to appear before the Lord (Exo. 23:14-17; Deut. 16:16; “the Feast of Unleavened Bread” in such passages means the Passover and the seven days following). Clearly it was a most important festival, even though there were times when it was not observed as it should have been,
 as in this case.

The reason for this shameful neglect is Hezekiah’s father, Ahaz. For the previous sixteen years he had poisoned the spiritual life of the people. Everything Ahaz did led the people further away from God. He led the people in worshiping idols, including Baal and Molech—even sacrificing his own children to that despicable god.
 

How Hezekiah turned out to be as godly as he was can only be explained by the grace of God. Without any immediate influences for good that we can detect from a human point of view, Hezekiah opened the closed doors of the Temple and inaugurated services of worship and sacrifice once again. His words in 2 Chronicles 29:6-11 were bluntly to the point: “Our fathers were unfaithful; they did evil in the eyes of the Lord our God and forsook him. They turned their faces away from the Lord’s dwelling place and turned their backs on him… Therefore, the anger of God has fallen on Judah and Jerusalem… This is why our fathers have fallen by the sword… Now I intend to make a covenant with the Lord, the God of Israel, so that his fierce anger will turn away from us. My sons, do not be negligent now.”

And so Hezekiah issues a call to celebrate Passover for the first time in recent memory. He knew that regularly remembering God’s faithfulness and forgiveness is a deterrent against sin. God instituted the tradition of the Passover meal when He led His people out of Egypt so that they wouldn’t forget His miraculous acts on their behalf. God knew that when the Israelites settled in the Promised Land and had abundant food and wealth, they likely would forget Him. And when God’s people forget Him, they often forsake Him.

We Christians today still need regular reminders of God’s grace. The Lord Jesus established Communion as a consistent way to remember God’s loyal love and mercy. Just as the Passover recalled Israel’s deliverance from Egyptian bondage, Communion recalls our liberation from slavery to sin through Christ. We must be careful not to neglect or belittle this sacred remembrance, either.

Hezekiah invites “all Israel and Judah” to this celebration. (“All Israel” is represented by “Ephraim and Manasseh,” the two major tribes of the northern kingdom of Israel.
) Since the days of Solomon, there had not been a Passover involving the entire nation, and Hezekiah wanted to unite the people spiritually even though they were divided politically.
 Their current political circumstances were less important than their status as God’s people.

By now, the northern kingdom of Israel had been destroyed by the Assyrian invasion and deportation (which surprisingly is not mentioned).
 The reunification of north and south as “all Israel” is the Chronicler’s key theme in his account of Hezekiah’s Passover. He addresses his letter to the “sons of Israel” and sends it out “throughout all Israel, from Beer-sheba to Dan”—that is, from the southernmost to the northernmost regions of the kingdom as it was originally constituted under David.

The time for this celebration of Passover is odd. Verse two states that it was decided to hold the Passover in the second month, when the Law established it to be in the first month. Verse three explains why this was needed: the priests were not ready and the people were not there! This goes to show how far from God the people had gone.

Yet the Law also made provision for celebrating the Passover in the second month in Numbers 9:6–13, citing circumstances very similar to these, and King Hezekiah took advantage of this provision.

The exact proclamation of the king is recorded in verses 6-9,

At the king’s command, couriers went throughout Israel and Judah with letters from the king and from his officials, which read: “People of Israel, return to the Lord, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, that he may return to you who are left, who have escaped from the hand of the kings of Assyria. Do not be like your fathers and brothers, who were unfaithful to the Lord, the God of their fathers, so that he made them an object of horror, as you see. Do not be stiff-necked, as your fathers were; submit to the Lord. Come to the sanctuary, which he has consecrated forever. Serve the Lord your God, so that his fierce anger will turn away from you. If you return to the Lord, then your brothers and your children will be shown compassion by their captors and will come back to this land, for the Lord your God is gracious and compassionate. He will not turn his face from you if you return to him.” 

Surprisingly, the letters do not mention Passover, despite an invitation to “come to his sanctuary.” Merely “coming to church,” even for a special festival, was not the real issue. Rather, an appeal was made for the people to “return to the Lord,” that is, to enter into a fresh spiritual relationship with God through the Passover.
 Coming back to the Lord should include regular church attendance, but “coming to church” is not an end in itself.

The fact that we are being bidden to return to the Lord implies that we are in a backslidden state. Backsliding is one of our key diseases. It consists of taking back our consecration to the Lord, leaving our first love for God, abstaining from the regular and wholehearted devotion to God in worship and prayer, and maintaining the outward forms of religion without the realities. Briefly stated in Proverbs 14:14, “The backslider in heart is filled with his or her own ways.” Thus, like the church at Ephesus in Revelation 2:4, many of us “have left [our] first love.” If some of us believe that the message to repent is misdirected when it is aimed at the church, we need only to examine the opening of the book of Revelation a little closer. There the apostle John called four of the seven churches to which he wrote to repent (Rev. 2:5, 16, 21; 3:3).

Repentance is not a popular subject in today’s churches, and that is a shame. We need to be called back to the Lord. Too many churches operate under what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called “cheap grace,” which he defined as 

…the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, communion without confession…. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ living and incarnate.

A Scornful Refusal

Unfortunately, the gracious offer by King Hezekiah was not met with open arms. Verse 10 describes a scornful refusal: “The couriers went from town to town in Ephraim and Manasseh, as far as Zebulun, but the people scorned and ridiculed them.” Alas, the remnant in bondage to Assyria was just as stiff-necked as their ancestors were when God dealt with them in the wilderness. Here was an opportunity to make a new beginning and glorify the Lord by seeking His compassion, grace and mercy, but most of the people outside Judah rejected the invitation. They mocked Hezekiah’s words and laughed at his messengers, but so doing, they rejected the blessing the Lord had for them.
 This just shows that human depravity is so total that men will resist a gospel call even when on the brink of disaster.

I believe we need to hear this verse today, to be reminded that most people will not respond to God’s message of grace. Jesus said in Matthew 7:13-14, “Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.”
Our response to this scornful refusal should not be an attempt to widen the narrow gate or sugar coat the gospel of Christ. We are called to be faithful, not successful—at least successful in the measurement of the world. Just like Hezekiah, all we can do is to send out the invitation to come back to the Lord. Leave the results in the hands of God.

A Spiritual Return

The good news is a spiritual return, documented in verses 11-12,

Nevertheless, some men of Asher, Manasseh and Zebulun humbled themselves and went to Jerusalem. Also in Judah the hand of God was on the people to give them unity of mind to carry out what the king and his officials had ordered, following the word of the Lord.

Verse thirteen describes “a very large crowd of people” that came back to the Lord at this time. They had the courage to disagree with their families and friends and go to Jerusalem for the feast, among them men from the northern tribes of Asher, Manasseh, and Zebulun. They came a long distance with humble hearts, seeking the blessing of the Lord. God gave the worshipers who gathered oneness of mind and heart so that it was the Lord who was the center of the event and not some political agenda.

Notice the unity of the people! In comparison with previous failures to bring the nations together, this incident shows that the only really effective approach to unity has to be based on the principle of faithful worship.

A problem arose in verse 17, and the way Hezekiah dealt with it is insightful:

Since many in the crowd had not consecrated themselves, the Levites had to kill the Passover lambs for all those who were not ceremonially clean and could not consecrate their lambs to the Lord. Although most of the many people who came from Ephraim, Manasseh, Issachar and Zebulun had not purified themselves, yet they ate the Passover, contrary to what was written. But Hezekiah prayed for them, saying, “May the Lord, who is good, pardon everyone who sets his heart on seeking God—the Lord, the God of his fathers—even if he is not clean according to the rules of the sanctuary.” And the Lord heard Hezekiah and healed the people. 

Many people in the large congregation were also unclean, perhaps because they had left their homes quickly or because they had been defiled during the journey to Jerusalem. But Hezekiah knew that God was concerned about the hearts of the worshipers and not the details of meeting ceremonial requirements, and he prayed that God would cleanse and accept them. God answered his prayer, because it’s the heart that God wants and not mere religious ritual. If there were any legalists in the congregation, they must have been very upset, but their attitude would only rob them of God’s blessing. As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “If God’s people today would prepare their hearts for worship with as much care as they prepare their ‘Sunday best,’ the Lord would send His blessings on His church.”
 As Christians, we shouldn’t be too concerned when new believers (or backsliders who have returned) may not say or do the right things right away. Remember, these are babies in the faith, and they need to be cared for, not criticized or condemned.
The celebration was joyous, enough that the people decided to extend it from seven days to fourteen! (Can you imagine church people today wanting more services or longer ones?) The chapter ends in verses 26-27,

There was great joy in Jerusalem, for since the days of Solomon son of David king of Israel there had been nothing like this in Jerusalem. The priests and the Levites stood to bless the people, and God heard them, for their prayer reached heaven, his holy dwelling place.
In two words: “Mission Accomplished!” Revival had occurred, because the people realized that it was time to come back to the Lord. A key to revival is repentance. As Walter Kaiser explains, “The Hebrew word ‘to turn or repent’ is pronounced shuv. In every one of the 118 instances where the word occurs with a religious significance, God was trying to give His people a shove in the right direction.”

Just as Hezekiah announced under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit some seven centuries before the first advent of Christ, it is time again to come back to the Lord. We, like those Israelites of old, must turn from our sin and turn to God if we wish to enjoy the fullness of the new life in Christ.
 Let’s not toss aside all traditions, especially regularly coming together to worship, as the Bible commands us to do.
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