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A. In 2001 I was in St. Louis for the first seminar class of my doctoral studies. Some of the other guys were going to a new film, the first of the Lord of the Rings trilogy. I tagged along. And I hated it! Not the content of the film. I had read the books more than once. What I hated was that I had to wait over a year to watch the next installment. The story left on a cliff-hanger note with unresolved issues and problems. I knew the story from the books, but the cinematic version would just have to wait. 


And it is for a similar reason that I have decided to press on in the history of the kings of Israel and Judah. The story is just too good to leave with David’s account unfinished, and the sequels unexplored. So, we will continue with the divine commentary on the history of our older brothers and sisters in the Old Covenant. “Kings” is so much a sequel to Samuel that in the Greek translation of the Old Testament, 1 and 2 Samuel are called 1 and 2 Kings, while 1 and 2 Kings are called 3 and 4 Kings. 

Some time ago I spoke with a young person who had grown up in our church. He told me that he had been reading through the Old Testament and came to the stories we find in 1 and 2 Kings. And even though he was in church and Sunday School almost every Sunday, he said he had never heard any of these great stories before. It was all new to him. Now I do not doubt the propensity of a young person to hear something and not be paying attention, or not remembering it, but the statement shook me a bit. 

B. These stories are our stories. Just because these people may not be our physical ancestors doesn’t mean we discount or dismiss them. We cannot say, “Well, this is Jewish history, but I’m not Jewish. So, I need to study German or Dutch or French or American history.” We may forget that these people are our spiritual ancestors, and that counts more than blood. We are the seed of Abraham through faith in Christ. We Gentile “wild olive tree branches” have been grafted into the tree of God’s people. Their history is a picture of our own, as the church and individually. The same temptations and the same idolatry that tripped them up also trips us up. The same hope they shared we also share. And we look to the same Messiah as our Lord and Savior. 


C. We live most of our lives in a world surrounded by those to whom God is completely irrelevant. Perhaps we should spend significant time in the Scriptures where God is the most relevant factor of every chapter and verse. One Old Testament scholar, Iain Provan explains: 

“The stakes are high. The modern period has seen the gradual breakdown of the Bible story as the defining story of Western culture. What was once regarded as a unified narrative whole that set the context in which individual human narratives were to be understood and lived out has come to be seen largely as a collection of larger or smaller fragments, unrelated to each other, and requiring recontextualization by the individual reader if they are to be properly understood. The Bible is a kind of primordial chaos, waiting for the reader-as-god to create something out of it. We have seen, in other words, the progressive loss of a sense of Scripture.”


I’m not terribly interested in somehow reinstating “the Bible story as the defining story of Western culture.” But it is our urgent duty to restore the Bible story as the defining story of Christ’s church, and that can only be done by the careful, systematic exposition of the Bible’s story. 

Admittedly, 1 and 2 Kings is depressing. Presbyterian preacher and professor Ralph Davis titled his commentary on 1 Kings: The Wisdom and the Folly. Then his apologizes and explains: “Sorry about the title. It would have been nice to call this volume The Power and the Glory, but 1 Kings’ story of the sadness and stupidity of sin forbids it. The power and the glory is not yet. There is, to be sure, a flash of glory (Solomon) but it fades.” 

Personally, I had decided to pass by 1 and 2 Kings because at face value it is just to disappointing and even depressing. My initial thought was to go to some New Testament epistle, something a bit more cheerful like Philippians or James. And that would be a worthy pursuit which we may take up in time. 


But the gripping, often shocking realism of Kings is something we also need. And it can be both useful and helpful, convicting and consoling. In my opinion, a study through 1 and 2 Kings would do much to heighten our prayers for others and to lower our expectations of others. So, with that lengthy introduction or perhaps justification for doing so, let’s dig right into 1 Kings. 

D. And what we find is indeed disheartening, a bitter dose of reality from the start. The great hero, the great King David, giant-killer and kingdom-builder, is old, feeble, and dying. 


“Now King David was old and advanced in years. And although they covered him with clothes, he could not get warm. 


Formerly, this manly man had slept out under the stars while tending his flock of sheep. With his bare hands he had killed both a bear and a lion. He had faced down a giant, slaughtered enemies in battle, survived two insurrections, and always came out on top. And now he’s bed-ridden and cannot even keep himself warm at night, no matter how many blankets and furs the heaped upon him. (Electric blankets had not been invented yet.)

“2 Therefore his servants said to him, “Let a young woman be sought for my lord the king, and let her wait on the king and be in his service. Let her lie in your arms, that my lord the king may be warm.” 3 So they sought for a beautiful young woman throughout all the territory of Israel, and found Abishag the Shunammite, and brought her to the king. 4 The young woman was very beautiful, and she was of service to the king and attended to him, but the king knew her not.”

Okay, so many questions. David had several wives and concubines (second-class wives). Why could one of these not keep him warm? We are not told. Perhaps it was considered beneath their dignity to serve as a “human hot water bottle.” 


So, why should such a servant be sought out through all the territory as a young woman of exceptional beauty? Again, we are not told. Most likely, she was to become another concubine to David, to serve him in this capacity, and, to be fit for a king, she had to be the best. 


As a side note, the definition of beauty changes from culture to culture. Today, a woman who is impossibly slim, though voluptuous is often considered beautiful. A few centuries ago in Europe, the mark of beauty, at least in many paintings, was of rather plump women, possibly because only the wealthy could afford enough food to become plump. And given that Abishag was chosen to keep David warm at night, she was probably on the solid end as well. 


And if she was to be David’s concubine, why did he “know her not,” a reference to sexual relations? Probably because he was no longer able. Most suggest that David at this point had passed the “three score and ten” mark (over 70). His “manhood” had passed as well. 

And that’s how 1 Kings begins! It’s really a disappointment. The swashbuckling hero, the beloved champion, dashing king of Israel who made all the women blush and swoon is in a nursing home. He is swiftly growing less and less relevant, soon to breathe his last. And we would do well to pause right here and take stock of some initially unwelcome, but important matters.  
I. WE MUST NUMBER OUR DAYS.


A. I’m referring, of course, to the line in the only Psalm in the Psalter attributed to Moses, Psalm 90. Its occasion is probably the wilderness wanderings of God’s people, as that faithless generation of Israel failed to trust God and take possession of the Promised Land, and so were banished to the desert for forty years, the last forty years of Moses’s life where he was banished with them. Here’s what Moses prayed: “9 For all our days pass away under your wrath; we bring our years to an end like a sigh. 10 The years of our life are seventy, 

or even by reason of strength eighty; 
yet their span is but toil and trouble; they are soon gone, and we fly away. 11 Who considers the power of your anger, 

and your wrath according to the fear of you? 12 So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom.”
 
B. You know that most people today are running away from this truth as fast as they can. They turn to vitamins and supplements, injections, various treatments, some by scurrilous quacks, in the attempt to ward off this day. Some plan to freeze their bodies hopefully to be thawed out in the future world of science fiction. They invest in face lifts and tummy tucks to avoid the appearance of reality. And they refuse to “number their days,” so they utterly fail to gain that promised “heart of wisdom.” They then face the end unprepared, and plunge into an eternity for which they have made no true provision, leaving behind a legacy of silly denial and an example of folly for others to follow. 

I love the haunting reality of Isaac Watts’ poetic rendition of this psalm in the well-known hymn, especially the line: “Time like an ever-rolling stream bears all its sons away. They fly, forgotten as a dream dies at the op’ning day.” We must number our days. There is no wisdom gained by failing to do so, only a life of foolish denial and unreality. 

II. WE MUST NUMBER OUR HEROES’ DAYS.


A. David is old, feeble, barely able to be propped up, dying. It was a good run, not without its serious mistakes, of course. But it was fast rushing toward the end. And that’s the problem with all human heroes: they are all temporary, fleeting, fading, and will not endure. If you live long enough, you will surely get a sense of this. 


When I was a child, Billy Graham was the most prominent Christian leader of the day. He had become famous already, a decade before I was born. He had built an evangelistic empire that was truly global, with weekly radio broadcasts, “The Hour of Decision,” a popular print magazine called, “Decision,” author of many best-selling books, and holding evangelistic crusades in major cities literally all around the globe. He was a Christian statesman, confidant to presidents and other world leaders, and his name was a household word, known and respected by the vast majority. And then he died. 

Charles Colson, was an influential Christian leader in my life. He was the Nixon “hatchet man” convicted (actually self-confessed felon) in the Watergate scandal, who became a Christian before going to jail, and then started a highly successful prison ministry, writing numerous helpful books, hosting a radio spot called “Breakpoint,” and speaking on the Christian faith and issues in many conferences and forums. He was being used for great good in many arenas. And then he died.


And, of course, there was R.C. Sproul, a theologian, philosopher, professor, and preacher who did much to bring the biblical faith to the church, “bridging the seminary and the Sunday school,” writing dozens of popular books, hosting a daily radio program, along with conferences, and an enduring devotional periodical, Tabletalk. He and his ministry were deeply impactful in my own life and ministry. And then he died. 

B. God provides his people in every generation, from Augustine in the fourth century to Luther and Calvin in the sixteenth century, to George Whitefield in the eighteenth century, and on. And we can be thankful for his faithful servants like David, even as we recognize that they, like we, are all just passing through. So, we must number our heroes’ days. And supremely…
III. WE MUST HOPE IN THE MAN OF NUMBERLESS DAYS. 

A. In Psalm 16, this dying David had written this beautiful expression of gratitude to God: 
6 The lines have fallen for me in pleasant places; 
indeed, I have a beautiful inheritance. 

But then he added some words of prophecy that could only relate to Another: 

9 Therefore my heart is glad, and my whole being 


rejoices; 


my flesh also dwells secure. 

10 For you will not abandon my soul to Sheol, 


or let your holy one see corruption.


B. In Acts 13, Peter explains the meaning of this text, David’s words from Psalm 16: 

“35 Therefore he says also in another psalm, “‘You will not let your Holy One see corruption.’ 36 For David, after he had served the purpose of God in his own generation, fell asleep and was laid with his fathers and saw corruption, 37 but he whom God raised up did not see corruption.”

That’s the Man we must hope in! It’s all true, you know. He was as dead, breathless and pulseless, a corpse, like any others, who yet was held steady by the power of God. And then he arose to life everlasting, the mission completed and our salvation won. 

And some day, should the Lord tarry, after we, like David, have served the purpose of God in our own generation, we will fall asleep and we will see corruption. But our life will be hidden in the uncorruptible One of numberless days. 

CONCLUSION


“Now King David was old and advanced in years.” And so will we be if we should live so long. But our true hope is in the one “whom God raised up [and who] did not see corruption.”

The tumultuous, turbulent life of this great man of God was coming to a close. But the story isn’t And we will plunge ahead with God’s help, working through the aftermath, dismayed at the failures, cheered by the triumphs, and hopeful, always hopeful in Great David’s Greater Son Jesus. J 
____________________________________________________________________________________________


