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A. How are we as Christians to relate to the wider society around us? Is it our task to oppose and destroy others, to transform the structures of society, to blend in and stay well below the radar? Various arrangements have been proposed, but all of them assume that to some degree or another, the wider culture is under the influence of worldliness, sinners in opposition to God and his way. Even in times of the seeming ascendency of God’s way, as we sometimes find in the Old Testament, there is always a contingent, an impulse among many to forsake God’s way for their own. 


B. From its inception, the Christian church has tended to follow a pattern from confessionalism to Christendom to Constantinianism. 


Confessionalism is when God’s people are in the clear minority, often feeling the hostility of the world in opposition, oppression, and persecution. During such times, God’s people are faithful in proclaiming the truth and modeling a different, better way of life, serving as “salt” and “light” in the world, as Jesus described it, even though they are harried and harassed for it. God works though the Spirit and the Word, and more and more are convinced as they also “cast in their lot with the people of God.”  


Once the number of believers reaches a sizable minority they begin to influence the society around them. The church becomes a strong force for righteousness. Even the wicked retreat out of shame and the disapproval of others. This dominant influence is what we find in Christendom. There is no official status for the Christian church, however. It is, instead, a moral and social influence, and everybody benefits from the change.


Constantinianism, though, goes well beyond this. It is named after the first officially Christian emperor of the Roman Empire. Three hundred years after Christ’s coming, the Roman empire first legalized Christianity, and then later made it the official religion of the empire. Suddenly the Christian church enjoyed a special status, and people were required to submit to a Christian morality as a matter of law. But with Constantinianism came a pretty serious down side. Under that arrangement, if social climbers wanted to succeed, certainly if they wanted to enter or to advance in the government, they had to officially declare themselves Christian. All will agree that this swept many who were still pagan at heart into the church, not really strengthening the empire as much as weakening and diluting the church. It was well within my lifetime when, in most smaller towns, if one wanted to attain any standing at all, they had to be a member of a Christian church in that town. The churches were then plagued with much nominalism. 


But, in fact, the sincere Christians in those churches and communities who practiced their faith with sober intent were often mocked and excluded by the nominal, false professors who more often gained prominence in society. After the moral revolution starting in the post-war 1950s, sincere believers were even more marginalized, and the rising generation increasingly rebelled against the hypocrisy of their often merely nominal, “Christian” parents. 


Though the US has never been fully under the rule of Constantinianism, we now are in a time where Christendom has retreated and secularism and unbelief are on the ascendancy. So, how are we to respond to what Christian thinker Aaron Renn has called “the negative world,” where popular sentiment is decidedly hostile to the Christian church? We can find some important clues in our text, where the godless, secular Absolom is bearing down on God’s people who have rallied around his father, King David. What we find is that the wicked will be undone by the weakness of their wickedness. Even in extreme times of ungodliness as in the atheistic communism of Russia and communist China, pretty much anywhere that atheism has risen to prominence, we find that godlessness already has the seeds of its own destruction baked into the cake. 
I. THE WICKED ARE DOMINATED BY FEAR.


A. Proud, unyielding Absolom is plagued by second thoughts. Ahithophel, this incomparably shrewd advisor, has some further counsel for the man who would be king. 


“Moreover, Ahithophel said to Absalom, “Let me choose twelve thousand men, and I will arise and pursue David tonight. 2 I will come upon him while he is weary and discouraged and throw him into a panic, and all the people who are with him will flee. I will strike down only the king, 3 and I will bring all the people back to you as a bride comes home to her husband. You seek the life of only one man, and all the people will be at peace.” 4 And the advice seemed right in the eyes of Absalom and all the elders of Israel.”

B. This makes perfect sense in an evil sort of way. We must not forget that sinners can be quite clever. Absolom’s beef is not with Israel, only with his father. If he can capture and kill his father, then the resistance will be crushed, and he will have accomplished an almost bloodless coup. All Israel will then have no choice but to rally around him. It also appears that Ahithophel is offering to lead the attack himself, so Absolom will remain behind in safety. So, there seems to be no downside. 


“5 Then Absalom said, “Call Hushai the Archite also, and let us hear what he has to say.” It appears that proud, supremely self-assured Absolom has lost his nerve. And Hushai, who apparently was not present at this meeting, is summoned and informed of Ahithophel’s counsel. Hushai’s counsel does not settle Absolom’s fears, but provokes them. 

“6 And when Hushai came to Absalom, Absalom said to him, “Thus has Ahithophel spoken; shall we do as he says? If not, you speak.” 7 Then Hushai said to Absalom, “This time the counsel that Ahithophel has given is not good.” 8 Hushai said, “You know that your father and his men are mighty men, and that they are enraged, like a bear robbed of her cubs in the field. Besides, your father is expert in war; he will not spend the night with the people. 9 Behold, even now he has hidden himself in one of the pits or in some other place. And as soon as some of the people fall at the first attack, whoever hears it will say, ‘There has been a slaughter among the people who follow Absalom.’ 10 Then even the valiant man, whose heart is like the heart of a lion, will utterly melt with fear, for all Israel knows that your father is a mighty man, and that those who are with him are valiant men.”

C. Hushai was pretty shrewd himself. He admits that ordinarily Ahithophel is a wise advisor, but not in this case. And then, he slyly injects more fear into the heart of Absolom. “David and his men are mighty warriors, now enraged like a she bear robbed of her cubs.” Oops, maybe Absolom hadn’t thought of that. Also, his mention of both a bear and a lion in this context reminds Absolom of his father’s youth as a shepherd who killed a bear and a lion with his bare hands. And that story was told to Saul in preparation for his slaying the giant Goliath. Oops, David was no pushover. Later, David had successfully evaded Saul and his army for years. You can almost see the rising alarm on Absolom’s face. 

C. And in our dealings with unbelievers, even those openly hostile to God, his way, and his people, we must remember that in every unbeliever there is a tempest of terror just beneath the surface which they are desperately trying to keep from overwhelming them. They know that God is there and that they have offended him. They know deep in their heart that his judgment is coming. This helps to explain the universal fear of death. 

I’m not suggesting that we try to stoke this fear artificially. But we should tell the truth and warn those rushing down the road of life that the bridge is out and that they need to turn to the only way of safety: Christ and his cross. Honestly, we should always approach the lost with a mixture of horror and pity, and never, ever fear. We are to fear the Lord God only, “who made heaven and earth.” This profound respect is reserved for him alone. Jesus said it plainly in Matthew 10:28: “And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” The wicked are dominated by fear. Secondly…
II. THE WICKED ARE WEAKENED BY PRIDE.


A. If you go out against David prematurely, Hushai says, and things do not go well, reports will come back of a slaughter among your followers, and that will demoralize all of them. They may even turn against you. So, what does Hushai recommend? Strength in numbers. “11 But my counsel is that all Israel be gathered to you, from Dan to Beersheba, as the sand by the sea for multitude, and that you go to battle in person.”

There are two cunning suggestions here that Hushai manages to shoehorn in under the radar. First, that Absolom is so popular that all Israel will turn out for him. Ahithophel had asked for 12,000 men, perhaps representing a thousand from each of the twelve tribes. Hushai here recommends that all the fighting men from all the tribes be summoned. He is banking on Absolom’s pride in thinking that his scheme of creating himself as the popular favorite has won the hearts of the whole nation. 


B. But the other poison pill of pride he slips in is to suggest that Absolom himself lead the charge. Perhaps this is a small dig at Ahithophel. He had, apparently volunteered to lead the attack. If it succeeded, he would return as the true hero. He was already acclaimed for the surpassing wisdom of his counsel. What did they say of him? “23 Now in those days the counsel that Ahithophel gave was as if one consulted the word of God; so was all the counsel of Ahithophel esteemed, both by David and by Absalom.” That almost sounds like someone who would become a rival to the throne. 


So proud Absolom took the bait. “14 And Absalom and all the men of Israel said, “The counsel of Hushai the Archite is better than the counsel of Ahithophel.” For the Lord had ordained to defeat the good counsel of Ahithophel, so that the Lord might bring harm upon Absalom.” 

B. We should see that worldly people are continually weakened by their own pride. Remember, their only true love in life is self, the very definition of pride. If you recognize the reference, Gandalf told Saruman “There is only one lord of the ring, and he does not share power.” All worldly truces and alliances are temporary until the one gains an advantage over the other. In a dog-eat-dog world (or a cat-eat-cat world), the only wise move is to stop being a dog (or a cat). And speaking of dogs (and cats)…

III. THE WICKED ARE DESTROYED BY THEIR LOVE OF VIOLENCE. 


A. Hushai plays on one more worldly attitude that derails the wise counsel of Ahithophel, the worldly love of violence and vengeance. Ahithophel recommended focusing only on David, and bringing his entourage safely back into Absolom’s fold. Hushai’s clever counsel stoked Absolom’s outrage at any who would reject him and remain loyal to David. “How dare they offend his majesty like this?” “12 So we shall come upon him in some place where he is to be found, and we shall light upon him as the dew falls on the ground, and of him and all the men with him not one will be left. 13 If he withdraws into a city, then all Israel will bring ropes to that city, and we shall drag it into the valley, until not even a pebble is to be found there.”

B. “Kill them all, every last mother’s son of them! Then, not only will you not have to constantly look over your shoulder, but you will avenge yourself on the disloyal.” Evil is parasitic. Hatred is self-destructive. The wicked have never built anything of any enduring value. By his upright conduct and his friendly dealings with others, David had built a kingdom. Absolom could only steal, kill, and destroy. In doing so, he was only following his true master. Jesus said in the “good Shepherd” passage in John 10:10-11: “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly. 11 I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”



C. And, of course, this is so self-evident as to be obvious to all but the most jaded eye. What do you suppose hatred and self-seeking could achieve beyond more hatred and self-seeking. But love? Love brings life. And life builds good things. Ten men drawn by love for a David would easily defeat a thousand men driven by the whips and malice of an Absolom. And the chief factor in this is the blessing and favor of the Lord. 


This was what was missing from Absolom’s doomed endeavor. Though he invoked the name of the Lord as he must to maintain his façade of being a godly leader, the Lord was not with him. “For the Lord had ordained to defeat the good counsel of Ahithophel, so that the Lord might bring harm upon Absalom.” In other words, he doesn’t stand a chance. And this is what is also lacking from the wicked of any age. They will be destroyed by their love of violence. 
CONCLUSION


These are purely natural factors: the crippling fear, the blindsiding snare of pride, and the all-consuming nature of hatred and violence. And these should certainly be enough to cheer and embolden the most hunted, hounded, and harassed believer. But that the Lord is with us? Nothing else is needed. 

We sometimes find in Scripture a single line that is so complete that it almost requires nothing more. “The Lord is my Shepherd.” That’s all that needs to be said. Or from the same Psalm of David, “For thou art with me.” Really? You need more than that? And here’s another of those all-encompassing truths, the last verse of Psalm 124: “Our help is in the name of the Lord who made heaven and earth.” What creature that God has made could ever stand against him?

So, Beloved, stride boldly into this new year, fully assured of the weakness of the wicked, but even more, of the “help” which is ours “in the Lord who made heaven and earth.” J
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